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Welcome to Thailand’s Islands & Beaches


With white-sand bays, technicolour coral reefs and jungle-covered karst formations emerging from turquoise seas, Thailand’s islands and beaches are everyone’s dream of a tropical paradise.





Best Beach Ever

Thailand’s beaches are legendary. Palms angle over soft white sand, warm turquoise seas conceal colourful coral gardens, and beach parties beckon everyone to let their hair down. With two long coastlines and jungle-topped islands anchored in azure waters, Thailand embraces the hedonist and the hermit, the luxury lover and the budget backpacker. Scale Krabi’s sheer sea cliffs, dive with whale sharks off Ko Tao and the Surin Islands, toe the curling tide alongside Trang’s gypsy fishermen, stroll Ko Lipe’s crescent beaches, feast at Hua Hin’s sizzling seafood stalls or delight in luxury Phuket digs. The choice is yours.




Outdoor Adventures

Thailand’s natural beauty is all the more intoxicating for the different ways it can be savoured. From white-knuckle jungle ziplines and river rafting, to seaside horse rides and stand-up paddleboarding, Thailand’s activities menu is endlessly exhilarating. Outdoor lovers can hike sultry jungles in Ko Chang and Khao Sok National Parks, kitesurf off Phuket, Ko Lipe, Ko Samui and Hua Hin, practise yoga on Ko Lanta and Ko Samui, kayak past Ao Phang-Nga’s limestone spires, rock climb Railay, and dive deep under the blue sea across the South.




Yummy Thailand

Beaches may bring you to Thailand, but it’s often the food that lures you back and then sends you in search of it when you return home. Thai cuisine embodies the country’s culture: generous and warm, outgoing and nuanced, refreshing and relaxed, delicate and surprising. With its tropical bounty, the varied national menu twirls around four fundamental flavours: spicy, sweet, salty and sour. And it’s exquisitely hot and salty in the seafood-focused south. Dishes build on fresh, local ingredients, from pungent lemongrass, juicy yellow mangoes and searing chillies to just-caught seafood, plump tofu and crispy fried chicken.




Sun-Kissed Smiles

Whether it’s the glimmering eye of the meditative wâi (the palms-together Thai greeting) or the joyful grin of passers-by, it’s hard not to be charmed by the Land of Smiles. Thailand has long been Southeast Asia’s most friendly country, inviting travellers from near and far to indulge in the kingdom’s natural splendours. While development has had an impact on Thailand’s beauty, the welcome is still as delightful as ever and on the islands and beaches you’re still greeted by a heady mix of sparkling seascapes, limestone towers and equatorial sunshine.

[image: shutterstock_119747971jpg]
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Why I Love Thailand’s Islands & Beaches

By David Eimer, Writer

It’s obvious why Thailand’s islands and beaches are superstars in the world of travel, but what I love best about this region is the welcome you get from the locals. Everyone is so quick to smile, and that unconditional delight means this is a place where everyone can fit in, whatever their tastes or personal travel style. I can also never get enough of floating in that turquoise sea, exulting in the tropical breezes and watching the sun go down, before enjoying a cold beer and some of the most delicious seafood you’ll ever taste.

For more about our writers, see here
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Thailand’s Islands & Beaches Top 18


Island-Hopping in Trang

The honeylike morning sun casts shadows across another green-cloaked isle rising out of the blue. All you can hear is the motor of the weather-beaten long-tail boat, adorned with multicoloured cloth bands that frame the scene. Your next island-hopping stop is that brilliantly white beach in the distance – one of many to explore, snorkel and hike from. It might be beach-chic Ko Ngai (pictured), shimmering Ko Kradan or popular Ko Muk, but the boat ride is so extraordinarily gorgeous that it’s just as delightful as your dreamy Trang Islands destination.
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Top Experiences
Rock Climbing in Railay

Whether you’re an expert or have never grabbed a notch hole in your life, the Railay rock-climbing world will have you scrambling skywards with excitement. Over 1000 routes on limestone walls deliver unbeatable vistas across some of the world’s most spectacular scenery – vertical rock spires draped in greenery, surrounded by crystalline sea and luscious beaches – and even the shortest jaunt guarantees thrills. Seasoned climbers stay for months. For the ultimate adventure, try deep-water soloing: climbs ending with a splash into the water below. When you’re done, mellow reggae bars await.
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Top Experiences
Solitude on Ko Kut

Thailand’s fourth-largest island and eastern island frontier is an easygoing verdant canvas of dense jungle hemmed by silky pristine beaches – perfect for uninterrupted afternoons of sun worshipping or slow kayaking and snorkelling, and calm evenings blissfully free of throbbing sound systems. Although the topography of Ko Kut is similar to that of many other Thai islands, with rainforest and waterfalls hidden deep within, its location on the southern tip of the Ko Chang archipelago means that the coastal waters glimmer with a unique emerald tint.
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Top Experiences
Ko Pha-Ngan

World-famous for its debauched Full Moon Parties (pictured) and all-night electronic madness, Ko Pha-Ngan long ago graduated from sleepy bohemian island to full-on attraction pulling in travellers of all types. The beach shanties are turning more boutique, so comfort seekers and families have an alternative to Ko Samui. And on the northern and eastern coasts, hammock hangers can still escape enough to feel like a modern-day castaway – but a well-fed one, of course. Just offshore is Sail Rock, one of the gulf’s best dive sites, which is visited by elusive whale sharks.

[image: ]

STEPHEN J. BOITANO / GETTY IMAGES ©





Top Experiences
Ang Thong Marine National Park

When Alex Garland wrote his novel The Beach (which later became a movie starring Leonardo DiCaprio), he must have been thinking about Ang Thong Marine National Park. Known as Mu Ko Ang Thong in Thai, this stunning archipelago contains 42 small islands featuring sheer limestone cliffs, hidden lagoons, perfect peach-coloured beaches and an interesting menagerie of tropical creatures. You can dive, snorkel, kayak and hike on these pristine islands, which are best explored on a day trip from Ko Samui or Ko Pha-Ngan.
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Top Experiences
Beautiful Ko Phi-Phi

One of Thailand’s most recognisable characters, Ko Phi-Phi deserves all the praise and criticism it receives. Stunning turquoise waters, salt-white beaches and soaring limestone cliffs make it ideal for diving, hiking, snorkelling or just soaking up the scenery while you roast on the beach. After dark, Phi-Phi morphs into a hedonistic party haven, with daredevil fire dancers and energetic revellers slugging super-sweet cocktail buckets. Hangovers are inevitable, but there are plenty of sandy stretches and island cruises to recover on until the next round.
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Top Experiences
Diving in Ko Tao

Thailand’s diving headquarters, Ko Tao is still the cheapest and easiest spot in the region to learn how to strap on a tank and dive into the deep. The water is gentle and bathtub-warm, and the submarine visuals are not to be missed. Just offshore, scenic rocky coves and shallow coral reefs frequented by all manner of fish provide a snorkelling ‘aperitif’. Ko Tao’s small size means you can easily explore all of its jungly nooks and crannies when you need a break from diving.
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Top Experiences
Ko Lanta

Even a short wander off the gorgeous tourist beaches of Ko Lanta is a ticket to a wonderland of friendly Muslim fishing villages, unexplored coves and gentle jungle scenery. Don’t miss Ban Si Raya, with its century-old stilted houses and artsy shops, on the still tranquil and authentic east coast. For natural beauty, Mu Ko Lanta National Park (pictured) is hard to beat, and there are plenty of caves and lovely blonde beaches en route. Add to this good diving and snorkelling, yoga and a chilled-out nightlife scene.
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Top Experiences
Ko Lipe’s Beaches

Ko Lipe beguiles with its fantastic beaches. On the south coast, Hat Pattaya is a perfect arc of alabaster sand with long-tail boats bobbing in its azure bay and busy seafood barbecues and laid-back beach bars dotted along the foreshore. Soft, blonde Hat Sunrise is equally exquisite, stretching along the east coast until it curves at the sight of majestic Ko Adang across the blue. If you tire of these fabulous but busy beaches, take jungle-shrouded trails to wilder Hat Sunset and hidden swaths of sand. Offshore, stellar dive sites shine in the early monsoon.
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Top Experiences
Ko Yao Islands

Shhh, it’s only about an hour from Phuket Town to the serene banks of the low-key Ko Yao islands that float, like a silent neighbour, right in the heart of stunning Ao Phang-Nga. Swap bars and beach clubs for subdued Muslim fishing communities and quiet sunrises over outlying limestone isles. One of the region’s most luxurious resorts is found here, but mostly the islands are a place for simpler, ecofriendly resorts where you can lay your head after days of diving, rock climbing and mountain biking.
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Top Experiences
Luxury in Phuket

Loved for its luxury resorts, plush beach clubs, chic boutiques and Patong’s after-hours nightlife, Phuket has many more attractions than the clichés suggest. Stroll past incense-cloaked shrines and beautiful restored Sino-Portugese buildings in Phuket Town (pictured), dig in to local history in Thalang, hike the jungles of Khao Phra Thaew Royal Wildlife & Forest Reserve, join a cooking class, go diving, or try surfing or kitesurfing during low season. For beach lounging away from the buzz, head to northern beaches like Hat Nai Thon or south to Laem Phanwa.

[image: ]

KEVIN HELLON / SHUTTERSTOCK ©





Top Experiences
Kayaking in Ao Phang-Nga

While other visitors squeeze onto speedboats for glimpses of the spectacular limestone-tower-studded bay of Ao Phang-Nga Marine National Park, early-morning sea-kayakers enjoy it in slow silence. Glide past sea caves inscribed with prehistoric rock art, picnic on secluded beaches, swim in silky water and, if you like, stay overnight at the stilted Muslim village clinging to Ko Panyi. At nightfall, become enchanted with the bay’s famed bioluminescence.
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Top Experiences
Khao Sok National Park

Escape inland to the jungle-coated hills and low-slung valleys of the South’s most beloved national park. Roam dirt trails below verdant canopies to multilevel waterfalls, sky-reaching limestone towers and explorable caves, your eyes peeled for local inhabitants that include bears, bats, gibbons, wild elephants, the odd tiger and the elusive Rafflesia kerrii, one of the planet’s most pungent flowers. A one-of-a-kind Khao Sok highlight involves overnighting atop dramatic Chiaw Lan Lake in floating huts (pictured).
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Top Experiences
Ko Chang

The rugged landscape of Ko Chang conceals some of Southeast Asia’s best-preserved wilderness. Its mountainous interior holds a real-life Jurassic Park that stars exotic reptiles, colourful birds and lumbering elephants. The hills are cut by waterfalls, and plenty of guides are available to help you explore the abounding biodiversity on jungle hikes. Although developers have bagged all the beachfront real estate and there’s a lively party scene, sand-fringed nooks in the east and south still feel decidedly off the beaten path.
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Top Experiences
Underwater in the Similan & Surin Islands

The marine national parks of the Similan and Surin Islands are two of Thailand’s treasures. Largely untouched by development, they’re home to white-sand beaches and rainforested interiors. But it’s the offshore attractions that are the real draw here. Superbly clear water make these islands two of the best places in Thailand to delve into the underwater world. Divers will want to head to the Similans, especially Ko Bon and Ko Tachai, while snorkellers will be in paradise off the Surin Islands.
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Top Experiences
Live-Aboard Cruising to Richelieu Rock

The world-renowned dive sites dotting the crystal seas of the Surin and Similan Islands Marine National Parks are some of the best spots in the country to get underwater. The ultimate prize, however, is distant Richelieu Rock (pictured), a citadel of limestone spires that jut up from 40m deep. About 200km northwest of Phuket and accessible only to those who venture north towards the so-called Burma Banks on a live-aboard diving trip, the unique outcrop acts as a feeding station luring manta rays and whale sharks.
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Top Experiences
Ko Samui

Eager to please Ko Samui is a civilised beach-resort island for the holidaying masses, many of whom fly in and out and rarely leave the confines of their resort to engage with the local culture. But peel yourself off your sun-lounger and venture away from your resort and you’ll be rewarded with sleepier beaches and coves to the south and west, which recall Samui’s old moniker, ‘Coconut Island’. Swim in waterfalls, explore the thriving wellness scene with its myriad yoga, meditation and detox retreats, and stop by a temple or two.

[image: ]
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Top Experiences
Bangkok

Setting aside a few days for Thailand’s frenzied, cosmopolitan capital adds another dimension to your islands and beaches tour. Among its most atmospheric neighbourhoods, the artificial island of Ko Ratanakosin is the birthplace of modern Bangkok and home to the bulk of the city’s must-see sights, such as Wat Pho and Wat Phra Kaew, with its stunning Emerald Buddha. And then there are the sweaty street-side food markets, sophisticated skyscraper bars, shiny mega-malls, a buzzing Chinatown and the seemingly endless Chatuchak Weekend Market to explore.
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Need to Know

For more information, see Survival Guide



Currency

Thai baht (B)







Language

Thai







Visas

Thirty-day visas for international air arrivals; 15-day visas at land borders (30 days if you hold a passport from a G7 country).







Money

Most places in Thailand deal only with cash. Some foreign credit cards are accepted in high-end establishments.







Mobile Phones

Thailand is on a GSM network; inexpensive prepaid SIM cards are available. Bangkok, major cities and the more populated islands have 4G.







Time

GMT/UTC plus seven hours






When to Go

[image: 03-climate-ala12jpg]

High Season (Nov–Mar)

AA cool, dry season follows the monsoon, meaning lush landscapes and comfortable temperatures.

AChristmas and both Western and Chinese New Year holidays bring crowds and inflated accommodation rates.

Shoulder Season (Apr–Jun)

AGenerally very hot and dry, with an average temperature of 30°C (86°F), but the sea breeze provides plenty of natural air-con.

Low Season (Jul–Oct)

AThe Andaman and gulf coasts take turns being pummelled by monsoon rains.

AWeather is generally favourable along the southern gulf in July and August.

ASome islands shut down and boats are limited during stormy weather.




Useful Websites

Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT; www.tourismthailand.org) National tourism department covering info and special events.

Thaivisa (www.thaivisa.com) Expat site with useful forum.

Lonely Planet (www.lonely planet.com/thailand) Destination information, hotel bookings, traveller forum and more.

Thai Language (www.thai-language.com) Online dictionary and Thai tutorials.

Thai Travel Blogs (www.thaitravelblogs.com) Thailand-based travel blogger.




Important Numbers



	Thailand’s country code	[image: icon-phonegif]%66


	Emergency	[image: icon-phonegif]%191


	International access codes	[image: icon-phonegif]%001,
[image: icon-phonegif]%007,
[image: icon-phonegif]%008,[image: icon-phonegif]%009 (different service providers)


	Operator-assisted international calls	[image: icon-phonegif]%100


	Tourist police	[image: icon-phonegif]%1155








Exchange Rates



	Australia	A$1	24B


	Canada	C$1	24B


	China	Y10	49B


	Euro	€1	38B


	Japan	¥100	29B


	New Zealand	NZ$1	23B


	Russia	R10	5B


	UK	£1	44B


	USA	US$1	31B





For current exchange rates, visit www.xe.com.




Daily Costs

Budget: Less than 2000B

ADorm bed or basic guesthouse room: 300–1000B

AMarket and street-stall meals: 40–100B

ASmall bottle of beer: 80B

AMotorcycle taxi or short long-tail boat ride: 40–200B

Midrange: 2000–5000B

AFlashpacker guesthouse or midrange hotel room: 1000–3000B

AWestern lunches and seafood dinners: 250–500B

ASnorkelling tour: 1500–2000B

AMotorbike hire: 200–250B per day

Top end: More than 5000B

ABoutique hotel room: from 3000B

AMeal at fine-dining restaurant: from 500B

ASpa treatments: from 500B

ACar hire: from 1200B per day




Opening Hours

Banks 9.30am–3.30pm Monday–Friday; ATMs 24 hours

Bars 6pm–midnight or 1am

Clubs 8pm–2am

Government offices 8.30am–4.30pm Monday–Friday; some close for lunch (noon–1pm), while others are open Saturday (9am–3pm)

Restaurants 10am–10pm; some shops specialise in morning meals and close by 3pm

Shops Local shops 9am–6pm daily; department stores 10am–10pm daily. In some small towns, local stores close on Sunday. 7-Elevens stay open 24 hours.




Arriving in Thailand

Suvarnabhumi International Airport Metered taxis (220B to 380B) take about an hour to the city. Public buses run to central Bangkok (40B, frequent from 5am to 10pm). The airport rail link (45B, 30 minutes, 6am to midnight) local service runs to Phaya Thai station every 15 minutes; the express service runs to Makkasan or Phaya Thai stations.

Don Mueang International Airport Metered taxis (200B to 220B) take 30 minutes to one hour to the city. Air-conditioned buses take one to two hours to Th Khao San (150B, 10am to 1am); shuttles (30B, 8.30am to 11pm) run half-hourly between the airport and Mo Chit BTS station (20 minutes) and Victory Monument (30 minutes). Trains run to Hualamphong train station (5B to 20B, 45 minutes) every one to 1½ hours from 4am to 11.30am and then roughly every hour from 2pm to 9.30pm.




Getting Around

Planes, trains, buses and boats easily whisk you to the south. Or you can fly directly to Phuket or Ko Samui from abroad rather than connecting through Bangkok.

Air Increasing numbers of flights and destinations, but can be expensive.

Bus & minivan Lots of options; cheap and efficient.

Train Cheap and comfortable, but less reliable than buses.

Boat Everything from big, slow ferries to fast, private long-tails or flashy speedboats.

Rentals Vehicle hire is available in every town.




For much more on getting around, see here










First Time Thailand’s Islands & Beaches

For more information, see Survival Guide



Checklist

AMake sure your passport is valid for at least six months.

AInform your debit/credit card company of your travels.

AVisit the Thai consulate for a tourist visa for stays of more than 30 days.

AOrganise travel and diver’s insurance.

ACheck baggage restrictions.

AGo for a check-up and medical clearance if you want to go diving.




What to Pack

AThai phrasebook

Apower converter

Awaterproof sunscreen

Amosquito repellent with DEET

Aanti-itch cream (for sandfly bites)

Alight, long-sleeve shirt

Abreathable pants

Ahat

Asunglasses

Acomfortable sandals

Atorch/headlamp







Top Tips for Your Trip

AIf you rent a vehicle (especially a motorbike or jet ski), take pictures of it before use. This may shield you from the rife rental scam of accusing tourists of damaging already beaten-up vehicles.

AIf booking accommodation online, make sure you know exactly where your hotel is located. Many ‘great deals’ end up being out in the middle of nowhere. Pay upfront for as few nights as possible so you can leave without having to haggle your money back.

ADon’t lose your cool, even in the most difficult situations. Thais greatly respect a ‘cool heart’, and shouting or anger will only escalate a situation, never to your benefit.

AAvoid conversations that involve the monarchy or politics.




What to Wear

Light, loose-fitting clothes will prove the most comfortable in the tropical heat throughout the year. Bring one reasonably warm jacket for the odd cool evening (or the blasting air-con on the buses and planes). For visiting temples, you will need shirts or tops with long sleeves and full-length pants. While sandals or flip-flops are the way to go on the islands, you should bring one smarter pair of shoes for the occasional night out in the big cities (ordinary sandals are not permitted in many of Bangkok’s sky bars, for example).




Sleeping

Resorts Range from villas with their own swimming pools and butlers, to bamboo shacks cooled by sea breezes.

Guesthouses These are still prevalent, despite the growing number of resorts. They may lack amenities but come with low price tags and helpful service.

Hostels Tend to be found on islands that attract backpackers.







Taxes & Refunds

Thailand has a 7% value-added tax (VAT) on many goods and services. Midrange and top-end hotels and restaurants might also add a 10% service tax. When the two are combined this becomes the 17% hit known as ‘plus plus’, or ‘++’.

You can get a refund on VAT paid on shopping, though not on food or hotels, as you leave the country. For how-to info, visit www.rd.go.th.




Bargaining

Bargaining forms the crux of almost any commercial interaction in Thailand.

AIf you’re purchasing something, it’s best to buy in bulk – the more T-shirts you buy, the lower the price will go. Always keep it light-hearted.

ADon’t bargain in restaurants, 7-Elevens and petrol stations.

ADon’t haggle for a better price at high-end hotels, though bargaining is fair game at most beach establishments.




Tipping

Tipping is not generally expected in Thailand. The exception is loose change from a large restaurant bill; if a meal costs 488B and you pay with a 500B note, some Thais will leave the 12B change. It’s a way of saying ‘I’m not so money grubbing as to grab every last baht’. At many hotel restaurants and upmarket eateries, a 10% service charge will be added to your bill.

[image: ]
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Etiquette

Thais are generally very understanding and hospitable, but there are some important taboos and social conventions.

Saving face The best way to win over the Thais is to smile – visible anger or arguing is embarrassing; the locals call this ‘loss of face’.

Temples When visiting a temple, dress neatly and conservatively with shoulders to knees covered. Remove all footwear before entering. Sit with your feet tucked behind you, so they are not facing the Buddha image. Women may not touch monks or their belongings.

At the beach Avoid public nudity; in fact, many Thais swim fully clothed. Away from the sand, men should wear shirts and women should wear a cover-up over swimwear.

Royal respect It is a criminal offence to disrespect the royal family; treat objects depicting the king (like money) with respect.

Body language Avoid touching anyone on the head and be careful where you point your feet; they’re the lowest part of the body literally and metaphorically.




Eating

There’s seafood galore on Thailand’s islands and beaches, as well as all your usual delicious Thai curries, salads and stir-fries, and an ever-increasing range of international food.

For more information, see here.












What’s New

Phuket Elephant Sanctuary

Phuket’s excellent elephant sanctuary has quickly become one of the island’s top destinations, offering the chance to feed the elephants and watch them bathe and hang out in their forest retirement home.

Pattaya–Hua Hin Catamaran

A new daily fast catamaran service connects Pattaya and Hua Hin. The service runs year-round, cutting the journey time between the two popular resort towns to a mere two hours.

Charming Chanthaburi

Sleepy Chanthaburi is transforming itself into a cool new destination, with the wooden shophouses in the charismatic riverfront area home to hip cafes and hotels. Nearby are still little-known beaches.

Freedive Ko Tao

Already the number one spot to learn how to dive in the islands, Ko Tao is fast becoming Thailand’s freediving hub too, with schools galore to show you how to dive 20m down just by holding your breath.

Ko Lanta Bridge

The bridge linking Ko Lanta Noi with Ko Lanta Yai has finally opened, meaning no more queuing for ferries and cutting journey times from Krabi to lovely Lanta dramatically.

Still No Airport

Ko Pha-Ngan is still waiting for its partially completed airport to open, as new investors are sought for the project. If they get the extra cash, then it will take another year to finish construction.

On & Off the Grid

Twenty-four-hour electricity has reached Ko Phayam, so there are no more reading-by-torchlight evenings when the power goes. But the climber/hippie beach of Hat Ton Sai on Railay is still without electricity much of the time.

Earlier to Bed Samui

Bars and clubs on Ko Samui are shutting by 1am as the police crack down on all-night partying, although the policy isn’t being applied all the time.

Grab App on Phuket

The Grab App (www.grab.com/th/en) is available all over Thailand, but is especially useful on Phuket for beating the local taxi mafia. Now taxis can be ordered where and whenever you like, and they use their meters, resulting in much cheaper rides.


For more recommendations and reviews, see lonelyplanet.com/thailand/thailand-s-islands-beaches










If You Like…


Beaches

The days of having paradise to yourself may be gone, but Thailand’s beaches remain some of the most stupendous on Earth.

Ko Kut Kilometres of unpopulated sand arc around lonely Ko Kut. Hat Khlong Chao is particularly dreamy.

Trang Islands Different shades of turquoise sea fringe bleach-blonde beaches and limestone karsts across this alluring archipelago.

Ko Pha-Ngan The original beach-bum island hosts wild Full Moon Parties, plus hammock-hanging on northern beaches.

Ko Lipe Crystal-white sand on Hat Pattaya and Hat Sunrise brings out the beach addict in everyone.




Great Food

Street stalls spring up out of nowhere, night markets serve up dinner, family restaurants offer traditional favourites and high-end fusion cuisine blends it all together.

Bangkok The entire spectrum of Thai eats, from street-side noodle soup to celebrity-chef-driven gastronomy.

Hua Hin Seafood meets a night market geared towards Thai tourists: crab curry, mussel omelettes and giant prawns.

Trang Famed for roast pork, dim sum, filtered-coffee shops and the Andaman Coast’s star night market.

Phuket Town Classy, fantastic-value fusion Thai served in restored Sino-Portuguese buildings, plus sensational street and market food.




Diving & Snorkelling

The clear waters of the Gulf of Thailand and the Andaman Sea harbour a variety of underwater landscapes and marine species that rank Thailand among the world’s top diving destinations.

Surin & Similan Islands Marine National Parks With some of the world’s top diving and snorkelling spots, these Andaman islands have dramatic rocky gorges, hard and soft coral reefs and hordes of marine life.

Ko Lanta Nearby feeding stations for manta rays, whale sharks and other large pelagic fish earn this Andaman island high diving marks.

Ko Tao Affordable dive schools, shallow waters and year-round conditions, Ko Tao is the kingdom’s scuba-training island.




Adventure Sports

Thailand has plenty of diving sites, but you’ll find just as many blood-pumping thrills without strapping on a tank.

Rock climbing, Railay The Andaman’s signature limestone towers peak dramatically in Railay. Join hundreds of climbers dangling up high.

Kitesurfing off Phuket, Krabi, Ko Samui & Hua Hin Steady winds and shallow waters make these coasts ideal for tackling this increasingly popular sport.

Hiking, Khao Sok National Park Wind through jungled hills to gushing waterfalls, keeping your eyes open for unique local wildlife.

Sea kayaking, Ao Phang-Nga Paddle through calm waters in kayak comfort, gazing up at jagged stone piercing the clouds above.

Surfing, Kata Yai The low-season waves at this Phuket beach are ideal for beginners. The break at Hat Bang Sak on the mainland Andaman Coast is also one to try.




Five-Star Pampering

Thailand’s larger islands house some of the world’s glitziest five-star properties (and a few are surprisingly affordable).

Point Yamu by Como A parade of upmarket accommodation graces Phuket’s white-fringed coastline, such as this exclusive east-coast place.

Six Senses Samui No one does sustainable luxury like this exquisitely private Ko Samui resort.

Rayavadee A serene beachfront property on Railay where you’re surrounded by nature.

Peninsula Hotel Intense competition keeps prices fairly low in Bangkok, so splurge on a capital luxury headliner like this one.
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Back to Basics

Although numbers are dwindling, there are still cheap beachside bamboo bungalows in Thailand, with just a terrace, bed, cold shower and mosquito net.

Ko Phayam Despite some development, Ko Phayam revels in its barefoot-beach-shack vibe, embodied by Aow Yai Bungalows.

Ko Pha-Ngan There are still some nooks on Ko Pha-Ngan that are mostly development-free, including Chalok Lam.

Ko Wai Laze in Ko Wai Paradise bungalows on this fleck of white sand in the Ko Chang Archipelago.

Ko Chang (Ranong) This beachy slice of jungle-clad hippiedom near the Myanmar border is slow to change.
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Seafood dish with giant prawns, Hua Hin | ONEINCHPUNCH / SHUTTERSTOCK ©










Month by Month


TOP EVENTS

Songkran, April

King’s Birthday, July

Vegetarian Festival, October

Loi Krathong, November

Full Moon Party, Monthly




January

The weather is cool and dry in Thailand, ushering in the peak tourist season when Europeans escape dreary winter weather.


z Chinese New Year

Thais with Chinese ancestry celebrate the Chinese lunar new year (dates vary) with a week of house-cleaning and fireworks. Phuket, Bangkok and Pattaya all host citywide festivities, but in general Chinese New Year (đrùt jeen) is a family event. This is a peak time for Chinese tourists to come to Thailand.






February

Still in high-season swing, Thailand sees yet more escapees from the northern hemisphere chill arriving for sun and fun.


z Flower Festival

Chiang Mai displays its floral beauty during a three-day period. The festival highlight is the flower-decorated floats that are paraded through town.




z Makha Bucha

One of three holy days marking significant moments of Buddha’s life, Makha Bucha (mah·ká boo·chah) commemorates the day when 1250 arhats (saints) assembled to visit Buddha and received the principles of Buddhism. The festival falls on the full moon of the third lunar month and is a public holiday.






March

The hot and dry season approaches, and the beaches start to empty. The winds kick up swells, ushering in the kiteboarding season. This is also Thailand’s semester break, and students head out on sightseeing trips.


5 Golden Mango Season

Luscious, ripe mangoes come into season from March to June and are sliced before your eyes, packed in containers with sticky rice and accompanied with a sweet sauce.




2 Kite-Flying Festivals

During the windy season, colourful kites battle it out over the skies of Sanam Luang in Bangkok and elsewhere in the country.




3 Pattaya International Music Festival

Pattaya showcases pop and rock bands from across Asia at this free music event, attracting busloads of Bangkok university students.






April

Hot, dry weather sweeps in as the tourist season winds down, except for one last hurrah during Songkran, when the whole country is on the move.


z Poi Sang Long

This colourful Buddhist novice ordination festival held in late March/early April in Mae Hong Son and Chiang Mai sees young Shan (Tai Yai) boys between the ages of seven and 14 parading in festive costumes, headdresses and make-up.




z Songkran

Thailand’s traditional new year (mid-April) starts with morning visits to the temple. Afterwards everyone loads up their water guns and heads out to the streets for battle: water is thrown and sprayed from roving commandos at targets both willing and unwilling.
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May

Leading up to the rainy season, festivals encourage plentiful rains and bountiful harvests. Prices are lower and tourists are few, but there’s still plenty of sun.


z Rocket Festival

In the northeast, where rain can be scarce, villagers craft painted bamboo rockets (bâng fai) that are fired into the sky to encourage precipitation. This festival is celebrated in Yasothon, Ubon Ratchathani and Nong Khai.




z Royal Ploughing Ceremony

This royal ceremony employs astrology and ancient Brahman rituals to kick off the rice-planting season. Sacred oxen are hitched to a wooden plough and part the ground of Sanam Luang in Bangkok. The ritual was revived by the late king in the 1960s.




z Visakha Bucha

Visakha Bucha (on the full moon of the sixth lunar month in May or June) is considered the date of the Buddha’s birth, enlightenment and parinibbana (passing away). Activities are centred on the local wát, with candlelit processions, chanting and sermonising.






June

In some parts of the region, the rainy season is merely an afternoon shower, leaving the rest of the day for music and merriment.


z Hua Hin Jazz Festival

Jazz groups descend on this royal retreat for a musical homage to the late King Rama IX, who was an accomplished jazz saxophonist and composer. Sometimes held in May.




z Phi Ta Khon

The Buddhist holy day of Bun Phra Wet is given a carnival makeover in Dan Sai village in northeast Thailand. Revellers disguise themselves in garish ‘spirit’ costumes and parade through the streets wielding wooden phalluses and downing rice whisky. Dates vary between June and July.






July

With the start of the rainy season, the religious community and attendant festivals prepare for Buddhist Lent, a period of reflection and meditation.


z Asahna Bucha

The full moon of the eighth lunar month commemorates Buddha’s first sermon. Khao Phansaa, also called Buddhist Lent, begins the day after.




z Khao Phansaa

Buddhist Lent (the first day of the waning moon in the eighth lunar month) is the traditional time for men to enter the monkhood, and monks typically retreat inside the monastery for a period. During Khao Phansaa, worshippers make offerings to the temples and attend ordinations.




z King’s Birthday

The King’s birthday on 28 July is a national holiday. Th Ratchadamnoen Klang in Bangkok is decorated with lights and regalia. Many Thais wear pink shirts: pink being the colour associated with the monarchy.






August

Overcast skies and daily showers mark the middle of the rainy season. The predictable rain just adds to the ever-present humidity.


z Queen’s Birthday

The birthday of Queen Sirikit, the consort of the late King Rama IX, on 12 August is a public holiday and national mother’s day. In Bangkok the day is marked with cultural displays along Th Ratchadamnoen and Sanam Luang.






October

Religious preparations for the end of the rainy season and Buddhist Lent begin. The monsoons are reaching the finish line (in most of the country).


z Ork Phasana

The end of Buddhist Lent (three lunar months after Khao Phansaa) is followed by the gà·tĭn ceremony, in which new robes are given to monks by merit-makers.




5 Vegetarian Festival

The Vegetarian Festival is a holiday from meat taken for nine days (during the ninth lunar month) in adherence with Chinese Buddhist beliefs of mind and body purification. In Phuket the festival can turn extreme, with entranced marchers transforming themselves into human shish kebabs.






November

The cool, dry season arrives and you’ll beat the tourist crowds if you get here early. The landscape is lush: perfect for trekking and waterfall-spotting.


z Loi Krathong

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. Origami-like boats made from banana leaves are set adrift on the country’s waterways.
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December

The peak period of the tourist season with fair skies and a holiday mood.


z King’s Birthday

The birthday of the late King Rama IX on 5 December is commemorated by a public holiday. It is also national father’s day.












Itineraries


First-time Thailand

[image: 08-first-time-thailand-itin-ibt11jpg]

2 WEEKS

Head directly to Phuket and pick a beach where you can recover from jet lag for a day or two before starting your journey along one of the finest stretches of coastline in the world. Serious party-goers should base themselves in lively, if a little sleazy, Patong, while tranqulity lovers can choose the quieter northern beaches.

Once you’re properly unwinding, hop on a boat to Ko Phi-Phi and join the legions of whisky-bucket-wielding backpackers as they sit in the soft sands of the island’s signature hourglass bays, or take a boat to the quieter eastern side of the island. Soak in the beauty of this place for a couple of days, before riding another boat to Ko Lanta, where flat vistas of tawny shoreline and lapping waves await. From there, head via Krabi to Railay, where craggy spires of limestone are a rock-climbing heaven and some of the most awesome beaches and sea views on the planet await.

Now it’s time to switch coasts, an easy journey of a few hours by bus or minivan. Choose one or two of the gulf’s triad of idyllic islands – dive-centric Ko Tao, lazy, lie-in-the-sun Ko Pha-Ngan or luxury-focused Ko Samui – for around five days before your flight out. If you’re up for some serious partying, arrange your visit to coincide with Ko Pha-Ngan’s notorious Full Moon Party, which comes roaring to life every month on the southeastern shore.





Itineraries

Outdoor Underwater Adventures
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2 WEEKS

It’s not just gorgeous beaches here: a whole different universe lies underwater, where world-renowned dive sites and super snorkelling await. Above the sea, you can kayak to hidden caves, climb karst formations, or go animal-spotting while trekking through some of the oldest rainforest on earth.

Novice divers should head first to Ko Tao, still the cheapest and easiest place to learn how to blow bubbles. But there are dive schools on many islands, including Ko Samui, where plenty of operators will take you to the same dive sites if you’re short on time. More experienced divers will want to make for Khao Lak. Day trips and live-aboard cruises (ranging from three days to a week) depart here daily from mid-October to mid-May for the diver’s dream destination of the Similan Islands. The ultimate dive sites here include Ko Bon, where manta rays circle healthy reefs that attract a myriad of smaller fish. Further north is Richelieu Rock, the number-one dive site in Thailand and sometimes home to elusive whale sharks, and the Surin Islands, with crystal-clear water and perhaps the finest snorkelling in the country.

Kayakers can cruise through the jaw-dropping limestone karsts of Ao Phang-Nga Marine National Park in search of part-underwater caves and ancient rock art, or simply paddle off the many islands that rent out kayaks. Rock climbers can make for Railay, where you can join the monkeys and dangle from jungly cliffs that look down on dreamy beaches. There are plenty of routes for beginners, and no shortage of operators to (literally) show you the ropes. Then there’s deep-water soloing, where the climb ends with a plunge into the turquoise sea. If you’re on the track of wildlife, the jungle interiors of northern Phuket and Ko Chang have wildlife sanctuaries and national parks. Or make for the prehistoric rainforest of the Khao Sok National Park on the mainland to hike to hidden waterfalls and spot rare flowers.





Itineraries

Eat Your Way Along the Coast
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4 WEEKS

The lure of white-sand beaches and jade-green seas may have brought you here, but we’re betting that the superb cuisine you’ll encounter will stay in your memories for just as long.

A couple of hours’ drive south of Bangkok, Pattaya offers excellent seafood and a wide variety of international choices. Ignore the go-go bars and tuck in. From Pattaya, take the two-hour catamaran ferry across the Gulf of Thailand to Hua Hin, where seafood markets and pier restaurants await. The dishes you’ll experience here will be as Thai as they come – cooked with local taste buds in mind – as this is a key destination for domestic travellers from all over the country.

After gorging yourself for a couple of days, your next stop is Phuket. From Hua Hin, take a minivan directly to either of Bangkok’s two airports and fly there, or alternatively catch the overnight bus. Thailand’s largest island offers the most varied eating experiences of all the islands and beaches. There’s brilliant street food and fantastic night markets in Phuket Town, and super seafood along every beach, as well as fusion eateries and an ever-increasing number of international restaurants, including exclusive fine-dining options hidden away in the high-end resorts. You’ll also find top-rated Thai cooking schools here.

If you’re still hungry after all that, consider continuing your gastronomic tour by taking the bus from Phuket to Hat Yai for some of the best and most authentic Chinese food in Thailand. From Hat Yai you can hop on a train north to sleepy Nakhon Si Thammarat, home to some superb restaurants, before jumping aboard a minivan to speed along the coast further north to Ao Khanom for lunch or dinner with gorgeous views over the Gulf of Thailand (keeping an eye out for the local pink dolphins). If your taste buds are still hopping, keep venturing to Ko Samui and the other islands of the Lower Gulf via Surat Thani, where a succession of outstanding restaurants leads all the way to Ko Tao.
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The Full Monty
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2 WEEKS

A month? This is not just any old beach trip; it allows enough time to sample the full range of southern Thailand’s islands, beaches and jungle-clad national parks.

Start your journey in Thailand’s capital, Bangkok, before heading south. Your first stop is beach-lined Ko Samet, where Bangkokians and expats let loose on weekends. Follow the coast to sleepy Trat, then hop on a boat for one of the Ko Chang archipelago’s many islands. Hike the jungle interior of Ko Chang, the largest and most developed island in the region. Hop over to flat but beachy Ko Mak or rugged Ko Kut.

Next, backtrack to Trat and take a bus to Pattaya, from where it is a two-hour catamaran ride to Hua Hin, the preferred holiday destination of the Thai royals and upmarket locals. It’s home to a thriving local and expat scene with seafood markets and charming shanty piers. Trek the craggy hills of quiet Khao Sam Roi Yot National Park before making your way out to Ko Tao (via Chumphon) where you can strap on your tank for an underwater adventure. Move over to Ko Pha-Ngan for subdued beachside relaxing. Ko Samui, next door, offers a bit more variety and has a magical stash of holiday fodder to suit every budget and desire.

From Ko Samui stop in at mainland Khao Sok National Park (via Surat Thani), known to be one of the oldest stretches of jungle in the world. After trekking in the rainforest, unwind on the beaches at Khao Lak, from where you can also take a day trip or live-aboard diving excursion to the world-famous dive sites of the Surin Islands and Similan Islands Marine National Parks. Travel down the coast to Phuket and sample Thailand’s finest iteration of luxury hospitality. Paddle around the majestic limestone islets of quiet Phang-Nga then sleep beneath the ethereal crags of Ko Phi-Phi after a night of beach dancing and fire twirling. Scale the stone towers of Railay next door, zoom around the flat tracts of land on mellow Ko Lanta, then hop on a boat bound for the Trang Islands – paradise found. One last archipelago awaits those who travel further south towards the Malaysian border – Ko Lipe is the island of choice for those looking for stunning beaches with a fun, social vibe.





Itineraries

Lesser-Known Islands
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10 Days

Buck the travel trends and take the sea lanes less travelled through some of the least-known beaches and islands of southern Thailand, switching from west to east and back again.

Kick off in the bustling frontier town of Ranong on the eastern bank of the Sompaen River, a 45-minute boat ride from the Myanmar border, before sinking your tanned tootsies into the warm white sands of a beach on the nearby, sparsely populated island of Ko Phayam. Take more time out on no-frills ‘Little’ Ko Chang (not to be confused with the ‘big’ Ko Chang in Trat Province near Cambodia), a rustic getaway with an easygoing, almost horizontal vibe. You can trade some serious diver tips in Khao Lak further south and hop aboard a day-long diving and snorkelling excursion to the Similan and Surin Islands, or push the boat out on a live-aboard for three to five days.

Back on mainland terra firma, flip coasts and zip east, breaking the journey in Khao Sok National Park to immerse yourself in some of the oldest rainforest jungle on the planet and hunt out one of the world’s largest flowers, or go hiking, kayaking, rafting or boating. Don’t overlook Surat Thani – a traditional Thai town with a large Thai-Chinese population and a scattering of colourful Chinese temples – on your way east. You’ll find lazy beach days waiting once you reach the gulf’s Ao Khanom, minus the pockets of overdevelopment and crowds on Ko Samui, Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Tao. Hopefully the local pink dolphins will muster an appearance.

Travel south to explore the rich, cultural centre of Nakhon Si Thammarat, a likeable and historic city that is home to one of Thailand’s most significant and sacred Buddhist temples. Head back to the Andaman Coast to pick up where you left off: island-hopping. Take your pick from the lonely limestone specks of the Trang Islands – perhaps the allure of white sand-fringed Ko Kradan, sleepy Ko Sukorn or lush, wildlife rich Ko Libong – then wander south for a snorkelling excursion with the chow lair (‘sea gypsies’) on whisper-quiet Ko Rawi or Ko Adang north of Ko Lipe.





Itineraries

Exploring the Eastern Seaboard
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10 Days

Thailand’s southern coast is undoubtedly home to the kingdom’s true treasure islands, but there’s plenty to enjoy on the eastern seaboard too. If you’re pushed for time or Cambodia-bound, give these islands a go.

Once the least-visited coastal region of Thailand, the islands of the eastern gulf are easily accessible from Bangkok and are popular for beach-combing, diving, snorkelling, hiking and kayaking. The beach and long promenade at Bang Saen, the nearest stretch of sand to Bangkok, is a mere hour away from the capital (so gets busy at weekends). From here it’s a short journey to the the seaside town of Si Racha and the nearby rocky island retreat of Ko Si Chang; the island isn’t strong for beaches, but it’s great to explore.

Skipping the supercharged beach scene and go-go bars of Pattaya is no great loss – but consider taking your pick of its excellent international restaurant scene and admiring its astonishing temple-like Sanctuary of Truth. Head further down the coast to join flashpackers on the gorgeous white-sand beaches and fire-juggling shows of slender and forested Ko Samet. Bangkokians let loose on big boisterous weekends, but there’s more than enough room to escape, journeying from cove to cove along the lovely coastal footpath. Despite its fame, the island hasn’t been overdeveloped yet and many of its sleeping options are still rustic and old-school.

Back on the mainland, follow the coast around to the traditional charms of sleepy Trat, then hop on a boat for one of the Ko Chang archipelago’s myriad islands. Hike the lush interior of rugged, jungle-topped Ko Chang, the largest and most developed island in the region, or pop yourself into a kayak to size up the island from the waves. Some excellent dive sites await the underwater-inclined; choose between Ko Rang, Ko Yak, Ko Tong Lang and Ko Laun, all reachable from Ko Chang. If you want to get off the beaten track, spend a night on secluded, pint-sized Ko Mak or reef-fringed Ko Wai, where you can snorkel in crystal waters. Hardcore Robinson Crusoe types can go one step further on neighbouring, ultra-simple Ko Kham. Spend a few hours walking the talcum-powder-soft sands of nightlife-free Ko Kut to round off your journey.





[image: 08-otbt-ibt11jpg]






Plan Your Trip

Responsible Travel


Thailand is a relatively easy country to travel in. But some background knowledge about cultural etiquette and Thai social conventions will make things even easier – both for yourself and for others. And following a few basic guidelines for responsible travel will diminish your footprint as a tourist.




Volunteer Organisations

Wild Animal Rescue Foundation (WARF; [image: icon-phonegif]%02 712 9715; www.warthai.org) Operates the Phuket Gibbon Rehabilitation Project (where volunteers can help with cleaning cages, feeding and tracking released gibbons), as well as several other programs across the country.

Wildlife Friends Foundation Thailand Rescue Centre and Elephant Refuge Puts volunteers to work caring for sun bears, macaques, gibbons and elephants at its animal rescue centre in Phetchaburi.

Open Mind Projects ([image: icon-phonegif]%042 413578; www.openmindprojects.org) Offers volunteer positions in IT, health care, education and community-based ecotourism throughout Thailand.

Starfish Ventures (www.starfish-adventure.com) Places volunteers in building, health care and teaching programs throughout Thailand.

Volunthai (www.volunthai.com) A family-run operation that places volunteers in teaching positions at rural schools with homestay accommodation.




Cultural Etiquette

The monarchy and religion (which are interconnected) are treated with extreme deference in Thailand. Thais avoid criticising or disparaging the royal family for fear of offending someone or, worse, being charged with a violation of the country’s very strict lése-majesté laws, which carry a jail sentence.

Buddha images are sacred objects. Thais consider it bad form to pull a silly pose in front of one for a photo, or to clamber upon them (in the case of temple ruins). Instead they would show respect by performing a wâi (a prayer-like gesture) to the figure no matter how humble it is. As part of their ascetic vows, monks are not supposed to touch or be touched by women. If a woman wants to hand something to a monk, the object is placed within reach of the monk or on the monk’s ‘receiving cloth’.

From a spiritual viewpoint, Thais regard the head as the highest and most sacred part of the body and the feet as the dirtiest and lowest. Many of the taboos associated with the feet have a practical derivation as well. Traditionally Thais ate, slept and entertained on the floor of their homes with little in the way of furniture. To keep their homes and eating surfaces clean, the feet (and shoes) contracted a variety of rules.

Shoes aren’t worn inside private homes and temple buildings, both as a sign of respect and for sanitary reasons. Thais can kick off their shoes in one fluid step and many lace-up shoes are modified by the wearer to become slip-ons. Thais also step over – not on – the threshold, which is where the spirit of the house is believed to reside. On some buses and 3rd-class trains, you’ll see Thais prop their feet up on the adjacent bench, and 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 onto a chair or seat.

Thais don’t touch each others’ heads or ruffle hair as a sign of affection. Occasionally you’ll see young people touching each others’ heads, which is a teasing gesture, maybe even a slight insult, between friends.




Social Conventions & Gestures

The traditional Thai greeting, known as wâi, is made with a prayer-like, palms-together gesture. The depth of the bow and the placement of the fingers in relation to the face is dependent on the status of the person receiving the wâi. Adults don’t wâi children, and in most cases service people (when they are doing their jobs) aren’t wâi-ed, though this is a matter of personal discretion.

In the more traditional parts of the country, it is not proper for members of the opposite sexes to touch one another, either as lovers or as friends. Hand-holding is not acceptable behaviour outside 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.


ESSENTIAL ETIQUETTE


Do

Stand respectfully for the royal and national anthem They are played on TV and radio stations as well as in public and government places.

Smile a lot It makes everything easier.

Bring a gift if you’re invited to a Thai home Fruit, drinks or snacks are acceptable.

Take off your shoes When you enter a home or temple building.

Dress modestly for temple visits Cover to the elbows and ankles and always remove your shoes when entering any building containing a Buddha image.

Sit in the ‘mermaid’ position inside temples Tuck your feet beside and behind you.

Give and receive politely Extend the right hand out while the left hand gently grips the right elbow when handing an object to another person or receiving something.




Don’t

Get a tattoo of the Buddha It is considered sacrilegious.

Criticise the monarchy The monarchy is revered and protected by defamation laws – more so now than ever.

Prop your feet on tables or chairs Feet are considered dirty and people have to sit on chairs.

Step on a dropped bill to prevent it from blowing away Thai money bears a picture of the king. Feet + monarchy = grave offence.

Step over someone or their personal belongings Aaah, attack of the feet.

Tie your shoes to the outside of your backpack They might accidentally brush against someone: gross.

Touch a Thai person on the head It is considered rude, not chummy.

Touch monks or their belongings (women) Step out of the way when passing one on the footpath and do not sit next to them on public transport.







Thais hold modesty in personal dress in high regard, though this is changing among the younger generation. The importance of modesty extends to the beach as well. Except for urbanites, most provincial Thais swim fully clothed. For this reason, sunbathing nude or topless is not acceptable and in some cases is even illegal. Remember that swimsuits are not proper attire off the beach; wear a cover-up in between the sand and your hotel.




Tourism


Elephant Encounters

Throughout Thai history, elephants have been revered for their strength, endurance and intelligence, working alongside their mahouts harvesting teak, transporting goods through mountainous terrain or fighting ancient wars.

Many of the elephants’ traditional roles have either been outsourced to machines or outlawed, leaving the ‘domesticated’ animals and their mahouts without work. Some mahouts turned to begging on the streets in Bangkok and other tourist centres, but most elephants find work in Thailand’s tourism industry. Their jobs vary from circus-like shows and elephant camps giving rides to tourists to ‘mahout-training’ schools, while sanctuaries and rescue centres provide modest retirement homes to animals that are no longer financially profitable to their owners.

It costs about 30,000B (US$1000) a month to provide a comfortable living for an elephant, an amount equivalent to the salary of Thailand’s upper-middle class. Welfare standards within the tourism industry are not standardised or subject to government regulations, so it’s up to the conscientious consumer to encourage the industry to ensure safe conditions for elephants.

With more evidence available than ever to support claims by animal welfare experts that elephant rides and shows are harmful to these gentle giants, who are often abused to force them to perform for humans, a small but growing number of sanctuaries offer more sustainable interactions, such as walking with and bathing retired and rescued elephants.

Lonely Planet does not recommend riding on elephants or viewing elephant performances. We also urge visitors to be wary of organisations that advertise as being a conservation centre but actually offer rides and performances.






Volunteering


Environmental & Animal Welfare Work

At centres and sanctuaries that rely on volunteer labour, your hard work is often rewarded with meaningful interactions with the animals.




Humanitarian & Educational Work

When looking for a volunteer placement, it is essential to investigate what your chosen organisation does and, more importantly, how it goes about it. For any organisation working with children, child protection is a serious concern, and organisations that do not conduct background checks on volunteers should be regarded with extreme caution.
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Choose Your Beach


It’s a terrible dilemma: Thailand has too many beaches to choose from. Choices can be daunting even for those visiting a second time, and development is so rapid that where you went five years ago may now be completely different. Here, we break it down for you so you can find your dream beach.
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Best Beaches for…

Relaxation and Activities

Ko Mak Beach bar scene, explorably flat and vast expanses of sand.

Ko Phayam Bike back roads to empty beaches or to parties.

Hat Mae Nam Quiet Ko Samui beach close to lots of action.

Ko Bulon Leh Chilled-out vibe but lots to do.

Local Culture

Ko Yao Noi Thai-Muslim fishing island with beautiful karst scenery.

Ko Sukorn Agricultural and fishing gem filled with mangroves and water buffalo.

Ko Phra Thong Look for rare orchids with a chow lair (a Moken ‘sea gypsy’) guide.

Hua Hin Mingle with middle-class Thais in this urban beach getaway.




Easy Access from Bangkok

Nowadays the closest beaches to Bangkok aren’t necessarily the quickest and easiest to get to. There are international flights direct to Phuket and Ko Samui that allow you to skip the big city altogether, and flights from Bangkok (and some other Southeast Asian countries) can shuttle you to several southern towns with ease.

If you don’t want to fly but are still short on time, the nearest beach island to Bangkok is Ko Samet (count on around four hours’ total travel time), while the closest beach resorts are Bang Saen (one hour by bus) and Pattaya (1½ hours). The next-closest stops by land are the beach towns of Cha-am (2½ hours) and Hua Hin (three hours). It takes around six hours to get to Ko Chang, which beats the minimum of 10 hours to reach the Lower Gulf islands. If you’re in a hurry and want to take the bus, the Andaman Coast is not your best choice.




To Party or Not to Party


Where

A big percentage of travellers to southern Thailand aim to party, and the local tourism industry happily accommodates them, with an array of thumping beach bars lining many of the main beaches. Luckily, it’s just as easy to escape the revelry as it is to join in. The main party zones are well known to be just that. Anywhere you go that’s not a major tourist enclave will have peace and quiet on offer.




Girly Bars

Bangkok, Pattaya and Patong in Phuket are the capitals of push-up bras and short skirts, while Hat Lamai on Ko Samui is the centre of this small universe in the lower Gulf Islands. Islands like Ko Chang and mid-sized towns such as Hat Yai and Ao Nang have small enclaves of questionable massage parlours and bars, but it won’t be in your face. Smaller islands will be clear of this sort of thing, as will most mainland towns.




Your Party Level

Level One: Dead Calm Surin and Similan Islands, Laem Son National Park, Hat Pak Meng, Hat Chang Lang

Level Two: A Flicker of Light Ko Tarutao, Ko Libong, Prachuap Khiri Khan

Level Three: There’s a Bar Ko Yao Islands, Ao Khanom, Ko Kut

Level Four: Maybe a Few Bars Hat Khao Lak, Ko Muk, Ao Thong Nai Pan (Ko Pha-Ngan)

Level Five: Easy to Find a Drink Hua Hin, Bo Phut (Ko Samui), Ao Nang

Level Six: There’s a Beach-Bar Scene Ko Mak, Ko Phayam, Railay

Level Seven: Magic Shake Anyone? Ko Lanta, Ko Chang, Ban Tai (Ko Pha-Ngan)

Level Eight: I Forget What Eight Was For Hat Lamai (Ko Samui), Ko Lipe, Ko Samet

Level Nine: What Happened Last Night? Hat Chaweng (Ko Samui), Pattaya, Ko Tao

Level Ten: Don’t Tell Me What Happened Last Night Patong (Phuket), Ko Phi-Phi, Hat Rin (Ko Pha-Ngan)


OVERVIEW OF THAILAND’S ISLANDS & BEACHES




	BEACHES
	PACKAGE TOURISTS
	BACKPACKERS
	FAMILIES
	PARTIES
	DIVE/SNORKEL
	PERSONALITY




	Ko Chang & the Eastern Seaboard


	Ko Samet
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓
	
	pretty beaches, easy getaway from Bangkok



	Ko Chang
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓
	international resort, mediocre beaches, jungle



	Ko Wai
	
	✓
	✓
	
	✓
	primitive; day-trippers, deserted in the evening



	Ko Mak
	✓
	✓
	✓
	
	
	mediocre beaches, great island vibe



	Ko Kut
	✓
	✓
	✓
	
	
	lovely semi-developed island, great for solitude


	Hua Hin & the Upper Gulf



	Hua Hin
	✓
	✓
	✓
	
	
	international resort, easy access to Bangkok



	Pranburi area
	✓
	
	✓
	
	
	quiet & close to Bangkok



	Ban Krut
	
	
	✓
	
	
	low-key, popular with Thais



	Bang Saphan Yai
	
	✓
	✓
	
	
	cheap mainland beach


	Ko Samui & the Lower Gulf



	Ko Samui
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓
	
	international resort for social beach-goers



	Ko Pha-Ngan
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓
	popular beaches, some secluded; boozy Hat Rin



	Ko Tao
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓
	dive schools galore



	Ang Thong
	
	✓
	✓
	
	
	karst scenery, rustic



	Ao Khanom
	
	✓
	✓
	
	
	quiet, little-known


	Phuket & the Andaman Coast



	Ko Chang (Ranong)
	
	✓
	✓
	
	✓
	rustic and secluded



	Ko Phayam
	
	✓
	✓
	
	✓
	quiet, getting more popular



	Surin & Similan Islands
	
	
	✓
	
	✓
	dive sites accessed by live-aboards



	Ko Yao
	✓
	✓
	✓
	
	
	poor beaches but nice vibe, great scenery



	Phuket
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓
	international resort for social beach-goers



	Ao Nang
	✓
	✓
	✓
	
	✓
	touristy, close to Railay



	Railay
	✓
	✓
	✓
	
	
	rock-climbing centre with some superb beaches



	Ko Phi-Phi
	✓
	✓
	
	✓
	✓
	pretty party island



	Ko Jum
	✓
	✓
	✓
	
	
	mediocre beach, nice vibe



	Ko Lanta
	✓
	✓
	✓
	
	✓
	reasonable beaches



	Trang Islands
	✓
	✓
	✓
	
	✓
	Ko Ngai is good for kids



	Ko Bulon Leh
	
	✓
	✓
	
	✓
	pretty, little-known



	Ko Tarutao
	
	✓
	✓
	
	✓
	developing national park



	Ko Lipe
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓
	hotspot, good beaches, handy for visa runs



	Ko Adang
	
	✓
	
	
	✓
	popular with day-trippers












Far-Flung Paradises

The personality of a Thai resort town depends a lot on the prices. In places where midrange options dominate, you’ll usually find package tourists, rows of beach loungers and umbrellas along the beach, and plenty of big boats full of snorkelling tours.

At upmarket places things settle down. The ritzier beaches of Phuket like Surin and Ao Bang Thao are among the quieter on the island yet still have some dining and cocktail options. Ko Kut off the eastern seaboard has lovely resorts on some of the country’s most unspoiled beaches, while the more secluded beaches of northeastern Ko Samui have some of the most luxurious resorts in Thailand. Once you go very high-end, privacy and seclusion become a bigger part of the picture.

There are a few remaining beach huts that are mostly found on some of the country’s most secluded beaches.




Activities

What you can do besides lounging on the beach is the deciding factor for many visitors when choosing a beach.


Diving & Snorkelling

Thailand is a diving and snorkelling paradise. The Andaman Coast and Ko Tao in the Lower Gulf have the best undersea views in the country. Islands like Ko Samui and Ko Lanta don’t have great snorkelling from the beach, but snorkelling tours can take you to nearby sites where you’ll see some corals and fish, and a turtle or shark if you’re lucky.




Climbing

Railay is the best-known place to climb in southern Thailand; it’s ideal for both beginners and experienced climbers, and a fun scene. Ko Phi-Phi has some great climbing options alongside its lively party scene – although the climbing operators are on Railay – as well as an abundance of water and land activities. There are less busy and more off-the-beaten-path climbing options around the appealing mainland town of Krabi. The Ko Yao islands are slowly getting bolted and offer horizons to more seasoned climbers. Ko Tao also attracts rock-climbers.




Hiking

The mainland national parks like Khao Sok have the most jungle-trekking opportunities, but more forested islands such as Ko Chang, Ko Pha-Ngan and even Phuket have great hiking, often to waterfalls or vistas across the blue sea.




Culture

For a taste of authentic Thai culture, head out of the main tourist zones to coastal towns like Trang, Surat Thani or Nakhon Si Thammarat, to lesser-known islands like Ko Si Chang or Ko Sukorn, or to the less-visited parts of islands like the south coast of Ko Samui or the east coast of Ko Lanta. But even tourist-central Patong or Ko Phi-Phi can give you a taste of what’s beyond resort land, just by eating at food stalls and talking to the owners, smiling a lot and being open to interactions with locals.


WHEN TO GO




	REGION
	JAN-MAR
	APR-JUN
	JUL-SEP
	OCT-DEC





	Bangkok
	hotter towards Mar
	hot & humid
	rainy season
	cooler towards Dec



	Eastern Seaboard
	peak season; thins towards Mar
	rainy season begins in May
	smaller islands close for the monsoon
	cooler weather; low hotel rates



	Southern Gulf
	hot & dry
	hot & dry
	occasional rains & strong winds
	occasional rains & strong winds



	Lower Gulf
	clear & sunny
	hot & dry
	clear & sunny; increasing wind & rain on Ko Tao
	monsoon & rough waters



	Northern Andaman
	high season; high prices
	fringe season with variable weather
	rainy season & surf season
	high season picks up again



	Southern Andaman
	high season
	monsoons usually begin in May
	some resorts close for rainy season
	crowds return with the sun
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Safety

If renting a scooter or motorbike, you may not be insured. Insurance is not included in most rentals and your own insurance may not cover the cost of any accident. It is likely that you will be liable for medical expenses and repair or replacement costs for any damaged vehicle. If you don’t have a Thai driving licence or an international driving licence, you will also be driving illegally (many rental outfits don’t check). If you do rent, watch out for sand or grit on the road (especially if braking), drive slowly (under 40km/h), particularly after rain, and avoid alcohol. Above all, wear a helmet.

[image: ]
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Drownings are common. Pay attention to red- and yellow-flag warnings and be aware that many beaches do not have life guards. Also beware of rip tides, which can carry you out to sea. If caught in a rip tide in deep water, do not fight against it as you may rapidly, and dangerously, tire. It is more advisable to try to call for help, but go with the flow and conserve energy; the rip tide will take you further out to sea, but you should be able to swim back. Rip tide channels are quite narrow, so another technique is to gradually swim parallel to the shore when caught in a rip tide and you should escape it.

Signs on some beaches warn of box jellyfish, so check before swimming. Stings from box jellyfish can be fatal, and although there are few deaths, there were three fatalities in Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Samui waters in a 12-month period between 2014 and 2015.

Watch out for jet skis and long-tail boats coming in to the shore when swimming. Do not expect them to see you.










Plan Your Trip

Diving & Snorkelling


Whether it’s your first plunge or your 100th, Thailand offers some of the world’s leading underwater experiences, with warm, clear waters, abundant marine life and some of the planet’s most beautiful dive sites. Reasonable prices mean it’s also a great place to learn to dive.
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Diving & Snorkelling Highlights

Best Places to Learn

Ko Tao Fantastic dive energy and scores of shallow dive sites sometimes visited by whale sharks. This is the best (and cheapest) place in Thailand to lose your diving virginity. Sail Rock (closer to Ko Pha-Ngan) and Chumphon Pinnacle are the star sites.

Best Live-Aboards

Khao Lak The gateway to the Surin and Similan Islands. Explore the myriad dive sites on a live-aboard trip and check out Richelieu Rock – a stunning dive spot discovered by Jacques Cousteau.

Best Marine Life

Ko Lanta and Ko Phi-Phi Don Top spots for plenty of fish, recurrent visits by manta rays and the odd whale shark. Try the submerged pinnacles at Hin Daeng and Hin Muang, which are accessible from both sites.

Best Snorkelling

Ko Phi-Phi Has made a triumphant comeback after the tsunami, with loads of shimmering reefs. Ko Mai Phai and Ko Nok are great snorkelling spots, while Hin Bida and Ko Bida Nok are the local diving faves.




Diving

For the beginner through to the pro, Thailand has some of the most affordable, easily accessible and stunning diving in the world.


Courses

Thailand is one of the best places in the world to learn how to dive. If you are looking for the best bang for your baht, we recommend getting certified on Ko Tao, where coursework starts at 9000B to 10,000B depending on the type of licence you receive. Beyond Ko Tao, there are plenty of places to get certified, though you’re looking at an extra 3000B to 6000B for your Open Water Diver certificate. Ko Pha-Ngan, Ko Phi-Phi, Khao Lak and Ko Lanta round out Thailand’s top five places to learn to dive.

Children are eligible to take a PADI Open Water Course from the age of 10. There are any number of reputable dive schools across the region offering introductory dive experiences.




Freediving

Freediving involves the diver submersing with a single breath hold (with no diving gear or snorkel). One of the top spots to try this sport is on Ko Tao in the southern gulf, but freediving schools have also appeared on Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Lanta. Beginner courses (usually two days of diving) cost around 5000B.

For more information on freediving, check out AIDA International (www.aidainternational.org) and CMAS (www.cmas.org).




Live-Aboards

The live-aboard industry has been steadily growing in Thailand over the past 20-odd years. Most live-aboards are based out of Khao Lak, just north of Phuket on the Andaman Coast. These live-aboard excursions are all-inclusive (lodging on the boat, food, diving gear, guides), varying in length from two to five nights. When it’s low season on the Similan Islands off the Andaman Coast, a few live-aboards head to the Gulf to operate on dive sites around Koh Tao, Ang Thong Marine National Park and Koh Pha-Ngan.




Technical Diving

Technical diving (often called tec diving) is an advanced type of scuba diving involving additional equipment and, most notably, a tank of mixed breathing gases to allow for deeper dives. Technical diving is often taken on as a recreational sport for those interested in exploring deep wrecks and caves.

Underwater caving has really taken off in recent years, and there are several operators on Ko Tao that offer one-day/one-night trips out to nearby submerged grottoes.


Planning Your Trip

The monsoon rains and peak tourist season are two factors determining when to go and which islands and beaches to pick. The severity of the rainy weather varies between seasons and coasts, and there are dry and wet microclimates as well.




Costs

Diving in Thailand is significantly cheaper than in most other nations. A 10-dive package goes for around 7000B to 12,000B on the more affordable beaches. Day-trip prices largely depend on how far the boat will travel, as petrol prices are at a premium. Figure on around 2250B for a day trip from Ko Pha-Ngan and up to 6000B for a trip out to Hin Daeng and Hin Muang from Ko Lanta.




Advance Booking

It is not normally necessary to pre-book diving excursions unless you plan on doing a live-aboard up to the Surin Islands and Similan Islands Marine National Parks, as places on these boats are limited. Note, however, that rooms on Ko Pha-Ngan in the week up to and including the Full Moon Party sell out and rooms in Ko Tao can be stuffed in the days after the monthly shenanigans, so book early if diving then, or simply go at another time.




Where to Dive

Thailand’s coastal topography sits at the junction of two distinct oceanic zones – the Andaman waters wash in from the west, while the gulf coast draws its waters from the islands of Indonesia and the South China Sea.

The Andaman Sea When the weather is right, the Andaman Sea has some of the finest diving in Southeast Asia. Many would argue that the Andaman has better diving than the gulf, but this is mostly attributed to excellent visibility during the few months of favourable sea conditions. Over the last several years coral bleaching has been an issue; you’ll encounter less of this around more remote sites like Richelieu Rock and Ko Bon.

The Gulf of Thailand Sea conditions in the Gulf of Thailand are generally favourable throughout the year. The southwestern gulf coast has the finest diving spots, near the islands of Ko Tao and Ko Pha-Ngan. Pattaya, a quick two-hour hop from the Bangkok bustle, offers a few memorable dives as well, including a couple of wrecks. On the far eastern side of the coast, the Ko Chang archipelago has some pleasant scuba possibilities including several dive wrecks, although choppy seas limit the season to between November and May.




Preserving Thailand’s Reefs

Thailand’s underwater kingdom is incredibly fragile and it’s worth taking some time to educate yourself on responsible and sustainable practices while you’re visiting. Here are a few of the more important things you can do, but this is by no means an exhaustive list.

A Whether on an island or in a boat, take all litter with you – even biodegradable material like apple cores – and dispose of it back on the mainland.

A Remember that it is an offence to damage or remove coral in marine parks.

A Don’t touch or harass marine animals.

A Never rest or stand on coral because touching or walking on it will damage it. It can also cause some nasty cuts.

A Ensure that no equipment is dragging over the reef.

A If you’re snorkelling (and especially if you are a beginner), practise your technique away from coral until you’ve mastered control in the water.

A Hire a wetsuit or rash vest rather than slathering on sunscreen, which can damage the reef.

A Watch where your fins are – try not to stir up sediment or disturb coral.

A Do not take any shells home with you – it’s illegal.

A Snorkelling is the best way to see whale sharks; divers’ bubbles can annoy or confuse them.

A Join a coral clean-up campaign that’s sponsored by dive shops.

A Don’t feed the fish or allow your dive operator to dispose of excess food in the water. The fish become dependent on this food source and don’t tend to the algae on the coral, causing harm to the reef.
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When to Go

Generally speaking, the Gulf of Thailand has a year-round dive season, while the Andaman Coast has optimal diving conditions between December and April. In the Ko Chang archipelago, November to early May is the ideal season. Try to avoid the monsoon and rainy seasons.

Dec–Feb Days are mostly rain-free and under the waves you’ll find a conglomeration of large pelagics at the feeding stations along the Andaman Coast.

Apr–Jun Things are pretty quiet along the gulf at this time, and the weather holds out nicely, allowing for good visibility underwater.

Jun–Sep The monsoon rains arrive on the Andaman Coast, some hotels shut down and boat travel can be interrupted by storms.

Oct–Dec The gulf coast bears the brunt of its rainy season.




Safe Diving


Before You Dive

Before embarking on a diving trip, carefully consider the following points to ensure a safe and enjoyable experience:

A Ensure you feel comfortable diving and that you are very hydrated on the days you dive.

A Remember that your last dive should be completed 24 hours before you fly. It is, however, fine to dive soon after arriving by air.

A Make sure your insurance policy covers diving injuries. If it doesn’t, consider purchasing additional coverage via www.diversalertnetwork.org.

A Download and check through PADI’s medical health, as there are some strict health requirements for diving.




Decompression Chambers

For the amount of diving occurring in Thailand, the kingdom has a surprisingly limited number of medical facilities dedicated to diving accidents.

Decompression (hyperbaric) chambers can be found at most major hubs, including Bangkok, Ko Samui, Pattaya and Phuket. Ko Tao does not have an emergency chamber – the nearest one is on Ko Samui, a 1½-hour speedboat journey away. Injured divers out of Khao Lak are generally rushed south to Phuket (about an hour away). We advise you to ask your dive operator about the nearest chamber. Also make sure there is an emergency supply of oxygen on your dive boat.








Snorkelling

Many islands, including the Trang island chain, Ko Tao, Ko Pha-Ngan, Ko Phi-Phi, Ko Lipe and the islands in the Ko Chang archipelago, have phenomenal snorkelling spots right offshore.


On Your Own

Orchestrating your own snorkelling adventure is easy – there are loads of resorts and dive shops spread throughout Thailand’s islands and beaches that rent out gear for 100B to 200B per hour. If you plan on snorkelling under your own steam, follow the same simple rules that you would for diving:

A Take a buddy with you.

A Don’t go without a guide if you’re not a confident swimmer, or are unsure how to handle rips.

A Let someone on land know that you are going snorkelling, just in case something happens to you and your buddy.

A Keep an eye out above water to make sure you’re not swimming too far out.

A Watch for boats: don’t expect them to see you!


Whale Sharks

The elusive whale shark – the largest fish in the sea – has a giant mouth that can measure about 2m wide (so just imagine how big their bodies are!). Don’t worry: they are filter feeders, which means they mostly eat plankton, krill and other tiny organisms. Usually these gentle creatures gravitate towards submerged pinnacles. They often hang out at a site for several days before continuing on, so if rumours are flying around about a recent sighting, grab your snorkel gear and hit the high seas.






Tours

Many tour offices and dive operators offer snorkelling trips from 600B and up; the price will depend on how far you travel. A snorkelling component is often tied into larger day trips that take in pristine islands and kayaking too.

High-end excursions usually use fancy speedboats and expensive equipment, while cheaper deals tend to focus more on the social aspect of the trip, taking customers to so-so reefs.












Plan Your Trip

Eat & Drink Like a Local


Incendiary curries, oodles of noodles, fresh seafood and the tropical fruit you’ve been dreaming about – Thailand has it all. To experience the true flavours of Thailand, you need to familiarise yourself with the dishes of Thailand’s various regions and ethnic groups.

[image: ]
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The Year in Food

Summer (March to June)

Thailand’s hot season is the best time of year for fruit. Durian (pictured left), mangoes, mangosteen and lychees are all at their juicy peak during these months.

Rainy Season (July to October)

One event to look out for during the rainy season is Thailand’s annual Vegetarian Festival, typically held in late September or early October. The festival is celebrated particularly in places with large Chinese populations, such as Bangkok, Phuket Town and Trang.

Winter (November to January)

During Thailand’s brief cool season, open-air beer halls, many serving spicy Thai drinking snacks, spring up in the larger cities.




Food Experiences


Meals of a Lifetime

Krua Apsorn, Bangkok This award-winning restaurant has a thick menu of decadent fare influenced by Bangkok and central Thailand.

One Chun, Phuket Town Southern-style curries and seafood served in a Sino-Portuguese shophouse that looks like it hasn’t been touched since the 1950s.

Chanthorn, Chanthaburi Just up from the waterfront, this is a fine spot to try traditional flavours like pork with chamung leaves.

Koti, Hua Hin You know a restaurant in Thailand is good when the queue for a table stretches around the corner.

In Town Seafood, Prachuap Khiri Khan Fantastic seafood and views of the awesome bay at this locals’ favourite.

Krua Thara, Krabi One of Thailand’s very best seafood kitchens attracts domestic tourists from around the country.




Cheap Eats

MBK Food Island, Bangkok A cheap, clean and tasty introduction to Thai and Thai-Chinese staples.

Abdul’s Roti Shop, Phuket Town A local legend, friendly Abdul has been cooking delicious roh·đee (a fried ‘pancake’) at the front of his shop for years, served either sweet with sticky banana or savoury with spicy fish or meat curries.

Jek Pia, Hua Hin Some of the city’s best cooks work together at this culinary gem.

Krua Talay, Nakhon Si Thammarat Simply superb Thai seafood in an alluring garden setting.

Blues Blues Restaurant, Ko Chang This arty oasis does brilliant stir-fries and makes a great break from the brasher face of the island.




Cooking Courses

A standard one-day course usually features a shopping trip to a local market to choose ingredients, followed by preparation of curry pastes, soups, curries, salads and desserts.

Amita Thai Cooking Class, Bangkok Learn to make Thai dishes at this canalside family compound.

Samui Institute of Thai Culinary Arts, Ko Samui Courses in fruit-carving are also available here.

Hemingway’s on the Beach, Ko Samui Learn to cook Thai food at this beach-side restaurant.

Phuket Thai Cookery School, Ko Sireh A menu of dishes that changes on a daily basis is taught here.






Local Specialities

Despite having evolved in a relatively small area, Thai cuisine is anything but a single entity and takes a slightly different form every time it crosses a provincial border.


Bangkok & Central Thai Cuisine

When foreigners think of Thai food, they’re often thinking of the dishes of Bangkok and the central plains. A wealth of agriculture, access to the sea and the influence of foreign cuisines have come together in a cuisine that is both sophisticated and diverse.

The people of central Thailand are fond of sweet-savoury flavours, and many dishes include freshwater fish, pork, coconut milk and palm sugar – common ingredients in the central Thai plains. Because of the region’s proximity to the Gulf of Thailand, central Thai eateries, particularly those in Bangkok, also serve a wide variety of seafood. Chinese labourers and vendors introduced a huge variety of noodle and wok-fried dishes to central Thailand as many as 200 years ago.

Must-eat central Thai and Bangkok dishes include the following:

Pàt tai Thin rice noodles stir-fried with dried and/or fresh shrimp, bean sprouts, tofu, egg and seasonings, traditionally served with lime halves and a few stalks of Chinese chives and a sliced banana flower.

Yam þlah dùk foo Fried shredded catfish, chilli and peanuts served with a sweet/tart mango dressing.

Đôm yam Lemongrass, kaffir lime leaf and lime juice give this soup its characteristic tang; fresh chillies or an oily chilli paste provide it with its legendary sting. Available just about everywhere, but it’s hard to beat the version at Krua Apsorn.

Yen đah foh Combining a slightly sweet crimson-coloured broth with a variety of meatballs, cubes of blood and crispy greens, yen đah foh is probably both the most intimidating and popular noodle dish in Bangkok. Available at many street stalls.

Gaang sôm Central Thailand’s famous ‘sour soup’ often includes freshwater fish, vegetables and/or herbs, and a thick, tart broth.

Gŏo•ay đĕe•o reua Known as boat noodles because they were previously served from small boats along the canals of central Thailand, these intense pork- or beef-based bowls are among the most full-flavoured of Thai noodle dishes.




Southern Thai Cuisine

Don’t say we didn’t warn you: southern Thai cooking is undoubtedly the spiciest regional cooking style in a land of spicy regional cuisines. The food of Thailand’s southern provinces also tends to be very salty, and seafood, not surprisingly, plays an important role. Fresh fish is grilled, added to soups, dried, or pickled and fermented for sauces and condiments. Two of the principal crops in the south are coconuts and cashews, both of which find their way into a variety of dishes. Nearly every meal is accompanied by a platter of fresh herbs and vegetables, and a spicy ‘dip’ of shrimp paste, chillies, garlic and lime.

Dishes you are likely to come across in southern Thailand include the following:

Gaang đai þlah An intensely spicy and salty curry that includes đai þlah (salted fish kidney); much tastier than it sounds.

Gaang sôm Known as gaang lĕu·ang (yellow curry) in central Thailand, this sour/spicy soup gets its hue from the liberal use of turmeric, a root commonly used in southern Thai cooking.

Gài tôrt hàht yài The famous deep-fried chicken from the town of Hat Yai gets its rich flavour from a marinade containing dried spices.

Kà·nŏm jeen nám yah This dish of thin rice noodles served with a fiery curry-like sauce is always accompanied by a tray of fresh vegetables and herbs.

Kôo·a glîng Minced meat fried with a fiery curry paste is a southern staple.

Pàt sà·đor This popular stir-fry of ‘stink beans’ with shrimp, garlic, chillies and shrimp paste is both pungent and spicy.






Ethnic Specialities

In addition to geography, the country’s predominant minorities – Muslims and the Chinese – have had different but profound influences on the local cuisine.


Thai-Chinese Cuisine

Immigrants from southern China have been influencing Thai cuisine for centuries, and it was most likely Chinese labourers and vendors who introduced the wok and several varieties of noodle dishes to Thailand. They also influenced Bangkok’s cuisine in other ways: beef is not widely eaten in Bangkok due to a Chinese-Buddhist teaching that forbids eating ‘large’ animals.
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Thai-Chinese dishes you’re likely to run across in Bangkok’s Chinatown (and elsewhere) include the following:

Kôw kăh mŏo Braised pork leg served over rice, often with a side of greens and a hard-boiled egg, is the epitome of the Thai-Chinese one-dish meal. It’s available at the Soi 10 Food Centres (MAP GOOGLE MAP; Soi 10, Th Silom; mains 20-60B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-3pm Mon-Fri; [image: icon-metro]m Si Lom exit 2, [image: icon-subway]b Sala Daeng exit 1) and other street markets.

Kôw man gài Chicken rice, originally from the Chinese island of Hainan, is now found in just about every corner of Bangkok. We particularly like the version served at Boon Tong Kiat Singapore Chicken Rice (MAP GOOGLE MAP; 440/5 Soi 55/Thong Lor, Th Sukhumvit; mains 65-300B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h 10am-10pm; [image: icon-acon]a; [image: icon-subway]b Thong Lo exit 3 & taxi).

Bà·mée Chinese-style wheat-and-egg noodles typically served with slices of barbecued pork, a handful of greens and/or wontons. Mangkorn Khăo (MAP GOOGLE MAP; cnr Th Yaowarat & Th Yaowaphanit; mains from 50B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h6pm-midnight Tue-Sun; [image: icon-metro]f Ratchawong Pier, [image: icon-hoursgif]m Hualamphong exit 1), a street stall in Chinatown, does one of Bangkok’s better bowls.

Săh·lah þow Chinese-style steamed buns, served with sweet or savoury fillings, are a favourite snack in Bangkok.

Gŏo·ay đĕe·o kôoa gài Wide rice noodles fried with little more than egg, chicken, salted squid and garlic oil is a popular Thai-Chinese dish.

Hŏy tôrt Another Bangkok Chinatown staple, this dish combines a sticky, eggy batter topped with oysters. Nai Mong Hoi Thod (MAP GOOGLE MAP; 539 Th Phlap Phla Chai; mains 50-70B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h5-10pm Tue-Sun; [image: icon-metro]f Ratchawong Pier, [image: icon-hoursgif]m Hua Lamphong exit 1) does what is arguably Bangkok’s best take on this dish.

Gŏoay jáp This dish consists of an intensely peppery broth and pork offal.




Thai-Muslim Cuisine

When Muslims first visited Thailand during the late 14th century, they brought with them a meat- and dried-spice-based cuisine from their homelands in India and the Middle East. Nearly 700 years later, the impact of this culinary commerce can still be felt in Bangkok.

[image: ]
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While some Muslim dishes such as roh·đee, a fried bread similar to the Indian paratha, have changed little, if at all, others such as gaang mát·sà·màn are a unique blend of Thai and Indian–Middle Eastern cooking styles and ingredients.

Common Thai-Muslim dishes include the following:

Kôw mòk Biryani, a dish found across the Muslim world, also has a foothold in Bangkok. Here the dish is typically made with chicken and is served with a sweet-and-sour dipping sauce and a bowl of chicken broth.

Sà·đé (satay) These grilled skewers of meat probably came to Thailand via Malaysia. The savoury peanut-based dipping sauce is often mistakenly associated with Thai cooking.

Má·đà·bà Known as murtabak in Malaysia and Indonesia, these are roh·đee that have been stuffed with a savoury or sometimes sweet filling and fried until crispy. It’s available at Karim Roti-Mataba in Bangkok.

Súp hăhng woo·a Oxtail soup, possibly another Malay contribution, is even richer and often more sour than the ‘Buddhist’ Thai đôm yam. Try the dish at Muslim Restaurant in Bangkok.

Sà·làt kàak Literally ‘Muslim salad’ (kàak is a somewhat derogatory word used to describe people or things of Indian and/or Muslim origin), this dish combines iceberg lettuce, chunks of firm tofu, cucumber, hard-boiled egg and tomato, all topped with a sweet peanut sauce.

Gaang mát·sà·màn ‘Muslim curry’ is a rich coconut-milk-based dish, which, unlike most Thai curries, gets much of its flavour from dried spices. As with many Thai-Muslim dishes, there is an emphasis on the sweet. A non-halal version is often served at upmarket restaurants such as nahm in Bangkok.

Roh·đee This crispy fried pancake, drizzled with condensed milk and sugar, is the perfect street dessert.






How Thais Eat

Aside from the occasional indulgence in deep-fried savouries, most Thais sustain themselves on a varied and relatively healthy diet of fruits, rice and vegetables mixed with smaller amounts of animal protein and fat. Satisfaction seems to come not from eating large amounts of food at any one meal but rather from nibbling at a variety of dishes with as many different flavours as possible throughout the day.

Nor are certain kinds of food restricted to certain times of day. Practically anything can be eaten first thing in the morning, whether it’s sweet, salty or chilli-ridden. Kôw gaang (curry over rice) is a very popular breakfast, as are kôw nĕe·o mǒo tôrt (deep-fried pork with sticky rice) and kôw man gài (sliced chicken served over rice cooked in chicken broth). Lighter morning choices, especially for Thais of Chinese descent, include þah·tôrng·gŏh (deep-fried fingers of dough) dipped in warm nám đow·hôo (soy milk). Thais also eat noodles, whether fried or in soup, with great gusto in the morning, or as a substantial snack at any time of the day or night.

As the staple with which almost all Thai dishes are eaten (noodles are still seen as a Chinese import), kôw (rice) is considered an indispensable part of the daily diet. Most Bangkok families will put on a pot of rice, or start the rice cooker, just after rising in the morning to prepare a base for the day’s menu.

Finding its way into almost every meal is þlah (fish), even if it’s only in the form of nám þlah (a thin amber sauce made from fermented anchovies), which is used to salt Thai dishes, much as soy sauce is used in east Asia. Pork is undoubtedly the preferred protein, with chicken in second place and beef rarely consumed.

Thais are prodigious consumers of fruit. Vendors push glass-and-wood carts filled with a rainbow of fresh sliced papaya, pineapple, watermelon and mango, and a more muted palette of salt-pickled or candied seasonal fruits. These are usually served in a small plastic bag with a thin bamboo stick to use as an eating utensil.

Because many restaurants in Thailand are able to serve dishes at an only slightly higher price than they would cost to make at home, Thais dine out far more often than their Western counterparts. Dining with others is always preferred because it means everyone has a chance to sample several dishes. When forced to fly solo by circumstances – such as during lunch breaks at work – a single diner usually sticks to one-plate dishes such as fried rice or curry over rice.




Where to Eat

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 for Thais to eat. In the morning, stalls selling coffee and Chinese-style doughnuts spring up along busy commuter corridors. 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 wolf down at the office. In most small towns, night markets often 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 (ráhn ah·hăhn) in Thailand that range from simple food stops to formal affairs. Lunch is the right time to point and eat at the ráhn kôw gaang (rice-and-curry shop), which sells a selection of pre-made curries and other dishes. Come dinner, the ubiquitous ráhn ah·hăhn đahm sàng (food-to-order shop) can often be recognised by a display of raw ingredients – Chinese kale, tomatoes, chopped pork, fresh or dried fish, noodles, eggplant, spring onions – and serves a standard repertoire of largely Chinese-influenced dishes. As the name implies, the cooks attempt to prepare any dish you can name, which is a slightly more difficult operation if you can’t speak Thai.




Glossary

a·ròy – the Thai word for delicious

bà·mée – wheat-and-egg noodles

đôm yam – Thailand’s famous sour and spicy soup

gaang – curry

gài – chicken

gŏo·ay đĕe·o – the generic term for noodle soup

kà·nŏm – Thai-style sweet snacks

kôw – rice

kôw nĕe·o – sticky rice

lâhp – a ‘salad’ of minced meat

mŏo – pork

nám déum – drinking water

nám þlah – fish sauce

nám prík – chilli-based dips

pàk – vegetables

pàt – fried

pàt see·éw – wide rice noodles fried with pork and greens

pàt tai – thin rice noodles fried with egg and seasonings

pét – spicy

þét – duck

þlah – fish

pŏn·lá·mái – fruit

prík – chilli

ráhn ah·hăhn – restaurant

tôrt – deep-fried

yam – a Thai-style salad


Food Spotter’s Guide

Spanning four distinct regions, influences from China to the Middle East, a multitude of ingredients and a reputation for spice, Thai food can be more than a bit overwhelming. So to point you in the direction of the good stuff, we’ve put together a shortlist of the country’s must-eat dishes.

1. Đôm yam

The ‘sour Thai soup’ moniker featured on many menus is a feeble description of this mouth-puckeringly tart and intensely spicy herbal broth.
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2. Pàt tai

Thin rice noodles fried with egg, tofu and shrimp, and seasoned with fish sauce, tamarind and dried chilli, have emerged as the poster child for Thai food.
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3. Gaang kĕe·o wăhn

Known outside of Thailand as green curry, this intersection of a piquant, herbal spice paste and rich coconut milk is single-handedly emblematic of Thai cuisine’s unique flavours and ingredients.
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NENEULTIMATE / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4. Yam

This family of Thai ‘salads’ combines meat or seafood with a tart and spicy dressing and fresh herbs.
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5. Lâhp

Minced meat seasoned with roasted rice powder, lime, fish sauce and fresh herbs is a one-dish crash course in the rustic flavours of Thailand’s northeast.
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6. Bà·mée

Although Chinese in origin, these wheat-and-egg noodles, typically served with roast pork and/or crab, have become a Thai hawker-stall staple.
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7. Kôw mòk

The Thai version of biryani couples golden rice and tender chicken with a sweet and sour dip and a savoury broth.
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MOXUMBIC / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

8. Sôm·đam

‘Papaya salad’ hardly does justice to this tear-inducingly spicy dish of strips of crunchy unripe papaya pounded in a mortar and pestle with tomato, long beans, chilli, lime and fish sauce.
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9. Kôw soy

Even outside of its home in Thailand’s north, there’s a cult following for this soup that combines flat egg-and-wheat noodles in a rich, spice-laden, coconut-milk-based broth.
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10. Pàt pàk bûng fai daang

Crunchy green vegetables, flash-fried with heaps of chilli and garlic, is Thai comfort food.
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Plan Your Trip

Travel with Children


Thais are serious ‘cute’ connoisseurs and exotic-looking foreign kids rank higher on their adorable meter than stuffed animals and fluffy dogs. Children are instant celebrities and attract a lot of attention. Older kids get less interest, but will revel in the sandy beaches, warm water and many activities on offer.




Best Regions for Kids

Ko Samui & the Lower Gulf

Ko Samui’s northern beaches and Ko Pha-Ngan’s northern and eastern beaches are popular with toddlers, while Hat Chaweng appeals to older kids. Older children can snorkel Ko Tao without worry.

Phuket & the Northern Andaman Coast

Phuket has amusements galore, as well as the beach, but steer clear of the Patong party scene. Ko Lanta’s long beaches with mellow surf are good for kids, while the Trang islands offer shallow, easy swimming.

Ko Chang & the Eastern Seaboard

Shallow seas are kind to young swimmers and low evening tides make for good beachcombing. Older kids will like the interior jungle and mangrove kayaking.

Hua Hin & the Southern Gulf

Hua Hin has a long sandy coastline and hillside temples for monkey spotting. Phetchaburi’s cave temples often deliver a bat sighting. Ban Krut and Bang Saphan Yai are casual and ideal for kids.




Thailand’s Islands & Beaches for Kids

It’s hard to beat this region for its kid-friendliness. Not only are the Thais genuinely enamoured of children – restaurants and resorts will welcome them with open arms – but this is a safe place to travel and everywhere you go kids will find sandy beaches, a warm, mostly placid sea to swim in and any number of amusements and activities to keep them entertained.

The larger islands – Phuket, Ko Samui and Ko Chang – are especially well set-up for children. Many resorts organise specific water sports for kids over six, while there are a big array of outdoor activities, as well as amusement parks and wildlife sanctuaries to visit.




Children’s Highlights


Beaches

Swimming, Trang Islands & Ko Samui The shallow, gentle bays of the Trang Islands and the northern beaches of Ko Samui are perfect for beginner or younger swimmers.

Snorkelling, Ko Lipe & Ko Wai Older kids can strap on a mask and snorkel close to the beach on Ko Lipe and Ko Wai.
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Surfing, Hat Kata Yai The gentle breaks at Hat Kata Yai on Phuket are ideal for beginners. Sign the older ones up for a day’s surf school.

Diving, Ko Tao Children are eligible to take an open-water course from the age of 10. With many reputable dive schools and shallow diving, Ko Tao is the ideal place to learn.

Kayaking, Ao Phang-Nga Marine National Park Take a kayaking tour in this spectacular reserve.

Resorts, Phuket, Ko Chang & Ko Samui Many of the big resorts on Phuket, Ko Samui and Ko Chang offer organised water sports ideal for children aged six years and older.




Outdoor Activities

Amusement parks, Phuket Plentiful on Phuket. Try Splash Jungle or Phuket Wake Park.

Cycling, Hua Hin & Phuket Both Hua Hin Bike Tours and Amazing Bike Tours on Phuket offer great cycling tours.

Khao Sok National Park Trek through the rainforest and search for hidden waterfalls and caves.

Rock-climbing, Railay The region’s best climbing, along with good instructors and many beginner routes suitable for children, can be found on stunning Railay.

Ziplining, Ko Chang & Phuket Kids over the age of seven can whizz through the air on ziplines above the jungly interiors of Ko Chang and Phuket.




Wildlife Encounters

Animal rescue, Ko Lanta & Ko Chang There are a few animal rescue organisations, including Lanta Animal Welfare and the Koh Chang Animal Project, where you can see the animals and volunteer to walk the dogs or play with the kittens.

Phuket Aquarium Tonnes of colourful fish, and sharks and electric eels too at this impressive aquarium.

Phuket Elephant Sanctuary Children love to feed the retired elephants and watch them bathe and hang out.

Phuket Gibbon Rehabilitation Project Children can’t get too close to the gibbons but they still like looking at them.

Monkeys, Ko Phi-Phi, Railay & Phetchaburi On the beach at Ko Phi-Phi, dangling from limestone cliffs in Railay and hanging out at the temples of Phetchaburi.




Unexpected Fun

Food markets, Phuket & Trang Outdoor eating is a lot of fun, and the Indy Market in Phuket Town and the Trang Night Market have gentle live music as well.

Malls, Hua Hin & Phuket Great air-con, shops, restaurants and cinemas in the malls at Hua Hin, Phuket and the bigger towns. They make good rain shelters in the monsoon season.

Train Overnight journeys can be fun for kids. They can walk around on the train and they’re assigned the lower sleeping berths with views of the stations. Some children like the dinky Hua Hin Train Station.

Temples, Phetchaburi The hilltop pagodas and cave temples here are fun and easy to explore and there are bats and monkeys to see too.






Planning

AChild-safety seats for cars, high chairs in restaurants and nappy-changing facilities in public restrooms are virtually nonexistent. Parents will have to be resourceful in seeking out substitutes, or follow the example of Thai families (holding smaller children on their laps).

ABaby formula and nappies (diapers) are available at mini-markets and 7-Elevens in larger towns and cities, but sizes are usually small, smaller and smallish. If your kid wears size three or larger, head to Tesco Lotus, Big C or Tops Market stores. Nappy-rash cream is sold at pharmacies.

AThailand’s footpaths are often too crowded to push a pram. Opt for a lightweight, compact umbrella stroller that can squeeze past the fire hydrant and the mango cart and that can be folded up and thrown in a túk-túk. A baby pack is also useful, but make sure that the child’s head doesn’t sit higher than yours: there are lots of hanging obstacles poised at forehead level.

AAvoid arriving in the rainy season if you can. Equally, you may want to avoid the hottest part of the year.

For all-round information and advice, check out Lonely Planet’s Travel with Children.




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 babies will be fawned over, played with and, more often than not, carried around by restaurant waitstaff. Regard this as a much-deserved break, not to mention a bit of free cultural exposure.

Because much Thai food is so spicy, there is an entire art devoted to ordering ‘safe’ dishes for children, and the vast majority of Thai kitchens are more than willing to oblige. Many restaurants and resorts have specific kids’ menus featuring Western kiddie favourites, which makes life much easier.

In general, Thai children don’t start to eat spicy food until primary school. Before then they seemingly survive on rice and jelly snacks. Other kid-friendly meals include chicken in all its nonspicy permutations – gài yâhng (grilled chicken), gài tôrt (fried chicken) and gài pàt mét má•môo•ang (chicken stir-fried with cashew nuts) – as well as kài jee•o (Thai-style omelette). Mild options include kôw man gài (Hainanese chicken rice).

The Thais have a sweet tooth and there are many cake and dessert options, so if you are concerned about sugar consumption be watchful.




Health & Safety

For the most part parents needn’t worry too much about health concerns, although a few ground rules (such as regular hand washing) can head off potential medical problems. In particular:

AChildren should be warned not to play with animals (from dogs to monkeys), as bites can be nasty and rabies is relatively common in Thailand.

AMosquito bites often leave big welts on children. If your child is bitten, there are a variety of locally produced balms that can reduce swelling and itching. All the usual health precautions apply.

AIf kids do need medical treatment, then the hospitals in big towns, or on big islands like Phuket, Ko Samui and Ko Chang, offer international standards of care.










Regions at a Glance
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Bangkok


Buddhist Temples

Once a show of strength after the devastating 1765–67 war with Burma (now Myanmar), Bangkok’s royal Buddhist temples are now both national pilgrimage sites and fabulous, intriguing displays of classical art and architecture.




Drinking Views

In Bangkok, it’s common to slap a bar on top of a skyscraper. Indeed, the city has become associated with elegant open-air rooftop bars, with venues packing views that range from riverside to hyper-urban.




Street-Side Eats

For adventurous foodies who can live without white tablecloths, there’s probably no better dining destination than Bangkok. And until you’ve eaten on the capital’s streets, your just-sizzled noodles mingling with your sweat amid a cloud of exhaust fumes, you haven’t actually eaten Thai food.







Regions at a Glance
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Ko Chang & the Eastern Seaboard


Island Trifecta

Ko Chang has jungles and party animals, Ko Mak boasts a laid-back island vibe and Ko Kut has some of the prettiest views you’ll ever see. There are easy transport connections between these three islands.




Provincial Towns

The eastern seaboard’s small towns include trendy Bang Saen; charming and increasingly hip Chanthaburi, famous for a weekend gem market; and Trat, a transit link to Ko Chang. These provincial towns delight with their ordinariness and a middleclass prosperity not found on the islands.




Underwater Discoveries

It may not compare with those further south, but wrecks and coral banks make this a worthy region to blow bubbles. Finely preserved reefs cluster around uninhabited Ko Rang, while the purposely sunk HTMS Chang lies in wait off Ko Chang.







Regions at a Glance
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Hua Hin & the Upper Gulf


Atmospheric Panoramas

Mellow Prachuap Khiri Khan has stunning karst panoramas dotted with bobbing fishing boats, while Hua Hin and Phetchaburi boast atmospheric shophouse districts dating from the time when parts of Thailand’s coast were settled by Chinese merchants.




Capital Escape

Thai kings started the escape from Bangkok’s stifling climate to Hua Hin, and modern Bangkokians follow in their footsteps. The region’s coastline is long, inviting and not as crowded as Thailand’s other resort areas.




Seafood Thai Style

For a taste of how the Thais like their seafood – think spicy – head to the upper gulf coast, which caters more to Thai tourists. Get ready for an explosion of tastes amid the affordable markets and seafood eateries of Prachuap Khiri Khan and Chumphon.







Regions at a Glance
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Ko Samui & the Lower Gulf


Beach Parties

The biggest and boldest of Thailand’s beach parties bursts into action once a month on Hat Rin Nok on Ko Pha-Ngan. Prepare for fire twirling, thumping bass, neon body paint, sickly sweet booze buckets and absolutely no sleep.




Sand & Sun

On the classic gulf trail, Ko Pha-Ngan’s beach layabout vibe stands strong, while professional Ko Samui caters to international tastes, high-end tendencies and active holidaymakers. Stunning limestone Ang Thong Marine National Park, a day-trip dreamboat, juts out of azure seas.




Underwater Fun

With warm gentle seas, shallow bays, year-round activity and wallet-friendly dive schools, Ko Tao remains one of the world’s top places to master the art of scuba diving. Just offshore are snorkelling points that make fish-spotting easy and fun.







Regions at a Glance
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Phuket & the Andaman Coast


Market Fare

Fantastic night markets in Phuket Town, a growing number of excellent but affordable international eateries and many fine- dining options make Phuket and the Andaman Coast a foodie paradise. And did we mention the seafood?




Pampering

There’s perhaps no better place in Thailand than Phuket for pampering. Some of the finest spas in the country can be found here. If the budget is tight, then there are many affordable massage options too.




World-Class Sites

Big fish, beautiful corals, great visibility – stellar diving and snorkelling sites orbit the renowned Similan and Surin Islands. Hop on a live-aboard to cavort with manta rays and the occasional whale shark at Richelieu Rock, Ko Bon and Ko Tachai.
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Bangkok
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Why Go?

Same same, but different. This Thailish T-shirt philosophy sums up Bangkok, a city where the familiar and the exotic collide like the flavours on a plate of pàt tai.

Climate-controlled mega-malls sit side by side with 200-year-old village homes; gold-spired temples share space with neon-lit strips of sleaze; slow-moving traffic is bypassed by long-tail boats plying the royal river. For adventurous foodies who don’t need white tablecloths, there’s probably no better dining destination. And with immigration bringing every regional Thai and international cuisine to the capital, it’s a truly diverse experience.

With so much daily life conducted on the street, exploring Bangkok is handsomely rewarded. Cap off a boat trip with a visit to a hidden market. Get lost in Chinatown’s lanes and stumble upon a Chinese opera performance. And after dark let the Skytrain escort you to Sukhumvit, where the nightlife reveals a cosmopolitan and dynamic city.




When to Go
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	Nov–Mar It’s relatively cool and dry, but high-season crowds bring inflated rates.

	May–Oct The city can receive more than 200mm of rain monthly.

	Dec–Jan A couple of weeks of relative coolness provide a break from the heat.









Best Places to Eat

A nahm

A Eat Me

A Krua Apsorn

A Jay Fai

A MBK Food Island

A Soul Food Mahanakorn




Best Places to Stay

A AriyasomVilla

A Phra-Nakorn Norn-Len

A Siam Heritage

A Loy La Long

A Lamphu Treehouse







Bangkok Highlights
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1 Wat Pho Trying to stop your jaw from dropping to the floor upon encountering the enormous reclining Buddha.

2 Wat Phra Kaew & Grand Palace Basking in the glow of the Emerald Buddha.

3 Chatuchak Weekend Market Burning baht on colourful souvenirs, vintage gear and food galore.

4 Jim Thompson House Admiring the best of Thai architecture and artwork.

5 Thai massage Being blissfully pounded into submission at a terrific-value massage centre.

6 Chinatown Eating yourself into a stupor at Chinatown’s street stalls.

7 Rooftop Bars Toasting the stars and the twinkling skyscraper lights from a lofty bar.

8 Cooking Schools Mastering spices and learning authentic recipes in a Thai cookery class.

9 Thonburi’s Canals Gliding between sightseeing spots on a leisurely cruise.

a Amphawa Exploring quaint wooden buildings in this canalside town outside Bangkok.




History

Now the centre of government and culture in Thailand, Bangkok’s founding 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 unifier. 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 in 1782 moved the capital across the river to a more defensible location in anticipation of a Burmese attack. The succession of his son in 1809 established the present-day royal dynasty, and Chao Phraya Chakri is referred to as Rama I.

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 auspicious 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; r 1851–68) and Rama V (King Chulalongkorn; r 1868–1910), Bangkok received its first paved road (Th Charoen Krung, formerly known as New Road) 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 1990s 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 in the numerous half-built skyscrapers. Nearly two decades later, many of these still exist, but they are becoming increasingly obscured behind a modern public-transport system and the seemingly endless high-rise condos and vast glass-fronted mega-malls that have come to define the Bangkok of today.

In recent years the military junta has embarked on several policies and projects that have had a huge impact on the city. A ban on street vendors in certain neighbourhoods has already altered the city’s footpaths. A plan to build a 14km promenade along Mae Nam Chao Praya has already resulted in the demolition of nearly 300 riverside structures, many of which were decades old. These forces, coupled with commercial interests, mean that Bangkok is changing at an astonishing rate.

1Sights

Cultural and religious destinations form the bulk of Bangkok’s most popular sights. If you’re open to self-guided exploration, then you can add fresh markets and neighbourhoods to this list.

1Ko Ratanakosin

The birthplace of Bangkok, the artificial island of Ko Ratanakosin is where it all started more than 200 years ago. The remnants of this history – today Bangkok’s biggest sights – draw just about every visitor to the city. The big-hitters, Wat Phra Kaew: the Grand Palace and Wat Pho, are a short walk from the Chao Phraya Express Boat piers at Chang Pier, Maharaj Pier and Tien Pier, and are within walking distance of each other, although the hot sun may make doing this a more demanding task than it appears. Alternatively, túk-túks (pronounced đúk đúk) are a dime a dozen around here. If you’re planning on visiting several sights, it’s a good idea to arrive early in the morning for the cooler weather and to avoid the crowds. Evening is best for photography, particularly if you’re hoping for the classic sunset shot of Wat Arun.
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Ko Ratanakosin, Banglamphu & Thonburi


1Top Sights

1Wat ArunB5

2Wat PhoC5

3Wat Phra Kaew & Grand PalaceB4

4Wat SuthatD4




1Sights

5Museum of SiamC5

6National MuseumB2

7Pak Khlong TalatC5

8Wat Mangkon KamalawatE5




2Activities, Courses & Tours

9Center Meditation Wat MahadhatuB3

Chetawan Traditional Massage School(see 25)

10Grasshopper AdventuresD3

11Jaroenthong Muay Thai GymC2

12Massage PavilionsC5

National Museum Tours(see 6)




4Sleeping

13Arun ResidenceB5

14Baan DinsoD3

15ChernD4

16Inn a DayB5

17Lamphu TreehouseD2

18Loog Choob HomestayF2

19NapPark HostelC2

20Niras BangkocD3

21Old Capital Bike InnE3

22Penpark PlaceC1

23Phra-Nakorn Norn-LenD1

24Praya PalazzoC1

25Royal Tha Tien VillageB5

26Sam Sen Sam PlaceC1

27Suneta Hostel KhaosanD2

28Vivit HostelC3




5Eating

29Arawy Vegetarian FoodD3

30Jay FaiE3

31Karim Roti-MatabaC1

32Krua ApsornD3

33Nai Mong Hoi ThodF5

34Nay HongF4

35Pa AewB5

36ShoshanaC2

37Somsong PhochanaC1

38Tonkin-AnnamB5




6Drinking & Nightlife

39Hippie de BarC2

40Ku BarD2

Roof(see 16)

41The BankC2

42The ClubC2




3Entertainment

43Brick BarC2

44National TheatreB2

45Rajadamnern StadiumE2

46Sala ChalermkrungD2




7Shopping

47Heritage CraftC4

48Thanon Khao San MarketC2
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(วัดพระแก้ว, พระบรมมหาราชวัง; MAP GOOGLE MAP; Th Na Phra Lan; 500B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h 8.30am-3.30pm; [image: icon-hoursgif]f Chang Pier, Maharaj Pier, Phra Chan Tai Pier)


Also known as the Temple of the Emerald Buddha, Wat Phra Kaew 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 architectural experimentation.

Housed in a fantastically decorated bòht (ordination hall), the Emerald Buddha is the temple’s primary attraction.

Except for an anteroom here and there, the buildings of the Grand Palace are now put to use by the king only for certain ceremonial occasions, such as Coronation Day, and are largely off limits to visitors. Formerly, Thai kings housed their huge harems in the inner palace area, which was guarded by combat-trained female sentries. Outer palace buildings that visitors can view include Borombhiman Hall, a French-inspired structure that served as a residence for Rama VI (King Vajiravudh; r 1910–25). The building to the west is Amarindra Hall (open from Monday to Friday), originally a hall of justice, more recently used for coronation ceremonies, and the only palace building that tourists are generally allowed to enter. The largest of the palace buildings is the Chakri Mahaprasat, the Grand Palace Hall. Last 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 offers from anyone outside. An audio guide can be rented for 200B for two hours.

Admission for the complex includes entrance to Dusit Palace Park, which includes Vimanmek Teak Mansion and Abhisek Dusit Throne Hall.





[image: ]


WAT PHRA KAEW DRESS CODE & TICKET TIPS

A Enter Wat Phra Kaew and the Grand Palace complex through the clearly marked third gate from the river pier. Tickets are purchased inside the complex; anyone telling you it’s closed is a gem tout or a con artist.

A At Wat Phra Kaew and the Grand Palace grounds, dress rules are strictly enforced. If you’re flashing a bit too much skin, expect to be shown into a dressing room and issued with a shirt or sarong (rental is free, but you must provide a refundable 200B deposit).

A Admission to the complex includes entrance to Dusit Palace Park.
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You’ll find (slightly) fewer tourists here than at Wat Phra Kaew, but Wat Pho is our favourite among Bangkok’s biggest sights. In fact, the compound incorporates a host of superlatives: the city’s largest reclining Buddha, the largest collection of Buddha images in Thailand and the country’s earliest centre for public education. Almost too big for its shelter is Wat Pho’s highlight, the genuinely impressive Reclining Buddha.

The rambling grounds of Wat Pho cover 8 hectares, with the major tourist sites occupying the northern side of Th Chetuphon and the monastic facilities found on the southern side. The temple compound is also the national headquarters for the teaching and preservation of traditional Thai medicine, including Thai massage, a mandate legislated by Rama III when the tradition was in danger of extinction. The famous massage school has two massage pavilions (Thai massage per hour 420B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h 9am-4pm; [image: icon-hoursgif]f Tien Pier) located within the temple area and additional rooms within the training facility outside the temple.

[image: ]






Museum of SiamMUSEUM

(สถาบันพิพธิภัณฑก์ ารเรียนรูแ้ หง่ชาติ; MAP GOOGLE MAP; www.museumsiam.org; Th Maha Rat; 300B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h 10am-6pm Tue-Sun; [image: icon-hoursgif]c ; [image: icon-hoursgif]f Tien Pier)


Although temporarily closed for renovation when we stopped by, this fun museum’s collection employs a variety of media to explore the origins of the Thai people and their culture. Housed in a European-style; 19th-century building that was once the Ministry of Commerce, the exhibits are presented in a contemporary, engaging and interactive fashion not typically found in Thailand’s museums. They are also refreshingly balanced and entertaining, with galleries dealing with a range of questions about the origins of the nation and its people.






National MuseumMUSEUM

(พิพิธภัณฑสถานแห่งชาติ; MAP GOOGLE MAP; 4 Th Na Phra That; 200B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h 9am-4pm Wed-Sun; [image: icon-hoursgif]f Chang Pier, Maharaj Pier, Phra Chan Tai Pier)


Often touted as Southeast Asia’s biggest museum, Thailand’s National Museum is home to an impressive, albeit occasionally dusty, collection of items, best appreciated on one of the museum’s free twice-weekly guided tours (free with museum admission; [image: icon-hoursgif]h 9.30am Wed & Thu).

Most of the museum’s structures were built in 1782 as the palace of Rama I’s viceroy, Prince Wang Na. Rama V turned it into a museum in 1874, and today there are three permanent exhibitions spread out over several buildings. When we stopped by, several of the exhibition halls were being renovated.

The recently renovated Gallery of Thai History is home to some of the country’s most beautiful Buddha images.

The history wing has made impressive bounds towards contemporary curatorial aesthetics with a succinct chronology of prehistoric, Sukhothai-, Ayuthaya- and Bangkok-era events and figures. Gems include King Ramkhamhaeng’s inscribed stone pillar, said to be the oldest record of Thai writing (although this has been contested); King Taksin’s throne; the Rama V section; and the screening of a movie about Rama VII, The Magic Ring.

The decorative arts and ethnology exhibit covers seemingly every possible handicraft including traditional musical instruments, ceramics, clothing and textiles, woodcarving, regalia and weaponry. The archaeology and art history wing has exhibits ranging from prehistory to the Bangkok period.

In addition to the main exhibition halls, the Bhuddhaisawan (Phutthaisawan) Chapel includes some well-preserved murals and one of the country’s most revered Buddha images, Phra Phuttha Sihing. Legend claims the image came from Sri Lanka, but art historians attribute it to the 13th-century Sukhothai period.





1Banglamphu

Next to Ko Ratanakosin, leafy lanes, antique shophouses, buzzing wet markets and golden temples convene in Banglamphu – easily the city’s most quintessentially ‘Bangkok’ neighbourhood. It’s a quaint postcard picture of the city that used to be that is until you stumble upon Th Khao San, arguably the world’s most famous backpacker enclave.
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Other than being just plain huge and impressive, Wat Suthat also holds the highest royal temple grade. Inside the wí·hăhn (sanctuary for a Buddha sculpture) are intricate Jataka (stories of the Buddha) murals and the 8m-high Phra Si Sakayamuni, Thailand’s largest surviving Sukhothai-period bronze, cast in the former capital of Sukhothai in the 14th century. Today the ashes of Rama VIII (King Ananda Mahidol; r 1935–46) are contained in the base of the image.







1Thonburi

Thonburi, located across Mae Nam Chao Phraya (Chao Phraya River) from Bangalamphu, is a seemingly forgotten yet visit-worthy zone of sleepy residential districts connected by klorng (canals; also spelt khlong). The area is accessible via the 3B river-crossing ferries at Chang Pier and Tien Pier.


[image: icon-top-choice]oWat ArunBUDDHIST TEMPLE
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After the fall of Ayuthaya, King Taksin ceremoniously clinched control here on the site of a local shrine 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. Today the temple is one of Bangkok’s most iconic structures – not to mention one of the few Buddhist temples one is encouraged to climb on.





It wasn’t until the capital and the Emerald Buddha were moved to Bangkok that Wat Arun received its most prominent characteristic: the 82m-high þrahng (Khmer-style tower). The tower’s construction was started during the first half of the 19th century by Rama II (King Phraphutthaloetla Naphalai; r 1809–24) and later completed by Rama III (King Phranangklao; r 1824–51). Steep stairs lead to the top, from where there’s amazing views of Mae Nam Chao Phraya. Not apparent from a distance are the ornate floral mosaics made from broken, multihued Chinese porcelain, a common temple ornamentation in the early Ratanakosin period, when Chinese ships calling at the port of Bangkok discarded tonnes of old porcelain as ballast.

Also worth an inspection is the interior of the bòht (ordination hall). The main Buddha image is said to have been designed by Rama II himself. The murals date from the reign of Rama V (King Chulalongkorn; r 1868–1910); 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 II are interred in the base of the presiding Buddha image.

Frequent cross-river ferries run over to Wat Arun from Tien Pier (3B).




WORTH A TRIP

THONBURI: CRUISING THE ‘VENICE OF THE EAST’

Bangkok was formerly known as the Venice of the East, as the city used to be criss-crossed by an advanced network of klorng (also spelt khlong), artificial canals that inhabitants used both for transport and to ship goods. Today cars and motorycles have superseded boats, and the majority of Bangkok’s canals have been filled in and covered by roads, or are fetid and drying up. Yet a peek into the watery Bangkok of yesteryear can still be had west of Mae Nam Chao Phraya, in Thonburi.

Thonburi’s network of canals and river tributaries still carries a motley fleet of watercraft, from paddle canoes to rice barges. Homes, trading houses and temples are built on stilts with front doors opening out to the water. According to residents, these waterways protect them from the seasonal flooding that plagues the capital. Khlong Bangkok Noi is lined with greenery and historic temples; smaller Khlong Mon is largely residential. Khlong Bangkok Yai was in fact the original course of the river until a canal was built to expedite transits. Today long-tail boats that ply these and other Thonburi canals are available for charter at Chang Pier and Tien Pier, both on Ko Ratanakosin. Prices at these piers are slightly higher than elsewhere and allow little room for negotiation, but you stand the least chance of being conned or hit up for tips and other unexpected fees.

Trips generally traverse Khlong Bangkok Noi and Khlong Mon, taking in the Royal Barges National Museum, Wat Arun and a riverside temple with fish feeding. Longer trips diverge into Khlong Bangkok Yai, and can include a visit to an orchid farm. On weekends, you have the option of visiting the Taling Chan Floating Market. However, it’s worth pointing out that to actually disembark and explore any of these sights, the most common tour of one hour (1000B, up to six people) is simply not enough time; you’ll most likely need 1½ or two hours (1300B or 1500B respectively). Most operators have set tour routes, but if you have a specific destination in mind, you can request it. Tours are generally conducted from 8am to 5pm.

If you’d prefer something longer or more personalised, Pandan Tour ([image: icon-hoursgif]% 02 689 1232, 087 109 8873; www.thaicanaltour.com; tours from 2395B) conducts a variety of mostly full-day tours. And a budget alternative is to take the one-way-only commuter long-tail boat (MAP; Chang Pier, off Th Maha Rat; 25B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h 4.30am-7.30pm; [image: icon-hoursgif]f Chang Pier) from Chang Pier to Bang Yai, at the distant northern end of Khlong Bangkok Noi, although foreigners are sometimes discouraged from doing so.



1Chinatown & Phahurat

Chinatown embodies everything that’s hectic, noisy and polluted about Bangkok, but that’s what makes it such a fascinating area to explore. The area’s big sights – namely Wat Traimit (Golden Buddha) and the street markets – are worth hitting, but be sure to set aside enough time to do some map-free wandering among the neon-lit gold shops, hidden temples, crumbling shopfronts and pencil-thin alleys, especially the tiny winding lanes that extend from Soi Wanit 1 (aka Sampeng Lane).

For ages, Chinatown was home to Bangkok’s most infamous traffic jams, but the arrival of the MRT (Metro) in 2005 finally made the area a sane place to visit.
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Wat Pho

AWALK THROUGH THE BIG
BUDDHAS OF WAT PHO

The logical starting place is the main wi-hahn
(sanctuary), home to Wat Pho's centre
piece, the immense @ Reclining Buddha.

In addition toits enormous size, note the

@ mother-of-pearl inlay on the soles of the
statue's feet. The interior walls of the wi-hahn
are covered with murals that depict previous

Phra Ubosot
Built during the reign of Ramal, the imposing
boht (ordination hall)as it stands today isthe
result o renovations dating back tothe reign
of Rama Il (r1824-51).

Eastern
wirhahn

H

Massage Pavilions *+-....,
Ifyou're hot and
footsore, the two
air-conditioned
massage paviions
are awelcome way
tocool down while
experiencing high-
quality and relatively
inexpensive Thai
massage.

lives of the Buddha, and along the south
side of the structure there are 108 bronze
monk bowls; for 20B you can buy 108 coins,
each of which is dropped in a bow! for good
luck.

Exit the wi-hahn and head east via the two
© stone giants who guard the gateway to
the rest of the compound. Directly south of
these are the four towering @ royal chedi.

Buddha Galleries.
The two series of covered hallways that
surround the Phra Ubosot feature no fewer

than 394 gilded Buddhaimages, many of which
display classic Ayuthaya or Sukhothai features.

Continue east, passing through two consecu-
tive @ galleries of Buddha statues linking
four wi-hahn, two of which contain notable
Sukhothai-era Buddha statues; these
comprise the exterior of @ Phra Ubosot,
the immense ordination hall that is Wat Pho's
second-most noteworthy structure. The base
of the building is surrounded by bas-relief
inscriptions, and inside is the notable Buddha
statue, @ Phra Buddha Deva Patimakorn.

dynasty

Royal Chedi
Decorated in
coloured tlesina
classic example of
Ratanakosin style,
these four ched are
meant to represent
the firstfour kings
of the Chakri

Wat Phois often referred to as Thailand's
first university, a tradition that continues
today in an associated traditional Thai

medicine school and, at the compound's
eastern extent, two @ massage pavilions.

Interspersed throughout the eastern half of
the compound are several additional minor
chediand rock gardens.

3

Reclining Buddha
Modelled around abrick core 46mlong and
15m high and finished i plaster and gold lea,
Wat Pho's Reclining Buddhais an imposing
reminder of the Buddha's passing into nirvana
(the Buddha's death).

Thai
Massage
Inscriptions

Main
wihahn

“Phra Buddha

Deva Patimakorn
Onanimpressive
three-tiered pedestal
thatalso holds the
ashesof Ramalis
this Ayuthaya-era
Buddha statue
originally brought
tothe temple by the

Stone Giants Mother-Of-Pearl
These huge granite Inlay

figures - depictions The 108 auspicious
range from Chinese ks, physical
opera characters characteristics of
toMarco Polo- the Buddha, are
originaly arrived n depicted onthe
Thailand inthe 19th soles of the feet
century asballast of the Reclining
aboard Chinese Buddha.

junks.

Western wi-hahn

monarch.
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Wat Phra Kaew & Grand Palace

EXPLORE BANGKOK’S PREMIER MONUMENTS TO RELIGION

& REGENCY

The first area tourists enter is the Buddhist
temple compound generally referred to as Wat
Phra Kaew. A covered walkway surrounds the
area, the inner walls of which are decorated
with the @ @murals of the Ramakian.
Originally painted during the reign of Rama |
(r1782-1809). the murals, which depict the
Hindu epic the Ramayana, span 178 panels

Kinaree
These graceful half-swan, half-women creatures from
Hindu-Buddhist mythology stand outside Prasat Phra
Thep Bidon.

Prasat Phra
Thep Bidon

The Murals of the Ramakian
These wall paintings, which begin at the easter side of
Wat Phra Kaew, often depict scenes more reminiscent of
19th-century Thailand than of ancient India

that describe the struggles of Rama to rescue
his kidnapped wife, Sita.

After taking in the story, pass through one
of the gateways guarded by @ yaksha to the
inner compound. The mostimportant structure
here s the @ boht, or ordination hall,
which houses the @ Emerald Buddha.

Amarindra Hall

Borombhiman
Hall

Hanuman
Rows of these mischievous monkey deities from Hindu
mythology appear to support the lower levels of two small
chedinear Prasat Phra Thep Bidon.

' _gilded Phra SiRatana chedi are

Head east to the so-called Upper Terrace,
an elevated area home to the @ spires of
the three primary chedi. The middle struc-
ture, Phra Mondop, is used to house Buddhist
manuscripts. This areais also home to sev-
eral of Wat Phra Kaew's noteworthy mythical
beings, including beckoning @ kinaree and
several grimacing @ Hanuman.

The Three Spires
The elaborateseventiered
oof of Phra Mondop, the
Khmerstyle peakof Prasat
Phra Thep Bidon, and the.

the talest structuresinthe
‘compound.

Yaksha
Each entrance
tothe Wat Phra
Kaew compound s
watchedover by a
pair of vigilant and
enormous yaksha,
ogres or giants from
Hindu mythology.

" referredto s farang sai
} chid-dah (Westerner ina Thai

Proceed through the western gate to the
compound known as the Grand Palace. Few
of the buildings here are open to the public.
The most noteworthy structure is € Chakri
Mahaprasat. Built in 1882, the exterior of the
hallis a unique blend of Western and tradi-
tional Thai architecture.

Emerald Buddha
Despite the name, this
diminutive statue (it's only
66cmtall) s actually carved
from nephrite, atype of jade.

The Death of Thotsakari
Tie panels progress clockvise, culminating
¥ at the western edge of the compound with the

@ deathof Trotsakan. Sia's Kinapper, andis
% elaborate funeral procession.
7
Chakri Mahaprasat
This structure is sometimes

&

crown) because each wingis
topped by amon dop:aspire
representing a Thai adapta-
tion of a Hindu shrine.

Dusit Hall

Boht
(Ordination Hall)
This structure is an
early example of the
Ratanakosin school
of achitecture, which
combines traditional
stylistic holdovers
from Ayuthayaalong
with more modern
touches from China
and the West,

£
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information for each

These symbols give

* Must-visit recommendation

UNDERSTAND @ Sustainable or green recommendation
Get more from your trip [Z723 No payment required
Learn about the big
picture, to make sense Telephone number Vegetarian selection
G  Opening hours [+#] Family-friendly
[P] Parking [& Pet-friendly
4 & Nonsmoking Bus

3] Air-conditioning [® Ferry
SURVIVAL GUIDE Internet access Tram

VI T [®) Wi-fi access [R) Train
Vital practical & Swi ‘
information to help you wimming pool

have a smooth trip.

For symbol. ed on maps, see the Map Legend at
the end of this eBook.
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