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Welcome to Thailand

Thailand is blessed: exotic and mysterious yet approachable and hospitable, it has the looks and personality to entice the world to its shores.

[image: shutterstock_56627032]
Yi Peng Festival, part of Loi Krathong, Chiang Mai | ADISORNFOTO / SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Bangkok, the kingdom’s capital, is an adrenaline rush. The pace is fast, the spaces cramped and the sights and smells dizzying. It is disorienting but addictive for urban junkies. In contrast, the tranquil southern coast will soothe modern nerves. The waters are clear, the diving is spectacular and the pace is oh-so sleepy. Thailand’s famous islands and beaches specialise in fun, from beach parties to casual dining. Along the Andaman Coast dramatic limestone mountains cluster like prehistoric monuments.

Beyond the beach scene, Thailand’s culture trail educates and enlightens. Intense displays of religious devotion and tangible history unfold in Bangkok, the seat of religion and monarchy. Further north, the ancient capitals of Ayuthaya and Sukhothai are peppered with gravity-ravaged ruins and serene Buddha figures. Northern Thailand is lush mountains, historic cities and border intrigue. The gateway to the region, Chiang Mai, has a wellpreserved old city and university atmosphere. In higher altitudes, minority hill tribes cling to a distinct cultural identity.

In every corner of the kingdom, Thais concoct flavourful feasts from simple ingredients. Travelling from region to region becomes an edible buffet, from fiery coconut milk curries in southern Thailand to steamy bowls of noodles in Bangkok and hearty stews in Chiang Mai.



[image: 00-thailand-fold-out-bo-tha2]










Plan Your Trip
Thailand’s Top 12



1Bangkok

Bangkok has it all in super-sized portions

This high-energy city loves neon and noise, chaos and concrete, fashion and the future. It’s an urban connoisseur’s dream: a city where the past, present and future are jammed into a steamy pressure cooker. Zip around town in the sleek, elevated BTS; watch the sun sink into the muddy Chao Phraya River on a commuter ferry; or get stuck in one of the city’s famous traffic jams. Then reward your adventurousness with top-notch pampering.

[image: shutterstock_766795675]
HAFIZ JOHARI / SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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2Chiang Mai

The cultural capital of the north

Chiang Mai is a cultural darling wearing its Lanna heritage with pride. Its old walled city is crowded with temples dating to the days of the teak boom. Bookshops and ethnic-chic stores outnumber glitzy shopping centres. The dining scene celebrates the fresh and local produce of the region. Great country escapes are just an hour’s journey outside the city. Nowhere else in Thailand has such a delightful mixture of big-city attractions with a provincial pace.

[image: shutterstock_194031098]
THE GOATMAN / SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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3Ko Samui

Synonymous with sun, fun and, of course, comfort

Eager to please, Ko Samui is a civilised resort island that boasts a thriving health scene with yoga, massage, detoxing and other yins to the island’s partying yang. Chaweng is a luxurious stretch of sand where sun-worshippers come to see and be seen, but beyond the brassy beaches are reminders of Samui’s old moniker, ‘Coconut Island’, and a few gentle coves for families.

[image: shutterstock_501244225]
KAVRAM / SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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4Chiang Rai

Ethnic diversity and dramatic mountain scenery

The days of the Golden Triangle opium trade are over, but Chiang Rai still packs intrigue in the form of fresh-air fun such as hiking and self-guided exploration. It is also a great destination for unique cultural experiences, ranging from a visit to a hill-tribe village to a stay at the Yunnanese hamlet of Doi Mae Salong. From the Mekong River to the mountains, Chiang Rai is arguably Thailand’s most beautiful province.

[image: shutterstock_506100289]
Mae Fah Luang Art & Culture Park | NATTHAWUT UTSAWACHAICHOT / SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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5Railay

Dramatic karst towers are the main event

You’d never know that you were still on the mainland when you wade from a long-tail boat to the shore of this limestone-studded peninsula. Towering karst peaks hem in all sides, creating the illusion of a rocky fortress. Rock climbers have transformed the cliffs into vertical challenges, scrambling high enough for a view of the karst-studded bay. Kayakers and snorkellers take to the sea to explore low-tide caves and peek at the marine life sheltered by hulking missile-shaped islands.

[image: shutterstock_255445321]
Tham Phra Nang | MAXIM TUPIKOV / SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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6Sukhothai

Crumbling temples and picturesque countryside

Hop on a bicycle and explore Thailand’s most impressive historical park, winding past crumbling temple ruins, graceful Buddha statues and fish-filled ponds. Worthwhile museums and good-value accommodation round out the package. Despite its popularity, Sukhothai rarely feels crowded, but nearby Si Satchanalai-Chaliang Historical Park attracts only a few history adventurers willing to scale its ancient stairways.

[image: GettyRF_469717941]
Wat Si Chum | MARTINM303 / GETTY IMAGES ©
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7Kanchanaburi

One of the country’s easiest – and best – getaways

Given the jaw-dropping natural beauty of Kanchanaburi, it seems paradoxical that the region is best known for the horrors of WWII’s Death Railway. The provincial capital’s war memorials are a mandatory stop before heading deeper into the parks and preserves that comprise the Western Forest Complex, one of Asia’s largest protected areas. The area is home to numerous waterfalls and caves as well as an array of lush riverside resorts.

[image: shutterstock_305134682]
KRISSANAPONG WONGSAWARNG / SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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8Ko Pha-Ngan

Party hard, or take it easy

Famous for its sloppy Full Moon Parties, Ko Pha-Ngan has graduated from a sleepy bohemian island to a stop on the party-people circuit. In between the lunar festivities, it excels in laid-back island life accessible to everybody. Backpackers can still find rustic, kick-back spots, and comfort seekers are attracted by Ko Pha-Ngan as an alternative to too comfortable Ko Samui. Divers will be rewarded with easy access to some of the Gulf of Thailand’s best dive sites.

[image: shutterstock_240157390]
MATYAS REHAK / SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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9Ko Phi-Phi

The darling of the Andaman Coast

Arguably the prettiest island in all of Thailand, Ko Phi-Phi Don (pictured) has gorgeous blonde-sand beaches, scenic limestone cliffs and jewel-toned waters. It’s a car- and carefree island where the parties last all night and sound systems serenade the stars. If you came looking for serenity, its sister island, Ko Phi-Phi Leh, is an uninhabited park with coral reefs and interior lagoons. Party boats can sail you among the scenery, tipple in hand.

[image: shutterstock_1026223951]
DENIS COSTILLE / SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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10Phuket

The ultimate beach escape

An international resort hub, Phuket is easy-peasy. You can fly in from Bangkok, cutting out the long land journey, and retreat into a five-star resort or arty boutique hotel for a trouble-free tropical vacation. There are slinky stretches of sand, hedonistic party pits and all the mod cons needed for 21st-century rest and recreation. Mix it up with day trips to mangrove forests, charming Phuket Town, water sports and gibbon-rescue centres.

[image: shutterstock_448476727]
CARLOS CASTILLA / SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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11Ayuthaya

Once great capital packed with temples

Ayuthaya was once Siam’s vibrant, glittering capital packed with temples and hosting seafaring merchants from the east and west. Today Ayuthaya has been ravaged by war and gravity but the brick-and-stucco ruins, which form a Unesco World Heritage Site, can be visited on a cycling tour that reveals their history and artistic legacy. Ayuthaya is an easy day trip from Bangkok or an alternative landing pad for city phobics.

[image: GettyRF_465842498]
Wat Phanan Choeng | MARTINHOSMART / GETTY IMAGES ©
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12Nong Khai

Riverside border town with laid-back charms

Nong Khai is not a usual stop on a quick country tour but it is worth the effort for its pretty Mekong River setting. A curious sculpture garden shelters an astounding collection of avant-garde art. The riverside market displays its Indochinese links. And visitors spend the rest of their visit cycling around town, past free-range chickens, uniformed school children and tropical fruit gardens.

[image: shutterstock_734305222]
AMNAT30 / SHUTTERSTOCK ©









Plan Your Trip
Need to Know



Currency

Thai baht (B)




Language

Thai




Visas

For visitors from most countries, visas are generally not required for stays of up to 30 days.




Money

ATMs are widespread and charge a 150B to 180B foreign-account fee; Visa and Master-Card accepted at most hotels and high-end restaurants but not at family-owned businesses.




Mobile Phones

Thailand is on a GSM network through inexpensive prepaid SIM cards; 4G is widespread.




Time

GMT plus seven hours






When to Go

[image: 03-climate-bc-aus1]

High Season Nov–Mar

oA cool and dry season follows the monsoons.

oChristmas and New Year’s holidays bring crowds and inflated rates.

Shoulder Season Apr–Jun, Sep & Oct

oApril to June is very hot and dry. Coastal areas get natural sea-breeze air-con.

oSeptember and October are ideal for the north and the gulf coast.

Low Season Jul–Oct

oMonsoon season ranges from afternoon showers to major flooding.

oSome islands shut down; boat service is limited during stormy weather.

oRain is usually in short, intense bursts.




Daily Costs

Budget: Less than 1000B

oBasic guesthouse room: 600–1000B

oMarket/street stall meal: 40–100B

oSmall bottle of beer: 100B

oPublic transport around town: 20–50B

Midrange: 1000–4000B

oFlashpacker guesthouse or midrange hotel room: 1000–4000B

oWestern lunches and seafood dinner: 150–350B

oOrganised tour or activity: 1000–1500B

oMotorbike hire: 150–250B

Top End: More than 4000B

oBoutique hotel room: 4000B

oMeal at fine-dining restaurant: 350–1000B

oPrivate tours: 2000B

oCar hire: from 800B per day




Useful Websites

Thaivisa (www.thaivisa.com) Expat site for news and discussions.

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

Richard Barrow (www.richardbarrow.com) Prolific blogger and tweeter focusing on Thai travel.

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

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




Opening Hours

All government offices and banks are closed on public holidays. Bars and clubs close during elections and certain religious holidays.

Banks 8.30am to 4.30pm; 24-hour ATMs

Bars 6pm to midnight or 1am

Clubs 8pm to 2am

Government Offices 8.30am to 4.30pm Monday to Friday; some close for lunch

Restaurants 8am to 10pm

Shops 10am to 7pm




Arriving in Thailand

Suvarnabhumi International Airport (Bangkok) Taxis cost 220B to 380B plus tolls and 50B airport surcharge. An Airport Rail Link also provides service.

Don Mueang International Airport (Bangkok) There are four bus lines from Bangkok’s de facto budget airport; meter taxis run 24 hours.

Chiang Mai International Airport Taxis are a flat 120B.

Phuket International Airport Buses and minivans run to Phuket Town (100B to 150B) and beaches (180B). Metered taxis cost 550B.




Getting Around

Air Domestic routes from Bangkok are plentiful.

Bus Intercity buses are convenient; purchase tickets at bus stations to avoid unscrupulous agents.

Hired transport Bangkok has metered taxis; elsewhere túk-túk and motorcycle taxis have negotiated fares. Motorcycles and cars are easily rented.

Public transport Bangkok has an extensive public transit system. Elsewhere sŏrng·tăa·ou (converted pick-up trucks) on fixed routes.

Train Slow but scenic.



For more, see Getting Around A [image: arrow]
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Hot Spots for…


Beaches

Bliss out on a tropical beach surrounded by jewel-coloured waters and brooding jungle-clad mountains.

[image: shutterstock443270602jpg]
MMEEE / GETTY IMAGES ©



Ko Pha-Ngan

Master the art of hammock-hanging, rave till dawn or dive with the fishes and whale sharks.




Hat Rin Nok

Cleanest beach on the island; hosts Full Moon Parties.







Ko Samui

Quick and easy beach escape with gorgeous beaches, seaside yoga and loads of people-watching.




Mae Nam Beach

Fantastic views and is gorgeous at twilight.







Railay

One of Thailand’s prettiest beaches, backed by fairy-tale limestone formations (pictured) and jungle.




Hat Railay East

The ultimate place for rock-climbing fans.









Historic Sites

Follow the cultural trail through the historic capitals, evolving art and architecture and regional identities.

[image: gettyrf148092203jpg]
Wat Phra That Doi | TAKE PHOTO / SHUTTERSTOCK ©



Sukhothai

Cycle among the ruins of an early Thai kingdom for a meditative journey into the past.




Sukhothai Historical Park

Expansive site, best visited on two wheels.







Ayuthaya

Tumbledown temples of a former ancient capital now surrounded by a sleepy provincial town.




Ayuthaya Historical Park

The must-see ruins of Thailand’s former capital.







Chiang Mai

Teak treasures stand testament to the artistic legacy of the old Lanna kingdom.




Wat Phra That Doi Suthep

Gleaming stupas and mountain breezes.









Thai Food

Zesty dishes of fresh spices and ingredients with a spicy sting from chillies makes Thai food one of the globe’s most beloved cuisines.

[image: kakadunp-guluyambi-river-cruise-credit-parks-australiajpg]
PPLOIPIROON / SHUTTERSTOCK ©



Bangkok

A culinary superstar covering all the bases: humble noodles, haute cuisine and immigrant comfort food.




nahm

The world’s best Thai restaurant?







Chiang Mai

This northern town excels in vegetarian cuisine and Thai cooking courses.




Curry Noodles

The city’s famous kôw soy, at Kao Soi Fueng Fah.







Ko Samui

Get off the tourist track and seek out southern Thailand’s infamously salty, spicy dishes.




Fish Curry

Kà·nŏm jeen gaang đai Þlah (pictured), served over thin rice noodles.









Shopping

An unofficial national pastime, shopping unfolds in exuberant street markets and high-end malls.

[image: shutterstock50354419jpg]
Chatuchak Weekend Market | VASSAMON ANANSUKKASEM / SHUTTERSTOCK ©



Bangkok

From markets to malls, you can practically shop anywhere for just about anything.




Chatuchak Weekend Market

Getting lost here is a Bangkok experience.







Chiang Mai

Homespun and chic handicrafts in a funfair-like atmosphere at its outdoor markets.




Walking Streets

For food, fashion and entertainment.







Phuket

Phuket Town boasts both artsy boutiques and a buzzy weekend market.




Ranida

Boutique with antiques and vintage-inspired fashion.














Plan Your Trip
Local Life


Activities

Thailand offers a wealth of activities to choose from. From swimming with whale sharks and other big fish to a visit to the Gulf of Thailand’s premier dive spots, Sail Rock and Chumphon Pinnacle on Ko Pha-Ngan, water-based activities should be at the top of your holiday to-do list. If you prefer keeping your feet dry, Kanchanaburi Province offers historical sites, caves and national parks galore, while adrenalin junkies can scale the limestone crags or kayak the rocky monuments around Railay. If hiking is more your thing, exploring the remote hill tribes of Chiang Rai might just be the tonic for you, or indulge in a little hot-spring action.

[image: shutterstock663178207jpg]
Rock climbing, Railay | MACIEJ BLEDOWSKI / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Shopping

Your wallet will get a serious retail workout in Thailand. The capital’s mega-malls are packed with designer gear, unique gifts and home decor, and Chatuchak Weekend Market and other outdoor markets will test your shopping muscles to the max. In Chiang Mai, the bustling Night Bazaar is filled with souvenirs and antiques, while boutique stores provide economic development opportunities for rural villagers and their handicrafts, such as silk textiles and basketry. And save room in your suitcase for the beautiful Lao-influenced weaving traditions of mát·mèe to be found in the sleepy northeastern town of Nong Khai.

[image: shutterstock345113882jpg]
Silk weaving | OPERATION SHOOTING / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Eating

Thai food is super delicious, remarkably convenient and ridiculously cheap. Each region whips up its own variation of pungent, fiery and colourful curries, and you can learn the tricks of the trade at one of Bangkok’s, Phuket’s or Chiang Mai’s cooking schools. The northeast’s triumvirate of dishes – grilled chicken, spicy green papaya salad and sticky rice – have converts across the country, while along the coast you can dine on some of the finest fruits of the sea. And don’t overlook the tropical fruit – sweet as candy, it can be plucked from colourful pyramid displays throughout the country.




Drinking & Nightlife

From international DJs spinning discs in the capital’s clubs and cocktails flowing from the sky bars to the Full Moon Parties, whisky buckets and almighty hangovers nursed by lazy days on the beach at Ko Pha-Ngan to carousing with hip uni students and boho NGOs in the beer-garden bars of Chiang Mai, the hospitality of the Thai people is legendary.


o[image: star]Best Local Restaurants

Bang Po Seafood, Ko Samui

Krua Apsorn, Bangkok

Lung Eed, Chiang Rai

Lung Lek, Ayuthaya

Daeng Namnuang, Nong Khai






Entertainment

There is no shortage of events to keep you entertained in Thailand. As traditional music and dance are performed in colourful street parades during local festivals in Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai or Nong Khai, in Bangkok you can experience Thai boxing champions sparring at the country’s premier stadium, or catch an open-mike night, jazz jam sessions and Thai folk music at cosy live-music clubs in places including Chiang Mai.










Plan Your Trip
Month by Month


January

The weather is cool and dry, ushering in the peak tourist season.


z[image: festivals] Chinese New Year


Thais with Chinese ancestry celebrate the Chinese lunar new year (đrùt jeen) with a week of house-cleaning and fireworks.






February

Still in the high season; snowbirds flock to Thailand for sun and fun.


z[image: festivals] Makha Bucha


One of three holy days marking significant moments of the Buddha’s life, Makha Bucha (mah·ká boo·chah) commemorates the day when 1250 arhants (Buddhists who had achieved enlightenment) assembled to visit the Buddha and received Buddhist principles. The festival falls on the full moon of the third lunar month.

[image: shutterstock_130183409jpg]
Makha Bucha, Chiang Mai | 501ROOM / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




z[image: festivals] Flower Festival


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






March

Hot and dry season approaches and the beaches start to empty out. This is also Thailand’s semester break, and students head out on sightseeing trips.


2[image: activities] 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.






April

Hot, dry weather sweeps across the land. Although the tourist season is winding down, make reservations well in advance as the whole country is on the move for Songkran.


5[image: eating] Golden Mango Season


Luscious mangoes are at their peak of ripeness in April, and are sliced before your eyes, packed in a container with sticky rice and accompanied with a coconut milk dressing.




z[image: festivals] Songkran


Thailand’s traditional new year (13 to 15 April) starts out as a respectful affair then devolves into a water war. Morning visits to the temple involve water-sprinkling ceremonies. Afterwards, Thais load up their water guns and head out to the streets for battle.

[image: LPT0317_112jpg]
Songkran, Chiang Mai | MATT MUNRO / LONELY PLANET ©






z[image: festivals] Poy Sang Long


This Buddhist ordination festival is held in late March/early April in Chiang Mai and Pai. Young Shan boys are paraded in festive costumes.




o[image: star]Best Festivals

Flower Festival, February

Songkran, April

Rocket Festival, May

Vegetarian Festival, September/October

Loi Krathong, November




May

Leading up to the rainy season, festivals encourage plentiful rains and bountiful harvests. Prices are low and tourists are few but it is still incredibly hot.


z[image: festivals] Royal Ploughing Ceremony


This royal ceremony employs astrology and ancient Brahman rituals to kick off the rice-planting season.




z[image: festivals] Rocket Festival


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




z[image: festivals] Visakha Bucha


The holy day of Visakha Bucha (wí·săh·kà boo·chah) falls on the 15th day of the waxing moon in the sixth lunar month and commemorates the date of the Buddha’s birth, enlightenment and parinibbana (passing away).






June

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




July

The start of the rainy season ushers in Buddhist Lent, a period of reflection and meditation. Summer holidays bring an upsurge in tourists.


z[image: festivals] HM the King’s Birthday


The current king’s birthday is on 28 July, and is a public holiday.




z[image: festivals] Asanha Bucha


The full moon of the eighth lunar month commemorates the Buddha’s first sermon, in which he described the religion’s four noble truths. It is considered one of Buddhism’s holiest days.




z[image: festivals] Khao Phansaa


The day after Asanha Bucha marks the beginning of Buddhist Lent (the first day of the waning moon in the eighth lunar month), the traditional time for men to enter the monastery.






August

Overcast skies and daily showers mark the middle of the rainy season.


z[image: festivals] Mother’s Day


The Queen Mother’s Birthday (12 August) is a public holiday and marks national Mother’s Day.






October

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


z[image: festivals] Vegetarian Festival


A holiday from meat is taken for nine days in adherence with Chinese beliefs of mind and body purification. In Phuket the festival gets extreme, with entranced marchers becoming human shish kebabs. Generally held late September/early October.




z[image: festivals] Ork Phansaa


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 the monks by merit-makers. In Nong Khai and other river towns, long-boat races are held.




z[image: festivals] King Chulalongkorn Day


Rama V is honoured on the anniversary of his death (23 October) at Bangkok’s Royal Plaza in Dusit.






November

The cool, dry season has arrived, and if you get here early enough, you’ll beat the tourist crowds. The beaches are inviting and the landscape is lush.


z[image: festivals] Loi Krathong


One of Thailand’s most beloved festivals, Loi Krathong is celebrated on the first full moon of the 12th lunar month. Small origami-like boats (called krathong or grà·tong) festooned with flowers and candles are sent adrift in the waterways.






December

Peak tourist season returns with fair skies, busy beach resorts and a holiday mood.


z[image: festivals] Father’s Day


Honouring the former king’s birthday on 5 December, this public holiday hosts parades and merit-making events.












Plan Your Trip
Get Inspired


Read

Very Thai: Everyday Popular Culture (Philip Cornwel-Smith; 2013) A colourful compendium.

Lai Chiwit (Many Lives; Kukrit Pramoj; translation 1996) Short stories featuring the lives of 11 different Thais.

Sightseeing (Rattawut Lapcharoensap; 2004) Fictional stories about Thai life.

Bangkok Days (Lawrence Osborne; 2010) A witty and insightful account of living in Bangkok.

King Bhumibol Adulyadej: A Life’s Work (Nicholas Grossman et al; 2011) Official biography of the former king.

The Judgement (Chart Korbjitti; 1981) Award winner; about a villager wrongly accused of a crime.




Watch

How to Win at Checkers (Every Time) (Josh Kim; 2015) Based on Rattawut Lapcharoensap’s short story, 11-year-old Oat deals with the military draft of his gay older brother.

36 (Nawapol Thamrongrattanarit; 2012) Indie love affair remembered through 36 static camera set-ups.

Tom-Yum-Goong (Prachya Pinkaew; 2005) Tony Jaa, the Jackie Chan of Thailand, stars in this martial arts movie, the most successful Thai film ever released in the US.

Fah Talai Jone (Tears of the Black Tiger; 2000) Wisit Sasanatieng pays tribute to Thai action flicks.




Listen

Dharmajāti (Bodyslam) Headlining alt-rock.

Best (Pumpuang Duangjan) The best from the late country diva.

Boomerang (Bird Thongchai) Beloved album from the king of Thai pop.

Romantic Comedy (Apartment Khunpa) Leading post alt-rock.

Made in Thailand (Carabao) Thailand’s classic classic-rock album.



[image: FTS-THAI-040_DSC5347]
Street food dining, Bangkok | AUSTIN BUSH / LONELY PLANET ©








Plan Your Trip
Five-Day Itineraries


Bangkok to Chiang Mai

Touch down in Bangkok, jet to Chiang Mai and escape the urban grind with an excursion to the rural village of Pai.

[image: 08-bangkok-chiang-itin-bo-tha2]

[image: shutterstock_640386163jpg]
Bangkok | STEPHANE BIDOUZE / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: shutterstock_1019303632jpg]
Pai | STEPHANE BIDOUZE / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Bangkok to Kanchanaburi

See the best of what central Thailand has to offer with this itinerary that touches on Thailand’s contemporary and ancient history.

[image: 08-bangkok-kanch-itin-bo-tha2]

[image: shutterstock_1022770555]
Ayuthaya | VACANCYLIZM / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: shutterstock_530355205]
Kanchanaburi | THALERNGSAK MONGKOLSIN / SHUTTERSTOCK ©







10-Day Itinerary


Ko Samui to Railay

Soak up the tropical scenery by surveying the beaches and islands of Thailand’s famous coasts: the Gulf of Thailand and the Andaman Sea.

[image: 08-ko-samui-railay-itin-bo-tha2]

[image: shutterstock_519888235jpg]
Ko Samui | DON MAMMOSER / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: GettyImages-170941939]
Ko Pha-Ngan | STEPHEN J. BOITANO / GETTY IMAGES ©

[image: shutterstock_787267138]
Railay | DITTY_ABOUT_SUMMER / SHUTTERSTOCK ©







Two Week Itinerary


Sukhothai to Chiang Rai

Explore the facets of northern Thailand, from the ancient capital of Sukhothai to the contemporary cities of Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai.

[image: 08-sukhothai-chiang-rai-itin-bo-tha2]

[image: shutterstock_167709701jpg]
Sukhothai | NUCHSTOCKPHOTO / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: shutterstock_213701212jpg]
Chiang Rai | APIGUIDE / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: shutterstock_314041451jpg]
Doi Mae Salong | TOPTEN22PHOTO / SHUTTERSTOCK ©










Plan Your Trip
Family Travel

Thais are so family focused that even grumpy taxi drivers want to pinch your baby’s cheeks and play a game of peekaboo (called já ăir). On crowded buses, adults will stand so that children can sit, and hotel and restaurant staff willingly set aside chores to become a child’s playmate.

[image: shutterstock_776152876jpg]
Kayaking in the Gulf of Thailand | ANEKOHO / SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Sights & Activities

Children will especially enjoy the beaches, as most are in gentle bays appropriate for beginner swimmers. For the more experienced, some of the Gulf and Andaman islands have near-shore reefs for snorkelling. Some beaches have strong currents and riptides, especially during the monsoon season.

Crocodile farms, monkey shows and tiger zoos abound in Thailand, but conditions are inhumane. Eco-tour projects in Chiang Mai provide a better alternative. The elephant sanctuaries are excellent places to see the revered pachyderm in a dignified setting. Older children will enjoy jungle tours and other outdoor activities. Many of the beach resorts, such as Phuket, also have waterfall spotting and water sports.

In urban areas, kids might feel cooped up, in which case a hotel swimming pool will provide necessary play space. Playgrounds are neither widespread nor well maintained, though every city has an exercise park where runners and families go in the early evening. Though Bangkok is lean on green, it is still fun for little ones in awe of construction sites and for older ones obsessed with shopping malls. If you’re worried about long-distance journeys with a fussy passenger, opt for the train. Kids can walk around the carriage and visit the friendly locals; they are assigned the lower sleeping berths which have views of the stations and dust-kicking motorcycles.




Kid-Friendly Eats

In general, Thai children don’t start eating spicy food until primary school; before then they seemingly survive on rice and junk food. Child-friendly meals include chicken in all of its nonspicy permutations – gài yâhng (grilled chicken), gài tôrt (fried chicken) and gài pàt mét má·môo·ang (chicken stir-fried with cashews).

Some kids will even branch out to kôw pàt (fried rice), though the strong odour of nám Þlah (fish sauce) might be a deal breaker. Helpful restaurant staff will recommend kài jee·o (Thai-style omelette), which can be made in a jiffy. If all else fails, tropical fruits and juices are ubiquitous and will keep the kids hydrated. Of course, most tourist centres also have Western restaurants catering to homesick eaters of any age.


[image: top-tip]o Best Destinations for Kids

Ko Samui

Ko Pha-Ngan

Bangkok



[image: shutterstock_1040732614jpg]
Elephant Nature Park, Chiang Mai | FOTOS593 / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Need to Know

Changing facilities Non-existent.

Cots By special request at midrange and top-end hotels.

Highchairs Sometimes available in resort areas.

Nappies (diapers) Minimarkets and 7-Elevens carry small sizes; try Tesco Lotus or Tops Market for size 3 or larger.

Strollers Bring a compact umbrella stroller.

Transport Car seats and seat belts are not widely available on public or hired transport.




Health & Safety

For the most part, parents needn’t worry too much about health concerns. Drink lots of water. Enforce regular hand washing. Thai children are bathed at least twice a day and powdered afterwards to reduce skin irritation from the humid climate; foreigners should aim for at least daily showers.
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Bangkok at a Glance…



Formerly the epitome of the steamy Asian metropolis, Bangkok has undergone decades worth of renovations and emerged an international starlet. The Bangkok of today is tidier and easier to navigate than ever before and will impress with awesome urban exploration, and sophisticated dining and nightlife.

Supplement your fun with scholarly pursuits such as historic sight-seeing and courses ranging in topic from cooking to meditation. And don’t worry, the city’s famous temples, palaces and markets still deliver just as they always have done.

[image: 10-bangkok-loc-bo-tha2]
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Bangkok in Two Days

Hit the temples of Ko Ratanakosin, followed by lunch in Banglamphu. On the second day visit Jim Thompson House and indulge in a Thai massage, followed by an upscale Thai dinner at nahm.




Bangkok in Four Days

Spend a day at Chatuchak Weekend Market. Hit Chinatown for a street-food dinner. Hang out with Bangkok’s hipsters at Sukhumvit’s bars and clubs.




Arriving in Bangkok

Suvarnabhumi International Airport The Airport Rail Link (30 minutes) operates from 6am to midnight. Meter taxis make the run to town at all times.

Don Mueang International Airport Meter taxis run into town 24 hours.

[image: GettyImages-148763793jpg]
Suvarnabhumi International Airport | WIBOWO RUSLI / GETTY IMAGES ©




Sleeping

Bangkok is home to a diverse spread of modern hostels, guesthouses and hotels. To make matters better, much of Bangkok’s accommodation offers excellent value, and competition is so intense that fat discounts are almost always available.

For more information on the best neighbourhood to stay in.









TOP EXPERIENCE
Wat Phra Kaew & Grand Palace


Bangkok’s biggest tourist attraction is this fantastical complex, the spiritual core of Thai Buddhism and the monarchy, symbolically united in what is the country’s most holy image, the Emerald Buddha.

[image: 10-bk-wat-phra-kaew-te-bo-tha2]
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[image: dont-miss]yDon’t Miss

The Ramakian Murals depicting the
Ramakian (the Thai version of the Indian Ramayana epic) in its entirety.







[image: need-to-know]8Need to Know

วัดพระแก้ว, พระบรมมหาราชวัง; MAP; Th Na Phra Lan; 500B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8.30am-3.30pm; [image: icon-boatgif]fChang Pier, Maharaj Pier, Phra Chan Tai Pier




[image: take-a-break]5Take a Break


Pa Aew (MAP GOOGLE MAP; Th Maha Rat; mains 20-60B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-5pm Tue-Sat; [image: icon-boatgif]fTien Pier) is a basic, open-air curry stall, but it’s one of our favourite places to eat in this part of town.




[image: top-tip]oTop Tip

At Wat Phra Kaew and in the Grand Palace grounds, dress rules are strictly enforced. If you’re wearing shorts or a sleeveless shirt you will not be allowed into the temple grounds.






[image: shutterstockRF_293709302jpg]
TRAVEL MANIA / SHUTTERSTOCK ©


The Complex

This ground was consecrated in 1782, the first year of Bangkok rule, and is today 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.




Ramakian Murals

Outside the main bòht (ordination hall) of Wat Phra Kaew is a stone statue of the Chinese goddess of mercy, Kuan Im; nearby are two cow figures, representing the birth year of Rama I (King Phraphutthayotfa Chulalok; r 1782–1809). In the 2km-long cloister that defines the perimeter of the complex are 178 murals depicting the Ramakian in its entirety, beginning at the north gate and moving clockwise around the compound.

If the temple grounds seem overrun by tourists, the mural area is usually mercifully quiet and shady.

[image: shutterstock_1044076567jpg]
Detail of the Ramakian murals | NICEPIX / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Emerald Buddha

Upon entering Wat Phra Kaew you’ll meet the yaksha, brawny guardian giants from the Ramakian. Beyond them is a courtyard where the central bòht houses the Emerald Buddha. The spectacular ornamentation inside and out does an excellent job of distracting first-time visitors from paying their respects to the image. Here’s why: the Emerald Buddha is only 66cm tall and sits so high above worshippers in the main temple building that the gilded shrine is more striking than the small figure it cradles. No one knows exactly where it comes from or who sculpted it, but it first appeared on record in 15th-century Chiang Rai (in northern Thailand).

Photography inside the bòht is not permitted.




Grand Palace

Adjoining Wat Phra Kaew is the Grand Palace (Phra Borom Maharatchawang), a former royal residence that is today only used on ceremonial occasions. Visitors can survey a portion of the Grand Palace grounds, but are allowed to enter only one of the remaining palace buildings.






[image: wat_phra_kaew_grand_palace-IHjpg]







TOP EXPERIENCE
Wat Pho


Of all Bangkok’s temples, Wat Pho is arguably the one most worth visiting, for both its remarkable Reclining Buddha image and its sprawling, stupa-studded grounds.

[image: 10-bk-wat-pho-te-bo-tha2]
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[image: dont-miss]yDon’t Miss

The Reclining Buddha, the granite statues and the massage pavilions.







[image: need-to-know]8Need to Know

วัดโพธิ์/วัดพระเชตุพน, Wat Phra Chetuphon; MAP; Th Sanam Chai; 100B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8.30am-6.30pm; [image: icon-boatgif]fTien Pier





5[image: eating] Take a Break

Sip a cocktail at Amorosa (MAP GOOGLE MAP; www.arunresidence.com; rooftop, Arun Residence, 36-38 Soi Pratu Nokyung; [image: icon-hoursgif]h5pm-midnight Mon-Thu, to 1am Fri-Sun; [image: icon-boatgif]fTien Pier), while enjoying views of the river and Wat Arun opposite.




[image: top-tip]oTop Tip

Enter via Th Chetuphon or Th Sanam Chai to avoid the touts and tour groups of the main entrance on Th Thai Wang.







Reclining Buddha

In the northwest corner of the site you’ll find Wat Pho’s main attraction, the enormous Reclining Buddha. The figure was originally commissioned by Rama III (King Phranangklao; r 1824–51), and illustrates the passing of the Buddha into nirvana. It is made of plaster around a brick core and finished in gold leaf, which gives it a serene luminescence that keeps you looking, and looking again, from different angles.

[image: shutterstock_685143241]
Reclining Buddha | PODSAWAT.DEW / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Phra Ubosot

Phra Ubosot, the compound’s main bòht (ordination hall), is constructed in Ayuthaya style and is strikingly more subdued than Wat Phra Kaew’s. A temple has stood on this site since the 16th century, but in 1781 Rama I ordered the original Wat Photharam to be completely rebuilt as part of his new capital. Rama I’s remains are interred in the base of the presiding Buddha figure in Phra Ubosot. The images on display in the four wí·hăhn (sanctuaries) surrounding Phra Ubosot are worth investigation, as is a low marble wall with 152 bas-reliefs depicting scenes from the Ramakian.

[image: shutterstock_358052573]
Phra Buddha Deva Patimakorn | KRISSANAPONG WONGSAWARNG / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Royal Chedi

On the western side of the grounds is a collection of four towering tiled chedi (stupa) commemorating the first four Chakri kings. The surrounding wall was built on the orders of Rama IV (King Mongkut; r 1851–68). Among the compound’s additional 91 smaller chedi are clusters containing the ashes of lesser royal descendants.




Massage Pavilions

A small pavilion west of Phra Ubosot has Unesco-awarded inscriptions detailing the tenets of traditional Thai massage. These and other similar inscriptions led Wat Pho to be regarded as Thailand’s first university. Today it maintains that tradition as the national headquarters for the teaching and preservation of traditional Thai medicine, including Thai massage. The famous school has two massage pavilions (Thai massage per hour 420B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-4pm) located within the temple area and additional rooms within the training facility (MAP GOOGLE MAP; [image: icon-phonegif]% 02 622 3551; www.watpomassage.com; 392/32-33 Soi Phen Phat; lessons from 2500B, Thai massage per hour 420B; [image: icon-hoursgif]hlessons 9am-4pm, massage 9am-8pm) outside the temple.




[image: wat_pho-IHjpg]









TOP EXPERIENCE
Chao Phraya River


The River of Kings (Mae Nam Chao Phraya) is the symbolic lifeblood of the Thai nation. Revered riverside temples stand sentry as boats and barges industriously move cargo and passengers, and cool breezes provide evening refreshment.

[image: 10-bk-chao-phraya-river-te-bo-tha2]






Great For…

hvg




[image: dont-miss]y Don’t Miss

Catch the Chao Phraya Express Boat as the sun sets across this throbbing metropolis.







[image: need-to-know]8 Need to Know

Tour the river and riverside attractions aboard chartered long-tail boats (1½ to two hours, 1300B to 1500B) or the Chao Phraya Express commuter boats.




[image: take-a-break]5Take a Break

Make a dinner date with the river at
Khinlom Chom Sa-Phan (MAP GOOGLE MAP; [image: icon-phonegif]% 02 628 8382; www.khinlomchomsaphan.com; 11/6 Soi 3, Th Samsen; mains 100-2500B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11.30am-midnight; [image: icon-boatgif]fThewet Pier).




[image: top-tip]oTop Tip

People shouldn’t sit in the last seats on the commuter boats; these are reserved for monks.







Wat Arun

Claiming a powerful riverside position, Wat Arun ( วัดอรุณฯ
; MAP GOOGLE MAP; www.watarun.net; off Th Arun Amarin; 50B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-6pm; [image: icon-boatgif]fcross-river ferry from Tien Pier) marks the rebirth of the Thai nation after the fall of Ayuthaya to the invading Burmese army in the 1700s. The temple’s facade is decorated with delicate porcelain mosaics, a common temple adornment from the days when Chinese porcelain was used for ship ballasts.

[image: shutterstock_1014228823jpg]
Wat Arun | SAIKO3P / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Thonburi’s Canals

Bangkok’s past as the Venice of the East lives, bathes and plays along Thonburi’s network of canals, including Khlong Bangkok Noi and Khlong Mon. Traditional homes are built on stilts with front doors leading to the water.




Royal Barges National Museum

Travel by boat used to be a majestic affair. Historic vessels dating back to the Ayuthaya period are on display at the Royal Barges National Museum (พิพิธภัณฑสถานแห่งชาติ เรือพระราชพิธี/เรือพระที่นั่ง; MAP GOOGLE MAP; Khlong Bangkok Noi or 80/1 Th Arun Amarin; admission 100B, camera 100B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-5pm; [image: icon-boatgif]fPhra Pin Klao Bridge Pier). Suphannahong (the king’s personal barge) is bestowed with a huge swan head carved into the bow. Lesser barges feature bows that are carved into other Hindu-Buddhist mythological shapes such as the naga (mythical sea serpent) and garuda (Vishnu’s bird mount).




Floating Market

The nearly extinct floating markets (đà·làht nám) have been rescued by nostalgic Thais and tourists. Taling Chan Floating Market (ตลาดน้ำตลิ่งชัน; off MAP; Khlong Bangkok Noi, Thonburi; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-4pm Sat & Sun; [image: dont-miss]b Wongwian Yai exit 3 & taxi), located along Khlong Bangkok Noi, is a hybrid market with fruit vendors on the road and floating docks serving as informal dining rooms. Meals are prepared aboard tethered canoes.

[image: shutterstock_608766473jpg]
Taling Chan Floating Market | SANIT FUANGNAKHON / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Ko Kret

An easy rural getaway, Ko Kret is a car-free island and home to the Mon people, known for their hand-thrown terracotta pots. Locals flock to Ko Kret on weekends to snack and shop. Ko Kret is in Nonthaburi, about 15km north of central Bangkok. Take bus 166 from the Victory Monument or a taxi to Pak Kret, before boarding the cross-river ferry (from 5am to 9pm) that leaves from Wat Sanam Neua.









TOP EXPERIENCE
Jim Thompson House


The former home of an American silk entrepreneur is a beautiful repository for Thai art and architecture. On display are museum-quality examples of Thai craftsmanship, Buddhist sculpture and textiles.

[image: 10-bk-jim-thompson-house-te-bo-tha2]
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[image: dont-miss]y Don’t Miss

Wandering the lushly landscaped grounds.







[image: need-to-know]8 Need to Know

เรือนไทยจิมทอมป์สัน ; MAP; www.jimthompsonhouse.com; 6 Soi Kasem San 2; adult/student 150/100B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-6pm, compulsory tours every 20min; [image: icon-boatgif]fklorng boat to Sapan Hua Chang Pier, [image: icon-subwaygif]b National Stadium exit 1




[image: take-a-break]5Take a Break

MBK Food Island (MAP GOOGLE MAP; 6th fl, MBK Center, cnr Rama I & Th Phayathai; mains 35-150B; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-9pm; [image: icon-acongif]a [image: icon-veggif]v ; [image: icon-subwaygif]b National Stadium exit 4) is a quintessential mall food court selling regional Thai and international dishes.




[image: top-tip]oTop Tip

Read The Ideal Man by Joshua Kurlantzick for a profile of Jim Thompson.






[image: shutterstock_310954595jpg]
COWARDLION / SHUTTERSTOCK ©


A socialite and former spy, Jim Thompson’s life is as intriguing as his belongings. He served briefly in the Office of Strategic Services (the forerunner to the CIA) in Thailand during WWII. Settling in Bangkok after the war, he established a successful Thai silk export business, introducing the textile to international fashion houses. He mysteriously disappeared in 1967 while out for a walk in Malaysia’s Cameroon Highlands. His disappearance was never explained and some suspect foul play.




Art

A collector with eclectic tastes, Thompson bought art and antiques from travelling merchants and neighbouring countries. He collected objects that were not well known at the time, including from the Dvaravati period.

[image: shutterstockRF_316779791jpg]
COWARDLION / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Architecture

Thompson collected six teak houses from different regions in the country as a showcase for his art collection. Some of the houses were brought from Ayuthaya, while others were transported across the canal from Baan Khrua. The homes were given a landscaped jungle garden to further highlight Thailand’s natural beauty. The home, however, is organised like a Western residence with an entrance hall and all rooms arranged on the same level overlooking the terrace and the canal.




Baan Khrua

Just across the canal is the silk-weaving community of Baan Khrua (บ้านครัว
; MAP GOOGLE MAP). This neighbourhood was settled by Cham Muslims from Cambodia and Vietnam, who relocated to Bangkok after fighting on the side of the Thai king during the wars of the end of the 18th century. Their silk-weaving skills attracted the attention of Jim Thompson in the 1950s and ’60s when he hired the weavers for his burgeoning silk export business. Since then commercial silk production and many of the original families have moved elsewhere but two family-run outfits, Phamai Baan Krua (MAP GOOGLE MAP ผ้าไหมบ้านครัว
; www.phamaibaankrua.com; Soi 9, Soi Phaya Nak; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8.30am-5pm) and Aood Bankrua Thai Silk (MAP GOOGLE MAP ลุงอู๊ดบ้านครัวไหมไทย
; [image: icon-phonegif]% 02 215 9864; Soi 9, Soi Phaya Nak; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-8pm), continue the tradition. Baan Khrua can be reached by the bridge over the canal at the end of Soi Kasem San 3.









TOP EXPERIENCE

Chatuchak Weekend Market


An outdoor market on steroids, Chatuchak Weekend Market sells everything under the sun. Vendors are packed into claustrophobic warrens creating a shopping obstacle course. It is crowded and chaotic but one of a kind.

[image: 10-bk-chatuchak-market-te-bo-tha2]
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[image: dont-miss]yDon’t Miss

If you aren’t in town on the weekend, visit nearby Or Tor Kor Market ( องค์กรตลาดเพื่อเกษตรกร ; MAP GOOGLE MAP; Th Kamphaengphet 1; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-6pm; [image: icon-metrogif]m Kamphaeng Phet exit 3), a fruit and vegetable market.







[image: need-to-know]8Need to Know

ตลาดนัดจตุจักร , Talat Nat Jatujak; MAP; www.chatuchakmarket.org; 587/10 Th Phahonyothin; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-6pm Wed & Thu plants only, 6pm-midnight Fri wholesale only, 9am-6pm Sat & Sun; [image: icon-metrogif]m Chatuchak Park exit 1, Kamphaeng Phet exits 1 & 2, [image: icon-subwaygif]b Mo Chit exit 1




[image: take-a-break]5Take a Break

Sections 6 and 8 have food and drink vendors, a necessary antidote to Chatuchak fatigue.




[image: top-tip]oTop Tip

Come early to beat the crowds and the heat.







A little pre-planning goes a long way. Nancy Chandler’s Map of Bangkok has a handy schematic map and the clock tower provides an essential landmark.




Antiques, Handicrafts & Souvenirs

Section 1 is the place to go for Buddha statues, old LPs and other random antiques. More secular arts and crafts, such as musical instruments and hill-tribe items, can be found in Sections 25 and 26.

[image: shutterstock_631720628jpg]
ARTAPARTMENT / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Clothing & Accessories

Clothing dominates most of Chatuchak, starting in Section 8 and continuing through the even-numbered sections to 24. Sections 5 and 6 deal in used clothing for every youth subculture, from punks to cowboys, while Soi 7, where it transects Sections 12 and 14, is heavy on hip-hop and skate fashions. More sophisticated independent labels can be found in Sections 2 and 3, while tourist-sized clothes and textiles are in Sections 8 and 10.




Housewares & Decor

The western edge of the market, particularly Sections 8 to 26, specialises in housewares, from cheap plastic buckets to expensive brass woks. This area is a particularly good place to stock up on inexpensive Thai ceramics, ranging from celadon to the traditional rooster-themed bowls from Lampang. For less utilitarian goods, Section 7 is a virtual open-air gallery with stalls selling Bangkok-themed murals and other unique artwork. Burmese lacquerware can be found in Section 10, while Section 26 has dusty collections of real and reproduction antiques from Thailand and Myanmar.




Eating & Drinking

Lots of Thai-style eating and snacking will stave off Chatuchak rage, and numerous food stalls set up shop between Sections 6 and 8.
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A WALK THROUGH THE BIG
BUDDHAS OF WAT PHO

The logical starting place is the main wi-h&hn
(sanctuary), home to Wat Pho's centrepiece,
theimmense b
In addition to its enormous size, note the

on the soles of the
statue’s feet. The interior walls of the wi-hdhn
are covered with murals that depict previous
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Built during the reign of Rama |, the imposing
boht (ordination hall) as it stands today is the
result of renovations dating back to the reign
of Ramall (r 1824-51).

Eastern
wi-hahn

© S30VNIALL30/ 301014

Ifyou're hot and
footsore, the two
air-conditioned
massage pavilions
are awelcome way
tocool down while
experiencing high-
quality and elatively
inexpensive Thai
massage.
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monarch.

Southern
wi-hahn

Onanimpressive
three-tiered pedestal
thatalso holds the
ashes of Ramalis
this Ayuthaya-era
Buddha statue
originally brought
tothe temple by the

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 bowl for

good luck.

Exit the wi-hdhn and head east via the two
who guard the gateway to

the rest of the compound. Directly south of

these are the four towering
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The two series of covered hallways that
surround the Phra Ubosot feature no fewer

LGN

Northern
wi-hahn
Western wi-hahn

than 394 gilded Buddha images, many of which
display classic Ayuthaya or Sukhothai features

Continue east, passing through two consecu-
tive linking
four wi-h&hn, two of which contain notable
Sukhothai-era Buddha statues; these
comprise the exterior of 8
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,

Decorated in

classic exam
Ratanakosin

meant to reps
the first four
of the Chakri
dynasty.
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Crocodile
Pond

coloured tiles ina

these four chedi are

Wat Pho is 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

Interspersed throughout the eastern half of
the compound are several additional minor
chedi and rock gardens.
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Modelled around a brick core 46m long and
16m high and finished in plaster and gold leaf,
Wat Pho's Reclining Buddha is an imposing
reminder of the Buddha's passing into nirvana

(the Buddha's death).
Phra
Mondop
Thai
Massage

Inscriptions

These huge granite
figures - depictions
range from Chinese
opera characters
toMarco Polo—
originally arrived in
Thailand in the 19th
century as ballast
aboard Chinese
junks.
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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
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Kinaree
These graceful half-swan, half-women creatures from
Hindu-Buddhist mythology stand outside Prasat Phra
Thep Bidon.

Prasat Phra
Thep Bidon

Murals of the Ramakian
These wallpaintings, which begin at the eastern side of

Wat Phra Kaew, often depict scenes more reminiscent of
19th-century Thailand than of ancient India.

0.S30VMIALLZO / 340B VG ONOINY

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 most important structure
here is the @) boht (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.

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 elaborateseven-tiered
roof of Phra Mondop, the
Khmer-style peakof Prasat
Phra Thep Bidon, andthe
gilded Phra SiRatana chediare
the tallest structuresinthe
compound.

Yaksha
Eachentrance

to the Wat Phra
Kaew compound is
watched over by a
pair of vigilant and
enormous yaksha,
ogres or giants from
Hindu mythology.

This structure is sometimes

topped by amon dép: aspire

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 hall is a unique blend of West-
ern and traditional Thai architecture.

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

O%01S3LINKS.
e
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The Death.of Thotsakan
The paniels progress clockwise, culminating
atthe western edge of the compound with the

. % death of Thotsakan, Sita’s kidnapper, and his

elaborate funeral procession.

Chakri Mahaprasat

referred to as farang sai
ha-dah (Westerner in a Thai
rown) because each wing is

os3ovm ALz

/1M 39187 5004 N30

representinga Thai adapta-
tion of a Hindu shrine.

Dusit Hall

Boht
(Ordination Hall)
This structure is an
early example of the
Ratanakosin school
of architecture, which
combines traditional
stylistic holdovers
from Ayuthaya along.
withmore modern
touches from China
and the West.
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It's worth the journey here
to enjoy the stunning
karst mountains jutting
out of jewel-coloured
seas; kayak among them
or strapon a harness to
climb the cliffs.

Ko Pha-Ngan

At full moon this relaxed
island transforms into a
party werewolf. 3 hrs to
Surat Thani, then fd 2% hrs to
Krabi, then 3% 45 mins to

Railay

Ko Samui

Fly into paradise and hit
the beaches, or head
offshore to the limestone
crags of Ang Thong
Marine National Park.

# 20-60 mins to

Ko Pha-Ngan
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