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THAILAND

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Long-tail boats, Ko Tao | RACHENART/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Thailand welcomes visitors with genuine joy. For Thais, finding contentment in everything, whether it is work or a night out, is fundamental to life. Their dedication to the pursuit of pleasure is so infectious that I get withdrawal symptoms whenever I’m away, and find myself missing the smiles that accompany even the most mundane tasks here. There’s such a variety of euphoric experiences to enjoy, too, whether it’s the island paradises, the jungle-covered mountains or the timeless temples. But it’s Bangkok that I find utterly beguiling. I love the tang of spices floating in the air, riding a boat along the Chao Phraya River and seeing the city from a new angle, hunting down the latest speakeasy-style bar, exploring the night markets and having aches and pains massaged away. Best of all is knowing there’s always more to discover.

David Eimer

After nine years in Bangkok, David is happy to call Thailand home. Born in California and raised in England, he is a writer and journalist.
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My favourite experience is skimming across sparkling turquoise waters in a long-tail boat in search of the sublime hidden bays and white-sand beaches of Ko Pha-Ngan’s east coast.

WHO GOES WHERE


Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Thailand.
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PASAKORN HANSETAGAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Of all northeastern Thailand’s temples, Wat Phra That Pha Sorn Kaew (pictured), perched 800m above sea level on the spine of the Phetchabun mountain range, melds Isan’s striking natural beauty with inventive artistry. Painstakingly decorated with five million mosaic pieces, it’s crowned by the giant Five Buddhas statue.
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Chawadee Nualkhair

Chawadee is a Bangkok-based food writer of Real Thai Cooking and Thailand’s Best Street Food, and has appeared on Netflix Street Food Asia.
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MISTER DIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Chanthaburi took me by surprise. My friends had raved about how much they loved the place and I went there with maximum expectations yet was still impressed. They have a seaside area, waterfalls and juicy fresh fruit – the food is nothing like I’ve had before – and a small city centre which is pleasant for walking. The people are lovely and accommodating.
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Choltanutkun Tun-atiruj

linktr.ee/choltanutkun

Choltanutkun writes about culture and politics and tries to add a political angle to her culture and lifestyle pieces.
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PLOYPEMUK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The misty mountains of Doi Inthanon never get old – no matter how many times I visit, the mountains of Doi Inthanon National Park (pictured) and the neighbouring Op Luang National Park always reveal something new. Whether it’s pitching a tent in damp forest campsites, getting lost on unmarked nature trails or floating down mysterious creeks that connect to hidden villages, the hills of the north hold countless secrets I can’t help but discover.
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Aydan Stuart

@aydanstuart

Aydan is a writer, creative and self-described cultural adventurer based in Chiang Mai, Thailand.
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ARKADIJ SCHELL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Ko Phayam had been on my bucket-list for a decade, and when I arrived, I fell in love. The island is special – remote and rustic with dense jungle, beautiful beaches, and small, winding roads. Despite overdevelopment, nature is rampant. Look up to see soaring sea eagles and massive hornbills (pictured) hiding in the trees. Ko Phayam might be the closest to paradise in Thailand that I’ve seen.
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Amy Bensema

@girl_with_bear

Amy is a Phuket-based copywriter specialising in luxury hotels and award-winning restaurants – cruising the island on her scooter is her favourite pastime.
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BEACH BLISS

Beach-lovers are spoiled for choice in Thailand. There are over 740 beaches here, so there’s a strip of sand for everyone, whether you want to snorkel, party or just flop. The bulk of the best ones can be found on the islands in southern Thailand, but there are also some fine beaches off the eastern seaboard and along the mainland coast. While the most popular can be absolutely jammed, many are still surprisingly crowd-free.
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Ko Lipe | FOKKE BAARSSEN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

When to Go

December to April is the best time to visit the Andaman Coast. For ideal weather on the gulf islands, choose December to February, or July and August.
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SIMON DANNHAUER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Party Beaches

Ko Pha-Ngan’s Sunrise Beach hosts Full Moon parties, but Ao Lo Dalam on Ko Phi-Phi and Ko Chang’s Lonely Beach are also party destinations.

[image: jpg]

PINNTOSLOTHBEAR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Kid-Friendly

Ko Lanta, Hat Kuta and Hat Karon on Phuket are especially good for children. Hua Hin and Ko Kut are also great choices.


BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Hang from the limestone crags above ridiculously photogenic 1 Hat Railay West or just laze on the glorious white sand.

Watch the sun go down at idyllic 2 Freedom Beach, perhaps Phuket’s most beautiful beach.

Contemplate the serene turquoise waters lapping the soft sand of 3 Sunrise Beach on Ko Lipe.

Beach-hop by long-tail boat along Ko Pha-Ngan’s undeveloped east coast. 4 Hat Yao is our pick for supreme tranquillity.

Wander the wide and long beaches of 5 Ao Khanom. Visit during the week and you might have them all to yourself.







ETHICAL ELEPHANT ENCOUNTERS

Nearly everyone who comes to Thailand wants to see elephants. Thankfully, there are now an increasing number of places where you can get up close with Thailand’s national animal in an ethical way that spares these gentle giants the pain and stress that comes from the circus-like shows that some so-called elephant sanctuaries still put on. Avoid anywhere that offers elephant rides. It’s also possible to spot wild elephants in a couple of national parks.

[image: jpg]

Elephant, near Surin | JACK FOTOVERSE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

How Many Elephants?

Around 300,000 elephants once roamed Thailand. Poaching and habitat loss has reduced wild numbers to around 3000–3700, plus 3500–4000 so-called domesticated elephants.
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BUNDIT JONWISES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

White Elephants

Under Thai law, all white – really albino – elephants are the property of the king. Most live at Lampang’s Thai Elephant Conservation Center.
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FUN FUN PHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Beasts of Burden

Elephants acted as the tanks of Thailand’s ancient armies and hauled timber through the forests until logging was banned in 1989.


BEST ELEPHANT EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Search for elephant herds at 1 Kuiburi National Park, your best chance of seeing pachyderms in the wild.

Feed the rescued elephants at 2 Phuket Elephant Sanctuary and then watch as they wander the forest, bathe and hang out.

Spend a day walking with the happy pachyderms at 3 Chai Lai Orchid in the mountains of Chiang Mai Province.

Hang out with the many elephants at the 4 Mae Sa Elephant Camp, which is conveniently close to Chiang Mai.

Travel to far northern Thailand where you can sleep in the jungle amid elephants at the 5 Anantara Golden Triangle Elephant Camp & Resort.







FESTIVAL FUN

Festivals are when Thais come out to play. Almost all non-religious festivals involve a lot of partying and eating, so joining in is a great way to get to know the locals. The biggest festivals are the nationwide Buddhist holidays, but there are many quirky local ones that celebrate everything from fruit to ghosts.

[image: jpg]

Loi Krathong, Chiang Mai | TAKE PHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Songkran

The Thai New Year (13–15 April), known as Songkran, starts with locals washing Buddha images, before descending into a three-day water war.

Loi Krathong

This charming and highly photogenic festival takes place every November and see Thais praying for forgiveness by setting lanterns afloat on waterways across the country.


BEST FESTIVAL EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Tuck into stinky durian at 1 Chanthaburi fruit festival, an introduction to Thailand’s tropical fruit.

Wince as people parade with pierced cheeks during Phuket’s 2 Vegetarian Festival.

Duck as homemade rockets soar into the sky at the 3 Rocket Festival in northeast Thailand.

Release bad karma in a lantern during Chiang Mai’s 4 Yi Peng Festival.

Wake the dead at 5 Pěe Ta Khon, when revellers dress like the spirits they hope to rouse in northeast Thailand.







TEMPLE-HOPPING

Thailand has the world’s second-largest population of Buddhists, meaning Buddhist traditions are an integral part of Thai life. Exploring the many temples here – some of which are genuine architectural wonders – offers insights into Thailand’s past and present. And the fact that temples are always busy with worshippers really brings them alive.

Dress Appropriately

Thailand’s temples are scared spaces, so visitors need to dress modestly. Wear anything too revealing and you may be barred from entering.

[image: jpg]

O.KEMPPAINEN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Making Merit

A key aspect of Thai Buddhism is making merit: performing good deeds. Giving food to monks or donating to temples are common ways of making merit.

[image: jpg]

JR-50/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

World Heritage Sites

Some of Thailand’s most ancient temples can be found in Ayuthaya and Sukhothai, both of which are Unesco World Heritage Sites.


BEST TEMPLE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Tour Chiang Mai’s 1 old city, with temples dating to the 13th century and the Lanna Kingdom.

Climb the steep stairs at 2 Wat Arun for supreme views over Bangkok’s historic district and Chao Phraya River.

Visit 3 Phanom Rung Historical Park, Thailand’s most significant Khmer temple complex, perched atop an extinct volcano.

Catch the cable car to 4 Phra Nakhon Khiri Historical Park, where temple spires skewer the Phetchaburi sky.

Marvel at the 77m-high chedi looming over  5 Wat Phra Mahathat Woramahawihaan, southern Thailand’s most important temple.







DREAM DIVING

Thailand is an excellent place for underwater adventures, whether you’re a newbie scuba-diver or a veteran. The water is crystal-clear and bathtub-warm, while the sea is packed with marine life including whale sharks and manta rays. Ko Tao, Phuket and Ko Chang are key diving hubs, but dive operators are scattered across the islands and on some parts of the mainland. Snorkellers, too, will find plenty of colourful reefs to explore just offshore.

[image: jpg]

Freediving, Surin Islands | SATIT SEWTIW/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Learn to Dive

Ko Tao is Thailand and Southeast Asia’s scuba-diving school, with more than 50 dive operators ready to get you qualified in just under four days.
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MATYAS REHAK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

When to Dive

Ko Tao can be dived virtually year-round, with brilliant visibility in July and August. November to April is diving season on the Andaman Coast.
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OHHLANLA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Where to Dive

Head to the Surin and Similan Islands on the Andaman Coast, or Ko Tao, Ko Chang and Ko Pha-Ngan in the Gulf of Thailand.


BEST DIVING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Head to 1 Richelieu Rock in the Surin Islands for manta rays. It’s one of the best dive sites in all Asia.

Dive with whale sharks at 2 Sail Rock off Ko Tao, the Gulf of Thailand’s premier dive site.

Snorkel the beautiful reefs off the southern coast of 3 Ko Lipe and the nearby islets.

Explore the wreck of 4 HTMS Chang and its artificial reef 30m below the surface off Ko Chang.

Try free-diving off the north coast of 5 Ko Pha-Ngan and learn how to dive to 20m without any equipment.







MARKET MADNESS

Plunging into Thailand’s highly atmospheric markets, with buyers and vendors crammed together and all manner of items for sale, is an essential experience. There’s a buzz to shopping here – the locals take it seriously – and there are some fantastic bargains to be had, as well as excellent souvenirs to be acquired.

[image: jpg]

Cicada Market | NANTA SAMRAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Smile Please

Bargaining is a must at most markets (although food items are an exception). Haggle with a smile on your face for the best results.

Does it Fit?

Most markets don’t have changing rooms. If you’re lucky, vendors will point you towards the nearest toilets to try on an item of clothing.


BEST MARKET EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Buy antiques at Bangkok’s 1 Chatuchak Weekend Market, the world’s largest open-air market.

Join Hua Hin hipsters at 2 Cicada Market, with artisans selling wares, music and food.

Witness farmers bartering for buffalos at 3 San-Pa-Tong Buffalo Market near Chiang Mai.

Bargain your way through 4 SaveOne Night Market, northeastern Thailand’s largest night market.

Hunt for precious stones at 5 Chanthaburi Gem Trading Market.







SUCCULENT STREET FOOD

There’s no better country for street food than Thailand. Not only are the flavours mind-blowing and the prices super-cheap, but food stalls can be found everywhere and are open from early morning till late at night. Every region has its own unique take on street eats, so follow the example of the locals and get eating.

Isan Everywhere

The holy trinity of northeastern (Isan) cuisine – gài yâhng (grilled marinated chicken), sôm·đam (spicy papaya salad) and kôw něe·o (sticky rice) – dominate food stalls across Thailand.

[image: jpg]

CREATIVE FAMILY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Markets

Thailand’s markets are fine places to find quality street food; Thais aren’t happy shopping unless they know that their favourite dishes are in easy reach.

[image: jpg]

ANANSING/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Gourmet Street Food

Some street-food places are so good that they have Michelin stars, like Jay Fai in Bangkok. Expect to queue for the most popular places.


BEST STREET FOOD EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Make tracks for Bangkok’s 1 Chinatown, a smorgasbord of dumplings, noodles, curry and seafood.

Stroll street-food mecca 2 Naresuan Road in Udon Thani for tŏm yum noodles, roast duck and the legendary local sôm·đam.

Be introduced to Shan cuisine and other ethnic minority food at Mae Hong Son’s 3 Walking Street Market.

Check out southern Thai flavours at night markets in 4 Hat Yai, a contender for street-food capital of Thailand.

Slurp boat noodles with locals at food stands in 5 Ayuthaya, the historic home of this simple yet fulfilling dish.







OUTDOOR ADVENTURES

Whether it’s trekking, kayaking, white-water rafting, ziplining, rock climbing, surfing or kiteboarding, Thailand has it covered. This is a great country for thrill-seekers or anybody who likes to be active outside. Northern Thailand’s mountains offer splendid hiking routes, while the islands are the place for most water sports and the best rock climbing. If you’re a newbie to any of the above, there are plenty of operators waiting to show you how it’s done.

[image: jpg]

Rock climbing, Railay | KUKIAT B/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Rainy Season Blues

Hiking in the rainy season (June to October) is no fun, but it is prime time for rafting. Check to make sure the weather doesn’t affect your activity.

[image: jpg]

TPM13THX/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Sustainable Trekking

For hikes to ethnic minority villages, pick operators who promote sustainability and responsible tourism. Reputable ones are all involved in the communities they visit.

[image: jpg]

SARAVUT BIACHARAS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Motorbike Touring

Northern Thailand has some very dramatic roads to drive by motorbike. Try the legendary Mae Hong Son Loop.


BEST OUTDOOR EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Hike through the hills to isolated ethnic minority villages around 1 Mae Hong Son in far northern Thailand.

Launch yourself down Thailand’s longest zipline at 2 Jungle Flight in Chiang Mai Province.

Climb the limestone formations that rise out of the sparkling sea at  3 Railay.

Raft the rapids of the Mae Nam Pai outside 4 Pai or kayak down the river.

Learn to surf on the waves and shallow water of 5 Hua Hin, perfect for beginners.







NATURAL WONDERS

Thailand is home to 156 national parks, as well as wildlife sanctuaries and forest parks, covering almost 31% of the country’s territory. They’re by far the best places in the kingdom for wildlife spotting, with elephants and rarely seen tigers roaming some of them, but are also home to unique flora, waterfalls, caves and lots of lush tropical jungle. Plunge into them for a taste of the huge variety of natural splendour on offer in Thailand.

[image: jpg]

Ko Miang, Similan Islands Marine National Park | NOS SEASTAR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

National Park Accommodation

Most national parks offer basic bungalows and campsites, where tents can be hired. Some parks also have a simple restaurant.

[image: jpg]

DIMA PHOTOGRAPHER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Marine National Parks

Some of the most beautiful national parks are offshore: there are 22 marine national parks in Thailand, mostly made up of ocean and uninhabited islands.

[image: jpg]

MARTIN DARLEY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

E-Ticketing

Some national parks require you to buy tickets via the QueQ app. E-ticketing is expected to be expanded to all parks.


BEST NATIONAL PARK EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Explore the waterfalls and caves at 1 Erawan National Park, one of the closest parks to Bangkok.

Trek into the jungle on a night safari at 2 Khao Yai National Park, where you might see wild elephants.

Dive into 3 Kaeng Krachan National Park outside Phetchaburi, Thailand’s largest national park and one of Southeast Asia’s best-preserved wildlife habitats.

Kayak or raft through the canyons at 4 Ob Luang National Park in Chiang Mai Province, where there are also waterfalls.

Come to 5 Similan Islands Marine National Park for super snorkelling and tons of marine life.









REGIONS & CITIES


Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Bangkok & Around

[image: jpg]


Allow: 7 days Distance: 483km




Explore buzzing Bangkok and then head west to historic Kanchanaburi, famous for its WWII sites, and nearby Erawan National Park, which is packed with waterfalls and wildlife. From there, travel through central Thailand’s ricefields to the ancient temples of Ayuthaya, before ending your tour at Khao Yai National Park.
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Hellfire Pass Interpretive Centre | NUTTANART KHAMLAKSANA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Bangkok [image: ] 2 Days

Hit the major sites in Bangkok, including iconic Wat Arun and superb Wat Phra Kaew and the Grand Palace (pictured), before dinner in Chinatown and a cocktail with a view at a rooftop bar. If it’s the weekend, Chatuchak Weekend Market is an essential shopping stop, but make sure you fit in a massage to relax you for the journey ahead.

[image: jpg]

ARINCHAWIT JIT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Kanchanaburi [image: ] 1 Day

Catch the scenic train or take a minivan to Kanchanaburi, the site of the infamous Thailand–Burma Death Railway and the bridge immortalised in the movie The Bridge On the River Kwai (pictured). Spend a few hours touring the museums and moving war cemetery here. There’s also the option of a rafting excursion on Mae Nam Kwae, before you retire to your riverside resort.

[image: jpg]

NATTAYANEE BOONTONGKHAM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 Erawan National Park [image: ] 1 Day

It’s a short drive from Kanchanaburi to Erawan National Park (pictured). Just 500m past the park headquarters is the spectacular, seven-tiered Nam Tok Erawan, where you can swim in crystal-clear water. It’s easy to reach the first three tiers; after that it’s a steep 2km climb to the higher ones. The park is home to masses of wildlife and you’ll see monkeys around the falls.

[image: jpg]

JUST ANOTHER PHOTOGRAPHER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Ayuthaya [image: ] 1 Day

From Kanchanaburi drive northeast through lime-green ricefields to Ayuthaya (pictured), the capital of ancient Siam and a Unesco World Heritage Site. Hire a bicycle to tour the dozens of atmospheric ruined temples, stopping for a riverside lunch of delicious boat noodles or grilled river prawns, both local specialities. For a different perspective on Ayuthaya, take a boat tour along the river surrounding the old city.

[image: jpg]

CHACOL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 Khao Yai National Park [image: ] 2 Days

Your final stop is Khao Yai National Park (pictured), which lies east of Ayuthaya. The park is home to herds of wild elephants, as well as bears, rare birds, barking deer and many gibbons – joining a night safari is your best chance of spotting elephants. Spend a day hiking the trails that lead to waterfalls that really gush in the June to October rainy season.
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SANIT FUANGNAKHON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


ITINERARIES

Northern Thailand

[image: jpg]


Allow: 7 days Distance: 240km




Loop through the lush mountain scenery of northern Thailand, starting in Chiang Mai, the historic heart of the region, and then heading north to the backpacker haven of Pai, the caves of Pang Mapha and ending in Mae Hong Son, a remote hill town that’s home to a myriad of minority peoples.
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Mae Hong Son | SHANE WP WONGPERK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Chiang Mai [image: ] 2 Days

Tour the old city temples in Chiang Mai, then eat your way through the night markets (pictured). Head to a nearby ethical elephant camp or learn how to prepare northern Thai cuisine at a cooking class. Finish with a night out in the hip bars of Nimmanhaemin Rd.

[image: ] Detour: Near Chiang Mai is Doi Inthanon, Thailand’s highest mountain. The summit is an easy walk, or explore the trails, temples, villages and waterfalls. [image: ] 1 hour.
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PUNNARAT S/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Pai [image: ] 2 Days

Minivans whisk people northwest to Pai, a mountain town with a hippie vibe that has become an essential traveller stop. If you’re after thrills, try rafting the rapids of Mae Nam Pai (pictured). Alternatively, head to the nearby hot springs and waterfalls or visit villages of ethnic minority peoples. In the evenings, join everyone else at the vegan eateries and bars of Walking Street.

[image: jpg]

LAKKANA SAVAKSURIYAWONG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 Pang Mapha [image: ] 1 Day

Northwest of Pai is Pang Mapha, also known as Sop Pong, a sleepy little district riddled with limestone formations that are home to more than 200 cave systems (pictured). You can glide through the most-visited cave on a bamboo raft – look out for the ancient teak coffins that perch here – or contact local spelunkers to organise in-depth explorations of the caverns.
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“KETSIRI YINDEE”/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Mae Hong Son [image: ] 2 Days

Misty, mountainous and mysterious, Mae Hong Son is one of Thailand’s most fascinating destinations, a crossroads of cultures and ethnicities that feels very different from other Thai towns. A day trekking to ethnic minority villages makes a fine introduction to the area, while the evening Walking Street Market offers minority food and handicrafts (pictured). There are also temples and tea plantations to explore.
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AMNAT PHUTHAMRONG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


ITINERARIES

Island-Hopping

[image: jpg]


Allow: 10 days Distance: 423km




Get ready for some serious island-hopping. Start your beach tour on Ko Samui, before heading to scuba-diving destination Ko Tao and Ko Pha-Ngan for its legendary Full Moon parties. Then it’s across to the Andaman Coast, where the glorious white-sand beaches of Phuket and Ko Phi-Phi await.
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Ko Phi-Phi | LTDEDIGOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Ko Samui [image: ] 2 Days

At Ko Samui (pictured) superb beaches line the east and north coasts and resorts and spas offer world-class pampering. Spend a day touring the beaches by motorbike. Catch a west-coast sunset, or search for waterfalls in the jungly interior. For nightlife, head to Chaweng, Lamai and Fisherman’s Village.

[image: ] Detour: Day tour to sublime Ang Thong Marine National Park, west of Samui. [image: ] 2 hours.
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ARKADIJ SCHELL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Ko Tao [image: ] 2 Days

Ko Tao (pictured), north of Ko Samui, is Thailand’s scuba-diving hub. It’s a place where visitors can dive almost year-round, the water is warm, the marine life plentiful and the coral reefs colourful. If an underwater adventure with whale sharks and manta rays doesn’t appeal, this is also a top spot for rock climbing and bouldering. There’s a pumping bar scene at night, too.
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DIVERDAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 Ko Pha-Ngan [image: ] 1 Day

Divert to Ko Pha-Ngan, a short boat ride from Ko Tao, to join the thousands of revellers at the monthly Full Moon parties (pictured)on Sunrise Beach. Even if it’s not full moon, there are plenty of other raves staged on Pha-Ngan. Or take a long-tail boat tour of the secluded east coast, where gorgeous hidden bays are home to enticing strips of sand.

[image: jpg]

CANDYRETRIEVER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Phuket 3 Days

Head back to the mainland for the bus ride to the Andaman Coast and Phuket (pictured), Thailand’s largest island, where the beaches are alluring crescents of white sand and the restaurants and nightlife range from the sophisticated to the raucous. Spend a day kayaking around the stunning limestone formations of Ao Phang-Nga, or hop a speedboat for superb snorkelling in the Similan Islands.

[image: jpg]

DAY2505/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 Ko Phi-Phi [image: ] 2 Days

End your island-hopping by catching the ferry to Ko Phi-Phi (pictured), a tiny, jungle-topped island with curvy bleached beaches. There’s decent diving and snorkelling, as well as uninhabited Ko Phi-Phi Leh to visit (where the movie The Beach was filmed), while at night Ao Lo Dalam turns into a vast, open-air nightclub. For a more relaxed experience, make tracks for the tranquil east coast.
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ANTASARI AZHAR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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Ko Phi-Phi | ANNA JEDYNAK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


ITINERARIES

Mekong & Northeast

[image: jpg]


Allow: 7 days Distance: 929km




Follow the mighty Mekong on a tour of the little-seen northeast (Isan). Begin in urban Udon Thani and head north to Nong Khai, separated from Laos by the Mekong. Move south along the river to Vietnamese-influenced Nakhon Phanom and holy That Phanom, then west to bustling Ubon Ratchathani and historic Phanom Rung.
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Naga Fireballs, Nong Khai | PUWANAI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Udon Thani [image: ] 1 Day

Isan’s biggest city, Udon Thani (pictured) lacks conventional sights, but its frontier food scene is one of the most exciting in Thailand. Chomp your way down Naresuan Rd, where wondrous street food awaits, or check out one of the high-end restaurants offering a fresh take on Isan’s multi-faceted cuisine. In between meals, relax in Nong Prajak Park, the centre of Udon social life.
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2 Nong Khai [image: ] 1 Day

Nong Khai, a border town that sits opposite Laos on the banks of the Mekong, is a long-time traveller hangout and there are super sunset views from the laid-back cafes and restaurants along the river. October sees tens of thousands of locals gathering to watch the mysterious ‘Naga Fireball’ (pictured) phenomenon, when balls of flame shoot up in the sky above the Mekong.
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3 Nakhon Phanom [image: ] 1 Day

Bicycle-friendly Nakhon Phanom (pictured) is a charming riverfront town with striking views across the Mekong to the mountains of Laos. It’s also home to a vibrant Vietnamese community, whose ancestors fled French rule in Indochina; Ho Chi Minh spent two years living here. Spend a day sampling Thai-Vietnamese dishes, taking a cruise on the Mekong and meeting the friendly locals.
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4 That Phanom [image: ] 1 Day

South of Nakhon Phanom is peaceful That Phanom. Buddhists flock to Wat Phra That Phanom (pictured), Isan’s holiest temple. Visitors marvel at the 53m-high stupa, said to house relics of the Buddha and first erected over 1000 years ago. There’s also a fun and busy market by the Mekong.

[image: ] Detour: Head southwest to Yasothon for the riotous Rocket Festival, in May or June. [image: ] 3½ hours.
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5 Ubon Ratchathani [image: ] 2 Days

West of the Mekong is Ubon Ratchathani, a lively university city with a small-town vibe. Ubon is a great place to kick back for a couple of days: there’s a thriving Thai country-music scene, plenty of good food and even a few riverine beaches to laze on. And beyond Ubon are many waterfalls (pictured) where you can join the locals in escaping the heat.
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6 Phanom Rung [image: ] 1 Day

Perched precariously atop an extinct volcano, Phanom Rung (pictured) is the biggest and most impressive Khmer temple complex in Thailand. Dating back to the 10th century and built in the same style as Angkor Wat in Cambodia, the ruins are usually free of big crowds. End your tour by enjoying the righteous views of the surrounding countryside from here.
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ITINERARIES

Temples, Beaches & National Parks
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Allow: 7 days Distance: 224km




Take in one of Thailand’s most significant towns, go wildlife spotting and kick back by the beach on this tour. Start in historic Phetchaburi and swoop into Kaeng Krachan National Park. Then head to the beaches of Hua Hin and end in Prachuap Khiri Khan.
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1 Phetchaburi [image: ] 2 Days

Phetchaburi should be on every traveller’s list: a traditional town of riverside markets and teak houses that’s also home to royal palaces, temples and caves. Spend a couple of days visiting the sites and browsing the markets, while enjoying riverfront dinners and the aromatic fruit and sweet desserts Phetchaburi is known for. Just watch out for the brazen monkeys (pictured) who live here.
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2 Kaeng Krachan National Park [image: ] 1 Day

Spend a day at Unesco World Heritage Site Kaeng Krachan National Park, Thailand’s largest wildlife wilderness. There’s a tonne of flora and fauna, including elephants, gibbons and masses of rare birds and butterflies (pictured). Also check out the waterfalls and nature trails. Stay in park accommodation or hire a tent.
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3 Hua Hin [image: ] 2 Days

Thailand’s original beach resort, Hua Hin has been pulling in the locals since the 1920s, and they continue to flock here for the wide, long and safe beaches and quality seafood eateries. Hua Hin is a fun mix of big-city sophistication and old-fashioned seaside fun – think donkey rides on the beach – and it’s also a key kiteboarding (pictured) and golf hub.

[image: jpg]

MAI GROVES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Prachuap Khiri Khan [image: ] 2 Days

Pretty Prachuap Khiri Khan (pictured) is delightfully relaxed, with crowd-free white-sand beaches looking out on tranquil bays and limestone karst formations. Climb the hill at the north of town for tremendous views out to sea or inland to the mountains on the Myanmar border. Prachuap has some old wooden shop houses, too, and some fine seafood restaurants.
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WHEN TO GO


Thailand is a year-round destination. You’re guaranteed sunshine even during the rainy season, although the monsoon does restrict some activities.
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Thailand’s high season corresponds to the November to March dry season, when the landscape is lush and temperatures are comfortable. Christmas and the Western New Year holiday are the busiest time of year. April to June are the hottest months of the year, although sea breezes provide some respite on the islands, and can be a trial if you’re not used to tropical heat.

The June to October rainy season normally sees short, intense bursts of precipitation. Some hotels shut down on the islands, and there are fewer ferries and rougher seas, but much of the country gets only intermittent showers. If you’re prepared to put up with some rain, June to October is a great time to visit because of the lack of crowds.

Accommodation Lowdown

Hotel prices drop dramatically on the islands during the June to October rainy season. There are also bargains elsewhere at this time of year. Prices are highest from November to March.


I LIVE HERE

BANGKOK FLOODS

Raenuka Fangtong is a Bangkok native who works in corporate affairs

Floods are part of life in Bangkok, like the traffic jams. We always expect flooding in the rainy season, but the 2011 floods were so severe I think people wondered what will happen in the future. It was especially bad for people who live in houses; they were piling up sandbags outside their doorways. Most Bangkok people expect another big flood will happen before long. I think it’ll be worse than 2011.




CLIMATE CHANGE

Thailand is getting hotter. In April 2023, Tak Province in northern Thailand suffered temperatures of 45.4ºC (113.7ºF), the highest-ever recorded in the kingdom. But the country has also become more prone to floods, with serious flooding in the last few years.



MONSOON SEASON

Thailand’s rainy season is dictated by the southwest monsoon, which sweeps out of the Indian Ocean and heads northeast across Thailand from the Andaman Sea. Ranong, on the Andaman Coast, is especially affected and sees more rain than any other province.

Nationwide Festivals


With 15% of the population claiming Chinese ancestry, Chinese New Year is widely celebrated. Cities with large Thai-Chinese communities – Bangkok, Chiang Mai and Hat Yai – are good places to experience it. [image: ] January/February

By far the biggest festival of the year is Songkran, the Thai New Year. It’s a three-day party that starts out with the washing of Buddha statues at temples, before descending into watery chaos. [image: ] April

Visakha Buscha is the most significant Buddhist festival, commemorating the Buddha’s birth, enlightenment and passing. Locals visit temples to make merit, while in the evening there are candlelit processions. [image: ] May/June

Charming Loi Krathong festival sees Thais praying for forgiveness by launching origami-like boats illuminated by candles into rivers and seas across the country. [image: ] November


I LIVE HERE

CHIANG MAI BURNING SEASON

Marisa Marchitelli, Chiang Mai resident and director of Smoke: A Crisis in Northern Thailand (marisafilmsthailand.com)

After a few years in Chiang Mai I noticed it was hard to breathe during smoky season and that’s when I decided to make a film about it. There’s more public awareness now and everyone has adjusted their behaviour – they have air purifiers and wear masks – but the problem hasn’t changed. March is the worst month; you stay inside if you can. People hibernate in smoky season.
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Regional Festivals


Flowers and plants unique to northern Thailand are paraded on floats during Chiang Mai Flower Festival, a three-day celebration with marching bands and a beauty contest. [image: ] February

No one knows if Naga Fireballs are a hoax or a genuine phenomenon, but tens of thousands gather in Nong Khai and across northeast Thailand to watch balls of flame shoot into the sky above the Mekong River. [image: ] October

As if robbing tourists wasn’t enough fun, the simians at Lopburi get their own Monkey Banquet, which sees them showered with fruit and other treats. Plenty of humans turn up, too. [image: ] November

Wonderfruit is Thailand’s premier music and arts festival, featuring live performances and cultural events with an emphasis on sustainability and wellness. Think Glastonbury or Coachella, only staged outside Pattaya. [image: ] December

IT CAN GET COLD

It’s cooler in the mountains of northern Thailand, and visitors will need a jacket at night during the November to March dry season. Sakhon Nakhon in the northeast and Doi Inthanon, Thailand’s highest mountain, have both recorded subzero temperatures.

Weather Through the Year
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JANUARY

Avg. daytime max: 28°C

Days of rainfall: 2
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FEBRUARY

Avg. daytime max: 29.2°C

Days of rainfall: 2
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MARCH

Avg. daytime max: 30.5°C

Days of rainfall: 4
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APRIL

Avg. daytime max: 31.5°C

Days of rainfall: 7
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MAY

Avg. daytime max: 31°C

Days of rainfall: 16
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JUNE

Avg. daytime max: 30.2°C

Days of rainfall: 16
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JULY

Avg. daytime max: 29.8°C

Days of rainfall: 17
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AUGUST

Avg. daytime max: 29.6°C

Days of rainfall: 20
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SEPTEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 29.3°C

Days of rainfall: 21

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Avg. daytime max: 29°C

Days of rainfall: 18

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 28.9°C

Days of rainfall: 6

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 27.7°C

Days of rainfall: 1





GET PREPARED
FOR THAILAND

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain
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Food stall, Bangkok | SETTAWAT UDOM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Clothes

Light clothes Light, loose-fitting clothes will be most comfortable in the tropical heat. It’s worth bringing one jacket that can double as a raincoat and keep you warm in higher elevations and on air-conditioned buses (or in movie theatres). Bring something smart if you plan on fine dining or clubbing in Bangkok or Phuket. Almost all clothing, including Western brands, is widely available in Thailand and relatively cheap, but finding bigger sizes can be a challenge.

Boots/shoes Flip-flops, known as ‘slippers’ in Thailand, are standard footwear on and off the beach, but wear shoes or trainers for high-end places or if you’re planning on a lot of walking. Bring hiking boots if you’re going trekking.

Hats The tropical sun is intense even when there is cloud cover. Wearing a wide-brimmed hat is a good idea.


Manners

Smile: Thai culture does not value confrontation. Arguing and raising your voice are frowned upon and seen as embarrassing.

Monarchy: Disrespecting the royal family is a criminal offence. Avoid making disparaging comments about royalty and steer clear of discussions about politics.

Relax: Life runs at a different pace in Thailand. So slow down and go with the flow.




READ

[image: jpg]
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A History of Thailand (Chris Baker/Pasuk Phongpaichit; 2009) The best general introduction to the history of Thailand.
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AMAZON ©

Bangkok Wakes to Rain (Pitchaya Sudbanthad; 2019) Acclaimed novel that reveals Bangkok’s past and present.

[image: jpg]

AMAZON ©

Very Thai: Everyday Popular Culture (Philip Cornwel-Smith; 2005) Decode Thai-ness with the help of this fun, informative guide.

[image: jpg]

AMAZON ©

Simple Thai Food: Classic Recipes from the Thai Home Kitchen (Leela Punyaratabandhu; 2014) How to cook Thai classics by a Bangkok native.




Words

Sà-wàt-dee ‘Hello.’ The speaker ends their sentence with kráp (for men) or kâ (for women). Saying kráp or kâ is also the common way to answer ‘yes’ to a question or to show agreement.

Lah gòrn ‘Goodbye.’

Châi/mâi ‘Yes/no.’

Kŏr ‘Please.’

Kòrp kun ‘Thank you.’ Always say kráp or kâ after this.

Kŏr à-pai ‘Excuse me.’ The speaker ends with kráp or kâ.

Kŏr tôht ‘Sorry.’ Use kráp or kâ after this.

Sà-bai dee măi ‘How are you?’ Say ‘sà-bai dee kráp/kâ’ – ‘I’m feeling good’ – as the response. It’s also common to hear ‘sà-bai sà-bai’ as the answer, with ‘sà-bai’ repeated for emphasis.

Kun chêu à-rai ‘What’s your name?’

Pŏm/dì-chăn chêu ‘My name is…’ End with kráp or kâ.

Kun pôot pah-săh ang-grìt dâi măi ‘Do you speak English?’

Pŏm/dì-chăn mâi kôw jai ‘I don’t understand.’ End with kráp or kâ.

Yòo têe năi ‘Where’s…?’

Lée·o sái/kwăh ‘Turn left/right.’

Têe yòo keu à-rai ‘What’s the address?’

Kěe·an long hâi dâi măi ‘Could you please write it down?’

Hâi doo (nai păan têe) dâi măi ‘Can you show me (on the map)?’

Mee hôrng măi ‘Do you have a room?’

Yàhk jà séu ‘I’d like to buy…’

Yàhk jà chow rót mor-đeu-sai ‘I’d like to hire a motorbike.’

Tôw-rai ‘How much is it?’

Paang Þai ‘That’s too expensive.’

Lót rah-kah dâi măi ‘Can you lower the price?’

Pŏm/dì-chăn mâi gin ‘I don’t eat…’ End with kráp or kâ.




WATCH
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Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives (Apichatpong Weerasethakul; 2010; pictured) Cannes winner about ghosts that haunt us.

Last Life in the Universe (Pen-Ek Ratanaruang; 2003) Tale of love and violence in Bangkok.

Pee Mak (Banjong Pisanthanakun; 2013) Smash-hit romantic comedy/horror mash-up.

The Rescue (Elisabeth Chai Vasarhelyi/Jimmy Chin; 2021) Documentary about a football team trapped in a Thai cave.

Bangkok Traffic (Love) Story (Adisorn Tresirikasem; 2009) Romantic comedy mostly set on Bangkok’s Skytrain.




LISTEN

The Sound of Siam: Luk Thung, Jazz & Molam in Thailand 1964–75 (compilation; 2010) Great introduction to Thai country/folk music.

Thailand’s Most Wanted (Thaitanium; 2005) Thaitanium are the original gangsters of Thailand’s booming hip-hop scene.

Made in Thailand (Carabao; 1984) Thailand’s longest-running and best-loved rock band fuses socially conscious lyrics and Western sounds.

Cyantist (Atom Chanakan; 2017) Singer-songwriter who has turned out a string of sweet pop hits.







TRIP PLANNER

BEACHES & ISLANDS


Thailand is blessed with more than 740 beaches, mostly spread across the country’s 1430 islands. Almost all visitors want to feel powdery white sand between their toes and to experience a tropical paradise ringed by translucent turquoise waters. We’ve done the hard work and researched them so you can find your dream beach.
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WHEN TO GO

Peak season on all islands and mainland beaches is December to February. On the Andaman Coast and the islands off the eastern seaboard, crowds start to thin as rainy season (June to October) approaches. But July and August are still busy on the southern gulf islands of Ko Samui, Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Tao, where good weather remains until the monsoon season from October to December.

Most mainland beaches get the monsoon between June and October, except for Ao Khanom, which has similar weather to the southern gulf islands. All beaches get much busier and prices go up on public holidays, especially during Songkran, the Thai New Year, in April.

THE PRICE OF PARADISE

The personality of a beach or island depends a lot on price. On islands where midrange options dominate, there’ll be tour groups, package tourists, rows of beach loungers and umbrellas, plenty of nightlife and big boats offering off-island trips.

Upmarket destinations, like Hat Surin or Ao Bang Thao on Phuket, tend to be quieter, while still offering dining and cocktail options. Ko Kut, off the eastern seaboard, has luxurious resorts on some of Thailand’s most unspoiled beaches, while Ko Samui’s more secluded beaches have high-end resorts.

It is also possible to find budget beach destinations. Hat Khuat (Bottle Beach) on Ko Pha-Ngan, parts of northern Ko Samui, Ko Lanta and Ko Chang, and smaller islands like Ko Phayam and Ko Mak offer rustic accommodation at prices far below those of resorts. These days, though, most budget island digs are hostels.


NIGHTLIFE IN PARADISE – PICK YOUR PARTY LEVEL

Dead Calm Surin and Similan Islands, Laem Son National Park, Hat Pak Meng, Hat Chang Lang, Ko Phra Thong

Flicker of Light Ko Tarutao, Ko Libong, Prachuap Khiri Khan, Ko Wai

There’s a Bar Ko Yao, Ao Khanom

Maybe a Few Bars Hat Khao Lak, Ao Thong Nai Pan (Ko Pha-Ngan), Ko Kut, Ko Mak

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

Beach-Bar Scene Ko Phayam, Railay

Still Going Past Midnight Ko Lanta, Ko Chang, Thong Sala (Ko Pha-Ngan), Ton Sai

Now We’re Rocking Hat Lamai (Ko Samui), Ko Lipe, Ko Samet

What Happened Last Night? Hat Chaweng (Ko Samui), Ko Phi-Phi, Ko Tao

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



CLOSE TO BANGKOK

If you’re pushed for time, there are beach and island destinations close to Bangkok. Ko Samet, just four hours from the capital, has photogenic bays, white-sand beaches and a mostly undeveloped jungle interior (it gets busy at weekends with Bangkokians on beach breaks). Ko Chang, also off the eastern seaboard, can be reached in six hours, about half the time it takes to get to islands further south in the Gulf of Thailand.

Mainland beach destinations within easy reach of Bangkok include package-holiday favourite Pattaya, a two-hour bus ride away. Further south are cheap-and-cheerful Cha-am, more sophisticated Hua Hin and attractive Prachuap Khiri Khan, all just a few hours by train, bus or car.
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IMPACT OF TOURISM

Thailand’s islands and beaches are so popular that tourism infrastructure is often stretched to the limit, especially during the peak winter tourist season (December to February).

Rampant development is increasingly threatening ecosystems as larger hotels and mega resorts have replaced guesthouses and beach huts, Jet Skis buzz across bays, and islands struggle to maintain adequate fresh water supplies and to dispose of waste without negatively impacting the environment. Water pollution and large numbers of visitors can have a harmful effect on coral reefs especially.

Visitors can play their part in reducing the impact of over-tourism.

• Opt for lesser-known islands or beaches such as Ko Kut, Ko Mak and Ko Wai on the eastern seaboard, or Ko Yao Noi, Ko Chang (Ranong) or Ko Phayam on the Andaman Coast.

• Travel out of high season – if you don’t mind a little monsoon rain, the quietest (and cheapest) period on the Andaman Coast is June to October.

• Check the eco-credentials and safety records of tour operators and dive outfits before booking.

• Dispose of garbage carefully.

• Take care when diving and snorkelling. Remember that it is an offence to damage or remove coral in marine parks and make sure that no equipment touches the reef.



FAMILY-FRIENDLY

Almost all Thai islands are family-friendly. Even party destinations like Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Tao have plenty of families on the east-coast beaches, which have shallow bays ideal for kids. On Ko Samui, Hat Chaweng and Hat Lamai draw families, while Hat Kata and Hat Karon on Phuket are popular choices, as are Ko Lanta’s southern beaches.

Ko Chang and nearby Ko Kut and Ko Mak have plenty of family-friendly resorts. On the mainland, Hua Hin is a longtime family favourite with wide, long and safe beaches, while nearby and quiet Prachuap Khiri Khan also attracts families. In Krabi, Hat Noppharat Thara and Railay are sound options.

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 and some of Southeast Asia’s finest dive sites. Ko Chang, Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Kut also have burgeoning dive scenes.

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 coral and fish, and a turtle or shark if you’re lucky. Ko Lipe and Ko Phi-Phi offer better snorkelling, but the most colourful reefs can be found off the Similan Islands and Surin Islands on the Andaman Coast, both easily accessed on day trips from Phuket.
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HIKING, ROCK CLIMBING, KITEBOARDING & SURFING

While some people don’t want to walk further than the beach, a number of islands and mainland beaches offer hikes to waterfalls and viewpoints. Ko Chang, Ko Pha-Ngan and even Phuket have good treks into jungly interiors, while much of Trang’s coastline is part of a national park with loads of wildlife.

Rock-climbers are spoiled for choice on Thailand’s beaches and islands. Railay and Ko Tao are the main climbing hubs, where you can scale crags right above the sea, but Ko Yao Noi also has a growing scene.

Kiteboarders can head to Phuket, Ko Samui and Ko Pha-Ngan, or to Hua Hin on the mainland, while surfers will find the best waves off the west coast of Phuket. Ko Lanta, Ko Phayam and Khao Lak are also modest surf spots.

CULTURE

Phuket Town’s hipster art galleries, cafes, shops and streets lined with pretty Sino-Portuguese architecture are a refreshing cultural break from the island’s beaches. On Ko Samui, the southwest coast’s fishing villages offer a taste of authentic island culture, as does the far northern coast of Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Lanta’s east coast. Some smaller islands, such as Ko Sukorn and Ko Chang (the little one) on the Andaman Coast, are also fine places to experience a more traditional way of life.

Mainland coastal destinations like Trang, Surat Thani, Ao Khanom or Nakhon Si Thammarat see far fewer visitors than the islands and are good spots to sample Thai provincial life. But you can escape resort-land in even the most touristy destinations, if you’re willing to be adventurous and eat at food stalls and markets and be open to interactions with locals.


STAY SAFE

Roads on the islands are often in poor condition and/or poorly constructed and gradients can be very steep. Inexperienced motorcycle drivers should cut their speed and stick to main roads. Always wear a helmet.

Drownings are common. Pay attention to red- and yellow-flag warnings and note that many beaches do not have lifeguards.

Also beware of riptides, which can carry you out to sea. If caught in one, don’t fight it: either swim parallel to the shore to escape the rip tide or wait for it to release you.

Signs on some beaches warn of box jellyfish, so check before swimming. Stings from box jellyfish can be fatal and there have been a few deaths on Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Samui over the last decade.

Watch out for Jet Skis and long-tail boats coming in to the shore when swimming. Do not expect them to see you.
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Best Beaches

Hat Railay West

Framed by limestone karst formations, this crescent of gleaming white sand might be Thailand’s best-looking beach.

Freedom Beach

Phuket’s prettiest beach is a stunning curve of white sand that looks out on to a picturesque bay.

Hat Laem Thong

Ko Phi-Phi’s most exclusive beach, accessible only by long-tail boat, is a delicious arc of white sand.

Hat Chaweng

Ko Samui’s finest and longest strip of sand stretches down the east coast for almost 7km.

Ao Thong Nai Pan Yai

A wide and enticing slice of paradise on Ko Pha-Ngan’s quiet east coast.

Long Beach

The pick of the beaches on Ko Lanta’s west coast and big enough to never feel crowded.

Hat Nadan

Ao Khanom’s standout beach and one of the longest and emptiest in all Thailand.







THE FOOD SCENE


Food is a massive part of Thai identity and the locals are immensely proud of their fiery and flavourful cuisine.
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Street food, Bangkok | FORNSTUDIO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Thailand has it all when it comes to food. Incendiary curries, super seafood, endless rice and noodle dishes, fusion specialities that blend local tastes with those of neighbouring countries, and tropical fruit so luscious that some towns hold festivals in its honour. This bounty is available to everyone, everywhere. You don’t have to walk far in Thailand to find a food stall or simple restaurant offering delicious eats at bargain prices.

Unsurprisingly, Thais spend much of their time eating or thinking about the next meal. Food is central to family and social life, and no gathering is complete without an array of dishes to nibble on. Sharing a meal with the locals is one of the best ways to get to know them.

To experience the full gastronomic glory of Thailand, familiarise yourself with the dishes of its various regions and ethnic groups. But wherever you are in the country, you’ll find the classic dishes that define Thai cuisine. We hope you’re ready to eat.

Curries & Soup

Gaang is often translated as ‘curry’, but it actually describes any dish with lots of liquid and can thus refer to soups as well as the classic chilli-paste-based curries for which Thai cuisine is famous. Typical ingredients used to create that fiery paste include chilli, galangal, lemongrass, kaffir-lime zest, shallots, garlic, shrimp paste and salt, all mashed and pounded together.

Also falling into the soupy category is đôm yam, the famous Thai spicy-and-sour soup. Fuelling the fire beneath đôm yam’s often velvety surface are fresh prík kêe nŏo (tiny chillies) or, alternatively, half a teaspoonful of nám prík pŏw (roasted chilli paste). Lemongrass, kaffir-lime leaves and lime juice give đôm yam its characteristic tang.

Salads

Standing alongside curries in terms of Thai-ness is the ubiquitous yam, a hot and tangy ‘salad’ based around seafood, meat or vegetables. Lime juice provides the tang, while abundant chilli generates the heat.

Most yam are served at room temperature, or just slightly warmed by any cooked ingredients. The dish functions well as part of a meal or on its own as gàp glâam: snack food to accompany a night of boozing.

Rice

To eat in Thailand is to consume rice, and throughout most of the country a meal is not acceptable without this staple. Rice is so central to Thai food culture that the most common term for ‘eat’ is gin kôw (literally, ‘eat rice’) and one of the most common greetings is gin kôw rěu yang? (Have you eaten rice yet?).

Rice is also central to the economy. Thailand is the fifth-largest rice producer in the world, based on the amount of land dedicated to growing rice, and the second-biggest exporter of rice, while rice farmers make up over two-thirds of the people who work in agriculture.
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TROPICAL FRUIT
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Thailand excels in the fruit department. Mangoes (má·môo·ang) alone come in a dozen varieties that are eaten at different stages of ripeness. Other common fruit include pineapple (sàp·þà·rót), papaya (má·lá·gor) and watermelon (đaang moh), all of which are sold from ubiquitous vendor carts and accompanied by a dipping mix of salt, sugar and ground chilli.

Other delicious fruit includes lychee (lín·jèe), longan (lam yai), which resembles a mini-lychee, fragrant mangosteen (mang·kút), the queen of Thai fruit, pomelo (sôm oh), which is like a grapefruit on steroids, and rambutan (ngó), a hairy shell containing sweet translucent flesh. But the most notorious fruit of all is the durian (tú·ree·an), thanks to its intense flavour and pungent odour, which can suggest everything from custard to onions.




Best Thai Dishes

ÐôM YAM

Sour and spicy soup of vegetables, fish, seafood or meat.

PàT TAI

Fried rice noodles with egg, tofu and shrimp (or meat).

GAANG KěE·O WăHN

Known as green curry; features a coconut-milk base.

SôM·đAM

Spicy papaya salad. A northeastern favourite now eaten everywhere.

LâHP

Another northeastern classic: spicy and seasoned minced pork or chicken salad.

KHăO SOI

This northern Thai dish is a rich curry noodle soup.

KôW MòK

Thai version of biryani: golden rice and chicken with a sweet-and-sour dip.

Bà·MèE

Wheat-and-egg noodles served with roast pork and/or crab. A food-stall staple.




VEGETARIANS & VEGANS

Vegetarianism has become more widespread in recent years, and visitors will find vegetarian and vegan eateries in cities and major tourist destinations. But it’s still a minority taste; in 2019, only 8% of Thais identified as vegetarian.

Most restaurants will offer a few vegetarian dishes (although there’s no guarantee that they haven’t been cooked in the same wok as meat).

The phrase ‘I’m vegetarian’ in Thai is pŏm gin jair (for men) or dì·chăn gin jair (for women). Loosely translated, this means ‘I eat only vegetarian food’, which includes no eggs and no dairy products – in other words, total vegan.



Stir-Fries & Deep-Fries

Pàt (stir-fries) were introduced to Thailand by the Chinese, and many cling to their Chinese roots, such as the ubiquitous pàt pàk bûng fai daang (morning glory flash-fried with garlic and chilli).

Tôrt (deep-frying in oil) is mainly reserved for snacks such as glôo·ay tôrt (deep-fried bananas) or þò·þée·a (egg rolls). Exceptions are gài tort (deep-fried chicken), found everywhere, and þlah tôrt (deep-fried fish).

Nám Prík

More home than restaurant food, nám prík are spicy chilli-based dips. Typically eaten with rice, vegetables and herbs, they’re also among the most regional of Thai dishes – you could pinpoint the province you’re in simply by looking at the nám prík on offer.

Fusion Specialities


Thai-Chinese Cuisine

It was most likely Chinese immigrants who introduced the wok and several noodle dishes to Thailand.

Kôw kăh mŏo Ultimate Thai-Chinese one-dish meal: braised pork leg served over rice with greens and a hard-boiled egg.

Kôw man gài Chicken rice, originally from the Chinese island of Hainan, popular across Thailand.

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

Gŏo·ay đěe·o kôoa gài Wide rice noodles fried with egg, chicken, salted squid and garlic oil.

Noodle Dishes

Muslims first visited Thailand in the late 14th century, bringing their cuisine from India and the Middle East.

Gaang mát·sà·màn ‘Muslim curry’ is a rich, mild and sweet coconut-milk-based dish that gets much of its flavour from dried spices.

Sà·đé (satay) Grilled skewers of meat served with a savoury peanut-based dipping sauce, a dish that probably came from Malaysia.

Má·đà·bà Roh·đee (roti) Stuffed with a savoury or sometimes sweet filling and fried until crispy.

Sà·làt kàak Salad combining iceberg lettuce, firm tofu, cucumber, hard-boiled egg and tomato, topped with sweet peanut sauce.
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Local Specialities


Insect Eats

Normally served with soy sauce and pepper.

Bamboo worms (rót dòo·an) Excellent beer snack; good introduction to bug dining.

Silkworms (nhon măi) Soft and mushy; normally fried with kaffir-lime leaves.

Grasshoppers (tak kâ tan) Good and crunchy; remove wings and legs before consuming.

Crickets (jîng reed) Soft centre; remove legs before eating.

Red ant eggs (kài mot daeng) White in colour with a sour, lemony flavour. Often used in salads and omelettes.
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Noodle Dishes

Noodles (gŏo·ay) can be served in a soup or dry and fried.

Gŏo·ay đěe·o lôok chín Common dish: rice noodles in clear broth with pork or fish balls. Choose your noodles, from sên lék (thin) to sên yài (wide).

Pàt see·éw Wide rice noodles fried with pork or chicken and greens.

Gŏo·ay đěe·o kaang Thai-Muslim rice noodles with a curry broth, often garnished with tofu, hard-boiled egg and peanuts.

Kà·nŏm jeen Combines thin rice threads and a mild, curry-like broth. Served with fresh veggies.

Sweet Treats

For breakfast or a snack.

Kŏrng wăhn Literally 'sweet things' such as grated coconut, coconut milk, rice flour, cooked sticky rice, tapioca, mung-bean starch, boiled taro and fruit.

Kà·nŏm Like European pastries. The most popular are bite-sized kôw đôm gà·tí and kôw đôm mát – sticky rice grains steamed with gà·tí (coconut milk) and wrapped in banana-leaf.

Kôw něe·o má·môo·ang Best-known Thai dessert: mango with sweet sticky rice.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Sorn Try the 22-course tasting menu at this Michelin-starred Bangkok restaurant, one of the finest Thai eateries in the world.

Samuay & Sons Udon Thani restaurant offering unique northeastern fusion flavours with all local ingredients.

Kopitiam by Wilai Family-run Phuket Town restaurant that serves local specialities and super southern Thai-style curries.

Khao Soi 100 Years Simple shop-house restaurant in Chiang Rai whose khăo soi is legendary.

Han Thueng Chiang Mai Unpretentious Chiang Mai eatery with delicious and authentic northern Thai food.

Chanthorn Pochana The place in Chanthaburi to try local dishes, some of which feature the town’s famous fruit.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

MARCH

As the weather heats up, Thais turn to cooling dishes like kôw châe: moist chilled rice served with sides of fresh vegetables and deep-fried fish balls. Phetchaburi, where the dish originated, is a great place to try it.
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APRIL

This is the prime time of year for fruit. In April, mangoes, mangosteen, lychees, rambutan, papaya and durian are bursting with juice and flavour.
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AUGUST

Thailand has a multitude of mushrooms (hèt); they’re used in salads, soups and stir-fries. The rainy season is when they burst out of the ground. Head to north and northeast Thailand to find the tastiest.
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DECEMBER

Tamarind is a vital ingredient in Thai cooking, popping up in everything from dôm yam to pàt tai, as well as in chilli pastes. Tamarinds can be either sweet or sour and this is the best month for them.
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THE OUTDOORS


Whether it’s hiking the mountains of the north, rafting through the jungle or cycling the plains, Thailand is a magnificent place for outdoor adventures.
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Thailand is so associated with dreamy beaches that it’s easy to forget just how dramatic its other landscapes are, and how well they lend themselves to everything from biking to white-water rafting. There are mountains riddled with rivers and caves in the north, and thick jungle teeming with wildlife in the west, while almost one-third of the country is now made up of national parks and protected areas, so it’s never been easier to access all that beauty.

Cycling

Thailand’s road network is the most developed in Southeast Asia, making cycling a great option for exploring the country in a sustainable way. An increasing number of Thais are biking these days, so there are plenty of bicycle rentals and bike shops around the country, as well as many bicycle tour operators. And if you get tired of cycling, buses, trains and planes will transport bikes for a small fee.

The ancient and flat cities of Ayuthaya and Sukhothai are perfect for exploration by bike, as are Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai and the riverine islands of Bang Kachao and Ko Kret close to Bangkok. Some islands and coastal areas, such as Ko Tarutao and Hua Hin, have biking paths. Serious mountain bikers should head to Chiang Mai Province for trails galore. Early mornings are often the best time to take to the roads, when the traffic is light and before it gets too hot.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Visit Asia’s first jungle water park, Vana Nava Water Jungle,with epic rides in a tropical and safe setting.

Spend a day observing and walking with the elephants at Chai Lai Orchid outside Chiang Mai.

Kayak the gentle waters of Ang Thong Marine National Park before monkey-spotting on the islands.

Glide above the jungle on the ziplines at Tree Top Adventure Park in Ko Chang; safe for kids over eight years old.

Bike around Bangkok’s green lung Bang Kachao, exploring the botanical gardens and looking out for giant monitor lizards.

Make the family-friendly trek to Nam Tok Pha Suea in remote Mae Hong Son.



Rafting

Hiking through the jungle and mountains during the rainy season (June to October) is a test, but it’s the best time of year to take to the rushing rivers of northern Thailand. White-water rafting is a serious adrenaline blast and there are many places to experience it, whether you’re a rookie or a veteran rafter.

Mountain town Pai is one of few places where you can raft year-round on rapids that vary from class I to class IV. Alternatively, make for Nan, northern Thailand’s least-visited province, where the Mae Nam Nan Wa offers the most exciting and challenging white-water rafting anywhere in the country. If you’re in southern Thailand, it’s also possible to raft rapids in Krabi and Phang-Nga.
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Trekking

Thailand has some of the best trekking in Southeast Asia. Not only is the scenery spectacular, but there are also plenty of guides and trekking companies to make sure you don’t get lost in the mountains. Chiang Mai is the jumping-off point for hikes to Doi Inthanon, Thailand’s highest peak, where there are numerous trails to follow, and the little-visited hills of Chiang Dao.

Further north, Mae Hong Son and Chiang Rai are the starting line for treks into steep, forest-covered mountains that are home to remote ethnic minority villages, rivers and waterfalls. Make sure you organise your trek with an ethical and sustainable operator.

If you don’t have the time or energy for a multiday trek, head to one of Thailand’s 156 national parks, which all offer relatively easy nature trails to ramble along. There are also good hiking opportunities on the bigger islands, Ko Chang and Phuket in particular.


More Outdoor Fun

BIRD-WATCHING

Thailand is a twitcher's paradise. Kaeng Krachan National Park near Phetchaburi is the top spot.

GOLF

There’s crazy golf at Pai Bamboo Mini Golf or head to the Royal Hua Hin Golf Club for a serious round.

KAYAKING

Explore Ko Chang’s mangroves with Salak Kok Kayak Station or paddle karst formations at Ao Phang-Nga National Park.

KITEBOARDING

Hua Hin on the mainland or Ko Samui and Ko Pha-Ngan are the places with favourable winds.

ROCK CLIMBING

Get involved in Thailand’s booming rock-climbing scene at Railay or Ko Tao.

SURFING

There’s good surf on the Eastern Seaboard. Chanthaburi has a growing scene.

ZIPLINING

Soar through the air at Jungle Flight outside Chiang Mai, where there are numerous other ziplines, too.





ACTION AREAS


Where to find Thailand’s best outdoor activities.
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THAILAND

THE GUIDE


Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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BANGKOK & AROUND
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SOUTHEAST ASIA’S MOST SEDUCTIVE CAPITAL


An intoxicating mix of the exotic and familiar, Bangkok wows visitors with a unique energy that fuses traditional Thai culture with cutting-edge global trends.
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There’s no better introduction to Thailand than Bangkok. From the moment you experience that first blast of steamy heat, this vast metropolis is an alluring assault on the senses that most visitors happily succumb to.

Known to locals as Krung Thep, or City of Angels, Bangkok is a relatively new capital – founded in 1782 as a modest trading post on the Chao Phraya River that bisects Bangkok – but this is where the story of modern Thailand began and many of the country’s defining moments occurred here.

Sultry and sprawling, Bangkok appears at first as a city of unresolvable contradictions. Ornate royal palaces and glittering, golden-spired temples sit alongside megamalls and neon-lit nightlife zones, while sophisticated cocktail bars perch atop skyscrapers that tower over street-side markets and bustling food stalls. Bangkok is all about striking contrasts, but head down any of the thousands of streets and alleys that wriggle away from the major roads and you’ll find a more traditional and slower-paced way of life.

Food is an obsession for the locals and Bangkok has some of the planet’s finest restaurants. Many of the most memorable eating experiences, though, can be found at food stands on the street for a price that anyone can afford. For adventurous foodies who don’t need a white tablecloth, Bangkok is perhaps the best dining destination of all.

Bangkok also has a claim to being the world’s spa and massage capital, and getting yourself pampered is an essential part of any visit. You can also shop till you drop at the giant Chatuchak Weekend Market or in the atmospheric streets of Chinatown. Arts and culture are less of a priority, but there are some decent art galleries, as well as a healthy live music and LGBTIQ+ scene, and dance clubs and bars to suit all tastes.

Parks provide some much-needed green space, and act as a playground for huge monitor lizards, but in easy day-trip distance of Bangkok are canal-side villages and floating markets, riverine islands and any number of temples to explore. Trust us, you won’t be bored here.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Ko Ratanakosin & Thonburi

Royal palace and temples.

Banglamphu

Bangkok’s backpacker hub.

Thewet & Dusit

Riverfront dining.

Chinatown

Food, nightlife and markets.

Riverside, Silom & Lumphini

Sky bars, galleries and cruises.

Siam Square, Pratunam, Phloen Cvhit & Ratchathewi

Shopping and food.

Thanon Sukhumvit

Massage, nightlife and shopping.

Northern Bangkok

Shopping and kids’ activities.

Around Bangkok

Floating markets and riverine islands.



Find Your Way


Bangkok is a huge, spread-out city, but the metro and Skytrain systems, as well as river ferries, make it easy to navigate. Taxis are plentiful and a bargain by Western standards. Buses are even cheaper, but traffic jams, especially in the morning and evening rush hours, make for slow journeys.
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Plan Your Days


You could spend weeks exploring Bangkok, but we’ve picked out some of the very best highlights if time is tight. Start your day with a food-stall breakfast and then get going.
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Day 1

Morning

• Tour Wat Phra Kaew, making sure you see the tiny but incredibly ornate Emerald Buddha, and the Grand Palace, before hopping a ferry across the Chao Phraya River to historic Wat Arun.

Afternoon

• Check out the massive Reclining Buddha at Wat Pho and then stay on for a relaxing massage at Wat Pho’s massage pavilion. Alternatively, climb the winding stairs to the summit of the Golden Mount for 360-degree vistas of Bangkok.

Evening

• After dinner at Saawaan, head to Sky Bar, the quintessential Bangkok rooftop bar, for cocktails and stunning city views.




Day 2

Morning

• If it’s the weekend make tracks for the massive Chatuchak Weekend Market, one of the world’s largest open-air markets, where you can buy almost anything you can possibly imagine.

Afternoon

• If you’re not still shopping, head to Jim Thompson House, where the jungly compound hosts a beguiling array of traditional Thai architecture.

Evening

• Try the open-air restaurants on Thanon Phadungdao in Chinatown, where you’ll also find hipster bars and jazz. Alternatively, grab a Thai food-themed cocktail at Lost in Thaislation, one of many fine bars on and off Thanon Sukhumvit.




Day 3

Morning

• Make an early start and hit the floating markets at Tha Kha or Amphawa. You could also cruise around Thonburi’s canals, or hire a bike for a leisurely spin around laid-back Bang Kachao, a riverine island known as Bangkok’s ‘green lung’.

Afternoon

• Get pampered at Health Land spa or there’s yoga at Absolute You.

Evening

• Brave the SkyWalk for unparalleled citywide views and then check out a band at Speaker Box or catch a few bouts of moo·ay tai (Thai boxing) at Rajadamnern Stadium.



You’ll Also Want To…

Bangkok street life is endlessly fascinating, but there are also cooking classes, art galleries, museums and nightclubs to explore.

TAKE A COOKING CLASS

Learn how to rustle up Thai dishes at Cooking with Poo & Friends or Silom Thai Cooking School.
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GO CLUBBING BANGKOK STYLE

Head to Sing Sing Theatre or Beam to experience Thai-style nightclubbing.
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UNDERSTAND THAI CULTURE

Visit the Museum of Siam for a fun and interactive introduction to what it means to be Thai.
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CRUISE THE CHAO PHRAYA

Dine in style as you navigate the Chao Phraya River at night on a Manohra Cruise.
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EXPERIENCE FINE DINING

Le Du and Sorn are two Michelin-starred Bangkok restaurants regarded as among the world’s best.
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EXPLORE BANGKOK’S ART

Take the pulse of Bangkok’s thriving art scene at MOCA or Subhashok the Arts Centre.
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SPLASH AROUND

Cool off at Siam Amazing Park, an amusement and water park with the world’s largest wave pool.
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KO RATANAKOSIN & THONBURI

HISTORIC HEART OF BANGKOK


Ko Ratanakosin and Thonburi are where Bangkok was born. These historic neighbourhoods, separated by the Chao Phraya River, are home to the capital’s most significant sights, including temples, palaces and museums. Island Ko Ratanakosin, bordered by the Chao Phraya to the west and canals to the east, became the capital of then-Siam in 1782. Wat Pho and Wat Phra Kaew are among Thailand’s most important religious sites, while the imposing Grand Palace is a symbol of the monarchy’s ongoing power. Residential Thonburi, opposite Ko Ratanakosin on the Chao Phraya’s western bank, is intersected by canals. But the iconic spire of Wat Arun rises above the spot where the city that would become Bangkok was founded, and some quirky museums are tucked away in the sleepy streets.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Grand Palace

2 Wat Pho

3 Wat Phra Kaew

SIGHTS

4 Amulet Market

5 Khlong Bangkok Noi

6 Khlong Bangkok Yai

7 Khlong Mon

8 Museum of Siam

9 National Museum

10 Royal Barges National Museum

11 Siriraj Medical Museum

12 Wat Arun

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

13 Wat Pho Thai Traditional Massage School




TOP TIP

The easiest, cheapest and most scenic way to move between the various sights is to catch one of the many passenger boats or ferries that head north or south along the Chao Phraya, calling at piers on both banks of the river. There are also frequent cross-river ferries.



Wat Pho

BANGKOK’S BIGGEST BUDDHA

Wat Pho covers eight hectares and needs to because this sprawling compound is home to the magnificent Reclining Buddha, the biggest in Bangkok. It also hosts the largest collection of Buddha images in Thailand, the country’s first centre for public education and 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 absolute highlight is the giant Reclining Buddha, which seems too big for the pavilion that houses it on the western edge of the complex. A common public ritual at the temple of the Reclining Buddha is to donate coins (representing alms) in a series of metal bowls placed in a long row to the rear of the Buddha statue. If you don’t have enough coins on you, an attendant will exchange bigger denominations for loose change.

Shoes must be taken off to enter the temple. You’ll be given a plastic bag at the entrance, in which you place your shoes and carry them with you during your visit. Once outside, deposit the (reusable) bags in a collection vat. Wat Pho is open daily from 8am to 6pm (200B). Dress in long skirts/trousers and sleeved shirts when you visit.
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WAT PHO MASSAGE

Wat Pho Thai Traditional Massage School is the most famous centre for massage training in Thailand. Located just outside Wat Pho, the school teaches all aspects of Thai massage and offers courses ranging from 30 hours over five days to 200 hours spread over four weeks, with prices between 15,000B and 53,000B.

Inside Wat Pho, at the eastern edge of the compound, is a massage pavilion where weary travellers can have their aches and pains eased. Prices start at 320B for a 30-minute foot massage.
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Siriraj Medical Museum

MEDICINE AND MURDER

This museum is dedicated to anatomy, pathology and forensic sciences, and has gruesome and macabre exhibits ranging from mummified cadavers, two-headed fetuses and cancer-riddled human organs to various appendages, murder weapons and grisly crime-scene evidence. Despite that, the museum is popular, and not just with medical students. Its most infamous exhibit – the preserved body of a 1950s serial child killer and cannibal – was removed and cremated in 2020 after complaints. It’s open Wednesday to Sunday from 10am to 4pm (200B).

Royal Barges National Museum

BOATS FIT FOR A KING

The royal barges are sleek and ornate vessels used in ceremonial processions, a tradition that dates back to the Ayuthaya era, when travel (for both commoners and royals) was by boat. When not in use, the barges are on display or under renovation at this Thonburi museum tucked away down a winding alley close to the entrance to a naval base: look for the sign. The most convenient way to get here is by motorcycle taxi from Phra Pin Klao Bridge Pier (ask the driver to go to reu·a prá têe nâng). The museum is open Monday to Sunday from 9am to 5pm.
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National Museum

HISTORY AND ART

Thailand’s National Museum has an impressive collection, mostly housed in what was once the palace of Rama I’s viceroy, Prince Wang Na. Rama V turned the palace, parts of which dates to 1782, into a museum in 1874, and today three permanent exhibitions are spread out over several buildings. The main exhibition, Gallery of Thai History – Archaeology, features some of the country’s most beautiful Buddha images and sculptures of Hindu gods. Also interesting is the Gallery of Thai Traditional Arts, with everything from handicrafts and textiles to puppets and royal regalia. English-speaking guides can be booked in advance. It’s open Wednesday to Sunday from 8.30am to 4pm (200B).
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TOP SIGHT
Wat Phra Kaew & Grand Palace


This architecturally awesome 1783 temple complex is the spiritual core of Thai Buddhism and the monarchy, symbolically united in the country’s most holy image, the Emerald Buddha. The attached former royal residence, the Grand Palace, is still used on important occasions. Both tourists and devout Buddhists flock here.
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Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Emerald Buddha

Just 66cm tall, the Emerald Buddha is the most sacred object in Thailand and the very symbol of the kingdom. At first, you might fail to spot the diminutive image sitting high above the pilgrims and worshippers who crowd out the Ordination Hall that houses it. Crafted out of semi-precious green jasper (rather than emerald), the Emerald Buddha first appeared on record in 15th-century Chiang Rai in northern Thailand and, stylistically, seems to belong to Thai artistic periods of the 13th to 14th centuries.

Because of its royal status the Emerald Buddha is ceremoniously draped in monastic robes. There are three royal robes – for the hot, rainy and cool seasons – and they are still solemnly changed by the king at the beginning of each season.


DON’T MISS

Emerald Buddha

Ordination Hall

Ramakian Murals

Mythical Beings

Chakri Mahaprasat

Dusit Hall

Borombhiman Hall



Bòht (Ordination Hall)

The spectacular ornamentation of the Ordination Hall, both inside and out, does a good job of distracting visitors from paying their respects to the Emerald Buddha it’s home to. Check out the gold leaf and glass mosaics that adorn the exterior walls and the coloured glazed tiles of the roof, while the interior of the hall is covered in painted murals depicting scenes from the Buddha’s life.

Ramakian Murals

Lining the walls of the 2km-long cloister that defines the perimeter of the complex are 178 wonderfully vivid and intricate murals depicting the entire Ramakian, the Thai interpretation of the Indian and Hindu epic Ramayana.

The murals begin at the north gate and move clockwise around the compound, telling how the hero Rama (the green-faced character) joins forces with Hanuman, the monkey king (depicted as the white monkey), to rescue his bride Sita (the beautiful topless maiden) after she’s kidnapped by the evil king Ravana (the character with many arms and faces). Battles and intrigue follow until it all ends happily.

Mythical Beings

Every entrance to Wat Phra Kaew is guarded by a pair of giant Yaksha, ogre-like attendants who are commonly seen standing watch over Buddhist temples in Thailand. Other mythical beings to look out for here are the graceful Kinaree, half-swan and half-woman creatures, and grimacing Hanuman, mischievous monkey-like deities.


ROYAL HAREM

Until Rama VI ended the practice of polygamy, Thai kings housed harems in the inner palace, guarded by female sentries. The intrigue of this cloistered community was fictionalised in the 1953 novel Four Reigns by Kukrit Pramoj, a great-grandson of Rama II. His former residence MR Kukrit Pramoj House is now a museum.



Chakri Mahaprasat

Just to the west of the temple complex is the Grand Palace, a compound of over 100 buildings. Only four are open to the public, the most impressive of which is the triple-winged Chakri Mahaprasat, or Grand Palace Hall, a striking blend of Italian Renaissance and traditional Thai architecture.

Dusit Hall

The Cruciform Dusit Hall, built in traditional Thai style, is one of the more elegant palace buildings. Once a venue for royal audiences, the hall is now where the king and members of the royal family lie in state ahead of their funerals. Look out for the mother-of-pearl throne close to the centre of the hall.

Borombhiman Hall

At the eastern end of the complex, Borombhiman Hall is a French-inspired neo-renaissance structure that was the most modern building in the Grand Palace when it was completed in 1903. It served as Rama VI’s residence until 1925. Today, visiting heads of state sometimes stay here and it can only be viewed through its iron gates.


TOP TIPS

• Get here at opening time to avoid crowds and midday heat.

• Wear long skirts/trousers and sleeved shirts.

• Buy tickets online at least 24 hours before your visit.

• English-speaking guides can be hired at the ticket kiosk. Audio guides in a number of languages are also available.

• While there’s always a crush of people in and around the Ordination Hall and the Emerald Buddha, the cloisters that contain the Ramakian Murals are mercifully quiet and shady.

• There are accessible toilets for people with disability and free wheelchairs.
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MORE IN KO RATANAKOSIN & THONBURI

The Birthplace of Bangkok

LIVING HISTORY AT WAT ARUN

Wat Arun, one of Bangkok’s most iconic and distinctive structures, stands on the spot of a former shrine where King Taksin ceremoniously clinched control of then-Siam after the fall of Ayuthaya. King Taksin established a royal palace and temple to house the Emerald Buddha, naming it after Aruna – the Indian god of dawn – and in honour of the literal and symbolic founding of a new Ayuthaya. Both the palace and the Emerald Buddha were shifted across the river to Ko Ratanakosin soon after, but Wat Arun has a claim as the birthplace of Bangkok.

The temple’s magnificent 82m-high þrahng (Khmer-style tower) can be spotted from afar as it looms over the Chao Phraya, but it was added long after the temple was founded. Construction was started during the first half of the 19th century by Rama II (whose ashes are interred here) and later completed by Rama III. Very steep stairs lead to the top, from where there are amazing views of the river and the surrounding area.

Up close you’ll see the fabulously ornate floral mosaics made from broken, multihued Chinese porcelain, a common temple ornamentation in the early Ratanakosin period, when Chinese ships calling at Bangkok’s port discarded tonnes of old porcelain used as ballast. The main Buddha image at the temple is said to have been designed by Rama II, while the impressive murals date from the late 19th century and the reign of Rama V.

Visitors should wear long skirts/trousers and sleeved shirts. Wat Arun is open daily from 8am to 6pm (100B).
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BEST HOTELS IN KO RATANAKOSIN

Royal Thatien Village

Solid budget option spread over two converted shop houses and close to all the big-hitter sights. $

Arun Residence

Super views of Wat Arun from the cosy rooms at this riverside wooden home. Book ahead. $$$

Chakrabongse Villas

Reserve in advance for these luxurious rooms in a riverside compound with a fine garden. $$$

Sala Rattanakosin

Fashion-conscious shop-house conversion features modernist, light-filled rooms with vast windows and great river views. $$$



WHERE TO DRINK IN KO RATANAKOSIN & THEWET

Rooftop

Perched atop the Sala Rattanakosin hotel, come for stunning sunset views of Wat Arun.

Amorosa

A 5th-floor bar in the Arun Residence that’s fine for river views and also does food.

Post Bar

Shop-house bar in Thewet with a retro feel, gentle live music and a mostly local clientele.

A Thoroughly Modern Museum

EXPLORE THAI IDENTITY AT THE MUSEUM OF SIAM

The Museum of Siam is perhaps the most fun and informative museum experience in Bangkok. Housed in a handsome, Italian-designed neo-classical building that was once the Ministry of Commerce, it was founded in 2007 with the noble purpose of exploring the national identity and culture of Thailand, with a particular focus on making that engaging and accessible to young people.

With a motto of Play and Learn = Joy, the museum steers away from the usual collections of exhibits behind glass and instead employs a variety of media to present the origins and development of ‘Thainess’ in a series of ingenious interactive galleries. Equally refreshing is the fact that the various galleries strive to be balanced, rather than overtly nationalistic, as they ponder what it is to be Thai and reveal the often multicultural and transnational roots of Thai culture.

Visitors walk through a series of rooms that explore how the clothing, customs and cuisine of Thailand have developed. Exhibits also cover architecture, music, Thai TV, pop culture, religion, ethnic minorities, Thailand’s relationship with its neighbours (and their influence on the kingdom) and the impact of Western ideas and technology on Thailand. There’s also a typical Thai shop and kitchen. It all adds up to a highly satisfying and worthwhile trawl through Thai identity, and one that won’t bore the kids. Audio guides are available and the museum (100B) is open Tuesday to Sunday from 10am to 6pm.

Take-Home Talismans

FIND A BUDDHIST CHARM AT AMULET MARKET

Amulets – Buddhist talismans that bring good luck and offer spiritual protection from the slings and arrows of everyday life – are big business in Thailand, with the rarest fetching astronomical prices of over US$1 million. Visitors will spot amulets dangling from the necks of all sorts of people, both young and old, but they’re especially prized by devout Buddhists and workers in dangerous professions: many motorcycle-taxi drivers wear them.

Bangkok’s Amulet Market (open daily from 7am to 5pm) offers the chance to delve into the arcane world of amulets and the obsessives who collect them, and is a prime people-watching spot. The market claims both the footpaths along Th Maha Rat and Th Phra Chan, as well as a dense network of covered market stalls that run south from Phra Chan Pier.

Potential buyers, often already sporting many amulets, can be seen bargaining – there are no prices on display – and examining the amulets through magnifying glasses (the sign of the serious collector). Perhaps unsurprisingly, the collectors are mostly men, although the majority of vendors are women.

The amulets themselves are usually miniature Buddha statues enclosed in a locket with a glass front and back. But some feature images of famous monks or even contain human parts, such as a lock of hair from a monk renowned for being especially holy. All must have been blessed by a senior monk to provide the spiritual protection buyers covet. For nonbelievers, they make great souvenirs.
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SOUTHERN THAI FOOD IN THONBURI

The area around Siriraj Hospital in Thonburi is a great place to sample southern Thai food, the theory being that the cuisine took root here because the nearby train station served southern destinations. Between Soi 8 and Soi 13 of Th Wang Lang in particular, there is a knot of authentic, southern Thai-style curry shops such as Dao Tai and Ruam Tai. The food – curries, soups, stir-fries and relishes – is all on display: just point to whatever looks tasty. Also worth a visit is Anwa Chachak Yahya Roti, run by ethnic Malays from Thailand’s Deep South, which has wonderful beef or oxtail soup, as well as delicious biryanis.



WHERE TO FIND MARKETS IN KO RATANAKOSIN & THONBURI

Trok Mor Morning Market

This busy market (open 5am to 10am) is one of the oldest in Bangkok. A great place for breakfast.

Tha Tien Market

Bangkok’s original market dates to the 18th century. Some souvenirs, but mainly seafood products.

Wang Lang Market

Find clothes, footwear and accessories at this Thonburi market surrounded by excellent food choices.


BANGKOK TONGUE TWISTER

When the royal district of Ko Ratanakosin was completed in 1785, the capital of the then Siam was named Krungthep Mahanakhon Amonratanakosin Mahintara Ayuthaya Mahadilok Popnopparat Ratchathani Burirom Udomratchaniwet Mahasathan Amonpiman Avatansathit Sakkathattiya Witsanukamprasit. This lexical feat translates roughly as: ‘Great City of Angels, the Repository of Divine Gems, the Great Land Unconquerable, the Grand and Prominent Realm, the Royal and Delightful Capital City full of Nine Noble Gems, the Highest Royal Dwelling and Grand Palace, the Divine Shelter and Living Place of Reincarnated Spirits’.

Understandably, foreign traders continued to call it Bang Makok, then eventually Bangkok. Today, locals use a shortened version of the official name: Krung Thep (City of Angels).



WHERE TO GO TO THE THEATRE IN BANGKOK

Sala Chalermkrung Royal Theatre

Traditional performances at Bangkok’s most prestigious theatre, an Art Deco landmark.

Thailand Cultural Centre

Theatre shows, but also hosts the Bangkok City Ballet and Royal Bangkok Symphony Orchestra.

M Theatre

A rare venue in Bangkok for modern drama, with productions of Thai and foreign plays.



Ko Ratanakosin Walking Tour
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Stroll historic Bangkok on this 4km walk. The bulk of Bangkok’s essential sights are in Ko Ratanakosin, Bangkok’s original district that’s inextricably linked to the monarchy. Start early to avoid the heat and dress modestly for temples.

Start at 1 Chang Pier. Follow Th Na Phra Lan east, with a quick diversion to 2 Silpakorn University, Thailand’s premier fine-arts and architecture university. Continue east to the main gate into the 3 Grand Palace, which shares its compound with the hallowed Wat Phra Kaew temple, consecrated to the Emerald Buddha.

Return to Th Maha Rat and proceed north, through an enclave of herbal apothecaries and footpath amulet sellers. On your right is 4 Wat Mahathat, one of Thailand’s most-renowned Buddhist universities. Turn left into narrow Trok Maha That for great people-watching at the intriguing 5 Amulet Market. Winding north through the market, Buddhist talismans give way to food vendors before you reach 6 Thammasat University, known for its law and political-science departments.

Exit at Phra Chan Pier, cross Th Na Phra That and continue east to 7 Sanam Luang, the ‘Royal Field’ but also a park. Cross the park and continue south along Th Ratchadamnoen Nai to the home of Bangkok’s city pillar shrine, 8 Lak Meuang.

Head south along Th Sanam Chai and turn right onto Th Thai Wang to reach the entrance of 9 Wat Pho, home of the giant Reclining Buddha. You could stop here and enjoy a well-deserved foot massage from Wat Pho’s expert masseuses. Alternatively, catch the cross-river ferry from adjacent Tien Pier to 10 Wat Arun for great views along the Chao Phraya.



Ticket to Ride

CRUISING BANGKOK’S WATERWAYS

Touring the canals or khlong (also spelt klorng) that branch off the Chao Phraya River in a long-tail boat is a great way to see parts of Bangkok that you might otherwise miss, and in doing so you’re experiencing the city in the way that it was originally designed to be navigated. Bangkok was once the Venice of the East: a city criss-crossed by thousands of canals rather than streets. Many of those canals have since been paved over to form the road network but, even now, thousands of locals still commute to work on canal taxi boats.

Today, it’s the canals and tributaries of Thonburi that offer the most authentic glimpse of the watery Bangkok of yesteryear, with a motley fleet of vessels ranging from canoes to rice barges plying their waters. Note how the homes, shops and temples that line the canals are built on stilts with their front doors opening canal side.

Thonburi canal tours usually take in Khlong Bangkok Noi, which is lined with greenery and historic temples, the smaller and largely residential Khlong Mon, and Khlong Bangkok Yai, where you’ll spot both temples and markets. Some tours stop at the Royal Barges National Museum and Wat Arun as well. On weekends, there’s also the option of visiting the Taling Chan Floating Market.

Long-tail boats can be chartered during the day at most central piers along the Chao Phraya River. A two-hour tour will cost around 4000B for a group of two to four people. Alternatively, Pandan Tour (thaicanaltour.com) offers a variety of day-long canal tours.


FLOATING MARKETS

Weekend canal tours often take in Taling Chan Floating Market in Thonburi, but for a less-visited market consider heading to Tha Kha Floating Market in Samut Songkhram.




DRESS FOR SUCCESS

Many of Bangkok’s biggest tourist attractions are in fact sacred places, and visitors should dress and behave appropriately. In particular, at Wat Phra Kaew and the Grand Palace, you won’t be allowed to enter unless you’re well covered. Shorts, sleeveless shirts, spaghetti-strap tops, cropped pants – basically anything that reveals more than your lower arms and head – are not permitted. Those who aren’t dressed correctly can expect to be shown into a dressing room and issued with a sarong before being allowed in, or pointed to a nearby stall where suitable clothing can be purchased.



WHERE TO EAT IN KO RATANAKOSIN & THONBURI

Tonkin Annam

Long-standing, retro shop-house restaurant that serves some of the best Vietnamese food in Bangkok. $$

Savoey

Reliable riverside restaurant with fine views that offers Thai classics and is strong on seafood. $$

Wang Lang Market

Busy market on the Thonburi side of the river with street stalls and hole-in-the-wall restaurants. $



BANGLAMPHU

TRADITIONAL BANGKOK AND A BACKPACKER HAVEN


Banglamphu lies just to the north of Ko Ratanakosin and is bounded in the west by the Chao Phraya River. It’s a largely low-key neighbourhood whose appeal is that it still retains the look and feel of the Bangkok of 50 years ago. The leafy lanes are lined with shop houses – where the ground floor is given over to family-run businesses and the upper floors are for living – markets, historic temples and many food vendors (it’s perhaps Bangkok’s best district for street food).

But Banglamphu is also home to Th Khao San, the world’s most famous backpacker enclave. For many travellers the area is their introduction to Thailand and, thankfully, Khao San has matured since the days when seedy crashpads and bars predominated. Now both the accommodation and nightlife is more sophisticated, featuring some of the finest live-music venues in Bangkok, and increasing numbers of locals come to check it out.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Thanon Khao San

2 Wat Saket & the Golden Mount

3 Wat Suthat

SIGHTS

4 Giant Swing

5 Wat Bowonniwet

6 Wat Ratchanatdaram

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7 Jaroenthong Muay Thai Gym

ENTERTAINMENT

8 Rajadamnern Stadium




TOP TIP

Banglamphu isn’t particularly well-served by public transport. The MRT metro system skirts the southern edge of the district, while passenger boats and ferries chug along the Chao Phraya to the west, but otherwise visitors must walk or hop a motorcycle taxi to get around.



Golden Mount

BANGKOK’S HIGHEST TEMPLE

Even if you’re wát-ed out, you should tackle the brisk ascent to the Golden Mount. Serpentine steps wind through an artificial hill shaded by gnarled trees, some of which are signed in English, and past graves and pictures of wealthy benefactors. At the peak, you’ll find a stupa and a breezy 360-degree view of Bangkok’s most photogenic side. It gets busy at sunset.

The hill was created when a large stupa, under construction by Rama III, collapsed because the soft soil beneath would not support it. The resulting mud-and-brick hill was left to sprout weeds until Rama IV built a small stupa on its crest. Rama V later added to the structure and housed a Buddha relic from India (given to him by the British government) in the stupa. The concrete walls were added during WWII to prevent the hill from eroding.

In November there’s a festival in the grounds that includes an enchanting candlelight procession up the Golden Mount. Locals also flock here to celebrate the Loi Krathong festival, also in November. A few cafes and food stalls are scattered around the base of the hill. The temple is open daily 7.30am to 7pm (100B).
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WAT SAKET

Technically, the Golden Mount is part of Wat Saket, which sits immediately east of the hill. The temple predates Bangkok, but was extensively remodelled by Rama I. He also renamed it after he stopped here to bathe and wash his hair: Saket translates as ‘wash hair’. The temple contains murals that are among the most beautiful in the country. Proceed directly to the pillar behind the Buddha statue, however, for some rather explicit depictions of Buddhist hell.



Wat Suthat

ANCIENT BRONZE BUDDHA

Wat Suthat occupies a large chunk of the south of Banglamphu – the walled compound covers 4 hectares – and is one of the most important Buddhist temples in Bangkok. An indication of its status is that of the 41,000-plus temples in Thailand, Wat Suthat it is one of only 26 to hold the highest royal temple grade. Construction started in 1807 under Rama I, but it was another 40 years before the temple was completed. It looks especially impressive when it is lit up at night.

Inside the wí·hăhn (sanctuary for a Buddha sculpture) are intricate Jataka (stories of the Buddha) murals and the superb 8m-high Phra Si Sakayamuni, Thailand’s largest surviving Sukhothai-period bronze, cast in the former capital of Sukhothai in the 14th century. The ashes of Rama VIII are contained in the base of the image. Outside the wí·hăhn are 28 Chinese pagodas made of stone, which represent the 28 Buddhas born on earth. There’s also a big and impressive ordination hall.

Visitors should wear long skirts/trousers and long-sleeved tops. The temple is open daily from 8.30am to 8pm (100B).
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THE GIANT SWING

Directly opposite the main gate of Wat Suthat is the unmissable Giant Swing, a 30m-high teakwood swing that predates Wat Suthat and was once used in Hindu Brahmin ceremonies (Thailand’s most important Hindu temple is just across the road from the swing). Young men would compete to swing high enough to grab a bag of gold coins suspended from a pole, sometimes reaching heights of 20m or more. The ceremony was stopped in 1935 after a series of deaths.




GIANT SWING RELICS

The Giant Swing’s wooden pillars have been extensively refurbished and rebuilt since it was first erected in 1784, most recently in 2006. The teak timbers of the original swing are preserved in the National Museum.



Wat Bowonniwet

MONKS AND MONARCHS

Also known as Wat Bowon, 1826 Wat Bowonniwet is the national headquarters for the Thammayut monastic order, which started as a 19th-century Thai Buddhism reform movement. The temple has a strong connection with the monarchy – the ashes of Rama VI and Rama IX are enshrined here. Because of its high royal status, visitors must dress properly for admittance. Noteworthy murals in the bòht (ordination hall) include Thai depictions of early-19th-century Western life (possibly copied from magazine illustrations). The bòht also has a Sukhothai-period bronze Buddha.

Rama IV set out to be a scholar, not a king. He founded the Thammayut sect and began the royal tradition of ordination Wat Bowon, and was the abbot for several years. Rama IX and Rama X, and other royal males, were ordained as monks here.
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Wat Rachanatdaram

THE IRON TEMPLE

This temple was built for Rama III in the 1840s, and its unique design is said to derive from metal temples built in India and Sri Lanka more than 2000 years ago. The temple has five towers, three of which feature black iron spires, while there are 37 golden spires to represent the 37 virtues required to reach enlightenment.

Unsurprisingly, the temple is colloquially referred to by the moniker loha prasat, which translates as ‘iron castle’. At the back of the compound, behind the formal gardens, is a well-known market selling prá krêu·ang (Buddhist amulets).
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MORE IN BANGLAMPHU

Bangkok’s Backpacker Hub

FOLLOW IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF BACKPACKERS PAST

Th Khao San is perhaps the most high-profile product of the age of independent travel: a 400m-long street that gives its name to the most famous backpacker enclave in the world. Even if you’re not staying in the area, many travellers come to join the party or to see why Khao San has been immortalised in books and movies.

On busy nights, as many as 50,000 people visit Th Khao San and the slender street resembles a beach-less version of the Full Moon parties on Ko Pha-Ngan, as the EDM pounds out and travellers sink buckets of alcohol and indulge in laughing gas and weed, while food stalls, hair-braiders, henna tattooists, T-shirt sellers and touts for bars and massage parlours take up almost every inch of available space.

But Khao San refers to much more than just a street of bars, restaurants and travel agents. It’s the lanes and alleys that surround Th Khao San – Soi Ram Buttri, Th Samsen and Th Phra Athit – that draw so many travellers to this part of Banglamphu. It’s here that you’ll find traditional wooden homes, shop-house restaurants, laid-back music venues and some of the best street food in all Bangkok, as well as the majority of accommodation in the area. This part of Banglamphu still retains the look and charm of old Bangkok, and the fact that it’s poorly served by public transport makes it feel like a unique and self-contained district.
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Of course, Khao San wasn’t always a destination. The street itself dates back to 1892, when it was known for its rice market: kâw sǎhn means ‘milled rice’. Nor has Khao San always been Bangkok’s backpacker neighbourhood; the original one was in Silom.

Only in the early 1980s did the first guesthouses appear, as old wooden homes began to be converted into very basic crashpads. By the time Alex Garland’s novel The Beach was published in 1996, with its opening scenes set in the seedier side of Khao San, staying here had become a rite of passage for backpackers coming to Southeast Asia. Ironically, though, the publicity generated by Garland’s book and the subsequent movie pushed Khao San into the mainstream, and the bedbug-infested guesthouses started to give way to the much smarter hostels and hotels that now dominate.

Perhaps the most interesting change is the way Khao San has been reintegrated into Bangkok in recent times. Once written off as a ghetto for cheap and dirty fa·ràng, the area has been given a new lease of life by some of Bangkok’s indie kids, who have opened shops, cafes and bars of their own. Th Khao San may be foreigner central, but the area around it is thriving like never before.
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BEST HOTELS IN BANGLAMPHU

Bangkok Saran Poshtel

This place books up quickly thanks to its peaceful location and comfortable, modern, reasonably priced rooms. $$

Chern

Impressive, well-equipped rooms with attractive minimalist touches set across two white buildings. Decent pool. $$

Chillax Resort

Horrible name, but spacious, well-set-up rooms with bathtubs in a good location. $$

Nanda Heritage Hotel

Despite the name, this is a modern place with comfortable and sizeable rooms set around an atrium. $$

Riva Surya

Large rooms with river views and a good bar and restaurant that surrounds an excellent pool. $$$



WHERE TO SHOP IN BANGLAMPHU

Khao San Market

Day and night backpacker bazaar selling everything the budget traveller thinks they need.

Mowaan

Ancient Thai herbal remedies and balms at this traditional pharmacy close to Wat Suthat.

Pasiri Thai Handicrafts

Street stall on Susie Walking St selling ethnic minority clothes and handicrafts from northern Thailand.


BEST RESTAURANTS IN BANGLAMPHU

Karim Roti Mataba

Muslim shop-house restaurant offering fine roti, biryani dishes and spicy southern Thai curries. $

Mango

Tiny and very popular vegan and veggie place. Breakfasts are great. Closed Wednesdays. $$

Krua Apsorn

Locals swear by the central and southern Thai dishes at this unassuming restaurant. Closes 7.30pm. $$

Thip Samai

Famous for serving the definitive version of pàt tai. Expect to wait for a table. $$

Jay Fai

Get fluffy seafood omelettes at this Michelin-starred hole-in-the-wall. Open Wednesday to Saturday and very busy. $$$



WHERE TO FIND ENGLISH-LANGUAGE RESOURCES

Bangkok Post

Thailand’s premier English-language newspaper, with both local and foreign news and sport.

Time Out Bangkok

Good guide to the ever-changing restaurant, bar and nightlife scene, as well as shopping tips.

Coconuts

Keeps its finger on the pulse of the latest openings, but also features quirky Thailand-related stories.



BANGLAMPHU PUB CRAWL
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This 1.5km pub crawl takes in Chao Phraya River views, people-watching, live music and late-night shenanigans. Start off at 1 Sheepshank Public House, a riverside gastropub known for its classic cocktails and Mediterranean-inspired menu. If you have space for tapas, head west along the riverfront promenade to 2 Babble & Grill, the Riva Surya hotel’s stylish open-air restaurant-bar that overlooks the Chao Phraya.

From Th Phra Athit, enter Soi Chana Songkhram and take a left on Soi Ram Buttri. 3 Gecko Bar is strategically located for people-watching and, if you’re feeling frugal, is one of the cheapest places for a big bottle of beer. A few doors down, the popular 4 Madame Musur offers a more upmarket experience and tasty northern Thai eats.

To add some music to the mix, head north on Th Chakrabongse (the continuation of Th Samsen) to the long-standing blues bar 5 Adhere the 13th, where both the decor and patrons appear frozen in time.

Finally, crossing via Susie Walking St, proceed to Th Khao San. Make a pit stop at 6 Mulligans, an Irish-themed bar in the Buddy Lodge, or 7 Center Khao Sarn, which has a saloon-like interior and lots of street seating. Alternatively, get a bird’s-eye view of the human parade from the 8 Roof Bar & Restaurant, or dive down the winding alley just north of Susie Walking St to the appropriately named 9 Happy Bar, a Thai Rasta joint that scorns EDM in favour of a mellow reggae band. End the night in the courtyard pub 10 Hippie de Bar, a step away from all the madness.



Bloodletting & Betting

WATCH THE FISTS FLY AT A MOO·AY TAI BOUT

Thailand’s ancient martial art of moo·ay tai (or muay Thai) is now one of the kingdom’s most recognisable activities. That’s thanks in part to the rise of mixed-martial arts contests around the world, as well as an increasing number of foreigners who come to Thailand to try to master the ‘art of eight limbs’ (so-called because moo·ay tai involves the combined use of fists, elbows, knees and feet).

Catching a few bouts at historic Rajadamnern Stadium is a chance to experience the Thai passion for the sport, and makes for great people-watching, not least because a massive amount of illicit gambling goes on. While Rajadamnern Stadium is the most venerable venue, Lumpinee Boxing Stadium in the north of Bangkok also stages fights. Whichever one you choose, make sure you buy tickets at the box office or online and not from the touts lurking outside.

The bouts consist of five rounds of three minutes each and tend to be a slow burn, with the fighters testing each other out at first, before it all ends in a furious flurry of kicks, elbow thrusts, knee hooks and punches. Equally interesting are the rituals the boxers go through before each bout, with the fighters seeking blessing and protection and then performing what is in effect a war dance.

If you fancy your chances in the ring, the Jaroenthong Muay Thai Gym is a short walk from Th Khao San and will train you to be a contender. In the far north of Bangkok, the MuayThai Institute also offers respected training courses.
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BEST HOSTELS IN BANGLAMPHU

Here Hostel

Friendly, popular place, tucked down an alley and walking distance to Th Khao San. $

Khao San Social Capsule Hostel

Social hostel with a range of dorms. Some are cramped but the bathrooms are fine. $

Mad Monkey

Bangkok branch of a popular party hostel chain. Good dorms, although you won’t get much sleep. $

NapPark Hostel

Efficient, well-located hostel with big dorms, communal areas and a 4th-floor garden. $

Niras Bankoc Hostel

Smart boutique hostel with a retro feel and six-bed dorms with wood floors. Cool downstairs cafe. $



WHERE TO FIND TEAHOUSES IN BANGKOK

Mitramit

Tiny, atmospheric teahouse in Banglamphu specialising in Chinese teas. The owner knows all things tea.

Double Dogs Tearoom

Tea to drink or buy at this Chinatown staple that specialises in oolong and pu’er tea.

Peace Oriental Teahouse

All things green tea at this swish place, with the leaves sourced from across Asia.



THEWET & DUSIT

ROYAL RESIDENCES AND A RIVERSIDE COMMUNITY


The twin neighbourhoods of Thewet and Dusit came into being in the 19th century, when Bangkok’s boundaries began to expand north and east of Ko Ratanakosin. Dusit is now the administrative heart of Thailand – home to government offices and Dusit Palace, a vast compound currently closed to the public that contains the present-day residences of the royal family. The wide boulevards and European-style mansions (most now official buildings) were inspired by what Rama V saw on a tour of European capitals in 1897.

Thewet, in contrast, is a small riverside neighbourhood that’s essentially an extension of Banglamphu, which lies just to the south. It takes its name from a historic canal bridge constructed during Rama V’s reign and is best known for its large plant and flower market, which sits close to the Chao Phraya River. Thewet is a quiet area, especially at night, but you’re just a short hop from Th Khao San.
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SIGHTS

1 Wat Benchamabophit

2 Wat Thevarat Kunchorn

EATING

3 Kaloang Home Kitchen

4 Khinlom Chom Saphan

5 Sheepshank Public House

6 Steve’s Café & Cuisine




TOP TIP

The BTS Skytrain and MRT metro both bypass Thewet and Dusit, but Thewet’s pier is well-served by passenger boats and ferries. There’s very little tourist infrastructure in Dusit, but there are a few riverside restaurants in Thewet and food stalls congregate around the flower market.



Wat Thevarat Kunchorn

TRANQUIL RIVERSIDE TEMPLE

The origins of this peaceful and little-visited riverside Buddhist temple date back to pre-Ratanakosin days, but it was successively built upon and renovated by later kings. The bòht (ordination hall) was constructed during the reign of Rama III and modelled on the one that houses the Emerald Buddha at Wat Phra Kaew. Note the murals depicting stories from Buddhist lore that cover its interior. There’s also a collection of Buddha statuary from the Ayuthaya period. Worshippers here often leave a monk’s robe as an offering. The temple is close to Thewet Pier and open daily 8am to 5pm. Dress respectfully.
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Wat Thevarat Kunchorn | KENGCH/WIKIMEDIA/CC BY-SA 3.0 ©

Wat Benchamabophit

THE MARBLE TEMPLE

Visitors might recognise this huge ornate temple from its impression on the back of older versions of the Thai 5B coin. Wat Ben, as it’s colloquially known, is relatively new, built in the time of Rama V (whose ashes are interred here), after he decided he wanted a royal temple near his residence at Dusit Palace. Today it’s popular with tourists, who arrive early in the morning when the resident monks parade to receive alms from 6am to 7.30am.

Wat Ben is also called the Marble Temple, because the distinctive bòht was fashioned out of white marble imported from Italy. The graceful symmetry of the bòht is now regarded as a classic example of modern Thai Buddhist architecture. It’s guarded by two large lions and contains the main Buddha image, a copy of the revered Phra Phuttha Chinnarat in Phitsanulok, northern Thailand. A cloister around the bòht houses 52 Buddha statues. Dress modestly. Open 5am to 7pm (50B).
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Wat Benchamabophit | KHANH DANG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

MORE IN THEWET & DUSIT

Riverfront Dining

EAT BY THE CHAO PHRAYA

Thewet may be quiet compared to other Bangkok neighbourhoods but, along with neighbouring areas Banglamphu and Ko Ratanakosin, it has a strong selection of riverfront restaurants. While some smart hotels such as Mandarin Oriental and Anantara Riverside have restaurants with sweeping views of the Chao Phraya, it’s much more atmospheric and fun to sit by the river, enjoying the breeze and watching the boats that ply the Chao Phraya at all hours.

Just north of Thewet Pier and tucked away in a temple compound is the long-standing Steve’s Café & Cuisine, which serves excellent Thai dishes on a balcony overlooking the river. As with most riverside eateries, it’s advisable to book ahead. A little further north is Kaloang Home Kitchen, a refreshingly ramshackle place with a reasonably priced seafood menu and tables on a wooden deck by the river.

South of Thewet Pier, Khinlom Chom Saphan has tables inside and out from where there are great views of the Chao Phraya and the Rama VIII Bridge. There’s normally live music as well, and it’s a popular spot for a sunset drink.

Further south in Banglamphu and right on the river is stylish Sheepshank Public House, with a sophisticated menu of Mediterranean-inspired dishes and a fine selection of craft beers. Head south to Ko Ratanakosin and you’ll find Rongros and Chom Arun, which both have rooftop terraces with splendid views of Wat Arun on the opposite side of the river.
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Khinlom Chom Saphan | BANGPRIKPHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN THEWET & DUSIT

Penpark Place

Quiet option that straddles the budget and midrange categories. Staff get good reviews. $

Samsen Sam Place

Long-standing, homey budget hotel with compact and clean rooms. Some share bathrooms. $

Phranakorn-Nornlen

Attractive and colourful place in a garden compound. Antiques abound but rooms lack TVs. $$

SSIP Boutique Hotel

Handsome and tranquil midranger close to Dusit’s royal residences. A five-minute walk to the river. $$

Siam Hotel

Luxurious riverside hotel with Art Deco styling and marbled floors. Choose massive rooms or courtyard villas. $$$



WHERE TO GET FOOD DELIVERY IN BANGKOK

Foodpanda

The most straightforward app for non-Thai speakers. Delivers from a wide range of restaurants.

GrabFood

Food delivery arm of Grab, a super-app that operates all over Southeast Asia.

LINE MAN

A sister app to LINE, Thailand’s most popular messenger app, with a big choice of food.



CHINATOWN

FOOD, NIGHTLIFE AND MARKETS


Thailand is home to the world’s largest overseas Chinese community, with around 15% of the population claiming Chinese ancestry, and Bangkok’s buzzing and chaotic Chinatown is their spiritual home. It’s one of the oldest and most engaging neighbourhoods in the city and for much of Thailand’s recent history was the commercial capital of the country, as well as Bangkok’s original nightlife district.

These days, the opium dens and brothels have given way to hip cocktail bars and live-music venues. Locals flock here for the fantastic eating options, which range from street stalls and hole-in-the-wall eateries to cavernous restaurants, while the area’s markets and shopping streets are among the most lively in the city.

Many travellers now choose Chinatown as their Bangkok base. Even if you don’t stay here, spending a day or two getting lost in the narrow alleys and sampling the nightlife is an essential part of any Bangkok visit.
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Thanon Yaowarat | KARL HENDON/GETTY IMAGES ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Thanon Yaowarat

SIGHTS

2 Holy Rosary Church

3 Song Wat Road

4 Wat Mangkon Kamalawat

5 Wat Traimit

see 5 Yaowarat Chinatown Heritage Center

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6 Ba Hao

7 El Chiringuito

8 Gasper

9 Opium Bar

10 Soi Nana

11 Teens of Thailand

12 Tep Bar

13 Tropic City

14 Wallflowers

ENTERTAINMENT

15 Brown Sugar

16 Foojohn Jazz Club

SHOPPING

17 Flower Market

18 Sampeng Lane

19 Talat Mai

20 Talat Noi




TOP TIP

The BTS Skytrain swerves past Chinatown, but the MRT’s blue line cuts through the heart of the neighbourhood, enabling visitors to avoid the often traffic-snarled roads. Chinatown is also bordered to the south by the Chao Phraya River, so you can get here by boat, too.



Wat Traimit

TEMPLE OF THE GOLDEN BUDDHA

Wat Traimit’s star attraction is a gleaming 3m-tall, 5.5-tonne, solid-gold Buddha image that draws many local worshippers. Sculpted in the graceful Sukhothai style, and so thought to date back to the 13th or 14th century, the impressive image was ‘discovered’ in 1955 beneath a stucco/plaster exterior, after it fell from a crane while being moved within the temple compound. It’s speculated that the plaster covering was added to hide it from marauding Burmese invaders during a siege either in the late Sukhothai period or the Ayuthaya period.

The Buddha image was moved from Ayuthaya to a now disused temple near Chinatown in the mid-19th century, only arriving at Wat Traimit – then regarded as a minor temple – in 1935. Since the image was revealed, a constant stream of visitors and donations has transformed Wat Traimit into the most important Buddhist shrine in Chinatown, with the image housed in an imposing four-storey marble structure called Phra Maha Mandop. A permanent exhibition on the 3rd floor covers the image’s presumed origins. Wat Traimit is open daily from 8am to 5pm (100B).

[image: jpg]

Buddha, Wat Traimit | RYAN PONZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


YAOWARAT CHINATOWN HERITAGE CENTRE

Housed on the 2nd floor of the Phra Maha Mandop at Wat Traimit, the Yaowarat Chinatown Heritage Centre (100B) is an interesting museum on the origins and evolution of Chinatown up to the present day.

Taking its name from Th Yaowarat, Chinatown’s main shopping street, the museum has exhibits tracking Chinese immigration to Bangkok from the late 18th century, showing what life was like for the new arrivals, before going on to reveal how they were subsequently integrated into Thai society.



Wat Mangkon Kamalawat

DRAGON LOTUS TEMPLE

Wat Mangkon Kamalawat sits in the heart of Chinatown and is the most important Chinese Buddhist temple in Bangkok. Undergoing renovations at the time of writing, it’s surrounded by vendors selling food for the gods – steamed lotus-shaped dumplings and oranges – which are donated to the temple in exchange for merit. This temple is especially interesting when it becomes a centre of both religious and culinary activities during Chinese New Year (January and/or February) and the October Vegetarian Festival, a celebration with its roots in Chinese Taoist tradition.

The temple dates to 1871 and was named Dragon Lotus Temple by Rama V. It’s built in the Chinese style – note the tiled roofs decorated with dragons and the pavilion dedicated to the Chinese goddess Guan Yin. The nearby Wat Mangkon MRT stop design was influenced by the temple: check out the dragon murals and red and gold roofs and walls inside the station.
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Wat Mangkon Kamalawat | PRAMOTE SOONGKITBOON/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

Holy Rosary Church

GOTHIC CHINATOWN CHURCH

Nestling by the Chao Phraya River, its spire looming over the southern edge of Chinatown, the good-looking and well-preserved Holy Rosary Church was established in 1787, when Portuguese refugees from Ayuthaya were given land and permission to build a Catholic church. Known in Thai as Wat Kalawar (a corruption of ‘Calvario’, the Portuguese for Calvary), the church has been rebuilt a number of times over the years, its current Gothic Revival style dating back to the late 19th century. There’s a daily Mass in Thai at 5.30pm and one in Chinese (Mandarin) on Sunday at 10am.
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Holy Rosary Church | NATTHAPOL BUSSAI/GETTY IMAGES ©

MORE IN CHINATOWN

Shop Till You Drop

GO ON A SPREE AT CHINATOWN’S MARKETS

Chinatown has some of the oldest and most authentic markets and shopping streets in Bangkok. The hectic atmosphere and exotic smells, sights and sounds make for a sometimes surreal sensory experience that’s far removed from the air-conditioned uniformity of Bangkok’s malls. Visitors should prepare for crowds, especially at weekends, and be ready to dodge the motorbikes and pushcarts that fight for space with vendors and shoppers in some very narrow alleys and lanes.

Begin at Thanon Yaowarat, Chinatown’s principal shopping street and home to one of the largest concentrations of gold shops anywhere in the world. Near the intersection of Th Ratchawong, stores shift to Chinese and Singaporean tourists’ tastes: dried fruit and nuts, chintzy talismans and accoutrements for Chinese festivals. Th Yaowarat also retains a few Chinese apothecaries, smelling of wood bark and ancient secrets.

On Soi Yaowarat 6 is the venerable, 200-year-old Talat Mai, Bangkok’s quintessential Chinese market. The dried goods, seasonings, spices and sauces will be familiar to anyone who’s spent time in China. Running parallel to Yaowarat to its south is Soi Wanit 1 – colloquially known as Sampeng Lane – which is jammed with shops selling cosmetics, household wares and toys. A little further south is Song Wat Road, still home to working warehouses dating to the 19th century.

In the far south of Chinatown off Th Charoen Krung is Talat Noi – or small market – a photogenic warren of lanes with hole-in-the wall shops and small wet markets. And just to the north of Chinatown is the colourful Flower Market, where delicate orchids and roses can be found.
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Street food, Thanon Yaowarat | BROSTOCK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


CHINATOWN THEN & NOW

Somchai Kwangtongpanich is a 61-year-old Thai-Chinese and Chinatown’s preeminent community historian
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How has Chinatown changed since you were young?

There were a lot more people speaking Chinese then. I was the first person in my family to speak Thai as my first language.

What’s your favourite place in Chinatown?

Th Yaowarat. It’s the heart of Chinatown. When I was young it was where we went to eat and to hang out in the teahouses, or at the dance halls and Chinese theatres.

You’ve spent your whole life in Chinatown. Why?

I like the food and the buildings. I am sad to see the old ones go but Chinatown is always changing, for good and bad.



WHERE TO STAY IN A HOTEL IN CHINATOWN

Ago Hotel

Compact, modern rooms at this efficient hotel that features some quirky, Chinese-themed design touches. $$

Shanghai Mansion

The 1920s opium-den chic is a little overdone, but you’re in the heart of Chinatown here. $$

Loy La Long

Boutique riverside option with individually designed rooms in a teak house raised on stilts over the water. $$$

Chinatown Nightlife

COCKTAIL BARS AND JAZZ

Chinatown was Bangkok’s first nightlife destination. By the end of the 19th century, the area was home to cabarets, dance halls, brothels, and opium and gambling dens. Those establishments are now long gone, but in the past decade Chinatown has remerged as one of Bangkok’s key nightlife hubs. Hip young local entrepreneurs have transformed traditional shop houses into some of Bangkok’s most stylish cocktail bars, while the neighbourhood now boasts a number of excellent live-music venues with a particular focus on jazz.

Soi Nana is the main street for nightlife in Chinatown (it’s not to be confused with the Soi Nana off Th Sukhumvit that is one of Bangkok’s current red-light zones). It’s a pretty street of shop houses with wooden shutters that have been artfully converted into bars and a couple of restaurants.

Check out Teens of Thailand, Bangkok’s first specialist gin bar, Tep Bar for its creative, Thai-themed cocktails and live music on weekends, the retro and Spanish-themed El Chiringuito, Wallflowers for its cool roof terrace and the popular Ba Hao, which channels 1920s-style Shanghai opium-den chic. Also on Soi Nana is Brown Sugar, perhaps Bangkok’s most amenable venue for live jazz, while the more intimate Foojohn Jazz Club is a 10-minute walk south and draws a knowledgeable crowd.

Other Chinatown bars worth investigating are Opium Bar, a shop-house speakeasy, Tropic City for its DJs and fun, mixed crowd, and the hidden-away gem Gasper, which offers fine cocktails and a relaxed vibe.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN CHINATOWN

Khun Ya Cuisine

Cheap and cheerful Thai lunch stop inside the compound of Wat Traimit. Get here early. . $

Thanon Phadungdao

This street lined with reasonably priced restaurants with outdoor seating is busy every night. $$

Hua Seng Hong

Tourist-friendly but none the worse for that. Go for the dim sum or the roast duck. $$

Potong

Michelin-starred Thai-Chinese fine dining in a superbly restored historic building in the heart of Chinatown. $$$

80/20

Thai-fusion fine dining with a seasonal tasting menu. Another of Chinatown’s Michelin-starred eateries. $$$



WHERE TO STAY IN A HOSTEL IN CHINATOWN

Hostel Urby

Well-kept newcomer with a great riverside deck for sunset drinks and comfortable dorms. $

Norn Yaowarat

Roomy pinewood dorms with comfy beds in central Chinatown. Popular with tour groups. $

Luk Hostel

The rooftop bar at this social hostel is a winner. Dorms are nothing special. $



CHINATOWN EATING TOUR
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Eat your way across Chinatown on this 1.5km walking tour. Start at the 1 Th Plaeng Nam/Th Charoen Krung crossing. Head north along Th Phlap Phla Chai to 2 Nai Mong Hoi Thod, renowned for its hŏy tôrt (oyster omelettes).

Return to Th Charoen Krung and turn right. Turn right at Th Mangkon; on your left is 3 Jék Pûi, famous for its cheap and delicious takeaway curries. If it’s Chinese New Year or the Vegetarian Festival (staged in October), make sure you check the food stalls around nearby 4 Wat Mangkon Kamalawat, where an array of tasty dumplings await. Otherwise, return to Th Charoen Krung, turn left, and walk to 5 Talat Mai market. Turn right, and walk to the Th Yaowarat crossing to reach a stall selling gŏo·ay đěe·o kôo·a gài, rice noodles fried with chicken, egg and garlic oil.

Emerging at Th Yaowarat, cross to the market area across the street. The first vendor on the right, 6 Nay Lék Ûan, sells gŏo·ay jáp nám săi, a peppery broth with noodles and pork offal. Walk west along Th Yaowarat to Th Ratchawong, then turn left. To your left is 7 Pat Tai Ratchawong, making the eponymous dish.

Returning to Th Yaowarat, turn right and go past the Soi Yaowarat 6 crossing. To your right is 8 Mangkorn Khăo, selling bà·mèe (Chinese-style wheat noodles), BBQ pork and wontons. Further east along Th Yaowarat is 9 Boo·a Loy Nám Kĭng, which offers dough balls filled with black sesame in spicy ginger broth. Finally, at the next crossing, turn left for the busy open-air restaurants on 10 Th Phadungdao.





RIVERSIDE, SILOM & LUMPHINI

NIGHTLIFE, ART GALLERIES AND DINNER CRUISES


Some of Bangkok’s finest restaurants, hotels and nightlife are in these three contiguous neighbourhoods. Big-hitter sights are in short supply, but there are quirky museums, notable art galleries and the city’s most popular park. Silom takes its name from a windmill once here and is one of Bangkok’s major commercial districts. Lumphini, which borders Silom to the northeast, is known for its eponymous park, while the Riverside district hugs the Chao Phraya as it spreads north from Silom towards Chinatown. For rewarding walks, you can join Lumphini Park’s strollers and joggers, or find Bangkok’s best-known Hindu temple and a vibrant Thai-Indian community in Silom. Alternatively, follow Th Charoen Krung, Bangkok’s oldest road, as it snakes north to Chinatown along the river.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Blue Elephant Thai Cooking School

2 Lumphini Park

3 SkyWalk at King Power Mahanakhon

SIGHTS

4 Bangkok CityCity Gallery

5 Bangkokian Museum

6 Kathmandu Photo Gallery

7 MR Kukrit Pramoj House

8 Neilson Hays Library

9 Number 1 Gallery

10 Patpong

11 Patpong Museum

12 Queen Saovabha Memorial Institute

13 Sathorn 11 Art Space

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

14 Chao Phraya Princess Cruise

15 House of Taste Thai Cooking School

16 Silom Thai Cooking School

17 White Orchid Dinner Cruise

see 17 Wonderful Pearl Cruise

EATING

18 Mandarin Oriental

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

19 Hi-So Rooftop Bar

20 Moon Bar

21 Sky Bar

ENTERTAINMENT

22 Three Sixty Lounge




TOP TIP

Traffic jams are commonplace in this part of town, so it’s just as well that these neighbourhoods are some of the best for public transport in Bangkok. The BTS’s Silom Line runs through Silom, skirting Lumphini, while it’s easy to hop by passenger boat along the riverside.



Neilson Hays Library

LIBRARY AND ARTS HUB

Housed in a splendid 1922 neo-classical building designed by Italian architects, this library not only houses a big collection of English-language books, but is also one of Bangkok’s best-preserved historic structures. Note the domed rotunda and the H-shaped reading room, which makes for a cool and quiet retreat from Bangkok’s frenetic streets (nonmembers can visit for 100B). The library also hosts the annual Bangkok Literature Festival in November, as well as monthly classical-music concerts, and there’s an attached cafe. It’s open Tuesday to Sunday from 9.30am to 5pm.
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Neilson Hays Library | RADIOKAFKA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

MR Kukrit Pramoj House

A BANGKOK RENAISSANCE MAN

MR Kukrit Pramoj had many talents. A great-grandson of Rama II, he was briefly prime minister in the 1970s, but was also a scholar, wrote one of Thailand’s best-loved novels and appeared opposite Marlon Brando in the 1963 movie The Ugly American. His former Bangkok residence – five teak houses set in a wonderful garden – was designed in traditional Thai style, while he spent 20 years decorating their interiors with rare art. It makes a superb oasis from Silom’s surrounding skyscrapers. The museum was closed at the time of writing, but is expected to reopen in 2024.
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MR Kukrit Pramoj House | AMNAT30/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Queen Saovabha Memorial Institute

KING COBRAS AND VACCINES

Asia’s oldest snake farm – founded in 1922 – is located at this medical facility (a vaccination clinic open to foreigners is also here). It gathers antivenom by milking snakes, injecting it into horses, and then harvesting and purifying the antigens the equines produce. Some of the snakes – various vipers, pythons and anacondas – are on display in enclosures set in a garden. Milking (11am Monday to Friday) and snake-handling performances (2pm Monday to Friday, 11am weekends) are held at the amphitheatre. The latter is a spectacle – picture a 3m-long king cobra furiously lashing at the handler as they demonstrate their handling capabilities. Admission is 200B.

SkyWalk

THAILAND’S HIGHEST OBSERVATION DECK

Stepping onto the SkyWalk at King Power Mahanakhon – an open-air glass-floored balcony suspended 78 floors above the earth at the top of Thailand’s tallest building – is dizzying as you stare down at the streets 310m beneath you. Some visitors creep warily around the balcony edges, worried the glass will give way. Others lie face down or sprawled out as if they were at the beach. Either way, there’s an unparalleled 360-degree view of Bangkok’s cityscape. On a clear day, you can see as far as the Gulf of Thailand over 30km away. It’s busiest around sunset, when entry rises from 880B to 1080B – book ahead. There’s a bar by the Skywalk to soothe your nerves with a stiff sundowner. Inclement weather – lightning especially – can see the Skywalk closed. But the 74th-floor indoor observation deck is always open and has almost as good a view.
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SkyWalk | IMAGEBROKER.COM GMBH & CO. KG/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

Bangkokian Museum

STEP BACK IN TIME

Comprising three wooden houses frozen in time between the 1930s and 1960s, this quaint and quirky museum offers an insight into the often-overlooked period when Bangkok was starting its transition from a little-known Southeast Asian capital to the global city it is today.

The three houses were the home of a prosperous Bangkok family and are packed with beautiful wooden furniture, porcelain and other detritus from the mid-20th century. It’s a strange but informative experience touring the museum, as if you were going through the possessions of a deceased relative with hoarding issues. Cheerful volunteers are on hand to explain things in halting English.
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Bangkokian Museum | WEERAWAYFARER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

MORE IN RIVERSIDE, SILOM & LUMPHINI

A Green Oasis with Giant Lizards

LAZE AWAY AT LUMPHINI PARK

Lumphini Park is central Bangkok’s most popular park. Occupying a chunk of the city’s main business district and named after the Buddha’s birthplace in Nepal (Lumbini), Lumphini’s 58 hectares are where thousands of people come daily in search of an outdoor escape in the heart of Bangkok. Despite that, the park rarely feels crowded and is one of the capital’s most tranquil spots.

There’s an artificial lake, which visitors can boat on, surrounded by broad, well-tended lawns where tai chi is practised, while the 2.5km of paths are busy in the morning and evening with joggers and walkers (cyclists are technically only allowed to use the park between 10am and 3pm). But there are also wooded areas, a kid’s playground, exercise machines, a basketball court, statues, a concert venue and even a public library.

Lumphini is home to a fair amount of flora and fauna, too. The park attracts bird-watchers, especially during migratory seasons when many different species can be seen. But by far the most famous inhabitants are the startlingly large monitor lizards – some over 2m long – that swim in the lake and can also be seen strolling and sunbathing on the surrounding lawns. The lizards are uninterested in humans but don’t feed them; it makes them aggressive.
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Monitor lizard, Lumphini Park | JEROEN MEUWSEN FOTOGRAFIE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Originally a royal reserve, Lumphini was declared a public space in 1925 by Rama VI, making it Bangkok’s first official park. Both the Lumphini and Silom stations on the MRT’s Blue Line are close to the park, which is open daily from 4.30am to 9pm.
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BEST FIVE-STAR HOTELS IN BANGKOK

Peninsula

This matchless hotel has it all: supreme riverside location, the best spa, the best service. $$$

Mandarin Oriental

One of the region’s most famous hotels and a magnet for celebrities passing through Bangkok. $$$

Banyan Tree

Home to one of Bangkok’s busiest rooftop bars, and an excellent spa. $$$

Sukothai Heritage

Brick stupas, courtyards and antique sculptures create a serene, temple-like atmosphere. $$$

Como Metropolitan

Not the hot spot it was, but still a sleek, swanky option with vast suites. $$$



WHERE TO FIND MIDRANGE HOTELS IN SILOM

Luxx

Contemporary, minimalist rooms a stone’s throw from Lumphini Park. The pool is great. $$

Amber Boutique

The stylish and vaguely Moroccan-themed rooms here are good value, although the location isn’t the best. $$

Siam Heritage

Rooms are decked out in traditional Thai style at this popular boutique place. Rooftop garden and pool. $$

Silom’s Art Galleries

BANGKOK’S ART SCENE

Thailand’s art scene is often overly associated with traditional painting and sculpture – almost exclusively based on religious themes – to the detriment of more modern work. That’s a shame, because Bangkok’s contemporary art scene continues to evolve at pace. Some 70 galleries and art spaces participated in the city’s 2020 Galleries Night, while the biannual Bangkok Art Biennale was held again in 2023 after being put on hold during the pandemic.

Silom and the neighbouring area of Sathorn are where many of Bangkok’s most interesting contemporary galleries are located. Exploring them is a good way to get acquainted with Thai contemporary art, which is sometimes inspired by the country’s ongoing political turmoil. Many of the spaces, too, were founded by artists, while others frequently curate exhibitions.

Start your tour at Bangkok CityCity Gallery in Sathorn, a minimalist white space that often hosts installations and video art. Exhibitions change every couple of months and there’s an attached art and design bookshop. Also in Sathorn is Sathorn 11 Art Space, which hosts openings and has a cool cocktail bar. Gallery VER, in the south of Silom, is another essential stop and was co-founded by Rirkrit Tiravanija, one of Thailand’s most famous contemporary artists, known for his interactive installations.

Photographer Manit Sriwanichpoom established the Kathmandu Photo Gallery in 2006, and it remains Bangkok’s only gallery wholly dedicated to photography. Nearby is Number 1 Gallery, a charming little space that mostly shows local painters. Some of these galleries are only open a few days a week, so check before setting out.


WHY I LOVE BANGKOK
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David Eimer, writer

I’ve lived in Bangkok for eight years and I remain constantly enthralled by the city’s capacity for change. Whether Bangkok is in the grip of a pandemic or political turmoil, its ability to renew itself makes it a truly exciting and innovative place to live.

Then there’s the sheer variety and contrasts of Bangkok life: being able to sip a cocktail in a high-end bar, and then step outside for a 70B meal at a street stall. I love how Bangkok’s neighbourhoods are so distinct, so that moving from Chinatown’s alleys to Sukhumvit’s glitzy streets feels like a journey to a different city. Above all, I love how easy it is to feel at home here.



WHERE TO GO TO HOSPITAL IN BANGKOK

Bumrungrad Hospital

Internationally accredited hospital long used to treating foreigners. More expensive than other hospitals.

Bangkok Hospital

Reliable option with plenty of English-speaking doctors and nurses, and a full range of medical services.

Samitivej Sukhumvit Hospital

Popular with expats and rich locals, and regarded as a good place for paediatrics.

The Sky’s the Limit

TAKE IN THE SCENE AT A ROOFTOP BAR

It’s almost an unwritten architectural rule in Bangkok to slap a bar on top of a skyscraper. Indeed, the city has become associated with fabulous rooftop bars – there are well over 50 of them – with many of the best in the area around Th Sathorn and Th Silom. Most are perched atop hotels and offer gorgeous views of the Bangkok cityscape, the Chao Phraya River and beyond.

The signature Vertigo Sunset cocktail at the Moon Bar is appropriately named, as you’re 61 floors above the ground here. But there are also breath-taking views of the city and it’s a fine spot from which to see the Phrapradaeng Peninsula, the vast green area that’s colloquially known as Bangkok’s green lung. For a bird’s-eye vista of Lumphini Park, try Hi-So Rooftop Bar, although it’s a mere 29 floors above the earth.

The Sky Bar is perhaps the classic Bangkok rooftop bar – scenes from the film The Hangover Part II were filmed here – and the views (from the 64th floor) are great, although the crowds make it a hectic destination. Three Sixty Lounge is more mellow and lives up to its name with panoramic vistas and superb river views, as well as live jazz. But if you have to be above everyone else, head to the bar at SkyWalk at King Power Mahanakhon, 78 floors high at the top of Thailand’s tallest building.

Note that nearly all rooftop bars in Bangkok are pricey and enforce strict dress codes: no shorts, no sandals or flip-flops.


BEST HOSTELS IN RIVERSIDE, SILOM & LUMPHINI

Warm Window

Spacious dorms, good-value private rooms, downstairs cafe and a rooftop terrace. $

Silom Space Hostel

Decent-sized dorms, although mattresses can be hard; pleasant communal area and great location. $

S1 Hostel

Well-maintained, efficient hostel in a quiet location, but still close to the MRT. $

Everyday Hostel

Good cafe and big dorms at this social place. Staff get rave reviews. $

HQ Hostel

A solid crashpad in the heart of Silom, but no real communal area or social activities. $




LUMPHINI PARK-BENJAKITTI PARK WALKWAY

Around 1.3km from Lumphini Park is Benjakitti Park, central Bangkok’s other oasis of green space. The two parks are connected by an elevated walkway that starts at the northeastern corner of Lumphini.



WHERE TO SHOP IN RIVERSIDE, SILOM & LUMPHINI

Iconsiam

Riverside megamall with many high-end shops, as well as decent food courts and a cinema.

Asiatique the Riverfront

Open-air riverfront mall with lots of clothes and accessories shops, and a night market for eating.

Jim Thompson

Sells a range of silk shirts and dresses, and other silk items that make good gifts.

Dining on the Water

TAKE A CHAO PHRAYA CRUISE

A dinner cruise on the Chao Phraya River offers an entirely different perspective on Bangkok at night, allowing visitors the chance to see some of the city’s most venerable sights from the comfort of a chair and with a drink to hand. A veritable flotilla of boats and yachts ply the river in the evening, most lit up by neon, some with music playing, while guests enjoy an onboard dining experience that can range from the fine and elegant to the tacky and raucous, depending on budget and style preferences.

Most cruises leave at 7pm or 7.30pm and last for a couple of hours – there are also sunset cruises – and the boats patrol the same stretch of water, heading upriver past Wat Arun and the Grand Palace, before returning the same way.

Manohra Cruises stands out for using a nicely restored teak rice barge as its vessel and is the most intimate and luxurious option, offering a four-course Thai meal to a smaller number of passengers. It departs from the Anantara Riverside Resort & Spa, accessible via hotel shuttle boat from Sathorn/Central Pier.

Chao Phraya Princess Cruise is cheaper and has a buffet dinner, while the White Orchid Dinner Cruise is more of a party with live music, a cabaret show and free-flowing beer. Chao Phraya Cruise also has a buffet and a live band but, if size matters, Wonderful Pearl Cruise has the biggest boats. All these cruises depart either from Asiatique the Riverfront or the Iconsiam pier.


BEST THAI RESTAURANTS IN RIVERSIDE, SILOM & LUMPHINI

Kalapapruek

Tasty dishes and a homey atmosphere at this Bangkok institution. Closes at 6pm. $$

Suppaniga

Locals flock here for an authentic menu that traverses all of Thailand’s regions. $$

Somboon Seafood

Slightly overpriced and always busy with tourists, but the crab dishes are deservedly popular. $$

Saawaan

The brainchild of a Phuket chef, with a tasting menu heavy on seafood. Relaxed fine dining. $$$

Le Du

High-end, Michelin-starred Thai-fusion restaurant. One of the hottest tickets in town. $$$



WHERE TO EAT FOREIGN FOOD IN SILOM

Daimasu

Long-running and excellent izakaya, the Japanese version of a pub with food. Stays open late. $$

French Kiss

Informal, semi-open-air French bistro in the heart of Patpong. Decent mix of locals and expats. $$

Il Bolognese

With a big indoor and outdoor area, this is one of Bangkok’s busiest and best Italian restaurants. $$$

Learning to Cook Thai Food

SKILLS FOR THE HOME KITCHEN

Spending time at a Thai cooking class has become a must-do for many people, and for some visitors learning how to make the dishes they have been consuming is a highlight of their trip (and offers the chance to impress everyone back home with your newfound culinary skills).

While cooking classes can be found all over Bangkok, some of the most highly rated are located in Silom. A typical half-day course should include at least a basic introduction to Thai ingredients and flavours, and a hands-on chance to both prepare and cook several dishes. Most classes involve a shopping trip to a local market, and nearly all include a set of recipes and end with a communal meal consisting of your handiwork.

Blue Elephant Thai Cooking School in Sathorn is attached to a famous high-end restaurant and offers daily classes, with different dishes prepared each day, and a visit to a market. The nearby Silom Thai Cooking School also begins with a shopping trip to a market, before you’re taught how to make five dishes. Also in Silom is House of Taste Thai Cooking School, which has both group and private classes where students learn how to prepare four dishes.

Just a couple of miles away, but in a part of Bangkok that few visitors see, is the ever-popular Cooking with Poo & Friends, which is located in the Khlong Toei slums and includes a tour of Khlong Toei Market, Bangkok’s biggest wet market. Khun Poo is a great teacher and a visit here will show you a completely different side of the city.
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BEST BARS IN RIVERSIDE, SILOM & LUMPHINI

Vesper

Fashionable, but less pretentious than other high-end Bangkok cocktail bars.

Maggie Choo’s

Speakeasy-style bar with a 1930s Shanghai theme. Live shows sometimes. Sunday is gay night.

Smalls

Eclectic and strong cocktails served in an amenable atmosphere. Rooftop, and live music and DJs.

Maderla

Amiable neighbourhood bar that attracts a good crowd of locals, expats and visitors. Serves food, too.

Wong’s Place

Veteran dive bar that never changes its decor or music. Gets going after midnight.



WHERE TO FIND SERVICED APARTMENTS IN BANGKOK

Citadines

Has a few locations spread around Th Sukhumvit, all well-maintained and efficiently run. $$

Centre Point

One of Bangkok’s biggest managers of serviced apartments, with five properties across the city. $$

Urbana Hospitality

Reputable serviced-apartment provider with two properties in Silom and Lumphini and plans for more. $$

Patpong A-go-go

A RED-LIGHT NIGHT IN PATPONG

For good or bad, Bangkok’s red-light districts are now part of the city’s tapestry. Take a trip to Soi Cowboy or Nana Entertainment Plaza, the current red-light zones for foreigners, and you’ll encounter tour groups and curious visitors who are there for the spectacle, not the sex.

Before Soi Cowboy and Nana took off, it was Patpong in Silom that was infamous for its go-go clubs and sex shows. Patpong started to acquire its seedy reputation from the late 1960s, when American soldiers on leave from the Vietnam War began to visit Bangkok. By the 1980s, Patpong was synonymous with the Bangkok sex industry and a backdrop for movies such as The Deer Hunter, as well as a near-compulsory stop for many visitors to Bangkok.

These days Patpong is a shadow of itself, with the COVID-19 pandemic the final nail in the coffin for many of the bars and clubs, although a touristy market does set up here nightly. But it is still home to the worthwhile and entertaining Patpong Museum, which tracks how what was a ricefield 100 years ago was transformed into one of the world’s most notorious red-light districts. It’s a fascinating story that involves everyone from the Thai-Chinese community and the police and government to David Bowie, the CIA and the serial killer Charles Sobhraj (the subject of the 2021 Netflix show The Serpent).

The museum isn’t always open, but dive in if it is; almost all visitors find it engrossing. There’s also an ’80s-themed bar here that serves lethal cocktails.
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BEST LGBTIQ+ VENUES IN BANGKOK

DJ Station

Bangkok’s busiest gay club has a good mix of locals and foreigners. Similar clubs are nearby.

Balcony

Casual and long-running bar on Silom’s Soi 4, a hub of Bangkok gay life.

Chakran Sauna

Local and foreign gay men flock here for foam parties and naked nights.

Stranger Bar

Also known as house of drag queens. Nightly drag shows at 10.30pm and a fun vibe.

Lesla Party

Monthly lesbian parties, a good way to meet local ladies. Check Facebook for upcoming events.



WHERE TO BUY & REPAIR ELECTRONICS IN BANGKOK

MBK Centre

Head to the 4th floor for anything mobile-phone-related and the 5th floor for cameras.

Fortune Town

Good for laptop repairs and IT gear. You can also buy and repair cameras here.

Pantip Plaza

Not as busy as it once was, but there are still IT shops on the upper floors.



SIAM SQUARE, PRATUNAM, PHLOEN CHIT & RATCHATHEWI

MALLS, MUSEUMS AND SHRINES


These four neighbourhoods sit next to each other in the heart of Bangkok and have tons of accommodation, making them an excellent base. There are a few sights, but this is shopping central with some of Bangkok’s biggest malls, as well as Chulalongkorn University, Thailand’s top university, which owns much of the land. Siam Square and Pratunam are the main shopping hubs, Phloen Chit is a business district, and residential Ratchathewi is the site of the Victory Monument, commemorating those killed in the Franco-Thai War 1940–41. This was a mostly rural area but began to develop rapidly in the ’70s, and is now the commercial centre, meaning it’s often the location of political protests.

[image: jpg]

Victory Monument | ONLY FABRIZIO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Baan Khrua

2 Jim Thompson House

3 Siam Square

SIGHTS

4 Bangkok Art & Culture Centre

5 Erawan Shrine

see 19 Sea Life Bangkok Ocean World

6 Suan Pakkad Palace Museum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7 Absolute You

8 Divana Scentuara Spa

see 14 Harnn Heritage Spa

9 Pilates Studio

see 3 Treasure Spa & Salon

10 YogaSutra Studio

EATING

see 13 Eatthai

11 Food Factory

12 Food Hall

see 15 Food Legends

see 19 Gourmet Eats

see 16 Platinum Fashion Mall Food Court

SHOPPING

13 Central Embassy

14 CentralWorld

15 MBK Center

16 Platinum Fashion Mall

17 Pratunam Market

18 Siam Discovery

19 Siam Paragon




TOP TIP

Both of the BTS lines cut through these neighbourhoods, making getting around easy. That’s just as well, as this part of town is particularly prone to clogged roads. Some visitors find the area a little soulless, but it’s brilliant for accommodation, with everything from five-star hotels to hostels here.



Erawan Shrine

HINDU AND BUDDHIST SHRINE

Erawan Shrine was originally built in 1956 as something of a last-ditch effort to end a string of misfortunes that occurred during the construction of a hotel, at that time known as the Erawan Hotel. It is consecrated to the Hindu Lord Brahma, creator of the universe, and is always busy with worshippers. Thai dance troupes perform here sometimes, too. In August 2015, a bomb exploded close by, killing 20 people and slightly damaging the shrine. It was repaired and reopened just two days later.
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Sea Life Bangkok Ocean World

MARINE LIFE IN A MALL

More than 400 species of fish and crustaceans, including a giant Pacific octopus, a variety of sharks and rays, huge Japanese spider crabs and even penguins populate this vast aquarium – the largest in Southeast Asia – in the basement of the Siam Paragon mall. Kids love the array of creatures here (it’s a popular venue for school trips), although tickets (1390B/1190B adult/child) aren’t cheap. Book online for a discount. Diving with sharks (6900B per person, book in advance) is also an option if you have your diving licence. The aquarium is open daily 10am to 8pm.
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Suan Pakkad Palace Museum

ROYAL CABBAGE PATCH

Overlooked treasure Suan Pakkad (literally ‘cabbage patch’) is a collection of eight traditional wooden Thai houses, considered one of the best examples of traditional Thai architecture remaining in Bangkok. Its landscaped grounds are a peaceful oasis complete with ducks, swans and a semi-enclosed garden. The oldest house dates back 450 years. Inside the stilted buildings are displays of art, antiques and furnishings. Don’t miss the rare 4000-year-old Ban Chiang pottery collection. The compound was once the home of Prince Chumbhot Paribatra, a grandson of Rama V, before being converted into a museum in 1952.

Jim Thompson House

TRADITIONAL THAI HOUSES AND ART

This jungly compound of wooden homes packed with exquisite art and furniture is the essential sight in the area. It’s the former home of Jim Thompson, an American silk entrepreneur and art collector who first came to Thailand at the end of WWII as a member of the Office of Strategic Services (the forerunner of the CIA).

Thompson settled in Bangkok after the war, when his neighbours’ handmade silk caught his eye and piqued his business sense. He sent samples to fashion houses in Milan, London and Paris, gradually building a steady worldwide clientele and helping to revive the Thai silk industry.

In addition to textiles, Thompson also collected parts of various derelict Thai homes and had them reassembled here in 1959. Some of the homes were brought from the old capital of Ayuthaya; others were pulled down and floated across the khlong (canal) from Baan Khrua. One striking departure from tradition is the way each wall has its exterior side facing the house’s interior, thus exposing the wall’s bracing system. Thompson’s small but splendid Asian art collection and his personal belongings are also on display in the main house.

The compound is open daily from 10am to 6pm (200B). All visitors must join one of the frequent 45-minute tours that are held in a variety of languages.
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THE MYSTERY OF JIM THOMPSON’S DISAPPEARANCE

When Jim Thompson disappeared in 1967 while walking in the Cameron Highlands in Malaysia it sparked worldwide publicity. And after his sister was murdered in the USA later the same year, the conspiracy theorists went into overdrive. Was Thompson targeted by business rivals? Did he encounter a hungry tiger? Or maybe his former employers at the CIA were unhappy at his increasingly vocal criticism of US policy in Southeast Asia? All that can be said is that no trace of Thompson’s remains has ever been found.



Baan Khrua

HISTORIC CANAL-SIDE NEIGHBOURHOOD

It’s a treat to discover the wooden homes and winding alleys of Baan Khrua amid the urban sprawl of Ratchathewi. Occupying both sides of the Khlong Saen Saeb, the neighbourhood dates to the turbulent late 18th century, when Cham Muslims from Vietnam fought with Rama 1 against a Burmese army and were rewarded with this land east of the then nascent capital Bangkok. The immigrants brought their silk-weaving traditions with them, and the community grew when the residents built Khlong Saen Saeb to connect to the Chao Phraya River. Jim Thompson, whose former home is on the south side of Khlong Saen Saeb, employed residents to produce the silk he sold around the world. A few workshops still make silk today. Baan Khrua remains mostly Muslim, with some small mosques amid the alleys that straggle away from the canal. It’s peaceful and great for a wander.
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Bangkok Art & Culture Centre

BANGKOK ARTS HUB

This large, light-filled building with a central atrium, nine floors and 3000 sq metres of gallery space has become one of the more significant players in Bangkok’s contemporary arts and culture scene. With an emphasis on demystifying the arts and introducing them to the general public, it stages rotating exhibitions from Thai and foreign artists, as well as film screenings, theatre and music performances and educational events. The centre also contains shops, private galleries, cafes and an art library, making it a good pit stop if you’re visiting the nearby malls. It’s open 10am to 8pm and closed on Mondays.
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MORE IN SIAM SQUARE, PRATUNAM, PHLOEN CHIT & RATCHATHEWI

Mall Central in a City of Malls

SIAM SQUARE SHOPPING

Siam Square and the surrounding area is home to Bangkok’s greatest concentration of shopping malls. Generally open from 10am to 10pm, they are some of the city’s most popular destinations on any day of the week, offering not just shopping but also cinemas and excellent food courts, as well as an aquarium, bowling and activities for kids.

It’s mostly high-end and mainstream brands here. Bargain hunters should head to Pratunam Market and the nearby Platinum Fashion Mall, both havens of inexpensive, no-name clothing and footwear. Siam Square itself is an open-air zone of shops and restaurants that’s ground zero for teenage culture in Bangkok, where fashion-conscious youth ricochet between the boutiques and cafes while Asian pop booms out. It’s a great place to pick up labels and designs you won’t find elsewhere, although most outfits require a barely-there waistline.

Opposite Siam Square on the other side of the road, four giant malls sit side-by-side, stretching all the way to Phloen Chit. Siam Discovery is good for local brands, CentralWorld is probably the busiest and buzziest, while Siam Paragon is home to Sea Life Bangkok Ocean World. Central Embassy is the most refined and has the best food court. Cinemas can be found in CentralWorld and Siam Paragon.

Just to the west of Siam Square is the worthy MBK Center. Some days, it feels like every tourist in town is browsing this vast complex of over 2000 shops and eateries.
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BEST HOTELS IN SIAM SQUARE, PRATUNAM, PHLOEN CHIT & RATCHATHEWI

Bizotel

Big, modern hotel with comfortable, if impersonal, rooms. Has a lot of tour groups. $$

Cacha Hotel

Rooms have colourful wall paintings at this slightly eccentric hotel. The cheapest lack windows. $$

K Maison

Understated and tranquil boutique hotel with minimalist decor. Tucked down a small street. $$

Siam@Siam Design Hotel

Good views from stylish rooms, and a popular rooftop bar and pool. $$

Hotel Indigo

Boutique place that mixes retro and modern styles. Large rooms and welcoming staff. $$$



WHERE TO WATCH MOVIES IN BANGKOK

Major Cineplex

Upmarket movie theatre inside the Siam Paragon mall. Home to Thailand’s largest IMAX screen.

SF Cinema City

Multiplex located on the 6th floor of Terminal 21 mall. Tickets can be booked online.

Friese-Greene Club

Private film club that shows movies six days a week. Nonmembers (100B) are welcome.

Shopping Mall Eats

FOOD COURT FRENZY

Virtually every mall in the Siam Square area has a food court. They’re a great way to dip your toe in the sea of Thai cuisines as they’re generally cheap, clean and air-conditioned, and have English-language menus. Food courts have become increasingly adventurous in recent years, offering dishes from all around Thailand, as well as vegetarian, Japanese, Indian, Chinese, Korean and Western options. You pay by exchanging cash for a card before buying your meal; any change is refunded if you return the card. Some food courts close earlier than the malls they are located in.

Eatthai in Central Embassy sells only Thai food from every region of the country, some outlets being offshoots of lauded Bangkok restaurants, and attracts foodies as well as shoppers looking for fuel. Gourmet Eats in Siam Paragon is the biggest food court, with stalls and restaurants offering a dizzying variety of Thai, pan-Asian and Western dishes. Food Legends on the 6th floor of the MBK Center is the elder statesperson of Bangkok-mall food courts, and has dozens of vendors selling Thai, Chinese, veggie, Western and Indian food.

Elsewhere in the area, Food Factory is a stylish collection of Thai and Asian eateries in the Siam Centre, while the Food Hall in the Central Chidlom department store has upmarket options next to a big supermarket. Also worth checking out is the Platinum Fashion Mall Food Court, which specialises in Thai street snacks.

Food courts aren’t just restricted to shopping malls; they can also be found across Bangkok in large branches of Lotus supermarkets and Big C hypermarkets.

Healthy Bangkok

WELLNESS AND YOGA

You don’t have to travel very far in Bangkok to find a spa or wellness centre. Thais have traditionally taken a holistic approach to health, but in recent years they have blended that knowledge with the latest medical and technological developments. Whether you want a treatment designed to harmonise your qi (life energy) or to super-cool your body in a cryotherapy chamber, Bangkok has it covered.

Many of the most luxurious spas can be found in five-star hotels such as the Peninsula, Banyan Tree and Mandarin Oriental. But the area around Siam Square has a number of fine spots, including Divana Scentuara Spa, which occupies the middle ground in terms of pampering and price between the big hotel spas and the thousands of street-side massage places, Harnn Heritage Spa, which has traditional herbal treatments in the CentralWorld complex and Treasure Spa & Salon, where the rose and champagne treatment is a winner.

Yoga and Pilates studios are dotted around the Siam Square area, too. Absolute You pioneered Bikram yoga in Bangkok and also offers a host of other styles, while the nearby YogaSutra Studio is another veteran establishment specialising in Ashtanga, Vinyasa and Hatha yoga. For Pilates, head to Pilates Studio, which has small classes and trains both students and teachers.
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BEST LIVE MUSIC VENUES IN BANGKOK

Immortal Bar

Bangkok’s only dedicated venue for metal bands, plus a few hardcore and punk outfits.

Speaker Box

Welcoming brick and concrete cabin that puts on rock, indie, funk and experimental bands.

Parking Toys

Top venue for local indie bands. Way out in northern Bangkok, so it sees few foreigners.

Jam

Small and grungy, but happening. Hosts Thai and foreign bands, as well as film and art shows.

Studio Lam

Part live-music venue and part nightclub. Come here for Thai music of all genres.



WHERE TO DRINK & SEE LIVE MUSIC AROUND SIAM SQUARE

Saxophone Pub & Restaurant

Venerable venue for jazz, blues and Latin sounds. Reserve a table in advance at weekends.

Rock Pub

There’s an emphasis on classic and hard rock at this friendly place. Closed Mondays.

Hair of the Dog

Craft-beer bar in Phloen Chit with a rotating selection of brews and a decent soundtrack.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN SIAM SQUARE, PRATUNAM, PHLOEN CHIT & RATCHATHEWI

Doy Kuay

The best restaurant in an area that specialises in spicy and rich ‘boat noodles’. $

Madame Somtum

Sôm·đam in all its wonderful variations and Isan-style grilled meat. Busy at lunchtime. $

Nuer Koo

Quality beef noodles in the chichi surroundings of CentralWorld mall. Look for the cow statue. $$

Din Tai Fung

Bangkok branch of a Taiwanese restaurant chain that serves delectable dumplings. $$

La Monita Taqueria

Long-standing and authentic Mexican place. Tacos, burritos and more. Has a kids’ menu. $$



WHERE TO FIND HOSTELS IN THE SIAM SQUARE AREA

Lub d

Posh and popular place with an inviting communal area and lots of activities on offer. $

Yard Hostel

The location isn’t great, but the large garden makes this one of Bangkok’s most pleasant hostels. $

Siam Stadium Hostel

Not a party place, but beds are comfy and there’s a kitchen, communal area and downstairs cafe. $



THANON SUKHUMVIT

NIGHTLIFE, DINING AND MASSAGE


Sukhumvit Rd, the longest highway in Thailand, runs from Bangkok’s centre to the border with Cambodia in the country’s east. The road gives its name to a neighbourhood that covers a big swath of eastern Bangkok. It’s a relatively new area that was mainly ricefields until WWII, and lacks the sights of Bangkok’s more historic districts. Instead, Sukhumvit has upmarket restaurants, shops and malls, and some of Bangkok’s most happening nightlife, from high-end cocktail joints, dance clubs and live-music venues to grungy bars and red-light zones. This is also where you’ll find the most expats. There are significant communities from the Middle East, Africa, south Asia, Japan and South Korea here, and many Westerners. Unsurprisingly, Sukhumvit is where to find international food of almost any description.
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SIGHTS

1 Benjakitti Park

2 Kamthieng House

3 Nana Entertainment Plaza

see 2 Siam Society

4 Soi Cowboy

5 Subhashok the Arts Centre

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6 Asia Herb Association

7 Health Land

8 Oasis Spa

9 Suvarnaveda Wellness

10 Yunomori Onsen & Spa

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

11 Gir

12 J Boroski

13 Lost in Thaislation

14 Midlife Crisis

15 Rabbit Hole

SHOPPING

16 Button Up

17 Emporium

18 EmQuartier

19 EmSphere

20 Khlong Toei Market

21 Narry’s Bespoke Tailors

see 3 Nickermann’s

22 Raja’s Fashions

see 3 Rajawongse

23 Tailor on Ten




TOP TIP

The BTS Sukhumvit Line tracks its namesake road, making it a breeze to get around. Sukhumvit is also a stop on the MRT Blue Line. There are a plethora of midrange hotels here, but virtually no budget accommodation of note.



Kamthieng House

TRADITIONAL THAI CULTURE

There’s something deeply incongruous about Kamthieng House being in this very contemporary part of town: a traditional Thai home overseen by towering apartment and office blocks and a huge shopping mall. Nevertheless, this is the key sight in Thanon Sukhumvit, a museum designed to transport visitors to a northern Thai village complete with informative displays on daily rituals, folk beliefs and everyday household chores, all within the setting of a traditional wooden home.

The compound consists of two connected teakwood houses, raised on pillars and with verandas, and a separate kitchen and granary. It was built in Chiang Mai in the mid-19th century for a prominent local family. In 1963 it was dismantled and moved to Bangkok, where it was reassembled under the patronage of Rama IX, who wanted a museum that would showcase the culture of the Lanna, or northern Thai, people.

Of particular interest is the design of the kitchen, which differs from traditional kitchens elsewhere in Thailand and is raised on a sand-filled platform for cooking. Visitors are encouraged to view the house from the perspective of the family who once lived here, which means sitting on the floor rather than just walking around. The museum is free and open 9am to 5pm from Tuesday to Saturday.
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SIAM SOCIETY

Kamthieng House is operated by the Siam Society, founded in 1904 to promote and preserve the culture, arts, history and natural sciences of Thailand. Today, the society publishes the renowned Journal of the Siam Society and maintains a library of rare books covering Thailand and Southeast Asia at its headquarters next to Kamthieng House.

The society puts on weekly talks by local and foreign academics and experts, in English and Thai, as well as cultural events and music concerts. Nonmembers can attend lectures for 200B and concerts for 800B.

Scan this QR code to find out about upcoming events.
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Benjakitti Park

CENTRAL BANGKOK’S OTHER GREEN OASIS

Central Bangkok’s biggest park, Benjakitti Park (5am to 8pm) is a favourite with locals who jog, cycle and walk the paths, picnic by the lake or hang around the open-air amphitheatre. This is also the only dog-friendly park in Bangkok, with its own space for mutts to make furry friends (you must register your dog first). Covering 72 hectares, Benjakitti has two parts: the original park centred on the lake and a newer extension known as the ‘Forest Park’, which is a wetland with giant ponds, above which are elevated walkways for visitors. An ongoing tree and flower-planting programme aims to attract wildlife – birds especially – and to make the park one of Bangkok’s green lungs. It can get very hot during the day, but from late afternoon it’s a perfect spot to stroll amid nature with the surrounding skyscrapers making a photogenic sunset backdrop.
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Subhashok the Arts Centre

CONTEMPORARY THAI ART

Subhashok the Arts Centre is one of the most ambitious and biggest art spaces in Bangkok. Spread over four floors and also known as SAC Gallery, it was founded by a Thai real-estate mogul and noted collector of Asian contemporary art. SAC has a mission to promote Thai artists – painters especially – but also shows artists from elsewhere in Southeast Asia.

There are normally two different exhibitions here at any one time; they rotate every couple of months. SAC is hidden away in a residential street off Th Sukhumvit, but you can’t miss the big white building. The gallery is open 11am to 6pm from Tuesday to Sunday.


BENJAKITTI PARK-LUMPHINI PARK WALKWAY

Around 1.3km from Benjakitti Park is Lumphini Park, central Bangkok’s other big chunk of green space. The two parks are connected by an elevated walkway that starts at the southwest corner of Benjakitti.



MORE IN THANON SUKHUMVIT

Get Pampered & Pummelled

WELCOME TO THAI MASSAGE

Bangkok has a good claim to being the massage capital of the world. It’s certainly hard to think of another city where pampering is taken so seriously. In part, that’s because traditional Thai healing stresses the use of herbs and massage as part of any health and beauty routine, so no one needs an excuse to indulge. For many visitors, rejuvenating with a foot or body massage after a day touring the sights in the heat is one of the great pleasures of any trip to Bangkok.

Many of Bangkok’s most professional massage shops – and there are thousands – are located along Th Sukhumvit. Asia Herb Association, a Japanese-owned chain that specialises in massage using þrà·kóp (traditional Thai herbal compresses) filled with 18 different herbs, has multiple branches in the area, as does Health Land, which offers great-value massage treatments and is always busy with locals and tourists. More exclusive is the supremely serene Oasis Spa, which will pick you up from your accommodation.

For something a bit different, head to the very popular Yunomori Onsen & Spa, a Japanese-style hot-spring bath and sauna where you can soak and steam in thermal water transported from southern Thailand. Some people spend the entire day here.

Th Sukhumvit is also home to wellness centres such as the highly rated Suvarnaveda Wellness, which offers Ayurvedic therapies and herbal remedies, as well as two- and three-week cleansing and rejuvenation programmes, and the stress-relieving Bangkok Float Center, where your worries disappear while you float almost weightlessly in salt-laden water.
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BANGKOK MASSAGE 101

The most common variety of massage in Bangkok is traditional Thai massage (nôo·at păan boh·rahn). Although it sounds relaxing, at times it can seem more closely related to Thai boxing than to shiatsu. Thai massage is based on yogic techniques for general health, which involve pulling, stretching, bending and manipulating pressure points.

If done well, a traditional massage will leave you a little sore but revitalised.

Full-body massages usually include camphor-scented balms or herbal compresses, and there’s also the option of oil massages. Note that not all massage shops are respectable. But it’s normally easy to spot the dodgy places: the ‘masseuses’ will be scantily dressed, rather than in uniforms.



WHERE TO GO CLUBBING IN THANON SUKHUMVIT

Sing Sing Theatre

Stunning Chinese-themed space that books top-name DJs, but the dance floor is miniscule.

Beam

Two floors, one featuring hip-hop, the other techno. Attracts a young crowd. Good sound system.

Levels Club & Terrace

Spread across three areas, there’s a decent dance floor here. Plays commercial EDM and is touristy.

Sukhumvit Shopping

HIP MALLS AND AN EYE-POPPING MARKET

Siam Square may have the biggest concentration of shopping malls in Bangkok, but Th Sukhumvit has EmQuartier, perhaps the city’s most upmarket shopping destination. A partner to the almost-as-posh Emporium, which sits opposite EmQuartier, and the under-construction EmSphere, the three malls will have a combined floor space of 2.5 million sq ft, which makes for a lot of shops.

Bangkok’s rich kids and ladies who lunch flock to EmQuartier in droves. But its design makes it worth a look even if you’re just window shopping. The mall is divided into three distinct sections, or quartiers, and features its very own waterfall and six storeys of dining options atop a helical slab.

For a much more visceral shopping experience, head a couple of kilometres south from EmQuartier to Khlong Toei Market, Bangkok’s biggest wholesale food market and the source of most of the meals visitors consume. It’s a massive space heaving with porters wheeling produce around, newly butchered animals and fish (as well as the ones awaiting their death), piles of pungent durians and other fruit, and heaps of vegetables, as well as kitchenware and food stalls.

Some travellers find the sights and smells a real assault on the senses – we recommend not visiting with a hangover or a dodgy stomach – but photographers will love it. The market is officially open 6am to 2am, although there’s always activity here. If you want to see the market at its most hectic and photogenic, come early in the morning.
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BEST VEGAN & VEGETARIAN FOOD IN BANGKOK

Kaek Kao Kua

Build your own bowl or choose a vegan version of Thai staples at this home-style place. $

Vistro

Pleasant plant-filled bistro that does a vegan take on Thai and Asian classics. $$

Broccoli Revolution

There are three Bangkok branches of this stylish restaurant, all serving an epic quinoa burger. $$

Suananda

Peaceful garden restaurant offering veggie and vegan Indian, Thai and Burmese dishes. Closed Tuesdays. $$

Saravana Bhawan

Part of a global chain of Indian vegetarian restaurants. Other veggie South Asian choices are nearby. $$



WHERE TO BUY BOOKS IN BANGKOK

Kinokuniya

Huge collection of titles; branches in Th Sukhumvit and Siam Square.

Dasa Books

Bangkok’s best secondhand bookshop for multi-language choices. Bring ID if you want to exchange books.

A Book With No Name

Cute and mellow bookshop in Dusit, with seats for reading, coffee, craft beer and cats.

Cocktail Bar Crawling

BANGKOK MIXOLOGY ON SHOW

Some of the most fashionable and impressive cocktail bars in all Asia can be found on or off Th Sukhumvit, a consequence of the boom in local mixologists and the neighbourhood being home to many of the people locals refer to as ‘hi-so’, or high society.

There’s a distinct speakeasy feel to some of the places, which seem to delight in hiding behind unmarked doors or down tiny alleys. Note that prices for a cocktail are about the same as in the West and that the most exclusive bars require a minimum spend of a few thousand baht if you want to snag a prime table.

Gir is the current hot spot, located 40 floors up an office tower, with top-notch bartenders and DJs at weekends. You’ll need to show photo ID to gain admittance. Almost as popular is the low-lit and rather snooty Rabbit Hole, although the old school decor is fine. For truly creative cocktails, head to the superbly named Lost in Thaislation, where the drinks are inspired by the tastes of Thai street food.

Also noteworthy is J Boroski, which dispenses with both a marked door and a menu. Just tell the friendly bartenders what you feel like and they’ll fashion a cocktail for you. Amiable newcomer Midlife Crisis puts its own spin on the no-menu format with a cocktail bet machine that selects your libation. Black Cabin Bar is cosier and cheaper than many other bars in the area, but still offers decent drinks and live music.


BEST HOTELS IN THANON SUKHUMVIT

Sleepbox eSukhumvit 22

One of few bearable budget options in this part of town. Roomy four-bed dorms. $

Tints of Blue

Attractive and secluded boutique hotel. Rooms aren’t huge, but come with kitchenette. $$

Movenpick

Great-value rooms at a midranger that could almost be a four-star hotel, thanks to the facilities. $$

Marriot Marquis

Good deals at this four-star if you book ahead. Decent restaurants and rooftop bar. $$$

Ariyasom Villas

Quaint hotel that channels a 1940s vibe, with vintage furniture and fixtures. Top spa, too. $$$



WHERE TO DRINK IN THANON SUKHUMVIT

Brewski

Relaxed rooftop bar that specialises in craft beers rather than cocktails. Atop the Radisson Blue hotel.

Clubhouse

Fine for watching all sports. Has multiple screens, indoor and outdoor areas and pub food.

Havana Social

Cuban-style speakeasy bar with top cocktails and DJs. Very busy on weekends. 400B entrance fee.

Sukhumvit Suits

BANGKOK’S SAVILE ROW

In Bangkok, bespoke tailoring for foreigners is a trade dominated by the south Asian community, and some of them have been kitting out visitors with suits, shirts and dresses since the 1960s, when tourists started arriving in large numbers. The strip of Th Sukhumvit between the BTS stations at Nana and Asoke is Bangkok’s very own version of London’s famous Savile Row, with a huge number of tailors, both reputable and otherwise.

Some of the most reliable and long-running operations include Tailor on Ten, which is located in a nice old house and gets a lot of repeat customers. Nearby Raja’s Fashions is a favourite with diplomats, but boss Bobby Gulati will make you feel as important as any of the ambassadors he has dressed.

Father-and-son team Jesse and Victor at Rajawongse get rave reviews for their meticulous tailoring, while Narry’s Bespoke Tailors makes high-quality clothing at midrange prices for men and women, as does Nickermann’s. Further away in trendy Thong Lo, but still on Th Sukhumvit, is Button Up, which dresses everyone from US rappers to Thai celebrities but keeps its prices fairly reasonable.

Any honest tailor will tell you that it’s impossible to get a quality suit made in 24 hours. Count on three- to five-days minimum for a standard suit, and there should be a number of fittings both before and after the suit is made. Remember, too, that you get what you pay for, so if a tailor offers you clothes at a price that seems too good to be true, think again.
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BEST CAFES IN BANGKOK

Cassette Coffee Bar

Pink-themed, Instagram-friendly cafe in Siam Square that’s always busy with the coffee and selfie crowd.

Ink & Lion

High-quality coffee in a soothing Sukhumvit space with local art on the walls.

Luka

Smart and huge Silom cafe that serves coffee from northern Thailand and high-end comfort food.

Recordoffee

Part coffee shop and part vinyl emporium. Great to chill in after exploring Chinatown.

Rise Coffee

The flagship of this expanding operation is in Phloen Chit. Lots of beans and industrial-chic design.



WHERE TO FIND FOOD COURTS IN THANON SUKHUMVIT

W Market

Popular open-air food market with Thai, Indian, Italian, Mexican and Japanese options and a few bars.

theCOMMONS

Quality alfresco dining in a smart complex that attracts Thong Lor’s wealthy residents.

Quartier Foodhall

Inside Bangkok’s poshest mall, there’s a wide range of Thai, Chinese and Western options, some reasonably priced.

Bangkok’s Cannabis Culture

UP IN SMOKE

In June 2022 Thailand became the first country in Asia to legalise cannabis, a much-anticipated decision that followed Thailand’s legalisation of marijuana for medical purposes in 2018. Since then the government has distributed one million cannabis plants to farmers, while well over 5000 shops across the country are now selling weed.

A disproportionate number of Bangkok’s 1200-odd ‘dispensaries’ are located along Th Sukhumvit, perhaps because so many foreigners live or stay here, and locals and visitors are now used to the distinctive smell of weed wafting in the air, despite the fact that technically it remains illegal to smoke it in public.

Some of the shops are rather stylish, with the dope on display in neatly labelled jars, menus for buyers to peruse, knowledgeable budtenders who use chopsticks to parcel out the individual grams of grass, and accessories – pipes, bongs and grinders – also available.

All the shops have similar strains of mostly Thai-grown weed, either sativa, indica or a hybrid of both, with a gram of the lowest-quality marijuana selling for 300B to 400B. The best stuff sells for 700B to 900B a gram. Pregnant women and under-20s are barred from buying.

Many Thais are unhappy with the decision to legalise cannabis, fearing it will spark addiction and crime or just make young people lazy, and politicians from all parties have called for it to be re-criminalised. But with the University of the Thai Chamber of Commerce predicting that Thailand’s marijuana market will be worth US$1.2 billion by 2025, it is unlikely to happen.


BEST FOREIGN RESTAURANTS IN THANON SUKHUMVIT

Thanaka

Millions of Burmese migrants live in Thailand. This simple place offers a fine introduction to Myanmar cuisine. $

Al-Khayma Lebanese Food

Also known as Bamboo, this long-running place is great for kebabs, salads and meze. $$

Bella Napoli

Old-school Italian trattoria that draws in locals and foreigners with traditional pizza and pasta. $$

Teriyaki Bar Kelly’s

Fun and friendly Japanese joint with a unique take on yakatori; skewer sets from 300B. $$

Ms Maria & Mr Singh

Mexican-Indian mash-up – think pork-vindaloo tacos – and one of the most fashionable spots in town. $$$



WHERE TO BUY WEED IN THANON SUKHUMVIT

Best Buds

Impressive range of reasonably priced herb. You can also order online and get it delivered.

Green Day Dispensary

Staffed by weed enthusiasts who can advise which of their 30-odd strains will suit you.

Kush House

Professional operation with many different strains of weed, accessories and a rolling area.

Red Light Bangkok

NAUGHTY NIGHTLIFE

Bangkok has long been associated with naughty nightlife. As far back as 300 years ago, visitors were shocked by the apparent immorality they were witnessing. By the end of the 19th century, Chinatown was known for its bars, brothels, night clubs and dance halls. After WWII the scene moved to Silom, with Patpong’s sex shows acquiring worldwide notoriety in the 1980s.

Now Th Sukhumvit is home to Bangkok’s red-light zones for foreigners (the locals have their own areas), with the action centred on Soi Cowboy and Nana Entertainment Plaza. Cowboy is a narrow street of flashing neon lined with go-go bars, where scantily clad or naked women dance on a stage or around poles, and beer bars, where the staff are all female and the customers all men. Nana Plaza is bigger, with outside bars surrounded by three floors of go-go bars and clubs.

On any night, both areas are packed out, but many of the visitors are there as tourists rather than customers. Bangkok’s red-light areas are now as much of a sight as any museum or temple. And if you are tempted into a bar or go-go show, there is no obligation to do anything except buy a drink (which are generally more expensive than in other bars).

Many visitors find Cowboy and Nana seedy at best, but in truth they’re more wholesome than red-light districts in many other countries. Both are strictly monitored by the Bangkok authorities, while the women in the bars and clubs haven’t been trafficked or coerced into the work.
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BEST THAI RESTAURANTS IN THANON SUKHUMVIT

Rung Raeng Pork Noodles

Top-rated budget eats: a bowl of noodles costs no more than 70B. $

Wattana Panich

Check the vast vat of beef stew bubbling away at this humble restaurant loved by locals. $

Klang Soi Restaurant

Home-style cooking with a menu specialising in central and southern Thailand food. $$

Sri Trat

Family-run place with a unique selection of lovingly prepared dishes from eastern Thailand. $$

Sorn

Michelin-starred southern-Thai-style fine dining with a 22-course tasting menu. Scoring a table is an achievement. $$$



WHERE TO SHOP IN THANON SUKHUMVIT

Sop Moei Arts

Nonprofit that sells worthwhile textiles and handicrafts made by the Karen minority in northern Thailand.

Terminal 21

More egalitarian than other Th Sukhumvit malls. Big selection of midrange Asian and Western brands.

Villa Market

The best of a number of Th Sukhumvit supermarkets that stock Western food and drink.



NORTHERN BANGKOK

MARKET MADNESS


Northern Bangkok covers a mammoth area and includes many of the 50 districts that comprise the capital, with the area’s far northern boundaries pushing into central Thailand as Bangkok gobbles up areas that were farmland a few years ago. A visit to northern Bangkok offers an insight into the lifestyle and culture of surrounding provinces, without requiring you to leave the city. Few travellers stay here, although there’s no shortage of accommodation and newly expanded Skytrain and metro lines have made it easier to access. But almost everyone visits Chatuchak Weekend Market, an essential sight whether you’re a retail enthusiast or reluctant shopper. Also worth a trip is Chang Chui, an arty and largely tourist-free market, while there are many local restaurants that are more authentic and regional than those further south.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Chatuchak Weekend Market

SIGHTS

see 1 Children’s Discovery Museum

2 Museum of Contemporary Art

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3 MuayThai Institute

ENTERTAINMENT

4 Dream World

5 Lumpinee Boxing Stadium

6 Siam Amazing Park

SHOPPING

7 Chang Chui

8 Papaya




TOP TIP

The BTS Sukhumvit Line heads north to Chatuchak Weekend Market, and continues all the way into Pathum Thani Province in central Thailand. The MRT Blue Line also travels to Chatuchak, before going overground across northwest Bangkok, parts of which are also covered by the MRT Purple Line.



Museum of Contemporary Art

BANGKOK’S FINEST ART SPACE

The Museum of Contemporary Art (MOCA) is Bangkok’s most important contemporary and modern art gallery, although you wouldn’t guess it from its peculiar location by the side of an expressway in the city’s northern reaches. Inside, though, it’s an impressive, light-filled, minimalist white space spread over five floors; it’s one of the biggest galleries for contemporary art in Asia. MOCA is where hip international artists such as Banksy and Jacky Tsai stage their Bangkok shows – it’s worth checking to see who they’re exhibiting (book in advance for big-name artists). There are also permanent collections featuring some of the most renowned Thai artists from the last 100 years, both painters and sculptors, and galleries devoted to photography, Ramayana masks and shadow puppets. The 5th floor has a small collection of work by foreign artists. MOCA is open Tuesday to Sunday, 10am to 6pm.
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Papaya

UPMARKET SECONDHAND STORE

Papaya features a mindboggling collection of 19th- and 20th-century artefacts that occupy every inch of a warehouse-sized space. The collection began as a private hobby for Papaya’s reticent owner, but has snowballed dramatically. Art Deco furniture, antique phones, 1960s beer signage, superhero statues, Piaggio scooters, typewriters, movie projectors, love seats, TV sets, VHS players, wall clocks, shopfront mannequins, lampshades, a huge collection of crucifixes – the list of bizarre items goes on and on. Most are technically for sale, but some are priced astronomically as the owner, who possibly has hoarding issues, doesn’t want to part with them.

MORE IN NORTHERN BANGKOK

Bangkok’s Hipster Market

GET ECLECTIC AT CHANG CHUI MARKET

Chang Chui, formally known as Chang Chui Plane Night Market, is both a creative space and a night market. Centred on an abandoned aeroplane that now houses a fine dining restaurant, you’ll find performance spaces, installations and an art gallery here, but also vintage-clothes stores, craft-beer bars, many restaurants, mellow live music and even a hipster barber shop. It’s an almost exclusively Thai scene here, with few foreign visitors, and Chang Chui feels rather more sophisticated than other night markets in Bangkok.

The plane that looms over the market is an old Lockheed Tristar that has been artfully converted into the high-end Na-Oh fusion restaurant, which has live jazz on Saturdays and a posh tasting menu. Reservations are essential. But there are also many food stalls and Thai restaurants, as well as Olive Kitchen, which combines craft beer with Italian food.

Spanning 18 different structures – all made from discarded objects and around which more informal vendors cluster – the market is open 11am to 11pm Tuesday to Sunday, but not many places operate during the day. To experience the market properly, come on a weekend evening. Chang Chui is located on the Thonburi side of the Chao Phraya River in Bang Phlat in northwest Bangkok. To get here by public transport, take the MRT Blue Line to Bang Yi Khan station and then hop a taxi for the final 3km.
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NORTHERN BANGKOK NIGHT MARKETS

Chang Chui isn’t the only night market in northern Bangkok. A number of night markets, which typically combine lots of eating and drinking options with stalls selling inexpensive clothes, cosmetics and accessories, are strung out across the north of the city.

The most easily accessed market, and so the most popular with tourists, is Jodd Fairs in Huai Kwang, formerly known as the Ratchada Train Night Market. It’s one of the best options for food, with hundreds of vendors here. Around 1.5km north is the One Ratchada, which has lots of Chinese-style eateries. Hua Mum Night Market, which sees few foreigners and has lively bars and restaurants, is located further north past Lat Phrao.



WHERE TO STAY IN NORTHERN BANGKOK

Siamaze Hostel

Decent dorms with balconies and comfortable private rooms. Walking distance to Sutthisan MRT station. $

Be My Guest 36

Cheap and clean guesthouse in a residential neighbourhood. It’s a hike to public transport. $

Capital Mansion

Spacious if old-fashioned rooms, close to a BTS station and Chatuchak Weekend Market. Good pool. $$



TOP SIGHT
Chatuchak Weekend Market


Chatuchak is the largest weekend market in the world. A vast warren of 15,000-odd shops and stalls, it’s one of Bangkok’s most popular excursions with every conceivable item on sale. Once you’re inside it can seem like there’s no order or escape, but the market is organised into coherent sections. The clock tower is a handy landmark.
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Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.

[image: jpg]



Antiques, Handicrafts & Souvenirs

Sections 1 and 29 are the place to go for bronze religious statues, old LPs and other random antiques with religious motifs. Arts and crafts can be found in Section 26. Baan Sin Thai sells a mixture of kŏhn masks and old-school Thai toys, which make fun souvenirs, and Kitcharoen Dountri specialises in Thai musical instruments. Other quirky gifts include the lifelike plastic Thai fruit and vegetables at Marché, or their scaled-down miniature counterparts nearby at Papachu.

For less utilitarian goods, Section 7 is a virtual open-air gallery – we like Pariwat A-nantachina for Bangkok-themed murals. Several shops in Section 10 sell new and antique Burmese lacquerware. Meng features a dusty mishmash of quirky antiques from both Thailand and Myanmar.


DON’T MISS

Antiques, handicrafts & souvenirs

Clothing & accessories

Eating & drinking

Housewares & decor

Massage

Pets

Plants & gardening



Clothing & Accessories

Clothing dominates much of Chatuchak. Sections 2 to 6 deal in new and used clothing for every Thai youth subculture, from punks to cowboys, while Soi 7 is heavy on the underground hip-hop and skate fashions. Somewhat more sophisticated independent labels can be found in Sections 2 and 3, while tourist-sized clothes and textiles are in Sections 16 to 18. For accessories try Orange Karen Silver in Section 25, which specialises in chunky silver jewellery and semiprecious uncut stones.

Eating & Drinking

Numerous food stalls set up shop between Sections 6 and 8 and also close to Entrance 1. Veteran standouts include Foontalop, which has Isan eats; Ice Cube by Café Ice, a Western-Thai-fusion joint that does good pàt tai and tasty fruit shakes; Toh-Plue, which has all the Thai standards; and Saman Islam, a Thai-Muslim restaurant that serves a tasty chicken biryani. Viva 8 features a DJ and a chef making huge platters of paella. As evening draws near, down a beer at Viva’s, a cafe-bar with live music.

Housewares & Decor

Sections 15, 19 and 20 specialise in all manner of 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.

Those looking to spice up the house should stop by Boom, where you can find dried herbs and spices for both consumption and decoration. Other notable olfactory indulgences include the handmade soaps, lotions, salts and scrubs at D-narn and the fragrant perfumes and essential oils at AnyaDharu.


DON’T GET CRANKY

Chatuchak rage is a common phenomenon brought on by crowds, heat and hunger. With so many people pushing past and the market being outside and lacking air-con, it’s easy to lose it. Hydrate and snack regularly or head to nearby Chatuchak Park to escape the retail frenzy.



Massage

A foot massage is a great way to ease the strain of a day’s shopping. There are massage shops throughout Chatuchak – their touts will find you – but we like Feel Good Massage in Section 23.

Pets

A big variety of animals are on sale at Chatuchak in Sections 8 to 13. They range from the mundane – birds, cats, dogs and tortoises – to exotic lizards, fighting cocks, meerkats and racoons. Some visitors might find their confinement in cages distressing. Section 13 also sells clothing for pets.

Plants & Gardening

The interior perimeter of Sections 2 to 4 features a huge array of potted plants, flowers, herbs, fruits and the accessories needed to maintain them. Many of these shops are also open on Wednesdays and Thursdays.


TOP TIPS

• Chatuchak is also known to locals as ‘Jatujak’ or ‘JJ’.

• The market can be accessed via the BTS station Mo Chit or the MRT stations Kamphaeng Phet and Chatuchak Park.

• A few shops are open on weekdays, but the market gets going on Friday night when vendors start setting up.

• Spend a full day here, but arrive early to beat the heat.

• Maps and toilets are scattered throughout the market.

• There are many eating options in and around the market.

• An information centre (not always staffed) and ATMs are near the northern end of Soi 1, Soi 2 and Soi 3.





Bangkok for Children

FUN FOR KIDS

While Bangkok’s shopping malls keep kids amused with child-friendly activities and cinemas, and the giant monitor lizards at Lumphini are an object of fascination, it’s northern Bangkok that has the biggest cluster of kid-oriented sights. All can be accessed via taxi from Mo Chit BTS station or Chatuchak Park MRT stop.

At the Children’s Discovery Museum, located conveniently close to Chatuchak Weekend Market, learning is well-disguised as fun. The interactive exhibits range in topic from construction to culture, although we suspect most kids will be drawn to the Dino Detective Zone, where they can dig in sand to find and reassemble dinosaur bones. There are also a couple of good playgrounds here.

Siam Amazing Park is Thailand’s premier amusement park, occupying 47.7 hectares in northeast Bangkok. Some of the rides are a little dated now, but the water park has the biggest wave pool in the world and is deservedly popular. There are also roller-coasters here, as well as rides specifically for small children and lots of eating options. On weekdays, the park is often quite quiet. Book online for discounted tickets.

Another amusement park in the area is Dream World. It’s also looking its age a bit, but the big draw is Snow Town, a snow and ice village where kids can sled down a snow slope. It’s a real novelty for local children, who love it (warm clothing is provided). There’s also a big water park to cool off in at the end of the day. It’s cash only here.
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AIRPORT ACCOMMODATION

If you’re concerned about a super-early departure or late arrival, consider a stay at one of the following airport hotels.

Novotel Suvarnabhumi Airport Hotel has tons of quality rooms located within the Suvarnabhumi International Airport compound. Also near Suvarnabhumi is the Cottage, a solid midranger close to food and shopping and with a shuttle to the airport.

If you want to avoid snoozing on the chairs at Don Mueang International Airport, try Sleep box, which has compact rooms and also offers short stays (three hours) and showers. Directly opposite Don Mueang is the international standard Amari Don Mueang Airport Hotel.



WHERE TO EAT IN NORTHERN BANGKOK

Or Tor Kor Market

One of Bangkok’s best food markets. Cheap and delicious Thai classics near Chatuchak Weekend Market. $

Anotai

The first modern vegetarian restaurant in Bangkok, allegedly, and still popular. Some vegan options. $$

Baan Pueng Chom

Tasty Thai comfort food served in a jungly garden (reserve ahead for indoor seating). $$



AROUND BANGKOK

DAY TRIPS AND MORE


Bangkok is ringed by five provinces: Nakhon Pathom, Nonthaburi, Pathum Thani, Samut Prakan and Samut Sakhon. Along with the capital they make up the Bangkok Metropolitan Region, home to around 15% of Thailand’s population. Some areas of the surrounding provinces are now effectively suburbs of Bangkok, but others retain a more rural feel, making them ideal for a day trip or weekend retreat from the city.

Bang Kachao, an artificially created island in Samut Prakan with a fun market and a great botanical garden and park, is the easiest and perhaps most popular option for an escape from Bangkok. Further afield is Amphawa, in Samut Songkhram Province, where temples and floating markets draw both locals and tourists at weekends. Also within day-trip distance are the floating markets in Nakhon Pathom and Ratchaburi provinces. There is accommodation here if you want to stay overnight.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Tha Kha Floating Market

SIGHTS

2 Amphawa Floating Market

3 Bang Kachao

4 Bang Nam Pheung Market

5 Damnoen Saduak Floating Market

6 Don Hoi Lot

see 2 King Buddhalertla (Phuttha Loet La) Naphalai Memorial Park

see 3 Si Nakhon Kheun Khan Park

7 Taling Chan Floating Market

see 2 Wat Amphawan Chetiyaram

see 4 Wat Bang Nam Pheung Nok




TOP TIP

Hiring a taxi for the day, or your own car, is a sound idea if you’re planning on making day trips around Bangkok. While most places are accessible by bus or minivan, you’ll have far more flexibility with your own wheels and extra time for sightseeing.



Bang Kachao

BANGKOK’S GREEN LUNG

Bang Kachao, a lush artificial island known as Bangkok’s ‘green lung’, is a great place to escape the capital’s urban sprawl. The 16-sq-km island sits just southeast of central Bangkok in the Chao Phraya River, although technically it’s part of Samut Prakan Province, and was formed when a canal was dug at the island’s western end, isolating it from the mainland.

Now much of Bang Kachao is essentially a wetland, with the interior a maze of canals interspersed with small-scale coconut, palm sugar, banana and betel-nut farms, with houses raised on stilts over the water, and concrete and wooden pathways accessible only by motorbike or bicycle running between the roads.

Hiring a bike is the best way to tour the island, but watch out for the monitor lizards that saunter around; they seem to be bigger here than elsewhere. On weekends, the waterside Bang Nam Pheung Market is packed with locals grazing on the many food options and makes a good lunch stop. Also worth a look is Wat Bang Nam Pheung Nok, an attractive riverside Buddhist temple.

Piers in the north, west and east of Bang Kachao connect the island with Bangkok, with boats and ferries (6B to 10B) running 5am to 9pm. Bikes can be hired at all the piers and at many other places for 50B per hour and up.
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Amphawa

CANAL-SIDE VILLAGE AND FIREFLIES

Amphawa is a sleepy canal-side village for most of the week, and the main attraction of a visit here is the chance to enjoy the relaxed pace of life. While Amphawa bears some signs of gentrification, the village’s canals, wooden buildings, atmospheric cafes and quaint water-borne traffic still retain heaps of charm. Many locals arrive on day or weekend trips to visit the floating market that’s open Friday to Sunday, but during the week you might well be the only tourist in town.

Steps from Amphawa’s central footbridge is graceful Wat Amphawan Chetiyaram, which features some accomplished murals and is believed to be the birthplace of Rama II. Nearby the temple is King Buddhalertla (Phuttha Loet La) Naphalai Memorial Park, a museum housed in a collection of traditional central Thailand-style houses set on 1.5 landscaped hectares. Dedicated to Rama II, the museum contains a library of antiques from early-19th-century Siam.

At night, long-tail boats zip along the Mae Klong River to watch the Christmas-light-like dance of the hìng hôy (fireflies) swarming in the riverside trees. They’re most impressive during the July to October rainy season. From Friday to Sunday, operators from several piers in Amphawa lead tours, charging 100B for a seat. Outside these days, it costs 600B for a one-hour charter.


SI NAKHON KHEUN KHAN PARK

Si Nakhon Kheun Khan Park is a candidate for the most bucolic park in and around Bangkok. A botanical garden in the north of Bang Kachao, there’s a large lake and a bird-watching tower (come early in the morning if you want to spot wildlife), and it’s a fine place to walk or cycle (bikes can be hired at the park entrance) in relative tranquillity. There’s also an abundance of plant life here, as well as many trees providing much-needed shade.



Don Hoi Lot

SHE SELLS SEASHELLS

Amphawa’s second-most-famous tourist attraction (after the village) is this bank of fossilised shells at the mouth of Mae Nam Mae Klong, not far from Samut Songkhram. These shells come from hŏy lòrt (clams with a tube-like shell). The shell bank is best seen during April and May, when the river has receded to its lowest level. A scenic way of getting here is to charter a boat for 1000B from Mae Klong Market pier, a journey of around 45 minutes.

MORE AROUND BANGKOK

Riverside Shopping, Thai-Style

FLOAT YOUR WAY TO CONSUMER PARADISE

Photos of floating markets (đà·làht nám) jammed full of wooden canoes laden with exotic produce have defined the official tourist profile of Thailand for decades. But almost all Thais now shop on dry land and today’s floating markets are dependent upon or contrived for tourists. Some are also technically river or canal-side markets, with most vendors on firm ground and not water. Nevertheless, they still make great photo ops.

Tha Kha Floating Market is probably the most authentic floating market, with a handful of vendors coalescing along an open rural canal in Samut Songkhram Province that’s lined with coconut palms and old wooden houses. Also in Samut Songkhram is Amphawa Floating Market, which convenes near Wat Amphawan Chetiyaram on weekends and is always busy.

In Ratchaburi Province, 100-year-old Damnoen Saduak Floating Market was once one of Thailand’s most prestigious tourist attractions, and is often wrongly cited as the floating market in the James Bond movie The Man with the Golden Gun (it was actually filmed on a canal in Bangkok’s Thonburi district). Today, it’s a commercial affair that’s essentially a floating souvenir stand.

On Bangkok’s northwest outskirts is weekend market Taling Chan Floating Market. It has several floating docks that serve as informal dining rooms, with the kitchens in canoes tethered to the docks.
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THONBURI CANAL TOURS

If you don’t want to venture outside Bangkok to visit a floating market, there’s always the option of a canal tour in Thonburi district. On the weekends, most canal tours include a stop at Taling Chan Floating Market on Bangkok’s far fringes.




BEST BANGKOK TOURS

ABC Amazing Bangkok Cyclist

Bike tours with a long-running operation through Bangkok’s backstreets and also to Bang Kachao.

Asian Trails

Veteran agency that can arrange tours both on and off the beaten path.

Chili Paste Tour & Cooking Class

Culinary tours visiting the capital’s markets and some of the floating markets around Bangkok.

Grasshopper Active

Day and night cycling tours of Bangkok that take in the city’s most famous sights.

Velo Thailand

Cycle along the canals, as well around the big-hitter sights and to Bang Kachao.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT AROUND BANGKOK

Bangkok Tree House

Ecofriendly guesthouse with a cute cafe, tucked away in the east of Bang Kachao. $$

House of Passion

Close to Amphawa’s floating market. Cosy rooms, but we can’t guarantee that your stay will be passionate. $$

Samut Songkhram Seafood Restaurants

Seafood places serving the region’s famous shellfish line the road to Don Hoi Lot. $$





CENTRAL THAILAND
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EXPLORE THAILAND’S MOST UNDERRATED REGION


With just as many gems here as elsewhere in the country, central Thailand has the most provinces – and most importantly, the fewest travellers.
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Central Thailand consists of 22 mostly quite small and untouristed provinces, and this is exactly what makes this region so charming. It’s safe to say that any tourist who travels to Thailand is already familiar with the region’s more well-known destinations, such as Ayuthaya and Kanchanaburi, but they may be hard-pressed to name the region’s other spots. Because of its underrated and not-at-all ‘touristy’ standing among international travellers, this glorious region (which can, admittedly, be sometimes inconvenient to travel through) is the authentic Thailand, full of real Thai experiences.

Local people here are usually more welcoming than in the country’s more popular destinations, as they don’t typically see a lot of tourists. Apart from the Thais who often take their family holidays in this part of the country, a foreign traveller is considered a rare sight. Thai families (consisting of every family member, from small children to grandparents) love to holiday here, so it will always feel ‘local’. Central Thailand is always relaxed, and always charming: expect to experience a truly local vibe in a region packed full of nature and plenty of long, scenic drives. So get to exploring and enjoying the local craft beers in Nonthaburi, the ancient ruins in Ayuthaya, delicious local wines in Saraburi and all the mountains and waterfalls you could ever want.
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THE MAIN AREAS

AYUTHAYA

Ancient ruins and boat noodles.

NONTHABURI

A thriving craft-beer scene.

KANCHANABURI

Death Railway and abundant nature.

SARABURI

Thailand’s wine region.

SAMUT PRAKAN

Bangkok’s ‘nature getaway’.

SAMUT SAKHON

The best coconuts and Benjarong pottery.



Find Your Way


Most of the provinces in central Thailand don’t have an airport, so the best and most convenient way to get around is by car – or motorbike, if that’s your thing.
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Plan Your Time


This region’s highlights are well spread out, so plan for a lot of driving and some overnight stays to ensure plenty of rest in between those road trips.
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Kanchanaburi in a Week

• Driving from the north of Kanchanaburi to the south will take around six hours, and there are five amphoe (districts) to explore, so you’ll need a week to cover them all. Start from Mon Village and make your way towards Bangkok, stopping at Khao Chang Phueak, Tham Krasae – which the Death Railway (pictured) runs past – Erawan Falls and Elephants World.




An Ayuthaya Foodie Weekend

• Most visitors come to Ayuthaya for the day, but this historical town has more to offer than a quick day trip. Begin with a cycling tour of the city. The next day, try out the city’s most popular restaurants, like Civilize Ayutthaya and U-Khao Restaurant & Cafe, and indulge in the freshwater cuisine – river prawns and boat noodles.



Seasonal Highlights

NOVEMBER–FEBRUARY

It’s high season – humidity is low so the weather feels pleasant. A great time to visit outdoor attractions.

MARCH–MAY

The hottest time of year, especially during April’s Songkran Festival. Hide from the heat in Samut Sakhon.

JUNE–AUGUST

Monsoon season, with lots of short, heavy rains. Touristy spots are slow-paced, and it’s the perfect time to visit waterfalls.

SEPTEMBER–OCTOBER

Rains lessen and humidity begins to drop; while not high season just yet, travellers start to arrive.



AYUTHAYA
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Founded in 1351, Ayuthaya was the first capital of Thailand; it was a magnificent city with a bustling population, and numerous grand palaces and beautiful temples renowned for their unique architectural style. The most devastating event in Ayuthaya’s history occurred in 1767, when the city was attacked and set alight by the Burmese army. Much of the city was destroyed, and what remains of this old kingdom’s beautiful architecture is what attracts tourists from all over the world.

Aside from its historical sites, Ayuthaya also offers a vibrant local culture, endless traditional markets and a charming riverside setting. Visitors can enjoy boat tours along Chao Phraya River, visit numerous museums to learn about Ayuthaya’s history and sample delicious local cuisine. The city is easily accessible from Bangkok, making it a convenient stopover for travellers exploring the region.
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SIGHTS

1 Wat Mahathat

2 Wat Phra Ram

3 Wat Phra Si Sanphet

4 Wat Ratchaburana

EATING

5 Baan Mai Rim Num

6 Mae Pranee Boat Noodle

7 Pa Lek Boat Noodle




TOP TIP

The best way to arrive to Ayuthaya is by train. Because Ayuthaya is a passing-through station for both the northern and northeastern lines, several trains stop at Ayuthaya station every day, and it takes roughly 1½ hours from Bangkok to Ayuthaya.



Siam’s Old Capital on Four Wheels

BEFORE BANGKOK, THERE WAS AYUTHAYA

The best way to see this ancient city is on four wheels. Outside Ayuthaya Train Station, you’ll find plenty of bicycle-rental services. That’s the best thing about Ayuthaya being quite a touristy town: there are lots of options to rent a bicycle here (for roughly 60B per day). Some rental shops will also provide you with a printed map that includes the most famous sightseeing spots in the ancient city – there are a whopping 63 in total.
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One of the highlights of this cycling tour, and the first stop, is Wat Mahathat, which is Ayuthaya’s most photographed attraction, consisting of a sandstone Buddha’s head entangled within a bodhi tree’s entwined roots. It is believed that the bodhi tree emerged from the ground when the city was destroyed in 1767, and today the tree roots next to the temple ruins cover the area and provide structural support to the ruins. The temple was founded in 1374, during the reign of King Borom Rachathirat I. It was the seat of the supreme patriarch, and the kingdom’s most important temple. Many treasures were found here, and as one of Ayuthaya’s busiest sites, it’s best to come here early.

The next stop is Wat Ratchaburana, considered to be one of the largest and oldest temples in Ayuthaya. The temple was founded in 1424 by King Borom Rachathirat II on the cremation site of his two brothers, who died while fighting each other for the throne. The highlight of this temple is Phra Prang (the Royal Monastery Pagoda). The pagoda consists of three large chambers, with the innermost chamber the most important, as it houses sacred relics enshrined in a golden stupa. Surrounding it are various Buddha statues that create a truly captivating sight.

At the captivatingly ruined temple of Wat Phra Si Sanphet, three wonderfully intact stupas form one of Ayuthaya’s most iconic views. With building beginning in 1448, Wat Phra Si Sanphet was a private royal temple inside the palace grounds, and it formed the model for Bangkok’s Wat Phra Kaew and the Royal Palace. The three stupas were constructed to enshrine the sacred relics of His Majesty King Borom Trai Lokanat, His Majesty King Rama III and His Majesty King Rama II.

Last up is Wat Phra Ram. This temple houses a larger-sized version of Phra Prang, representing the early Ayuthayan architectural style that was so popular. It features some architectural influences from the ancient Khmer city of Lavo, as well as numerous murals and a total of seven unique shrines. It was constructed in 1369 on the cremation site of King U Thong (the first sovereign of the Kingdom of Ayuthaya).
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THAILAND’S TRAINS & SCENIC ROUTES

The State Railway of Thailand plays a significant role in connecting major cities, towns and tourist destinations. The railway system offers several classes – depending on passenger preference and budget – with differing levels of comfort and amenities. Express and sleeper trains provide air-con compartments, comfortable seating and/or sleeping berths, and onboard facilities like toilets and dining cars. Ordinary and rapid trains offer more basic amenities but still provide seating and the basic comforts for shorter journeys. In recent years, there has been an improvement in the train system with the launch of Scenic Routes, where travellers can buy a special ticket and join a day-trip tour with the State Railway. For more information, visit railway.co.th.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN AYUTHAYA

Sala Ayuthaya

Staying here is just like sleeping in one of the city’s ruins, with maze-like alcoves. $$$

Baan Pomphet

Located close to Pom Phet Fort, you can soak up the history here. $$$

Sala Bang pa-in

This spot offers the utmost privacy at a charming riverside location. $$$


AYUTHAYA’S BEST MUSEUMS

Thai Boat Museum

This private museum is full of examples of wooden boats, many of which still ply Thailand’s rivers.

Pom Phet Fort

The walls of this weathered 1580 fortress once served as Ayuthaya’s primary line of defence. A good photo-op and boat-watching spot.

Chao Sam Phraya National Museum

See Ayuthaya’s most impressive treasures on display, including royal gold, jewellery, utensils and Buddha statues.

Wat Yai Chai Mongkhon

Founded by King U Thong in 1357, King Naresuan added its stupa after a victory over the Burmese army in 1593, and it forever became known as the ‘Temple of Auspicious Victory’.



WHERE TO EAT IN AYUTHAYA

Sai Nam Pom Petch Restaurant

Simple food and reasonable prices are the thing at this riverside eating spot. $$

Hia Ting Noodle

Enjoy this tiny spot, where they’ve been serving pork noodles for over 20 years. $

Suriyanchantra

This super-photogenic gem serves ancient Thai dishes on traditional lunch trays. $$

Ayuthaya’s Fabled Freshwater Fare

PRAWNS AND BOAT NOODLES GALORE

Many Bangkokians love to travel to Ayuthaya for a day trip in order to try the old capital’s famed river prawns and boat noodles. Freshwater river prawns offer more tender meat than their saltwater friends. As such, the best way to cook them – and this is exactly how they do it in Ayuthaya – is to grill them and serve alongside some spicy seafood dip. There are countless spots in the city where you can sample these delectable delicacies, done the Ayuthaya way. So read on for a lowdown of the very best ones.

Get started at Ruan Thai Kung Pao – it’s definitely the most popular spot, and one that travellers from just about everywhere love to go to (especially those day-tripping Bangkokians). Located right next to Chao Phraya River, just after Wat Choeng Len, you can also dine in the restaurant’s nearby boats for some extra-chilled vibes, but booking in advance is highly recommended for this.

Next up is Ruai Grilled River Prawn. To get to this restaurant, you have to walk over the simple wooden bridge, which the proprietors built themselves by securing planks of wood to the top of the plastic tanks floating in the water. For a cosy dining experience, choose to dine in one of the private boats (each boat can take up to four people). For some Michelin-style freshwater prawns, head to Baan Mai Rim Num, which is listed in Thailand’s Michelin Guide. It’s a traditional Thai spot located in a wooden house by Chao Phraya River, and it’s been serving simple regional cuisine, made with top-quality local ingredients, for over two decades.

Once you’ve had your fill of freshwater fare, it’s time for some boat noodles, also known as kuay teow reua. These small bowls of noodles, usually served with pork or beef, pack a flavourful punch and serve up a taster of Thai history: they’ve been around since the time of the Rattanakosin Kingdom (1782–1932) and were introduced to the region by Chinese immigrants who settled in Ayuthaya. The recipe hasn’t changed much in the centuries since: the boat noodles are made by blending Chinese spices and herbs with typical Thai ingredients, before adding meat and water spinach. They were originally served in the boats that lined the canals of Ayuthaya (hence the name), since roads weren’t so common back then. And in order to prevent spillage (should the boats become a bit shakey), they are typically served with only a small amount of broth.

For the best boat-noodle spots in Ayuthaya, your first port of call should be Pa Lek Boat Noodle. If you’ve stopped to check out the iconic Buddha’s head entwined in tree roots at Wat Mahathat, then just walk across the road to this gem for a spot of lunch. Note that Pa Lek is closed on Wednesdays.

If pork crackling is your thing, then make sure you pay a visit to Mae Pranee Boat Noodle – one of the oldest boat-noodle spots in Ayuthaya, and self-proclaimed as the first to start adding pork crackling. The crackling is the real highlight here, and the noodles go for just 15B a bowl. This place is closed on Tuesdays, and we recommend going early to avoid the crowds.

Last but not least is Chim Korn Prung Ayuthaya. The name roughly translates to ‘taste before you add extra seasoning’, and as the name suggests, the boat-noodle broth here is just perfect. For a 30B bowl, the amount of meat you’ll get will make you question how they’re making any profit at all.
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ELEPHANT WELFARE

Short elephant rides near Ayuthaya’s main temples are available, but for the elephants’ wellbeing, it’s best to avoid these, as walking on hot concrete roads is bad for the elephants, and carrying humans on their backs causes serious damage to their spines. If choosing to visit an elephant sanctuary, make sure you do your research properly beforehand: while there are plenty of ethical elephant sanctuaries in Thailand, where the elephants are rescued and taken care after they have been abandoned or injured, there are also some questionable ones out there.



WHERE TO EAT IN AYUTHAYA

U-Khao Restaurant & Cafe

Thai dishes with a slight modern twist that still keep their authentic taste. $$

Civilize Ayutthaya

This spot serves both authentic and fusion Thai food in a modern space next to the river. $$

Baan Ta-Koh-Rai

Freshwater fish paired with locally sourced ingredients is the name of the game here. $$


AYUTHAYA’S BEST CAFES

Lipta Cafe

Set in a traditional wooden house at a lovely riverside location, this is the perfect place for those who want some quiet time.

Roti Sai Mai Abeedeen-Pranom Sangaroon

Head here for dessert, but head early, as queuing is common.

Trifecta

This is a serious coffee shop with a little oasis of a garden. Try the dirty latte with marshmallows.

Roicharun

Make the most of this minimalist cafe; it’s a great lunch spot, and the orange juice is something else!

Rak Na Ayutthaya

Located in the middle of a ricefield, enjoy the walk here over the beautiful wooden bridge.




GETTING AROUND

The best way to see the sights of Ayuthaya is by bicycle or motorbike, as the temples and ruins are not situated so close to each other. The price for one-day bicycle rental is 50B; a motorcycle is 300B. There’s also plenty of local taxi services, with one of the most useful ride-sharing apps being Grab.





NONTHABURI
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Located roughly 20km north of Bangkok, and part of the Bangkok Metropolitan Region, Nonthaburi is the second-most populated province in Thailand, after Bangkok. Its position as a prominent residential and industrial area, as well as a Bangkok commuting hub, due to the well-developed Skytrain and underground transport system (known as the MRT), means that it’s within easy access of the capital. Truth be told, there aren’t that many sightseeing spots here, apart from Ko Kret, an island on Chao Phraya River. But at just a little over an hour’s journey from Bangkok, you can make like the Bangkokians and spend a lazy afternoon enjoying the thriving craft-beer scene and drinking some of the best local offerings, all while watching a glorious sunset over the river.
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TOP TIP

Nonthaburi’s Ko Kret is an easy island to explore – you won’t need more than half a day to see it all. It’s also entirely car-free, meaning that scooters and bicycles are the main ways to get around. Thankfully, there are plenty of bicycles for rent, for around 50B per day.



A Perfect Day on Ko Kret

CRAFT BEER, CULTURE AND COFFEE

Start your morning with a shot of caffeine at the coolest hipster coffee shop on Ko Kret – No 1 Coffee Steak – located in a traditional Thai house that resembles the old-style shops of the past.

The coffee shop has two seating areas: a small cosy garden and a lovely riverside seating space where you can dangle your legs and enjoy the peaceful canalside views. This is the perfect spot to chill and enjoy some good conversation while soaking up the unique ambience. No 1 Coffee Steak’s special recipe involves brewing the coffee in clay pots, giving it a truly unique aroma and taste.

Once you’re nice and caffeinated, take the time to enjoy some of Ko Kret’s artistic and cultural attractions for the afternoon, including Wat Poramai Yikawat and Pa Tum Pottery Factory. Ko Kret is an island known for its pottery, a craft that has been passed down through generations since the migration of the Mon people to the island. The pottery of the island is characterised by its unglazed clay, which typically exhibits hues ranging from light orange to red. Notably, it showcases intricate carvings and stencils that reflect the local identity and artistic heritage of the ancient Mon civilisation. The pottery factory produces pots, jars and lots of other individual items. They also host pottery classes, or you can just drop by and pick up a few souvenirs.

The ancient temple of Wat Poramai Yikawat, with its leaning stupa, is an iconic spot and a must-see Ko Kret attraction. The temple is believed to have been constructed after the excavation of a canal at the request of King Rama IV in the year 1721. During the reign of King Rama V, it was observed that Wat Pak Ao had fallen into disrepair. As such, His Majesty ordered the construction of a new temple, preserving the traditional Mon architectural style.
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To quench your thirst at the end of the day, stop by Chit Beer. Whatever you do, be sure to visit this place if you’re into craft beer. Chit Beer has been sitting pretty on Ko Kret since 2012, and it’s simply the perfect place to round off a day on the island. With its affordable prices and great selection of Thai craft beers, this institution is what keeps bringing Bangkokians to the island.

If you’re new to the Thai craft-beer scene, this is also a good place to get your bearings, as it’s one of the pioneers of craft beer in Thailand. Its owner, brewer Wichit Saiklao, was also one of the very first people to kickstart the homebrew scene in Thailand. The place also moonlights as the Home Brewing Academy, where many devotees come to learn from him.
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THAILAND’S BEST CRAFT BEERS

Full Moon Chalawan Pale Ale

From Phuket’s Full Moon brewery; find the perfect balance of bitterness and sweetness in this easy-drinking pale ale.

Happy New Beer Pilsner

Made with local mineral water and brewed out of Khao Yai; enjoy this beer’s subtle notes of tropical fruit.

Sandport Broken Sword Red Ale

Begun as an underground operation, Sandport has now flourished into one of Thailand’s main beers.

Devanom Ippo Pale Ale

Devanom and its owners are big players in the Thai craft-beer movement.

Mahanakhon White Ale

This smooth, cloudy witbier is light, easy to drink and aromatic, making for a great traditional taste.



WHERE TO FIND A HOMESTAY IN NONTHABURI

Baanya Homestay Ko Kret

Enjoy this cosy and quiet island getaway, complete with lotus pond. $

Cast Away Homestay

A very kind and hospitable family to stay with. The family will cook for you, too. $

Chomfah Homestay

Mostly run and managed by one lady, with the bedrooms decorated in your favourite cartoons. $


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN NONTHABURI

Baan Rabiang Nam / River Tree House

This 20-year-old restaurant sits on Chao Phraya River. Its Thai dishes are punchy, and full of flavour. You can ask them to tone down the spice if you can’t cope with too much. $$

Organ by Smart Nine Farm

This started as an organic farm project but then opened as a restaurant. Food is prepared with the vegetables you see in the farm. $$

Samsen Life – The River

This local favourite has been around for over 40 years and the food tastes as good as ever. $$$




GETTING AROUND

To get to Ko Kret from Bangkok, take the speedboat that leaves from Sathorn pier (next to Saphan Taksin BTS) and goes direct to the island (chaophrayaexpressboat.com), or you can drive, park at Wat Sanam Nuea and take the ferry from the mainland to the island. To see the island, it’s best to use scooters or bicycles. There are no cars allowed on Ko Kret.





KANCHANABURI
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Kanchanaburi, established in the late 18th century as a defence outpost, was later relocated southeast during the reign of King Rama III in 1833. It served as an important defence location from the Ayuthayan to the Rattanakosin period. Today, Kanchanaburi holds a dark history linked to WWII, as it was the site where Japanese forces used prisoners of war and labourers to construct the Thai–Burma Railway, better known as the Death Railway. The story gained international attention through The Bridge on the River Kwai, Pierre Boulle’s famous novel that was subsequently adapted for film. Visitors are drawn to the town’s war cemeteries and museums. Kanchanaburi also serves as a gateway to Thailand’s western region, offering stunning national parks and riverside resorts. The town’s iconic bridge stands as a testament to its poignant history.
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SIGHTS

1 Ban I-tong

see 1 Nam Tok Chokkradin

2 Bridge 277 (Bridge on the River Kwai)

3 Erawan Falls

4 Hellfire Pass Interpretive Centre

5 Mon Village

see 1 Pilok Mine

6 Put Tha Kaya Pagoda

see 7 Tham Krasae

7 Tham Krasae Railway Bridge

8 Tham Than Lot Noi

see 8 Tham Than Lot Yai

9 Wat Tham Phu Wa

10 Wat Tham Suea (Tiger Cave Temple)

see 6 Wat Wang Wiwekaram

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11 Elephants World

12 Khao Chang Phueak




TOP TIP

Kanchanaburi is a large province, with highlights scattered throughout. We’ve organised coverage according to five main amphoe (districts) so that it’s easier for you to plan and make sense of this wonderful corner of Thailand.



Temples & Treasures in Amphoe Sangkhla Buri

EXPERIENCE THAI AND MON CULTURE

This district of Kanchanaburi will draw you in with the slower pace of life, the palpable sense of community and the strong Mon traditions. There are numerous temples dotted throughout, including the underwater temple of Wat Wang Wiwekaram (more commonly known as Wat Luang Pho Uttama). Before a local power company built the Vajiralongkorn Dam, which caused the village, as well as the temple, to be completely submerged, the area used to be home to a thriving Mon community, and the functioning temple of Wat Luang Pho. The temple remains underwater, with only remnants visible. The only way to visit the temple is by boat or raft, but during low tide, you can walk among, and freely explore, the ruins.

To see an intact Mon village as opposed to a submerged one, visit the imaginatively titled (!) Mon Village. Every morning, between roughly 6.30am and 7am, local Mon people will ‘make merit’ by offering alms to the monks. Wake up early and watch the villagers wrap themselves in Mon-style outfits before lining up in the small alleyways of the village to bow to the monks while offering food, flowers and other essentials.

Enshrined inside the nearby Put Tha Kaya Pagoda are the sacred relics of the Buddha, which Luang Pho Uttama, a local monk, had brought over from Sri Lanka. At the front of the pagoda, there are two Mon-style lion statues guarding the long staircase that leads up to the square base of the pagoda. The sacred relics of the Buddha are located inside.

WHERE TO SLEEP IN KANCHANABURI

P Guest House Country

Featuring plenty of affordable rooms right by the river, and views of Put Tha Kaya Pagoda. $

Nature Club Resort

If you want a real getaway, this is your place, with only rivers and mountains for company. $$

MonStay Resort

For camping feels without the actual camping, head here for that ‘glamping’ experience. $$


SANGKHLA BURI’S BEST HIDDEN HIGHLIGHTS

Sangkhla Buri Walking Street

This is the perfect place to grab some Thai and Mon souvenirs. Note that the walking street is open on Saturdays only and is closed during the rainy season.

Mit Samphan Raft

Enjoy regional cuisine made with locally caught freshwater fish at this restaurant that’s set on a raft. If you fancy staying overnight, there are guesthouses here, too.

Three Pagodas Pass

This is the border area connecting the western border of Thailand with Myanmar; you can reach Payathonzu Market in Myanmar from here.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN KANCHANABURI

Kwai Tara Riverside Villas

Featuring villas offering mountain and river views, this resort also offers water activities. $$

Sai Yok View Raft

The highlight here is all the places to swim in, from rivers to swimming pools. $$

River Kwai Jungle Rafts Floating Hotel

This jungle-based, electricity-free resort is an environmentally friendly option. $$

Waterfalls & Parks in Amphoe Thong Pha Phoom

TREKKING, CAMPING AND SWIMMING

This district of Kanchanaburi is filled with small villages that are hugged by the mountains, near the border of Myanmar. The population here mostly consists of Mon people, but you’ll also get to experience a mix of Thai, Mon and Burmese cultures.

Your first stop should be the old mining village of Ban I-tong, which is nestled carefully in the hills. It gets amazing weather throughout the year, with frequent mists during the rainy season, and during twilight hours the village is adorned with beautiful lights. It’s a true joy to stroll around and soak up the magic. At the entrance to the village is Pilok Mine. This is an old mine that’s no longer active and is now a tourist attraction. Entry is free, and there’s is a variety of old mining equipment on display.

For some outdoor adventure and stunning nature, pay a visit to nearby Thong Pha Phum National Park, which boasts Nam Tok Chokkradin – a single-tier waterfall hidden within the park that’s 30m high and a perfect spot for swimming. The water comes from the nearby E-Puu Mountain, which stands at 727m. Another must-visit within Thong Pha is the mountain of Khao Chang Phueak. The grassy summit of the mountain provides a full 360-degree view of the surrounding area. It takes about four to five hours to hike up.

War & History at the Death Railway

KANCHANABURI’S MOST FAMOUS ATTRACTION

In December 1941, the Pacific War had just begun. The Japanese military launched attacks on Pearl Harbor in Hawaii and invaded Malaysia in 1942, before engaging in battle with the British Army in Myanmar. However, their primary objective was to invade India. Knowing that using sea routes for transporting troops and supplies meant vulnerability to air attacks, Japan decided to construct a railway through Thailand. During the occupation, Kanchanaburi became an infamous site – it was here that Asian labourers and Allied prisoners of war (POW) built the infamous Thai–Burma Railway and the notorious Bridge 277, more commonly known as the Bridge on the River Kwai. Hundreds of thousands of the prisoners and labourers who worked on the railway perished due to disease, maltreatment and a general lack of safety in the construction process, hence the ‘Death Railway’ title. Kanchanaburi housed four POW camps, and the railway was completed in October 1943.

Just a short walk from the River Kwai Bridge is Tham Krasae – a cave nestled in the cliffs that provides an amazing (and quite scary) viewpoint over the river. The Death Railway runs parallel to the edge of the cliffs leading to the cave, thus making the journey quite nerve-racking! Prepare to feel a bit weak in the knees when on this section of the railway.

To learn more about the background of the Death Railway and the POWs and labourers who worked on it, pay a visit to the Hellfire Pass Interpretive Centre, which was built to honour those who lost their lives during the construction of the railway. The museum tells the story of WWII and displays the various tools used to build the railway.
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THONG PHA PHUM NATIONAL PARK

The area of Thong Pha Phum National Park covers about 1120 sq km, and its highest peak is 1249m above sea level. The park serves as a habitat for wildlife including elephants, tigers, water buffalo, hornbills and civets, and as there is no significant human presence in the forested area, the animals are mostly undisturbed. The most adventurous spot in the park is at Sankom Meed, a steep ridge with a narrow footpath only a few cms wide, and steep cliffs on either side that require extra caution when crossing. Stay at the Tarzan Hut (Treehouse) if you want to be as close to nature as possible.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN KANCHANABURI

Ruaen Thara Restaurant

Great atmosphere, excellent service and affordable prices; the fish comes fresh and is highly recommended. $$

Bann Ton Nam

Located near Erawan Falls, this is the perfect spot to grab lunch before heading into nature. $$

Khunpol Erawan Coffee (Kafae Hoi Kha)

A simple restaurant and cafe with a bakery that all the locals stop at. $

Chasing Waterfalls & Caves in Amphoe Si Sawat

NATURAL WONDERS AWAIT

The mighty Mae Nam Khwae Yai cuts through this district of Kanchanaburi, where the national parks are filled with caves and waterfalls. Within Chaloem Rattanakosin National Park are two caves – Tham Than Lot Yai and Tham Than Lot Noi. Archaeological evidence, in the form of skeletal remains, has been found in Tham Than Lot Yai, thus suggesting that this cave once served as a human burial site. The remains are now on display at Huay Angkot Museum in Nong Prue. One of the walls of the cave features a painting of a naga (a semi-divine being that is half human, half serpent). The painting is said to have been done by the Karen people, who believed the cave to be a dwelling place for the naga.

Starting from the national park office, Tham Than Lot Noi is a 200m walk away; to reach Tham Than Lot Yai, it’s about 2.5km. It’s highly recommend to start your journey before 1pm, as it could take up to three hours return. There is a campsite where you pay 30B per person per night to camp, and tents are available for rent, starting from 300B.

To cool down, take some time to visit one of the most beautiful waterfalls in the province. Of all the waterfalls in Kanchanaburi, Erawan Falls is the one to visit. Despite being hidden inside Erawan National Park, the falls are easily accessible by public transport, and a short 500m trek from the park’s headquarters will bring you to the spectacle. The falls feature seven tiers ranging from 100m to 400m in height, and the gushing water is crystal-clear. The falls are great to visit all year-round, but December to April (the dry season) will see the lowest water levels.


KANCHANABURI’S ANCIENT CITY

When you’ve finished exploring the Death Railway, it’s well worth paying a visit to the nearby Malllika Village (aka Mallika R.E.124), where you’ll feel like you’ve travelled back in time – to the era of King Rama V (1879–1910), to be exact. This restored ancient village is a joy to explore, and visitors can learn about the past of ancient Siam through the traditional Thai customs, food, architecture and costumes here.

Stroll among the wooden structures of the traditional Thai houses and witness the spectacle of the ‘villagers’ dressed in traditional Thai costume. You can also dress up yourself, if you wish!



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN KANCHANABURI

Dedthodsaphak Restaurant

Dangle your legs in the water as you enjoy local fare at this riverside, raft-based restaurant. $$

Rakkanna Noodle & Café Kanchanaburi

Beautiful cafe and restaurant located in the ricefields. $

Himmapan

Not just a coffee shop, this place also doubles as a coffee roaster. $

A Road Trip Through Amphoe Tha Muang

ELEPHANTS AND TEMPLES AWAIT

This district is perfect for those looking to escape the noise and heat of Bangkok while avoiding the dense jungle that is common in other parts of Kanchanaburi Province. For a perfect road trip from the city, begin your sightseeing tour at utterly unique Wat Tham Phu Wa, a cave, temple and meditation centre surrounded by hills and lush forest, providing a serene and stunning atmosphere. The large cave showcases ancient Khmer-style sandstone sculptures at the front that feature beautiful, intricate patterns.

From Wat Tham Phu Wa, it’s a 40-minute drive to Wat Tham Suea, known as the Tiger Cave Temple. This ancient temple is located on a hilltop amid lush ricefields and features a large, beautifully crafted golden Buddha statue. The temple also includes magnificent Thai-style architecture adorned with intricate and beautiful designs, as well as a crystal stupa that is 69m high. To reach the temple, you can choose to climb the 1237 steps leading up to it, spanning a distance of 1km, or you can rest your legs and take the shuttle.

Just over an hour’s drive from Wat Tham Phu Wa is Elephants World. Founded by a veterinarian in 2008, Elephants World is dedicated to taking care of old, injured and abandoned elephants. The sanctuary welcomes volunteers who help plant food crops for the elephants, who love to chomp on bananas, sugar cane, pineapple, pumpkins and grass. Visitors can help to feed and bathe the elephants, and there’s plenty of one-on-one time guaranteed with these magnificent creatures.
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KHAO NAM PHU

Khao Nam Phu Wildlife Conservation, Promotion & Development Center is located within Khao Salak Phra Wildlife Sanctuary. Inside the centre, wild animals are bred for research purposes, and there are educational nature trails with informative signs to provide insight into the western forest ecosystem. There are numerous wildlife conservation and research programmes, as well as two nature-study trails. Trail 1 is focused on plant species and wildlife, taking approximately three hours return, while Trail 2 is a shorter trail that takes about one hour return and passes through different natural features such as streams, waterfalls, plains and hills.




GETTING AROUND

The best way to get around this province is by car. If you haven’t rented your own car, you can rely on your accommodation to organise car transport for you. Kanchanaburi is also well serviced by public transport, especially buses.





Beyond Kanchanaburi
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While Kanchanaburi has already made a name for itself among international travellers, the surrounding areas are much quieter and filled with glorious nature.


Kanchanaburi is bordered by Uthai Thani and Suphan Buri and is a quiet, peaceful region that sees very few tourists. The population for each province is less than 400,000 people, meaning that travelling in this part of Thailand can often feel like you’re the only one around. However, as these provinces don’t see so many tourists, you will receive an extra-warm welcome and catch plenty of glimpses of authentic Thai life. This part of Thailand also offers the best out-of-town getaway when you want to catch a breath from busy Bangkok. You’ll often see Thai locals travelling to this area when they need a quick nature fix, and you can join in on the fun.

[image: jpg]

Huai Kha Khaeng Wildlife Sanctuary | MERCEDESS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

The best way to see this part of Thailand is by car or motorbike, so get planning those road trips.



Explore One of Thailand’s Happiest Provinces

UTHAI THANI’S MANY CHARMS

Your first impressions of this province might make you feel like you’ve been transported into a make-believe world where its inhabitants coexist in perfect harmony. With a population of roughly 300,000 people, it feels like everyone here knows each other, and when a tourist arrives, they are spotted, and welcomed, straight away. In 2013, New England’s Assumption University conducted Gross National Happiness research in Thailand, and their results showed that Uthai Thani was ranked as the fifth-happiest province in Thailand, out of 77 provinces in total. So if you feel peace and happiness upon arrival, this might explain why. While soaking up the joy of this province, make sure you pay a visit to its brightest gems: Huai Kha Khaeng Wildlife Sanctuary and Khao Sakae Krang.

The Huai Kha Khaeng Wildlife Sanctuary is a Unesco World Heritage Site that’s home to diverse flora and fauna, including tigers and endangered species such as Asian elephants. Nature lovers can explore the sanctuary through the various activities on offer, which include trekking, wildlife watching and river cruising. For a bit of exertion, you could then pay a visit to Khao Sakae Krang. This glorious hill and viewpoint offers panoramic views of all of Uthai Thani. It’s a great spot to admire the natural beauty of the area, and if you come for sunrise or sunset, you’ll really feel on top of the world – every one of those 449 steps will be worth it, we promise.
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BEST TEMPLES OF UTHAI THANI

Wat Sangkat Rattana Khiri

Famous for its unique architecture, featuring a combination of Thai, Chinese and European styles, the golden colour and intricate wood carvings attract visitors from far and wide.

Wat Tham Khao Wong

The structure of this temple is unique, as it resembles traditional Thai houses and is built from teak wood. Consisting of four floors, the main monastery is on the 4th floor.

Wat Uposatharam (Wat Bot)

Located on Tha Po island, this temple was built in 1781. Inside the monastery, you’ll find a Sukhothai-style Buddha statue with ancient murals on the walls; a true work of art.



WHERE TO EAT IN UTHAI THANI

Trok Rong Ya Walking Street

Visit this street on Saturdays for all the food you can eat. Make sure you arrive hungry!

Ban Rai Farmers Market

Sample local produce from local farmers at this authentic farmers market.

Sakae Krang River Cruise

Cruise along the river while enjoying a delicious meal and glorious views.



TOP SIGHT
Suphanburi


Small, charming and welcoming, Suphanburi is one of the major rice-producing regions in Thailand, and is also known for its buffalo conservation. Though this province is quite under the radar, it boasts a rich history dating back to ancient times, and was an important city during the Ayuthayan period.
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Scan this QR code for all your Suphanburi tourism updates.
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Sam Chuk Market

Sam Chuk Market is a kind of living museum and a truly wonderful market experience. There are 19 ancient wooden buildings in the rare ‘gingerbread’ architectural style that spread to Thailand during the reign of King Rama IV. Inside the market, enjoy the lively bustle of vendors and buyers going about their business, and enjoy strolling through the various shops and restaurants. Stop by Khunjamnong Museum to learn about the history and people of Sam Chuk.


DON’T MISS

Sam Chuk Market

Tambol Baan Laem Community Enterprise

Sapan Khong Floating Market

Bueng Chawak

Phu Toei National Park

Thai Farmer’s Way of Life & Spirit Learning Center



Tambol Baan Laem Community Enterprise

This centre doubles as a sightseeing spot and a place of education. A variety of activities on offer showcase the traditions and customs of the local community. You can participate in flower garland workshops and cookery classes that teach you how to make Thai desserts and traditional Thai savoury dishes, or just enjoy a boat ride along Mae Nam Suphan. For sleep, there are cosy Thai-style homestays by the riverside, all part of the community enterprise.

U Thong National Museum

This museum (entry 150B) features archaeological evidence and art from Suphanburi’s history. The first building displays U Thong City artefacts from the prehistoric and Dvaravati eras, along with Dvaravati-style Buddha statues. The second building showcases information about the province’s ethnic groups and era-specific beads. Visitors can explore a reconstructed Lao Song home to learn about the traditions, clothing and tools of the Lao Song ethnic group.

Bueng Chawak

This was the first freshwater aquarium in Thailand, and it’s the perfect spot for a family trip, as the kids will love it. The highlight is the shark exhibit.

Dragon Descendants Museum

Learn about Chinese heritage and cultural influence at this museum, which is a replica of the ancient Chinese settlement of Li Jiang, which has a history dating back over 800 years. Inside the village are beautifully decorated Chinese-style houses, shops and restaurants, as well as the Suphanburi City Shrine. The highlight is the gigantic dragon statue that can be seen from far and wide.


THAI BUFFALO CONSERVATION VILLAGE

Suphanburi is among Thailand’s top five rice-producing provinces, and buffaloes were once used for rice farming. With the advent of farm machinery, they were relieved of their duties, leading to a decrease in the buffalo population. To raise awareness of their importance in Thai society, the Thai Buffalo Conservation Village was established in Suphanburi in 2002.



Phu Toei National Park

Phu Toei National Park is the only national park in Suphanburi. If you’re an outdoorsy person who loves hiking, camping and exploring, then this spot is for you. The park boasts lush forests, clear and pristine waterfalls, and a complex mountain range, with plenty of caves to explore, too.

Thai Farmer’s Way of Life & Spirit Learning Center

This centre is an agritourism destination where you can learn about rice production and rice farming. Outdoors, you can explore the nearby ricefields and see exactly where the rice comes from. On top of that, there are several traditional Thai houses that you can visit without any additional charge.

Luang Pho U Thong

While Thailand has a lot of big Buddhas, this one is notable, as it’s carved right into the face of a cliff, and stands at a whopping 108m. The cliffs surrounding the area are also adorned with various carved reliefs depicting Buddhist narratives – a great way to learn more about the Buddhist way of life.


TOP TIPS

• Before visiting, take some time to listen to one of Thailand’s legendary country music singers, Pumpuang Duangjan, who is from Suphanburi. If you have the time, pay a visit to Wat Thap Kradan in her hometown, where you can view memorabilia and photos related to the Thai megastar.

• Considering the strong association with buffalo conservation in the province, you might be hard-pressed to find a beef dish here!

• Most of the sights here are out in the open, so make sure you bring some sunscreen, a hat and plenty of water.







TOP SIGHT
Ratchaburi


Ratchaburi is a popular day-trip destination for families, and it’s become more popular in recent years due to the family attraction of Suanphung Highland, where Thais love to go on a day out. However, Ratchaburi also has a lot more to offer, such as the Bat Cave at Wat Khao Chong Phran and Huai Khok Mu Viewpoint.
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Damnoen Saduak Floating Market

You might have heard of this market already. Just a little over an hour’s drive from Bangkok, you can rent a private boat at the market and take it out along the canal for 400B, or you have the option to stay on land and peruse the wares for sale. This is now unarguably a very touristy spot for both Thais and foreign travellers – so expect shops selling plenty of souvenirs, handmade wares and coconut ice cream. However, despite the crowds, as one of the original floating markets in Thailand, it still has plenty of charm and is well worth a visit.


DON’T MISS

Damnoen Saduak Floating Market

Huai Khok Mu Viewpoint

Jar’s Story

Wat Khao Chong Phran

Wat Pho Rattanaram (Wat Poe Khu)



Suanphung Highland

Located on a picturesque hilltop, this is a popular tourist destination for Thai families. Enjoy the pleasant walk up the hill and explore a green landscape filled with beautiful flowers. For activities, you can feed giraffes, goats and horses. There are also plenty of cafes where the family can grab lunch. Suanphung Highland is well worth stopping by if you’re travelling with children.

Huai Khok Mu Viewpoint

Escape the hot weather and head up high to this Border Patrol Police spot that’s open to visitors. There’s a small camping area to pitch a tent and sleep under the beautifully sparkling night sky before waking up to a sea of mist come morning, with glorious views of the mountains straddling the border between Thailand and Myanmar. The roads leading to the viewpoint are quite difficult to traverse – you’ll need a 4WD to get up here.

Jar’s Story

This tourist destination offers a multitude of activities that provide background information and insight into the origins of Ratchaburi ong – the large pottery water-jars that Ratchaburi is famous for. You can explore the history of the locally crafted Ratchaburi ong, spanning almost 100 years, and enjoy the on-site restaurant and coffee shop.


GET TO KNOW RATCHABURI ONG

Ong are large earthen jars used to store water in Thai households. The history of Ratchaburi ong dates to 1933, when a Chinese man built the first ever ong factory in the province. Their Chinese heritage also explains the depiction of dragons on the ong, as dragons are sacred in Chinese culture. There are over 50 ong manufacturers in Ratchaburi.



Wat Khao Chong Phran

Every day, millions of bats emerge from the cave at Wat Khao Chong Phran and create a swirling black cloud in the sky. This swirling marvel lasts for over an hour, beginning at 5.30pm, as the bats venture out to find food before returning to the cave before dawn. In summer the bats fly east, and in winter they fly west. Another reason to visit Wat Khao Chong Phran is the nearby Phra Nang cave. This 120m-long cave is filled with over 200 Buddha statues, including one that is over 8m long. No one knows who built these statues, but it is thought that they were built during the Ayuthayan or Sukhothai period.

Wat Pho Rattanaram (Wat Poe Khu)

It’s guaranteed that you won’t find another temple like this in Thailand. Built during WWII, and originally made from a mixture of bricks and cement, it’s simply an incredible building. The ordination hall is made from stainless steel, and today the entire structure – including the interior and exterior – is covered in stainless steel, with the addition of wood detail in places.


TOP TIPS

• For Ratchaburi’s main sights, we recommend renting a car.

• At Damnoen Saduak Floating Market, wear light clothes that will allow you to easily jump in and out of the canal boats.

• Don’t bring a big backpack when visiting Damnoen Saduak as the market can get very crowded – it’s best to go early to avoid the crowds and to see all of the vendors, as some close in the early afternoon.

• To rent a 4WD to get to Huai Khok Mu Viewpoint, contact Chao (facebook.com/panomvi) – he can also help organise camping supplies.







SARABURI
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Saraburi is the main gateway between central and northeastern Thailand. It’s a rich and fertile agricultural area characterised by endless flat plains through which the main river, Mae Nam Pasak, flows. It’s also an important wine-producing region in Thailand – a relatively recent phenomenon.

The city of Saraburi is steeped in history and lore, and the ancient city is believed to have been established around 1549 during the reign of King Maha Chakkraphat (who was King of Ayuthaya from 1548 to 1564, and from 1568 to 1569). It is speculated that the king combined part of the territories of Lopburi, Nakhon Nayok and Nakhon Ratchasima to establish the city of Saraburi, in order for it to serve as a centre for mobilising troops during times of war. As such, since the Ayuthayan period, Saraburi has been associated with many Thai stories of war, and has plenty of historical sights to prove it.
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SIGHTS

1 Alcidini Winery

2 GranMonte Vineyard & Winery

3 Issara Estates Winery

4 PB Valley Khaoyai Winery




TOP TIP

If you want to base yourself in Bangkok, then Saraburi is a great destination for a one-day road trip, as it’s just a two-hour drive away. In this picturesque province, you’ll be guaranteed long and scenic drives that will feel a world away from the capital city.



Explore a Thai Wine Region

THAI SHIRAZ FROM MUAK LEK

Who would have thought that the sleepy little district of Muak Lek could be one of Thailand’s premier wine regions. Thailand is new to winemaking, but in this part of the country you can meet the Thai people who have dedicated their lives to perfecting it, despite numerous challenges. Travellers often pass through Muak Lek on their way to Khao Yai or the northeastern region.

In Muak Lek, Issara Estates Winery borders Khao Yai National Park. Nearby in Nakhon Ratchasima, Alcidini Winery, PB Valley Khaoyai Winery and GranMonte Vineyard & Winery are all within a short driving distance of each other. The route makes for a perfect Thai wine tour. Book in advance to secure a tour, but drop-ins are also welcome.

The most common grape varieties are shiraz and chenin blanc, as these grapes provide the biggest crop yield to the wineries. There are also plenty of other grape varieties grown in the region, and in general the wines are ripe and fruity in flavour, with not a lot of acidity. The climate is warm for most of the year, making the grapes sufficiently sweet and ripe.
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MEET THE WINEMAKER
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Khunpol Issara has been running his family-owned winery, Issara Estates Winery, in Muak Lek, Saraburi, with his father and sister since 2014.

‘I think the future of Thai wine is very exciting,’ says Khunpol. ‘Thailand has a fast-growing oenophile population with a thirst for wines, with unorthodox wine-growing and winemaking practices.

‘It is hoped this growing national enthusiasm for wine will help raise awareness and support for local wineries. However, Thailand is still one of the strictest countries in the world when it comes to alcohol taxes. Khunpol hopes that ‘our government can help support Thai wineries by lowering alcohol taxes on local producers.’




GETTING AROUND

Getting to Saraburi is convenient, with numerous minivans, buses and trains arriving to the town centre. In the centre are also plenty of local buses and motorbike taxis. However, using public transport gets tricky once in the jungle and campsites. For these, it’s best to use your own transport.





Beyond Saraburi
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One of the least explored parts of Thailand, this area is often neglected by travellers, but has one notable attraction.


In central Thailand, Ayuthaya and Kanchanaburi are usually the most favoured destinations among tourists. Most people even pass through Saraburi on their way to the northeast, but there’s also another small town, Lopburi, which has hundreds of monkeys that attract tourists from all over the world. Lopburi is also a historical spot, home to numerous old ruins just like in Ayuthaya, but with far fewer tourists. Lopburi is only a 40-minute drive from Saraburi, and if you’re caught for time, you can easily explore both Saraburi and Lopburi in a day.
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TOP TIP

Plan your visit to Lopburi from the end of November onwards so that you can catch the Monkey Festival and see the local sunflower fields.



Thailand’s Monkey City

MEET THE ADORABLE MISCHIEF-MAKERS

In Lopburi, aka Thailand’s ‘Monkey City’, these furry friends overrun the ancient Khmer temples. This historic city flourished from the 6th to 10th century, and the palaces and temples that remain date back to the Khmer and Ayuthayan empires. King Narai (1657–88) made Lopburi the second capital of Thailand and hosted foreign dignitaries here. The old town features temples and ruins that fan out northwest from the train station, while the newer east side has good accommodation.

Lopburi’s famed attraction is Prang Sam Yot, which combines monkeys and towering temples. Built in the 13th century by the Khmer, these linked sandstone towers initially served as Mahayana Buddhist sites before becoming Theravada Buddhist under King Narai in the 17th century.

You can easily spend hours at the former royal palace of Phra Narai Ratchaniwet, now the Somdet Phra Narai National Museum, which showcases local history. Built in 1665 with the help of French and Italian engineers, abandoned after King Narai’s death and then reclaimed by King Rama IV, the displays include prehistoric jewellery and Khmer-era statues. After you’ve explored inside, wander around the palace grounds, where you’ll see trees, ruins and King Narai’s elephant stables.

At Lopburi’s old town roundabout is the holy site of San Phra Kan, which features a modern shrine (from 1951) in front of a Khmer-era laterite base. Inside is a four-armed Vishnu with an Ayuthaya-era Buddha head. A lam dance troupe performs daily in gratitude to Luang Por Dam (a famous local monk) for granting their wishes.
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MONKEY FESTIVAL

Lopburi’s annual Monkey Festival is a delight. This event, usually on the last Sunday of November, includes street fairs and performances. Amid the celebration, men arm catapults, women wield long poles and tourists snap photos.

Lopburi is famed for its monkeys, the hundreds of rhesus and crab-eating macaques that create a lively scene as they roam the city, even atop rooftops and power cables. Their playful behaviour has earned the town its ‘Monkey City’ nickname. Remember, however, that though cute, these are wild animals. Avoid carrying food or items resembling it to prevent theft, and don’t resist if robbed, as monkeys can bite. Caution is also advised when walking beneath them.



LOPBURI’S ARCHITECTURAL GEMS

Wat Phra Si Ratana Mahathat

This 13th-century temple complex has mostly Ayuthaya-era buildings. The 31m Khmer-style stupa is Lopburi’s tallest.

Ban Chao Wichayen

Named after a Greek trader believed to have once resided here, the complex includes a Thai-decorated church.

Prang Khaek

Lopburi’s oldest monument is a 10th-century trio of towers, likely constructed for the Hindu deity, Shiva.



SAMUT PRAKAN


[image: jpg]

Samut Prakan is a town in the central region that sits on the Gulf of Thailand, only an hour outside of Bangkok but still right beside the sea. It is part of the Bangkok Metropolitan Region (as with all of the provinces bordering Bangkok) and serves as one of the main residential areas for Bangkok commuters, where houses and flats are much cheaper. Now, with the Skytrain expansion to Samut Prakan, it’s even more convenient to travel in and out of Bangkok. Funnily, this is actually where Bangkok’s Suvarnabhumi International Airport (BKK) is located, meaning you technically fly into Samut Prakan, not Bangkok. However, since it’s so close to Bangkok and quite developed, you might think that you are still in the capital city.
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TOP TIP

Travelling in Samut Prakan feels just as convenient as travelling in Bangkok due to the seemingly unlimited number of taxis around, and the recently extended Skytrain.



A Quick Nature Getaway

SAMUT PRAKAN’S GREAT OUTDOORS

Even though Samut Prakan is only an hour away from central Bangkok, the town has a lot of nature to offer. You’ll see lots of Bangkok locals here, choosing to pop over for a day trip or weekend break to refresh themselves and get ready for the new week.

Samut Prakan is a great whale-watching spot, specifically for Bryde’s whales. Most people don’t know that you can catch a sight of Bryde’s whales just an hour from Thailand’s capital city! Lots of ecofriendly tours, such as those run by JK Seaside Tour, offer trips to see dolphins and the whales. The tour packages are available as group or private boat tours and typically include two meals in the price. The boat is air-conditioned with an open-air deck, but be warned that this trip is not suitable for those who get easily seasick. The guides are very knowledgeable, and you’ll get to learn about the local fishing community, too. The best time to spot Bryde’s whales is between April and September, when there’s plenty of small shrimp for them to eat. However, due to potential heavy rain during this time, it might not always be the most convenient time to go out on a boat tour. If you don’t spot any whales during your tour, JK Seaside Tour offers a free second tour.

If you are one of those people who get seasick, meaning the whale-watching isn’t an option for you, then pay a visit to Bang Pu Recreation Center. Bang Pu was established in 1937, when Field Marshal P Pibulsongkram was the Prime Minister of Thailand. The recreation centre was established so that the local people of Bang Pu and Samut Prakan had somewhere to relax, recharge and exercise. Every year, from late October to March, a large colony of migratory seagulls arrives here to seek refuge from the harsh winter in Siberia. You can easily reach Bang Pu by taking the Skytrain to Kheha Station, and then it’s just a short taxi ride from there.

The 160-year-old Bang Phli Yai Market is located along Samrong Canal and is a good place to step back in time and experience the old days of riverside living. This is an important historical spot in Thailand, as it used to be a major hub for transporting goods and passengers from the Eastern region of the country to Bangkok. Make sure you also pay a visit to Muang Boran Ancient City Museum, which contains a simulation of several of Thailand’s historical cities in one spot, including Dvaravati, Sri Vijaya, Lopburi, Lanna, Lan Chang, Sukhothai, Ayuthaya and Thonburi. The museum also features artworks from different periods, starting from prehistoric times and going all the way to the Rattanakosin era. If you’re a fan of architecture and history, then this is the place to go.

[image: jpg]

Muang Boran Ancient City Museum | CHANCHAI DUANGDOOSAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


SAMUT PRAKAN’S BEST STAYS

Baan Khun Samut Chin Homestay

Located in an area that might soon disappear due to coastal erosion, this homestay features simple wooden huts elevated on stilts above the water. Each hut comes with a balcony, and bridges connect each hut to the common area. $

Phattra Farmstay

This farm stay can only be arrived at via long-tailed boat. Stay here and eat freshly caught seafood and feel like you’re the only person in the world. Also an amazing place to catch the sunset. $

Le Méridien Suvarnabhumi, Bangkok Golf Resort & Spa

With a golf course on the property, this is the perfect weekend getaway for golf lovers. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN SAMUT PRAKAN

Bangkok Tree House

As the name suggests, you’ll be sleeping in a treehouse in the midst of nature, with great views. $$

Baan Baan Bang Kachao

This beautiful wooden house blends traditional Lanna style with Thai culture, and offers stunning riverside views. $

Mae Rim Nam Homestay

The name translates as ‘Mum’s Riverside Home’, and that’s exactly the vibe you’ll get here. $


SAMUT PRAKAN’S OTHER HIGHLIGHTS

Samut Prakan Learning Park & Tower

Get a full 360-degree view of Samut Prakan; it also features a learning centre about the Gulf of Thailand.

Phra Samut Chedi

The pagoda here was built in the era of King Rama II and is one of the most sacred spots in all of Samut Prakan.

Erawan Museum

This is the home of Samut Prakan’s iconic and gigantic three-headed elephant statue. Locals often make wishes here in the hope that the elephant will grant them.



WHERE TO EAT IN SAMUT PRAKAN

Gooseberry Coffee – Paknam

A super-cool and Instagrammable cafe and roaster that consistently serves top-quality coffee. $

Dishes Riverside

This riverside seafood restaurant with a lounging area on the outdoor deck invites you to rest in nature. $$

House Number One Organic Crab Farm

This is an organic crab farm that serves crab-based dishes and local Thai craft beers. $$



SAMUT SAKHON
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For those looking for a quiet, peaceful getaway, Samut Sakhon may just be the answer. At only an hour’s drive from Bangkok, this small town has a lot to offer. The province itself consists of just three amphoe (districts), all of which are quite small and easy to explore. Thailand’s best coconuts are grown in Samut Sakhon, and by extension it has the best coconut ice cream – with Ice Cream Mahachai the renowned local ice-cream brand that has made a name for itself all over Thailand. The province is also the hub of Benjarong pottery – beautiful ware featuring traditional Thai patterns in gold. There are also many great homestays here, both on coconut farms and at riverside fruit orchards.
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TOP TIP

Stay in one of the many farm homestays in the area, but make sure it has a restaurant so that you don’t have to worry about finding nearby places to eat.



Salt Fields & Mangroves

LEARN AS YOU SEE THE SIGHTS

This peaceful little province has everything to offer, from sightseeing spots to the most amazing coconuts you’ll ever taste.

Samut Sakhon Mangrove Forest Research Center is a learning centre for mangroves and an environmental science research-and-learning hub. Take a leisurely stroll along the 1.5km bridge that cuts through the mangroves, and try to catch a glimpse of the thousands of birds that call this area home. Paddleboarding is also available here.

Salt fields are a common sight as you drive into Samut Sakhon. At the Salt Making Learning Centre, you’ll learn all about salt farming. Local farmers will take you on a tour of the salt fields and go through the entire process with you, including the different tools used to produce the salt.

Phanthai Norasing Canal Market is the perfect place to get all of the necessary souvenirs for your friends back home. This canal-side market has both food and handcrafted gifts (all made by locals) for sale. The food here is delicious, ready-to-eat and features lots of fresh ingredients.

Phra Klang Nam was built in 1998 and originally served as a bamboo pavilion where locals would keep watch for shellfish and monitor the quality of the water. However, it was later destroyed by a natural disaster before being rebuilt as a tourist attraction. Inside, there is a statue of the Great Buddha of the Sea. The bridge to the new temple is currently under construction by the authorities of Samut Sakhon. However, you can still take a boat ride out to it to get a closer look.
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I LIVE IN SAMUT SAKHON
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Siriporn Trachoo grew up in Samut Sakhon until she moved to Bangkok for university. She still goes back to visit often.

What’s good in Samut Sakhon?

‘Because this is still a very undeveloped, small community, you won’t find much information about this place on the internet. So, the best way to find what’s good in the area is to ask the locals.’

What are the key highlights here?

‘Visit a coconut orchard, eat fresh fruit off the trees, paint some Benjarong pottery and stop at Mahachai Market on your way back to Bangkok to grab some fresh seafood. That’s how a one-day trip of Samut Sakhon should look.’



SAMUT SAKHON’S OTHER SIGHTS

Wat Krok Krak

The real highlight of this ancient temple is the Buddha statue with the sunglasses. No more needs to be said.

Red Bridge

Try to catch a glimpse of dolphins from here, especially from November to January.

Mahachai Market

This gigantic seafood market is where all the locals shop. Most of Bangkok’s seafood comes from here.

Coconuts & Pottery for Days

SAMUT SAKHON’S BEST EXPORTS

In Baan Paew, you’ll find some of the best coconut-farm cafes serving the tastiest treats, while in Krathum Baen, you’ll see where Benjarong pottery is made, so join in on a workshop where you can paint one for yourself!

This small community at Benjarong Porcelain Village has gained international recognition and acclaim for making traditional Thai Benjarong pottery. All of the skilled craftspeople who make Thailand famous for this one-of-a-kind art are here in this community. The porcelain village also welcomes tourists, who can learn all about the craft of Benjarong.

Baan Suan Pa Fun is a cafe hidden in a coconut orchard in Ban Paew. Enjoy the home-cooked meals while sitting among the coconut and fruit trees, from which the kitchen sources their ingredients. PhraoHom Cafe is another must-visit. This cafe is nestled in a serene coconut orchard, with dining tables situated amid the garden’s lush surroundings. Try their Thai tea with fragrant coconut water, which has a heavenly aroma.

When it comes to the renowned temples of Samut Sakhon, Wat Tha Mai is the first one that comes to mind for the locals. This is where locals go to pay their respects to all of the sacred statues and to seek solutions for different obstacles that they may be facing in their life. Devotees also come here for fortune-telling, problem-solving, merit-making, and for enhancing one’s luck.


THE THIRD ‘SAMUT’: SAMUT SONGKHRAM

There are three ‘Samuts’ in Thailand: Samut Prakan, Samut Sakhon and Samut Songkhram, all within a short driving distance of Bangkok. Samut Songkhram is a small, underrated town that draws travellers from all over the world for its famous Maeklong Railway Market, more commonly known as the ‘Folding Umbrella Market’. As you may have seen from photos and videos, it’s the market right by the railway track, so whenever there’s a train approaching, vendors quickly retract their awnings, move their goods and ‘fold their umbrellas’ to make way for the passing train. Another draw in Samut Songkhram is the Amphawa Floating Market, one of the most popular floating markets in Thailand.




GETTING AROUND

Make like the locals and use the local buses, túk-túks or samlor (Thai rickshaws; the literal translation is ‘three wheels’) to get around. Sometimes a boat ride along the canal can also be a viable transport option.







NORTHERN THAILAND
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RUGGED MOUNTAINS, CULTURAL WONDERS


Thailand’s northernmost provinces are vast and hard to navigate. For many, that’s what makes them so special.



[image: jpg]

Wat Sa Si, Sukhothai | SERGII FIGURNYI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Northern Thailand’s captivating cultures and untamed natural beauty make it a literal diamond in the rough, with sprawling jungles blanketing the landscape under which unique stories and secrets wait to be unearthed. From lofty mountain peaks that offer breathtaking vistas to dense jungles awaiting discovery, the region presents an endless playground for those seeking true adventure. Here is where Thailand’s most iconic waterfalls, mysterious caves and important rivers can be found, all of which contribute to the region’s enchanting allure.

But northern Thailand is more than just a haven for nature enthusiasts. Its historical ties to the legendary Lanna Kingdom and proximity to neighbouring nations has created a rich tapestry of diverse people and traditions that have shaped not only the region but also Thai culture as a whole. Step foot into the ancient city of Sukhothai, the birthplace of Thailand, and be transported back into a time almost forgotten. Along the borders, the influences of Shan and Yunannese cultures leave you questioning what country you’re in. High in the mountains of Chiang Rai, a seamless blend of hill-tribe life and agricultural innovation never ceases to amaze.

And while the region’s laid-back pace offers respite from the hustle and bustle of Bangkok, the cool mountain climes and dynamic towns and cities offer delightful surprises for even the most seasoned Thai traveller. Needless to say, northern Thailand is a realm that ignites the senses. It expands horizons and leaves an indelible mark on the heart, no matter how you decide to approach it.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Mae Hong Son

Wild mountains and unparalleled cultures.

Pai

The backpackers’ paradise.

Chiang Rai

The artistically inclined northernmost province.

Lampang

Ancient humans and horse-drawn carriages.

Nan

Thailand’s final frontier.

Phrae

Enormous teak forests and colonial pasts.

Sukhothai

The place where Thailand began.



Find Your Way


Northern Thailand’s roads are a sprawling mess of highways and mountain passes. Buses connect all major cities, but heading into the hills can be tricky without your own set of wheels. Luckily, an abundance of rental shops means getting around independently is now easier than ever.
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Plan Your Time


Given its enormous size, the north is best tackled in sections, leaving you with more to discover on your next trip. Do as the locals do, and take your time.



[image: jpg]

Su Tong Pae Bridge | PIYASET/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


A Day Away from Chiang Mai

• Most trips to northern Thailand start and end in Chiang Mai, but if you have a day or so to kill, explore what else the region has on offer.

• Spend a day getting hands on with elephants (alongside the best elephant vets in the world) at Lampang’s Elephant Conservation Center. Or go a little further for an overnight stay in the town of Sa-iab where you can hone your rice-whisky drinking skills surrounded by misty mountain peaks.

• Alternatively, jump on a minibus to Pai and enjoy an afternoon on the river, sipping beers with backpackers and hippies.




A Good Few Days

• Given the distances between provinces, it can be wise to pick one or two regions of northern Thailand and plan a trip around that. Head west into Mae Hong Son and take your time exploring its many natural and cultural waypoints before looping back into Chiang Mai via Doi Inthanon.

• Look south to get up close and personal with history at the three Unesco World Heritage historical parks in Sukhothai, Si Satchanalai and Kamphaeng Phet.

• Alternatively, head north to the Golden Triangle in Chiang Rai and sample Thailand’s best tea, coffee and khăo soi while hopping between mountain homestays.




A Week or More

• Given Thailand’s laid-back reputation, it can be highly rewarding to embrace the relaxed culture on which this region thrives. Rent yourself a car and let fate decide your journey by driving off into the unknown, with only a few waypoints to guide you.

• Pass through Lampang’s remote river creeks, swing by Phrae, with its colonial teak houses on every street corner, or simply disappear into Nan, Thailand’s final frontier, promising spectacular vistas and once-in-a-lifetime experiences for those who go looking.

• Alternatively, backpack on buses from city to city until you find your tribe, make friends and try not to think about visa expiration dates.



Seasonal Highlights

The vast number of cultures and traditions in the north means there are many festivals and celebrations on the Buddhist calendar.

FEBRUARY

Pour yourself a cup at Baan Rak Thai’s Tea Festival, celebrating the harvest with tea tastings and Chinese-style revelry.
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MARCH

Witness freshly ordained novice monks paraded around town by their fathers at Poy Sang Long in Mae Hong Son.
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APRIL

Find Songkran festivities wherever you are. This nationwide water fight rings in the Thai New Year.
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JULY

Make your way to Pai for the annual Pai Jazz & Blues Festival.
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OCTOBER

Witness the incredible speeds and hilarious hijinks of Nan’s infamous Long Boat Race Festival.
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NOVEMBER

Take part in the Buddhist Loy Kratong festival by releasing your blessings out onto the mighty Mekong River.

[image: jpg]

ARISARAPUNYAWI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

DECEMBER

Warm your belly with Tai Yai delicacies and join Mae Hong Son city as it makes merit during Poy Pai Loy.
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MAE HONG SON
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Misty and mysterious, Mae Hong Son is one of Thailand’s most distinctive provinces and is home to a melting pot of cultures, languages and traditions. Getting here can be a challenge for even the most seasoned drivers, with just a few winding mountain highways connecting it to the outside world. Steep forest mountains shape the striking landscape where villages and towns are blanketed in misty mountain fog for half the year, and slash-and-burn smoke for the other.

Given its proximity to the Myanmar border, the province has turned into a quasi refugee state over the past few years, with many Myanmar people fleeing persecution by crossing treacherous terrain in search of sanctuary. For locals, however, this influx has gone mostly unnoticed given the province’s status as a crossroads for ethnic minorities, hill tribes, traders and immigrants for centuries, if not millennia.
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SIGHTS

1 Chong Kham Reservoir

2 Living Museum

3 Morning Market

4 Walking Street Market

5 Wat Chong Kham

6 Wat Chong Klang

7 Wat Phra That Doi Kong Mu




TOP TIP

Plan your time wisely. The roads that wind through the mountains are well maintained but often single track only, so getting stuck behind a heavy truck can add hours to a trip. Alternatively, you can fly in and out to save time, but flights are few and prices high.



Follow the Shan Trail

DISCOVER THE BEST OF LOCAL LIFE

Tai Yai or Shan people are a predominant ethnic group in Mae Hong Son Province and have influenced the region in almost every way. From food to clothing, and architecture to traditions, stepping into Mae Hong Son is like stepping into another country. Early risers can enjoy mist-covered mountain sunrises from Wat Phra That Doi Kong Mu, the same temple to host the Shan festival of Poy Pai Loy, where the whole city congregates to make merit and dine on local cuisine. Fill up on traditional Tai Yai dishes such as Shan noodles (tua phu oun) at the busy Morning Market before learning more about the culture first-hand at Living Museum, where most displays are in both English and Thai.

It’s the city’s two Tai Yai temples that capture the attention of Shan-curious travellers. Wat Chong Kham and Wat Chong Klang, adjacent to each other along the banks of Chong Kham Reservoir, are a focal point for Tai Yai festivities. At night they light up, casting a mystical reflection on the waters below. Vendors set up and sell street-food snacks at the nightly Walking Street Market opposite.

Perched atop a knoll and surrounded by wooden spiked palisades some 30km out of town, Wat Phu Samanaram offers the most traditional Shan temple experience. Su Tong Pae Bridge, which leads to the temple, crosses 500m of rivers and paddies and is still used by monks every day, who pass at 6am to collect alms. When in the temple, write your name on a wooden token and tie it to the temple wall for good luck.
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A LOCAL PERSPECTIVE
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Majoh, Karen longneck tribesperson – Huay Sua Thao Village

As someone from the Padaung tribe, I think there’s nothing better that being able to work and meet tourists at my own home. Staying here means I get to be with my children all day, meet new people, earn money for my family and most importantly uphold our traditional way of life. My husband hunts in the jungle for things to sell at the market and also crafts the wooden statues we sell. The market helps our community grow and we find pride in sharing our culture with visitors.



WHERE TO EAT GOOD FOOD IN MAE HONG SON

Pa Si Bua

Local legend Aunty Si Bua cooks exceptional Tai Yai cuisine: chicken stew, bone-in pork soup and hung le curry. $

Bai Fern

Upmarket dining in a colonial-style teak house with Tai Yai and Thai dishes, and plenty of meat-free options, too. $$

Baan Song Thai

Forest-garden cafe and restaurant with Thai curries, stir-fried rice, salads, steaks, smoothies and more. $$

Take to the Jungle

AND BREATHE FRESH MOUNTAIN AIR

Trekking here is not as commercialised or large scale as in Chiang Mai, which makes for a more authentic experience through ancient growth, hidden hill-tribe villages and old-world logging river routes. Many hotels and tour agencies can set up a one- or two-day trip from the city, but for an adventure that spans days or even weeks it is better to organise things directly with the locals.

Nam Rin Tour (facebook.com/namrintour) is a favourite for those who prefer to rough it, with each expedition led by the eccentric but knowledgeable Mr Dam. Treks are tailored to your availability, but only the most hardy are recommended to go – with trips advertised as hard, hot, wet and slippery. Thankfully, bad sleep and bad jokes are said to make the experience more rewarding.

For something a little more structured, hiking up to Nam Tok Pha Suea waterfall is a fun family exercise, while Tour Meng Thai (tourmerngtai.com) focuses more on community-led adventure, combining seasonal activities such as bamboo rafting, trekking, rice harvesting, cycling, history walks, art and crafts into exciting one- or multiday programmes.

And if you’re more partial to lounging around and letting the scenery pass you by, head to Tha Pong Daeng and jump on a boat that meanders some 20km down river, past Karen longneck tribe villages and gibbon-filled jungles before doing a u-turn at the border outpost of Ban Nam Phiang Din.


IT CAN GET SMOKY

Between late December and early April, northern Thailand is plagued by toxic levels of thick smoke and dust particles (often referred to as PM2.5) caused by forest fires and slash-and-burn agriculture. Despite attempts to reduce its impact, the problem persists, leaving a usually beautiful destination without fresh air for months.

If you plan to visit during this time, be aware that air quality may be bad, affecting your health and the views. If you get caught in the worst of it, it’s advisable to wear an N95 mask to protect your lungs.



WHERE TO BUY AUTHENTIC HILL TRIBE HANDICRAFTS IN MAE HONG SON

Hed Kor Leaw

The handicrafts and textiles of all seven hill-tribe groups brought together in two city-centre shops.

Long Neck Village Market

A longneck village close to the city that, although partially for show, is still home to genuine tribespeople selling wares.

Mae Hong Son Night Market

Although most stalls here serve food, there are usually a few vendors peddling genuine local crafts.

Visit Hill Tribes Responsibly

MEET TRIBES IN THE RIGHT WAY

The tribes of Mae Hong Son are some of the most diverse in the country, with 68% of Mae Hong Son’s population made up of seven hill tribes: Karen, Lahu, Lisu, Lua, Miao, Chinese Yunnan and Pa-O. From fully assimilated tribes to those hidden deep in the forests, each tribe has its own unique identity, language and culture. Visiting hill tribes is a matter of debate for both Thais and tourists, and often the ethics of hill-tribe tourism comes down to your own the beliefs.

The most popular hill-tribe villages to visit are that of the Karen longneck tribe or Padaung, most of whom are refugees from Myanmar. Both Huay Pu Keng and Huay Sua Thao longneck villages are near the city and can be visited anytime. The small entrance fee is shared among villagers to cover basic costs, and while it does bear some hallmarks of a ‘human zoo’, it has improved in recent years and is now managed by the tribe under a nonprofit model that puts community first after COVID-19 sent profiteers packing. Other tourist-ready villages include Baan Muang Paem and Baan Pha Mon, both nearer Pai than Mae Hong Son city.

Oddly named Hmong Microwave Village has less in the way of tourism, but visiting the viewpoint and buying some food here is a good way to stimulate their economy. A few hiking routes lead from here into the mountains, but they’re best attempted with a guide. Mae Hong Son Holidays (maehongsonholidays.com) and G Adventures (gadventures.com) can help arrange tailored treks and hill-tribe visits.
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POY SANG LONG FESTIVAL

A typical Buddhist belief is that if you are ordained, you bring good merit to yourself and your family. For centuries, the Shan people have celebrated this belief by ordaining young boys as novice monks. Boys and their fathers dress in extravagant colourful outfits and are paraded around town before finishing the weeks-long ordination process.

The festival takes place late March or early April, but finding exact dates can be hard. Most Shan temples in the city get involved, so ask around and, if you’re lucky, it will happen while you’re there.




GETTING AROUND

Mae Hong Son city is walkable, with a few fringe exceptions. If you prefer not to walk, there are scatterings of motorcycle taxis that charge very little to get around if you are OK turning a blind eye to not wearing a helmet. Túk-túks exist, but are even harder to find. Most guesthouses and hotels have bicycles you can borrow.





Beyond Mae Hong Son
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The mountains of Mae Hong Son spread out endlessly, opening up an equally endless list of places to discover hidden between their peaks.


Heading out into the unknown is one of the best ways to explore Thailand if you have the time and the will to do so. This region is well known for being hard to reach, and whether you hug close to the main roads or dive deep into the dense Himalayan foothills (yes, the mountains here are technically still part of the same Himalayan mountain range) there is a lot to discover.

Sprawling out from the provincial capital of Mae Hong Son there are countless outpost-like settlements, each laying a path to hidden natural wonders, cultural relics, off-the-beaten-track adventures and unexpected encounters. The way of life in the Thai mountains is very laid-back, so a good approach is to straddle a motorbike and explore as the wind takes you.
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TOP TIP

Most people here don’t speak English and you’ll be hard-pressed to find an ATM. Arm yourself with cash and a translation app when going off-piste.



Sip Tea in Thailand’s Yunnan

A VILLAGE LIKE NO OTHER

Tucked against the Myanmar border you’ll find the peculiar village of Baan Rak Thai. This Yunnanese village is unlike anywhere else in Thailand, set in a valley surrounded by tea plantations as far as the eye can see, and often shrouded in mist as if it were a city in the clouds.

Established by Yunnanese soldiers fleeing the 1949 Communist revolution in China, the village’s food, architecture and culture are still very much rooted in its Chinese past. Many residents still speak Mandarin to this day and are proud of their heritage.

The main industry here is tea, with its founders sharing their expertise to create some of Thailand’s best quality oolong, jasmine and green teas. Today there are numerous places to taste the golden nectar, with each shop offering to brew a fresh pot right in front of you through a ceremony known as Gong Fu Cha. Every February, the Tea Festival turns the village into celebration mode, with tastings, plantation trips, free food and revelry.

Aside from tea, locals also produce wine from plums, grapes and other fruit that is best enjoyed with a traditional Yunnanese dinner overlooking the reservoir. The same reservoir is where picturesque sightseeing boat rides can be chartered for several hundred baht.

If you do plan to stay the night, cottage-like guesthouses make up most of the accommodation; however, given the influx of tourists in recent years, new developments are slowly changing the village landscape. It’s recommended you check with your hotel if they have any planned construction before arriving, especially during the low season.
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TWO TEAS IN A POD

The mountain community of Mae Salong in Chiang Rai shares a similar history with Baan Rak Thai; it was also founded by Yunnanese settlers and is famed for its award-winning tea plantations.




A VILLAGE IN THE CLOUDS

The best time to visit Baan Rak Thai is the cold season (November to February) when the temperatures can drop as low as 12ºC or 13ºC. The village’s high altitude (1200m) also means weather can change in an instant, so it’s best to pack a coat. If you visit during the rainy season, you’ll be treated to the most luscious green landscapes of the year, but thick dense clouds can often hang around for days, obscuring any chance of a view. Weather permitting, the village of Pang Oung is a nice daytime getaway with a pine-tree forest perfect for winter picnics.



QUINTESSENTIAL PLACES TO STAY IN BAAN RAK THAI

Lee Wine Rak Thai Resort

Chinese-style huts in a working tea plantation, overlooking the village, plus a tasty waterfront restaurant. $$

Mi Wo Kezhan

A new hotel with clean modern Chinese-style rooms, hot-tub access and generous Asian breakfasts. $$

Valley House

Wooden-style bungalows decorated with Chinese tea-harvesting tools. Thin walls promise chilly nights. $

Follow Mae Nam Yuam

MAE HONG SON’S OUTPOST TOWNS

It would be foolish to come to Mae Hong Son and not pay a visit to Khun Yuam and Mae Sariang. Rich in culture and steeped in history, these sleepy outpost towns were once the trade centres of the region, but now see far fewer foreigners.

First a Lanna trading post during the golden age of teak trade, Khun Yuam became a strategic waypoint during WWII, commandeered by the Japanese in their fight against British Burma. The impressive Thai-Japanese Friendship Memorial Hall shares more of this story, with videos and two storeys of exhibitions in Thai, English and Japanese. Given its location just 35km away from the Myanmar border, it was once heralded as one of the region’s leading logging outposts, with elephant training camps and stories of Romeo and Juliet romances that broke village traditions. But for a town once buzzing with far-flung visitors, these day’s you’ll be hard-pressed to find another traveller while you’re there.

Khun Yuam is also home to its fair share of natural beauty, including Nam Tok Mae Surin, one of Thailand’s highest free-fall waterfalls, and the wild sunflower fields of Tung Bua Tong that turn the Hmong villages of Doi Mae U-Kao bright yellow every November. Beautiful Wat To Phae sits on the banks of Mae Nam Yuam itself and aside from an impressive Myanmar teak wí·hăhn (sanctuary) its main attraction is an exquisite 150-year-old embroidered and sequined tapestry that originated from Myanmar.

If you’re coming from Mae Hong Son, stop by Pha Bong Hot Spring on your way to soak in open-air mineral baths that overlook towering mountain views.

A resting place for many Mae Hong Son Loop riders, Mae Sariang has gained fame as an attractive riverside destination that has left many travellers changing their plans to stay longer. What’s more surprising is there’s little to actually do here – rather, it acts as a laid-back escape filled with friendly locals, curious cultures and interesting hikes.

Its remote riverside location makes it a great place to find community-run tourism projects that are more sustainable and less overrun than those in the cities. It’s so good that many companies in Chiang Mai run excursions here, but these package trips often lack the insight a local guide could provide. If you do look locally, one of the best is Mae Sariang Tours (search for Mae Sariang Tours 1980 on Facebook), which creates tailored multiday trips that include jungle hiking, boat rides down Mae Nam Salawin and overnight stays in genuine hill-tribe villages.

Salawin National Park to the east is also home to Thailand’s oldest teak and Asian redwood forests, while the refugee town of Mae Sam Laep has found fortune in chartering boat rides along Mae Nam Salawin (500B to 2000B) that navigate untouched forests along the Myanmar border before reemerging near Mae Ngao National Park.
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ESCAPE TO VILLAGE LIFE

The small village of Muang Pon makes for one of Thailand’s most off-the-beaten-track homestay experiences we know about. Travel just 10km from Khun Yuam and be transported to a Shan village that time forgot. The Muang Pon Homestay Program (087 181 2286) charges visitors 400B, which helps cover the costs of breakfast, board and an eclectic range of activities from traditional handicrafts to cooking local delicacies and helping out on the farm.

The level of English spoken here is low, but a warm welcoming community easily makes up for it. If you’re looking for real-deal experiences, this is where you’ll find it.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN MAE SARIANG

River House Resort

Teak decor, a large pool and direct access to the river makes this place the best spot in town. $$

Chill House

Quite literally a chill house, slap bang in the middle of lush paddy fields. Camping is also available. $

Chok Wasana Guesthouse

Spacious rooms in the heart of town are great value for money, despite no river views. $


MAE HONG SON LOOP

Add cave exploration and extra days in Khun Yuam and Mae Sariang to make your version of the infamous Mae Hong Son Loop even more extraordinary. All you need is a motorbike, some time and a daring spirit.




TASTE OF TAI YAI

Tai Yai food is different from typical Thai cuisine and is pretty much nonexistent anywhere else. Try it in Mae Hong Son.

Khăo Soi Tai Yai

This version, also known as khăo sên, has a clear soup and is more pho-like with a hearty addition of sour-tomato-sautéed pork.

Tua Phu Oun

A vegan dish ubiquitous across Tai Yai and Myanmar cultures, it consists of a thick chickpea soup, chewy rice noodles and crispy fried tofu.

Hung Le Curry

Probably the most well-known northern curry. A thick sauce, piercing ginger and oily pork belly are balanced by sour tamarind and crunchy peanuts.



WHERE TO STOP FOR LUNCH ON THE MAE HONG SON LOOP

Coriander in Redwood

Arguably the best restaurant in Mae Sariang with an outdoor teak ambience. Attached to Riverhouse Resort. $$

Wan Mae Restaurant

Run-of-the-mill roadside stir-fry shop that serves freshly caught river fish and all your spicy favourites. $

Katin’s Kitchen

There’s nothing posh about this terraced restaurant overlooking Khum Yuam, but the food is very good. $

A Ghost in the Cave

THAILAND’S MYSTERIOUS PII MAN

A stone’s throw from Pai is a small district known as Pang Mapha, home to over 200 cave systems that cut through the mountain landscape. For millennia these caves have played an important role in the ecosystem and cultures found in the hills, yet remain unseen to almost all who pass through.

Of all the caves in Pang Mapha, Tham Nam Lot is the most visited. In the right light, the cavernous limestone caverns cast a shimmering mirage mimicking the night’s sky, while ancient teak coffins tucked into the highest crevices can’t help but capture the imagination. For 600B you can have a guided tour of all three chambers, including a bamboo-raft ride that glides through the entire stretch of the cave.

The spooky cave known as Thum Pii Man has more of these teak coffins, most dating back over 2000 years. The name ‘Pii Man’ translates to ‘large spirit’, with legends of tall, cave-dwelling beings once inhabiting the area. For biology nerds, Tham Nam Long is where you can go to capture a glimpse of an eyeless, waterfall-climbing fish that is found in only two caves in the world, both in Pang Mapha.

Going deeper still, book a few nights at Cave Lodge and get face to face with owner and archeological enthusiast John Spies, a key player in many of Thailand’s archeological cave expeditions. The lodge offers board and various adventure tours such as kayaking, trekking and cave exploration, where Spies suggests it’s relatively easy to discover new sites even today…with his help of course.
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Find Solace in a Forest Monastary

MASTER YOUR VIPASSANA BREATHING TECHNIQUE

Finding spirituality is not an uncommon objective for travellers to Thailand, but only the most serious seekers of enlightenment should head for Tum Wua Forest Monastery (wattamwua.com). Open to everyone, from absolute beginners to those well versed in the practice, the retreat offers free board as well as two vegetarian meals per day (with tea, coffee, juice or soy milk served at dinner) in exchange for upkeep and meditative learning.

Visitors must stay for a minimum of eight days (but can stay for months if desired), and must follow a strict daily timetable that starts at 5am and ends at 8.30pm. The abbot, alongside a number of English-, German-, Korean- and Thai-speaking monks, offer spiritual guidance in mindfulness and breathing each and every day. For the very determined, they can even train you in the art of silent meditation where you don’t speak for your entire stay.

Not a hotel, this place is a serious meditation retreat that is only suitable for those willing to partake fully. Yet unlike some more traditional temple retreats, this monastery tones down their Buddhist teachings in place of inclusivity, welcoming people from all religions and allowing use of phones and technology, making for a unique and balanced experience that is tailored to the foreign traveller.

Getting here is relatively easy and requires no prior booking. There’s a bus stop at the entrance of the monastery that sits between Mae Hong Son and Pang Mapha, allowing you to simply arrive, check in, trade your jeans for robes and submit to a new way of life.


BY THE NUMBERS

The caves in this area are of great antiquity, with remains of prehistoric hunting tribes found across the area. Of the 200 caves explored, more than 35 have been found to contain prehistoric tools, 12 have rock art depicting scenes of people and animals, and 85 contain ancient teak coffins. In more recent years, archaeologist Dr Rasmi Shoocongdej discovered the remains of a woman who lived some 13,640 years ago in Tham Lot Cave; and in 2017 found a new Pii Man cave that is said to have the full remains of more than 100 individuals in lacquered and painted coffins – although this cave is still closed to the public.



ROAD-TRIP STOPS IN PANG MAPHA

Orange Orchard

Kill some time picking oranges or relax under a cheap umbrella with a freshly squeezed juice in hand.

Mook’s Hill Tribe Crafts

Visit the Karen village of Baan Muang Paen, learn about hill-tribe life, sleep over for the night or sign up for a tour.

Bar 124 Cafe

Stop off to refuel on Western food, grab a coffee and meet others following similar paths.


WHAT IS VIPASSANA?

Vipassana is an ancient Indian meditation practice that focuses on self-transformation through self-observation. A meditative state is achieved by paying close attention to bodily sensations, thoughts and emotions. Buddhists believe that cultivating awareness of these things can ultimately reveal the true nature of existence – a key step on the journey towards enlightenment and liberation from suffering.

For non-Buddhists, Vipassana has become a popular tool for those who practise yoga and mindfulness, and is proven to reduce stress and enhance emotional wellbeing, helping people to find inner peace and opening doors to self-discovery.




GETTING AROUND

The outskirts of Mae Hong Son are best explored via bike or car. If that is not an option, a semi-regular schedule of yellow pickups (sŏrng·tăa·ou) traverse the province, stopping at major towns and cities along the route. Motorbikes can be rented for 150B per day, but will need to be returned to the same place.

If you prefer buses, Prempracha Transport has a regular schedule of buses that loop between Chiang Mai, Pai and the other towns and villages of Mae Hong Son most frequented by travellers. Tickets are often high in demand, so the sooner you book the better. Alternatively, if you’re OK with waiting, free seats can pop up allowing for a more hop-on hop-off experience with the added thrill of uncertainty.





MOTORCYCLING TOUR
Mae Hong Son Loop

Touring the northern provinces on motorbike can be a thrilling experience, with the Mae Hong Son Loop taking the crown as a true rite of passage for backpackers and adventure enthusiasts alike. With 1864 twists and turns, this 600km route is an exhilarating way to witness northern Thailand first-hand, beckoning those seeking an off-the-beaten-path experience.
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1 Chiang Mai

You can tackle the loop clockwise or anti-clockwise, but heading north through Mae Rim and then Pai has shorter legs at the start to get you used to the road.

The Ride: Before you head out, check your bike’s tyres, breaks and oil. Then, do a few loops of the city to get familiar with your machine.

2 Pai

As you reach your first stop, stop at Pai Canyon and Pai Memorial Bridge so you don’t need to loop back on yourself. Book into a guesthouse and explore Pai as you please. And if you’re already feeling sore, a dip in the Sai Ngam Hot Spring can help ready you for the days ahead.

The Ride: Head north from Chiang Mai via Rte 107 until you reach Mae Teng. Then take a left onto either Rte 3009 or Rte 1095 and let the winding climb into the mountains guide your way.
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3 Pang Mapha

On day two, detour to Nam Lot Cave, famous for its 30m-high caverns, 2000-year-old teak coffins and prehistoric human remains. A guided tour includes a bamboo-raft ride inside the cave, which feels like a scene from a pirate movie. Nearby Pii Man Cave houses more coffins, and legends of giant monsters. End your day at a homestay in Baan Jabo, a Black Lahu village with awe-inspiring vistas and locally farmed coffee.

The Ride: Things get a little steeper here. As you snake through the mountains, take detours left and right depending on what catches your eye.

4 Mae Hong Son

This is when the road really starts to get fun – winding but not too steep. On the way into town, detour to Baan Rak Thai or visit Phu Klon Spa for a mud bath and hot-spring onsen to loosen tight muscles. Be sure to stop by Mae Hong Son Provincial Chamber of Commerce for a (preemptive) certificate of completing all 1864 curves for 60B.

The Ride: Winding, spectacular and hair-raising. Completing your journey along Rte 1095 to the city is only half the journey. The best is yet to come.

5 Mae Sariang

Attractive riverside town Mae Sariang has a warm and friendly population. On the way here, you’ll pass Khun Yuam, a once-busy trading post that was commandeered by the Japanese during WWII. There’s a turnoff back to Chiang Mai via Rte 1263 that takes you up and over Doi Inthanon, Thailand’s highest mountain. To complete the full loop, traverse Op Luang National Park and avoid civilisation for one more night by pitching a tent at Jamjai Camp & Cafe.

The Ride: Rte 108 promises the best vistas of the trip as you meander through green landscapes of jagged mountain ranges and rolling rice-paddy plateaus.





PAI
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If you’ve ever spoken to a backpacker, chances are you’ve heard of Pai. Ubiquitous with hippies in the 1980s, Pai has become the destination for young travellers looking for like-minded free spirits and unforgettable trips across the region (and the mind). As a result, this otherwise small mountain town, nestled in a valley plateau some 750m above sea level, has been overrun by pop-up guesthouses, countless cannabis shops and more vegan cafes than should be allowed.

Yet under the hazy hippie surface, Pai offers much more than its image suggests. Today it has matured and, while still very much a backpacker haunt, it is now growing in favour among family travellers and Thai holidaymakers looking to experience new activities that make the most of the natural surroundings the town inhabits. Just two hours from Chiang Mai, Pai is now a must-visit destination for travellers both young and old.
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SIGHTS

1 Conserve Natural Forests

2 Muang Phaem

3 Nam Tok Mo Pang

4 Nam Tok Pam Bok

5 Pai Canyon

6 Pai Circus School & Hostel

7 Santichon Village

8 Tham Nam Lot

9 Two Huts

10 Wat Mae Yen

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11 Good Life Dacha

12 Harmony Hub

13 Pai Authentic Travel

14 Pai Bamboo Mini Golf

15 Pai Hotsprings Spa Resort

16 Pai Massage Training by Mr Bann & Joy

17 Sai Ngam Hot Springs

18 Shekina Garden

19 Tha Pai Hot Springs

SLEEPING

20 Reverie Siam Resort

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

21 Malamong Art Cafe

SHOPPING

22 Pai Walking Street & Night Market




TOP TIP

The air in Pai during burning season (December to March) is some of the worst in Thailand. Vistas turn into blurry nothingness and many businesses close, choosing escape over revenue.



Follow the Backpacker Trail

NOT JUST A ‘PAI’ IN THE SKY

Gaining notoriety in the 1980s as a stopover for wayfaring hippies, Pai quickly evolved into a busy town of dreadlocked locals and tie-die Westerners looking to escape reality and find themselves. And although the scene has evolved a lot since then, the essence of the original backpacker can still be felt.

For young adults, the best place to chill and meet like-minded bag carriers is Pai Circus School & Hostel, a paradise for those looking to let loose. Most days a contingent of guitar players, contact jugglers and wide-eyed travellers sit around firepits in between sessions of water volleyball and sharing stories over generous helpings of free Thai dinners. Nonguests are welcome to join for a 600B flat fee that gains you access to all facilities, classes and entertainment.

In town, Pai Walking Street & Night Market has a plethora of regional vegan and halal food, elephant pants and lively bars. Look for a vendor selling pag jog, a rare tribal dish made from banana flowers and mushroom. Just before sunset, mooch over to Malamong Art Cafe for herbal tea (spiked or regular), then swing by Pai Authentic Travel to sign up for a weekly Tipsy Tubing excursion on Mae Nam Pai.

If you’re looking to go full communal and do some soul searching, head to Harmony Hub and spend your day finding inner peace with owners Clem and Sushi doing art classes, ink therapy, vegan baking and pottery. Alternatively, get one-on-one with the ‘mother’ at a Good Life Dacha kombucha-fermentation class, discover harmonic rhythms at Shekina Garden or channel your inner masseuse at Pai Massage Training by Mr Bann & Joy (facebook.com/paicomfortmassage).
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RAPPER’S DELIGHT
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Ninyo Ausmkiez, long-term Pai resident and Thai rap artist

Jikko Bar in the middle of the Walking St is my go-to location when friends come and visit. Its location means you get to see the real Pai while surrounded by cool people and awesome food stalls. What’s cool about this bar is that it is small, meaning it’s super easy to start conversations with other people. There’s a good selection of Thai craft beers and cheap rum on sale, and when P’Yo is behind the bar you can be sure of a good time.

If you prefer coffee culture, Dear Your Mind has probably the best coffee in all of Thailand.



MUST-VISIT BARS IN PAI

Boom Bar

A classic backpacker hangout. Expect beer pong, pool, good music and friendly patrons. $

Jikko Beer

A boojie backpacker haunt with a good selection of craft beers on tap. $$

Mojo Cafe

Wooden seating, cool cocktails and great live music. Hipster vibes without any pretentiousness. $

Learn Lanna & Travel

NOT ALL BOOZE AND BACKPACKERS!

Pai is not just for backpackers, with lots for families. If you can afford to splurge, Reverie Siam Resort keeps you away from the busy town centre, which is often noisy into the wee hours. And its pond-style pool and private river access can keep little ones occupied for hours.

Santichon Village is a hit for even the hardest to please. This makeshift Yunnan village is almost like a theme park, with traditional Chinese clay houses, faux castle walls, a manual Ferris wheel, dress-up photos, archery and some of the best Yunnanese cuisine this side of China. Venture into the village below for the real deal, with evidence of both Chinese and Thai culture. While it’s still sunny, swing by Pai Bamboo Mini Golf for a hilarious round of 13 holes equipped with tennis balls, bamboo clubs and a chatty Scottish owner who knows all the best places in town. Score a hole-in-one on the third hole and you get a free pizza.

If you have a day to kill, venture to nearby Tham Nam Lot and ride a bamboo raft through its chambers before spending the afternoon with Miss Mook and the giggly kids of Muang Phaem, a nearby Karen village open for cultural activities and authentic Lanna-style tourism. Contact Mook’s Hill Tribe Crafts & Tours (mookshilltribecrafts.com) to book a trip. Maintain the educational theme by getting hands-on with tropical forests, ecological restoration, sustainable tourism and Asian-elephant conservation at nonprofit Conserve Natural Forests (conservenaturalforests.org), who work to improve the livelihoods of local communities.


IT’S TIPSY TUBING

Love it or hate it, tubing has finally made its way to Pai and floating down the river in an inflated inner tube, alcohol in hand, is the name of the game. At various waypoints along the river, the whole flotilla is stopped and ushered into bars where live DJs, BBQ parties and drinks on demand keep spirits high. The water is shallow enough for kids to safely join, and there are staff stationed along the river to ensure nobody gets injured. Tipsy Tubing usually runs every Tuesday and Friday (paused during rainy season) with chalkboards on Pai Walking Street keeping a tally of those signed up, garnering much excitement among passing crowds.



TOP NOSH FOR PICKY EATERS IN PAI

Na’s Kitchen

Great Thai food served with foreigners in mind. Recommended by locals so you know it’s good. $

Witching Well

A magical restaurant serving international fare in a house straight out of your favourite wizard fiction. $$

Jerk Spot

Serving warm-ya-heart Jamaican favourites like jerk chicken, rice, peas and home-cut Caribbean fries. $$



Mini Pai Loop
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If you don’t have time to do the Mae Hong Son Loop, the Mini Pai Loop by motorbike is the next best thing. The 762 twists and turns may not top the 1867 turns of Mae Hong Son, but they guarantee to impress just as much.

Start in the heart of 1 Chiang Mai and head towards Mae Rim on Rte 107. Before you hit the mountain, stop by 2 Steak of the Day for a quick lunch of semi-fine-dining Thai and fusion dishes at reasonable prices or stock up with sticky rice and meatballs on sticks at 3 Mae Rim Market.

Continue straight until you hit Rte 3009 and set your map for 4 Akha Ama Living Factory (closed Wednesday) for a fresh cup of coffee and to see how Chiang Mai’s beloved Akha Ama Coffee is made.

Next, continue up into the foothills to 5 Sop Poeng Sub District where you’ll join Rte 1095, the main road that after 762 turns will plop you into the centre of Pai. Swing by 6 Pai Canyon before ditching the crowd to catch the sunset at 7 Two Huts. Now check in to a hotel and enjoy the evening.

Next morning head south towards 8 Mueang Rae Geyser to cook eggs in 90°C water. Stop at 9 Muang Paeng Hot Spring to soothe your aches before following picturesque Rte 1265 through 10 Wat Chan Pine Forest. Head left onto Rte 1349 all the way towards 11 Doi Nok Pagoda in Mae Sab, stopping along the way for food, coffee and the odd side-street detour. Before you know it, you’ll pop out into 12 Samoeng, a town hidden behind Doi Suthep, famed for its strawberries. From there, follow the road back to Chiang Mai.



Take a Walk on the Wild Side

RUGGED CLIFFS TO BUBBLING STREAMS

Pai’s natural beauty is often shrouded by the town’s buzzing energy, but with so much in close proximity, it would be criminal not to see it. Pai Canyon steals the show with grand views from its precarious narrow trails, but beware of the loose sandy terrain and sheer drops on either side, especially at sunset when high-season crowds jostle for the best view.

Nam Tok Pam Bok and Nam Tok Mo Pang (entrance 40B and 100B) are charming little hangouts perfect for cooling off in the water, with a handful of vendors selling sweet drinks. At Pam Bok, ask any local and they’ll point you towards a secret trail that leads to deeper pools higher up the river.

From a cool plunge to bubbling geysers, Tha Pai Hot Springs and Sai Ngam Hot Springs are great to soothe aches away, although entrance is a little expensive at around 200B each for what is essentially a section of wild river. Pai Hotsprings Spa Resort is a great alternative if you prefer a cleaner setup with dedicated onsen pools and private amenities for guests and paying visitors.

To round off the day, Big Buddha at Wat Mae Yen or nearby Two Huts have unbeatable sunsets across the Pai plateau. The former has a better view as it’s higher up the mountainside, while the latter is more social, sporting an afternoon festival vibe where people play music, throw Frisbees and enjoy picnics and drinks until the stars come out.
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FROM INVERLOCH TO PAI
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Somchai Khan-asa, founder of Pai Jazz & Blues Fest

I was first inspired to create a jazz festival in Pai after attending a small jazz festival in the seaside town of Inverloch, Australia. The whole city came together, with stages, street performances and music played in restaurants and bars across town. Pai was the perfect location for this dream, always full of foreigners and locals who appreciate art and music. As the event turned six this year, I turned 60. I like to imagine what the 30th Pai Jazz & Blues Festival would look like. For anyone who loves a small-town vibe and the melancholy sound of blues and jazz – you must come at least once.



PLACES TO KEEP YOU GOING IN PAI

Art in Chai

Fortifying vegan and vegetarian food straight out of your mother’s hippie handbook. $

Espresso Bar by Prathom 1

Strong coffee, sweet Thai teas and some of the best baked goods you can find in Pai. $

Bom Bowls

Simple yet sophisticated smoothie and açaí bowls that replenish after a long day exploring Pai. $

Attend the Pai Jazz & Blues Fest

FEEL THE RHYTHM OF PAI

If you’re stuck in Pai at the start of rainy season, you may stumble upon Pai Jazz & Blues Fest – a music festival that turns this sleepy town into a roaring festival city. With a strong emphasis on music hopping, a ticket (200B) will get you entry to all participating venues playing host to Thai and international music performances. Starting in 2017, the festival was undeterred by COVID-19 and now grows bigger every year.

Cafes, restaurants, bars, hotels and resorts turn into makeshift concert halls for talented musicians over the three-day event, some who begin playing dulcet tones of smooth jazz and emotive blues as early as 11am. On Friday and Saturday, a main stage is erected in town for headline performances.

During the festival, over 40 artists will descend on the city, attracting people who will overflow onto the small village roads outside the bars. Entry to venues is free with an event ticket, but you’re expected to buy some food or drink while you enjoy the show. Given the small size of Pai relative to the size of the event, booking accommodation in advance is crucial. The town is often booked to bursting during the event.


SEE IT FROM THE RIVER

If you prefer your nature with a generous dose of action, why not take to the river and see the jungle through a misty spray of white-water rapids.

Thai Adventure Rafting

(thairafting.com) Experienced, international-standard outfit with multiday expeditions stretching over 60km of inaccessible jungle between Pai and Mae Hong Son, passing as many as 60 rapids from class I to class IV.

Pai Adventures

(paiadventures.com) Top-tier white-water rafting that takes you deep into the jungle to find the best hiking trails no others can reach. Their one- or two-day trips can also be paired with caving and jungle-survival courses.




GETTING AROUND

Pai is Thailand’s best-connected small town, with regular transport. Prempracha Transport is the main minibus company. It connects Chiang Mai Arcade Bus Station to Pai and other parts of Mae Hong Son (tickets from 150B). Book ahead as seats fill up fast, especially in high season. Solo travellers can try their luck waiting for a free seat but gone are the days of roof-rack rides.

For a more comfortable ride, hire an off-meter taxi or Grab car to Pai for a pre-agreed sum (3000B to 4000B). Many rental shops in Chiang Mai and Mae Hong Son let you drive yourself, although you need to return the rental to the same place. Alternatively, hitch a ride on a local sŏrng·tăa·ou (converted pickup minibus) that takes very slow detours through countless villages before reaching its destination. The journey has exactly 762 turns, and most are tight hairpins or steep cliffside arches that are best ignored while passing. Take car-sickness prevention, be it medicine, menthol inhaler (Thai style!) or a good old paper bag.





CHIANG RAI
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As Thailand’s northernmost province, Chiang Rai is full of hidden gems that call for intrepid travellers to explore parts of Thailand that detour away from the tourist path. The city itself bursts at the seams with art, food and creative flair, while the surrounding rurality is a mismatch of cultures and geographical oddities.

The allure of the region cannot be underemphasised. Majestic elephants roam free in sanctuaries that embody the province’s deep reverence for nature and wildlife (city founder King Mengrai’s elephant even appears on the provincial seal), while artistic marvels new and old will leave you inquisitively spellbound. Chiang Rai is also home to the infamous Golden Triangle, a place where Thailand, Laos and Myanmar meet at the Mekong. As Thailand’s most ethnically diverse province, there’s no shortage of things to do and people to meet, all connected by an abundance of network links that are fast and convenient.
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SIGHTS

1 Blue Temple

2 Clock Tower

3 Hill Tribe Museum & Education Centre

4 Oub Kham Museum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5 Fat Free Bike Shop

6 Mae Kok Golf Course

EATING

7 Khăo Soi 100 Years

8 Waan Jai

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

9 Bike Coffee

10 Soi Thai Wiwat

SHOPPING

11 Chiang Rai Night Bazaar

12 Sunday Night Market

13 Walking Street




TOP TIP

Lots of places in Chiang Rai run on local time. Attractions like museums, galleries and open-door workshops don’t always keep to their posted opening times, so it can be a good idea to call ahead or have your hotel double-check to save you a wasted trip.



White, Blue, Black Temple…

WHICH WILL YOU LIKE BEST?

There’s no denying Chiang Rai is a vibrant and colourful city, not least because of the sheer volume of artists and talented architects that have found the province to be their very own canvas. Three temples (of sorts) stand out among the rest, each one encompassing its own unique style, and are best seen in person by way of a hotel or taxi tour of all three in one day.

White Temple, locally known as Wat Rong Khung (spoiler, it’s not actually a real temple), is agreed to be one of Thailand’s most astonishing buildings, completely white and intricately designed from top to bottom with carvings, inscriptions and statues that have an eerie story to tell. Constructed in 1997 by the internationally renowned Thai artist Chalermchai Kositpipat, this temple-sized art piece reflects humanity’s greed, desire and destruction, juxtaposing it against otherworldly and gold-like Buddhist symbology. Entrance is 50B and grants access to the entire complex including its all-gold toilet cubicles. Inside the mood changes, where brightly coloured murals and paintings of contemporary scenes and pop-culture icons stand out against the glittering white.

Next on the list is Blue Temple, or Wat Rong Suea Ten. Ditching the usual red, golds and greens of traditional temple design, this one has adopted an entirely blue approach, with every wall, pillar, ceiling and statute painted a stunning shade of royal blue. Inside, visitors come in their droves to pray to the magnificent pure-white Buddha statue illuminated in bright blue light. Like the White Temple, its construction is relatively new, created by none other than Chalermchai’s own student. Look closely and you’ll see lots of similarities.

Last on the list is Baandam, the sprawling residence and brainchild of the late legendary artist Thawan Duchanee. Despite being dubbed the ‘Black Temple’, it is actually the only place on this list that is not, although the main art hall could easily be mistaken for one. Pay 80B to gain entry and explore a complex of halls, huts and structures all painted black. Each room is furnished from floor to ceiling in buffalo antlers, deer pelts and crocodile skins, while phallus-filled bathrooms and breast-shaped echo chambers add humour to this otherwise dark living museum.

REAL CHIANG RAI TEMPLES WORTH VISITING

Wat Phra Kaew

Lanna-style temple where the famous Emerald Buddha was found, now in a Bangkok temple of the same name.

Wat Thum Phra

The city’s only cave temple, promising spiritual scenes when bats frolic and monks come to pray at dusk.

Wat Hua Pla Kang

Home to a 100m-high Guanyin statue with a viewing platform that looks out from the eyes in the statue’s head.

Explore the City’s Many Markets

YOUR FILL OF FOOD OR SOUVENIRS

Founded in 1262 by King Mengrai as he expanded his Lanna Kingdom, Chiang Rai from the start was destined to be a hub for travelling traders. Today, that trade-city energy continues to exist, now in the form of large shopping districts and even larger weekend markets that give Bangkok’s trendiest markets a run for their money.

Saturday’s Walking Street is the city’s largest pop-up market, taking over Thanalai Rd from 5pm till late. Here you’ll find vendors peddling everything under the sun, from clothing and toys to handicrafts and consumables. Come hungry as there’s a ton of food just begging to be eaten, and with many dishes hard to find anywhere else, an adventurous appetite is recommended. While the market runs, the nearby city square comes alive with music concerts, events and a type of Thai line dancing led by the city’s elders who just can’t resist grabbing your arm and pulling you in. Escape the mayhem by making a beeline to the Clock Tower, which lights up and ‘dances’ to music on the hour between 7pm and 8pm. While waiting, cool down with a sweet bowl of kà·nŏm waan drenched in coconut milk at Waan Jai.

Come Sunday, things tone down a notch with a 6pm Night Market on San Khong Noi Rd. Here you’ll find more traditional wares and cuisines, as well as a regular Lanna culture show that rotates performances throughout the year.

Chiang Rai Night Bazaar, with its permanent market shops selling typical tourist souvenirs and its cosy beer garden, is open daily, although hasn’t fully recovered from the effects of COVID-19. Luckily, the nearby Irish pubs, travel agents and late-night bars on Soi Thai Wiwat still thrive.
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MARKETS GALORE

If markets are really your thing, a few hours north you’ll come to Mae Sai and the chaotic border market of Tachileik.




LOCAL WET MARKETS

During weekdays, local wet markets and trade hubs bustle with locals from morning to dusk stocking their pantries with fresh goods and perishables from the local farms and hill-tribe trade networks.

Chiang Rai Kad Luang

The main wet market with the largest concentration of perishable goods, fruits, vegetables and freshly slaughtered livestock. Strong smells and mystery meat guaranteed.

Municipal Market

More fruits and vegetables, this time peddled by aunties who have travelled down from the hills. A good place for dried herbs and spices you can take home.



WHERE TO STAY IN CHIANG RAI

Nak Nakara Hotel

A long-standing hotel in the heart of the city. Recently renovated and a stone’s throw from the weekend market. $$

Legend Chiang Rai

One of the city’s best resorts, tucked against Mae Kok. Has four-star service and extensive trip planning. $$$

Together Backpackers Hostel

Cheap and cheerful lodgings near the city centre. Meet like minded travellers. $


IMMERSIVE ART AT BAANDAM
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Pimpattra Chaimin, descendant of Thawan Duchanee and project manager at Review Chiangmai

Baandam is more than just a museum: it’s the home and living memory of my late grandfather Thawan Duchanee, that’s still living and breathing today, long after he passed. Each building is full of intricate details and profound symbolism, a testament to his unique vision and deep connection to Thai spirituality. Every time I go back I am inspired once more, and the curated works on rotation make each visit a new one. When you go, be sure to scan the QR codes next to his paintings to bring them to life through immersive augmented reality.



HILL TRIBE SHOPPING IN CHIANG RAI

Nah Thai Market

A local marketplace selling regional food and ready-to-eat delicacies at modest prices.

Chezmoi Handicraft Shop

Find everything from clothing and accessories to home decorations, all crafted by indigenous tribes.

Hill Tribe Museum Gift Shop

With direct connections to hill-tribe development, this shop guarantees authentic and fairly priced hill-tribe items.

Learn the Ways of Mountain Tribes

SUSTAINABLE, EDUCATION-FOCUSED TOURISM

Hill tribes are synonymous with the north, and Chiang Rai has one the largest hill-tribe populations, second only to Mae Hong Son. While their cultures are mostly celebrated, many are still stuck in a cycle of deadlock bureaucracy and dwindling natural resources that leave many with little to no opportunities.

Thankfully the rise of responsible tourism means people are now supporting local communities in ways that benefit rather than exploit. A good starting point is the nonprofit Hill Tribe Museum & Education Centre that offers a dry yet informative showcase of Thailand’s tribes and the issues they face. Slideshows and exhibitions come in Thai, English, French, German and Japanese, with deeper-dive videos into harder topics on request.

PDA Tours (based at Hilltribe Museum & Education Centre) organises trekking for groups of up to 12 that visit various Ahka, Hmong, Karen and Lisu villages with a focus on getting hands-on with community-run initiatives. PDA helped the Akha village Baan Lorcha take back autonomy of their village, turning it from a for-profit ‘human zoo’ that brought in tourists by the busload to a sustainable community-owned enterprise. Entrance is 80B, which, along with revenue from souvenirs, is shared equally among villagers to help sustain and develop their community.

Thailand Hill Tribe Holidays (thailandhilltribeholidays.com) and Akha Hill House (akhahill.com) both offer sustainably minded homestay packages that range from one- to 10-day trips, covering everything from a one-on-one hill-tribe experience to school voluntourism, elephant care, handicrafts and rice-terrace farming.

Eat 100-Year-Old Khăo Soi

THAILAND’S ONLY NORTHERN FOOD OMAKASE

There’s khăo soi, then there’s khăo soi. This popular northern Thai curry soup ranks top of lists worldwide for its aromatic coconut base, firm egg noodles and melt-off-the-bone chicken, beef or pork that’s often stewed for days. And while there are hundreds of places to enjoy this iconic dish, one Chiang Rai eatery takes it to another level through an omakase of northern Thai dishes (omakase is a Japanese term for a chef’s table), each one prepared in a centuries-old tradition that creates flavour unlike anywhere else.

Khăo Soi 100 Years (facebook.com/khaosoiroipee, 095 056 7282) is unassuming, with a simple wooden shopfront restaurant, converted from a bookshop during COVID-19. Inside, chatty owner Nat Riamthong lists his dishes to a limited number of diners – with just five or six seatings a day. As you are served a series of hot and cold teas, Nat walks you through every bite, with stories, techniques and jokes that add seasoning to the experience. A coffee farmer by trade, he also brews a mean cup of coffee with his own beans.

The five-part menu changes seasonally, but always begins with a bowl of 100-year-old khăo soi (that’s the age of the technique, not the broth). Using ancient techniques, ingredients and flavours, the final product takes weeks to come together, resulting in a distinct flavour that’s rich, deep and musky. Once tasted, a guided squeeze of lemon and a pinch of burnt chilli paste resets the flavour, bringing it alive on the palate. Helpings of sâi òo·a (spicy northern sausage), keng hung le (rich pork and peanut curry) and nám prík nùm (young chilli dip that is less spicy than it looks) subsequently emerge. Dishes keep coming until you say stop, after which a sweet and refreshing dessert of homemade ice creams completes the five-part journey.

This meal is best planned ahead of time. Tables book up months in advance during high season. In low season, last-minute slots can open up so it’s worth calling to try your luck.
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WIANG KALONG TERRACOTTA VILLAGE

Wiang Kalong is a long-lost city famed for its terracotta production dating back almost 3000 years. Today, the village in its place is reviving the tradition, creating beautiful underglazed ceramic pots, plates, cups and vases, as well as the traditional khontho water pot – a highly decorative long-necked water vessel used in ancient times. While not yet a bustling tourist destination, there are a handful of vendors ready to showcase their crafts. Don’t miss the chance to meet Thun Thijithung, the esteemed potter of Wiang Kalong, at his home, where he’ll proudly present his finest creations, share captivating tales of their unique patterns and even demonstrate the art of pottery-making. (Just show up!)

Scan this QR code to find Thun’s house on a map.
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OTHER KHăO SOI RESTAURANTS IN CHIANG RAI

Por Jai Restaurant

Open for more than 30 years, you’ll find both creamy and clear takes on the traditional bowl of khăo soi. $

Khăo Soi Mae Pin

A favourite among locals, this unassuming aunty makes a mean bowl of curry noodles. $

Khăo Soi Thao Gae Ek

Step into the ’80s and enjoy a range of khăo soi dishes jampacked with various proteins. $

Tour the City on a Bike

CYCLING TOURS AROUND TOWN

Sometimes there’s nothing better than exploring a place by bike, making turns on a whim. Chiang Rai, with its endless rice paddies, jutting hills and clean paved roads, has an excellent landscape for any type of rider.

Chiang Rai Bicycle Tour (chiangraibicycletour.com) is the city’s best cycling operator and has a wide range of tours. Highlights include tea plantations, buffalo trails, mountain biking to waterfalls, long-tail boat rides and hot springs, all within riding distance of the city. It offers trailers, baby seats, tandems and child-sized bikes for families and larger groups. It also goes further afield with multiday tours spanning 40km to 60km per day over gravel and road routes that often loop as far away as the Golden Triangle and even into Laos via Chiang Khong.

If you’re a cyclist looking for a tribe, Bike Coffee is the best place to meet other cyclists and get the lowdown on exciting routes. It’s a cafe and community hub, conveniently located next to Blue Temple. Fat Free Bike Shop has bikes for rent and can organise custom tours by appointment, while apps like Bikemap and Strava have a handsome range of routes that can be ridden independently. Just rent a bike, clip in your shoes and let the road take you.

If you’re starting from Chiang Mai, Spice Roads has cycling tours that connect the two provinces, avoiding highways and busy roads for a scenic route left largely unseen by regular road travel.


WHAT IS KHăO SOI?

Khăo soi is a deliciously creamy and slightly spicy curry noodle dish that is unique to northern Thailand. Influenced by both Thai and Myanmar cuisines, it breaks the mould for northern cuisine through the addition of coconut milk (coconut-based curries all come from the south), which seamlessly cuts through a fragrant base of curry spices, turmeric, ginger and chilli.

Tender chicken or beef and a generous helping of fresh egg noodles form the base, while a garnish of crispy egg noodles, pickled mustard greens, red shallots and a squeeze of lime bring the flavours together in a harmonious dance of spicy tangs and creamy coconut aromas.



CHIANG RAI SPAS THAT ARE GOOD FOR THE SOUL

Monmueang Lanna Massage

Inner-city spa with midrange prices and treatment packages that incorporate local herbs and precious metals.

Salabran

‘Bathe’ in natural enzymes and sweat out toxins in a fermented-rice-bran bath that naturally sits at 40ºC.

Baan Gita

B&B and wellness space offering self-care through holistic therapies and massage. Laughter club, too.

Experience a Traditional Fire Massage

FIRE-FUELLED WELLNESS, LANNA-STYLE

Yam Khang is a massage technique found only in Chiang Rai and Chiang Mai, first adapted by the Lanna people who incorporated oils, herbs, medicines and unorthodox massage postures. Despite a recent revival, the number of places that perform this fiery massage can still be counted on two hands.

Hong Hom Phaya, known in English as the Wisdom Learning Center & Lanna Medical Treatment, is one of few locations that not only performs but also teaches this ancient practice. Hidden in the outskirts of Chiang Rai city, this monk- and nun-led commune focuses on the traditional healing techniques of Lanna through community learning and experiences for tourists. The massage, performed entirely with the feet, starts with the therapist preparing a charcoal fire that warms a sacred ploughshare and two bowls of oils: one herbal, one flammable. When ready, a pole is used to balance while a foot is dipped into the oils, tapped on the ploughshare to heat and set it alight, then quickly applied to the body to transfer heat and pressure to the back, legs and arms.

The laid-back approach is addictive so expect to lose hours to what is advertised as a one-hour massage. It also offers other northern Thai treatments such as tok sen massage, sand burial, chicken-coop steam therapy and even a local form of chiropractic bone alignment. For a more luxurious Yam Khang experience, guests at Anantara Golden Triangle Elephant Camp & Resort can enjoy the same treatment included in the price of a room.
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HIT THE ROAD RUNNING

If you’re into fitness but prefer your own two feet to get around, Chiang Rai has some places to get in your daily 5km.

Ko Loi Public Park

Relatively small but has a perfect 1km loop that hugs the banks of Mae Kok. Early morning and late afternoon sees groups of locals practising aerobics and working up a sweat.

Queen Sirikit Park

Riverside park with a larger area to let your legs free, with the bonus of being next to Chiang Mai River Beach. On the opposite bank is Riverwalk, a small walk and cycle path that leads to the cave-temple Buddha.



GALLERIES OF NOTE IN CHIANG RAI

9 Art Gallery

Decades-old gallery legendary among locals, with art, music, architecture and multi-dimensional performances.

Central Chiang Rai Art Gallery

The Central has a permanent exhibition with work from Thai artists to buy and take home.

Contemporary Lanna Art Gallery & Cafe

Stylish cafe with a bakery and gallery. The gallery is hot but the art is worth sweating for.


MAGICAL KHANG

The word ‘khang’ is the local name for the sharp end of an iron plough that holds almost spiritual significance to farmers in the region. The tool itself is often revered as magical and sacred, seen as something that helps grow good rice and feed the world.

The iron alloy is also known for its mineral properties that are said to treat disease. In the past, parents would soak the khang in water and give it to children who had a sore throat, while town doctors believed the healing heat from a warmed khang would penetrate deeper than other metals.

Today, retired khang are used for the Yam Khang massage which are believed to leach iron into the oils and add additional benefit to the patient.



Dive Into the Art Scene

A CITY FAMED FOR ITS ART

Thailand is well known for art and Chiang Rai is no exception. As the home of two internationally acclaimed artists, Thawan Duchanee and Chalermchai Kositpipat, as well as an aspiring contingent of arts, it is slowly working towards becoming a world-class art city.

For a day exploring art, start at Mae Fah Luang Art & Cultural Park (maefahluang.org/en/mae-fah-luang-art-and-cultural-park), then meander back into town via galleries, cafes and temples. Originally established as a training camp for hill-tribe youth to become ethical community leaders, it has now transformed into a centre for Lanna and hill-tribe art and culture, housing the region’s most extensive collection of Lanna art and local heirlooms. Beyond the centre are three pavilions: Haw Kham has ancient Lanna teak artefacts; Haw Kham Noi displays 19th-century murals and Haw Kaew houses permanent and rotating exhibitions.

Nearby Oub Kham Museum houses a diverse range of memorabilia from across the former Lanna Kingdom if antiquity is your thing, while newly opened Art Cafe @Chiang Rai Beach has art, workshops, talks and activities. For a taste of the contemporary, two-storey Khua Silapa showcases art collections from the Chiang Rai Artist Fund, Thai Artist Exhibition and international artists. It is also an artistic hub, with restaurants, shops and art schools always milling with people. Add a trip to Baandam and you’ll easily fill a day.

If the smell of paint gets too much, enjoy the art of nature with an afternoon along the banks of Mae Kok exploring Wat Tham Phra, Chiang Rai River Beach or hitting a round of golf at beautiful Mae Kok Golf Course.


AN ARTIST’S IMPRESSION
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Jaffee Yee, arts and travel curator

Chiang Rai has much more to offer apart from what you see on social media, especially when it comes to art. I recommend a visit to Doi Din Dang Pottery to appreciate the ceramic art of Somluk Pantiboon, one of 300-plus local artists. Many have their own private studios and galleries where appointments can be made before visiting.

Aside from art, I recommend exploring Chiang Saen and the infamous Golden Triangle, where you can dive deep into the history and legacy of Lanna Kingdom, before taking a sunset wine cruise on the Mekong and stopping by PB Valley for a hearty meal among lush greenery on the way.




GETTING AROUND

Getting to Chiang Rai is easy. Regular buses run from Chiang Mai and other regional cities multiple times a day. There are two bus terminals: older Terminal 1 filters connections from Chiang Khong and Mae Sai, while newer Terminal 2 has interprovincial routes. Flights from Bangkok to Chiang Rai are on par with those to Chiang Mai if you want to save yourself the drive at the other end.

Around town you can hail a cab using the Grab app or call for a metered taxi (Chiang Rai Taxi: 053 773477). Both cost around 100B to 200B depending on destination. Túk-túks can be hailed for a bartered fee. It’s more cost-effective to rent a car or borrow a bicycle if you’re going to a lot of stops in one day.





Beyond Chiang Rai
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Here, the captivating world of rural northern Thailand truly unfolds, framed by hectic border crossings and serene mountaintop plantations.


Venture beyond the city limits of Chiang Rai to discover epic mountain ranges, vast Mekong River floodplains and wild borderlands that are ripe for exploration. From the mystical northern border that’s home to the Golden Triangle where Thailand, Myanmar and Laos collide, to ancient Lanna cities that straddle the mighty Mekong, there’s a vibrant world of tradition and culture that have defined Thailand. Delve into this region’s lush countryside where rolling hills, iridescent rice paddies, and bountiful tea and coffee plantations paint a breathtaking backdrop for outdoor adventure and cultural exchange. Whether you choose to stay in luxury resorts or rough it in a mountain cabin, there’s more than enough to broaden anyone’s horizons.
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TOP TIP

With arguably the best border crossings in Thailand, it’s wise to plan your trip around visa stamps and extensions. Time your visit to coincide with a visa expiration date to maximise days in the country and make the most of your time in neighbouring states.



Visit the Golden Triangle

LAND WHERE OPIUM STILL GROWS

The Golden Triangle is a bucket-list experience that often leaves travellers a little underwhelmed. While the three countries (Thailand, Myanmar and Laos) kissing borders in the middle of the Mekong River is a sight to see, there are more interesting and exciting things to be seen in the towns and villages nearby.

Sop Ruak, where the official triangle is located, was once the stage for a bloody and violent opium war that lasted until the turn of the millennium. Probably the most infamous warlord of the era was Khun Sa, who controlled the borders for years before surrendering to the Myanmar government in 1996. This dark and sinister history is preserved at two museums: House of Opium and Hall of Opium, both offering a fascinating insight into the origins and troubles that opium brought to the region.

Boat trips out over the water can be chartered from booths at the Golden Triangle Buddha, but no longer stop at any visa-free destinations in Laos or Myanmar. The inconspicuous casinos on the Laos side can technically be reached, but authorities and locals both advise against it, calling it a hive of illegality run by legally immune mafia cartels. Save your visa stamp for Mae Sai or Chiang Khong.

Inland, the village of Doi Sa Ngo that overlooks the region is a beautiful respite away from the tourist buzz of the border. Locals often come here to drink beers over sunset, while visitors browse the Sridonmoon Art Space, try out agriculture at Monmingkwan Farmstay or go glamping at Star Doi Coffee & Homestay.
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Golden Triangle | KITZERO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MIGHTY MEKONG

As the world’s 12th longest river (and 6th longest in Asia), the Mekong originates in the Tibetan Plateau and flows some 4350km through China, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand and Cambodia before reaching sea at the Mekong Delta in Vietnam. This vital waterway sustains over 70 million people by providing food and irrigation for rice cultivation over vast swaths of land, an area known as ‘Asia’s Rice Bowl’. For locals, its religious significance cannot be understated, evident through elaborate Loy Kratong festivals and an obsession with the elusive Naga Fireballs, believed to be the breath of a mythical river serpent.

Unfortunately, deforestation and hydropower-dam construction upstream now pose a grave threat to the river’s future and the lives of millions who depend on it.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR THE GOLDEN TRIANGLE

Loft Chiang Saen

Enjoy views of Laos (and its casinos) with budget-friendly rooms with a riverfront balcony. $

Buakum Resort

There’s no place closer to the triangle. The building looks old, but the rooms inside are clean and modern. $

Imperial Golden Triangle Resort

A good second choice if you prefer not to shell out for the Four Seasons. $$$

Stay at the Anantara Golden Triangle Elephant Camp

SLEEP IN A BUBBLE AMONG ELEPHANTS

As one of only two five-star resorts in the area (the other being Four Seasons Tented Camp), Anantara Golden Triangle Elephant Camp & Resort is the Golden Triangle’s golden star. Looking out near where the Ruak meets the Mekong, it boasts Lanna-inspired architecture designed by the legendary Thai architect Mom Tri, and authentic northern Thai experiences from spa treatments to sunset soirees. But what makes this place noteworthy, however, is the work it does to help preserve and support elephants through its very own Golden Triangle Asian Elephant Foundation (GTAEF), which is setting a benchmark for elephant welfare across Asia.

Its award-winning elephant camp lets guests observe and connect with elephants in their natural environment, learn about customs and be taught by live-in elephant vets. Proceeds from each stay go towards their care, while the foundation works hard to assist captive elephants, improving elephant welfare and overall conservation across the region. GTAEF also offers free veterinary care to any elephant in Thailand and conducts regular research and welfare training projects off-site.

Its high price point is money well spent for those who can afford it, with up-close and personal experiences with Thailand’s pachyderms. Go all in and spend a night sleeping among the elephants in a dusk-to-dawn jungle bubble.
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DO RIGHT BY THE ELEPHANTS
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John Roberts, Group Director of Sustainability & Conservation, Minor Hotels and Director of Elephants & Conservation, GTAEF

Elephant experiences have improved a lot, with many places trying hard to improve standards for the elephants. If you want to see elephants, go for those audited by organisations such as Asian Captive Elephant Standards or Global Spirit. Even if not fully accredited, opening their doors to scrutiny is good evidence they are trying their best to do it right. Failing that, look for space, green areas to roam, natural habitats and other elephants to socialise with. What’s important is how elephants are treated behind the scenes, which, if hidden from view, is probably a bad sign.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR THE GOLDEN TRIANGLE

Kham Ecolodge

A little further out of town but has a tranquil setting with friendly owners and authentic experiences. $$

Four Seasons Tented Camp

Guaranteed once-in-a-lifetime experiences at this safari-inspired resort unlike anywhere else in Thailand. $$$

Baan Thai Resort

Traditional and well-maintained Thai resort that was probably a favourite in its heyday. Prices reflect its age. $

Thai Side of Mae Sai

IGNORE THE BORDER AND LOOK BEHIND YOU

Thailand’s northernmost town, Mae Sai, is best known for visa runs, affordable market goods, and its proximity to the Myanmar town of Tachileik and the captivating Shan State that extends beyond.

At first glance, it’s no different from any other busy border town, with an endless stream of people funnelling through the border checkpoint that straddles a river so thin you could jump to the other side. Yet the town brings with it a number of interesting spots that make it a perfect waypoint between Mae Salong and the Golden Triangle, even if you don’t plan to cross into Myanmar.

While in town, save your time and a page in your passport by sticking to the various market sois that snake under and out from the Mae Sai border crossing itself. These are often ignored by those gunning for the duty-free market on the other side, but sell similar priced goods that are often better in quality. Look out for rickshaw vendors peddling surprisingly good, locally made fruit wines.

Just a few kilometres west (still on the Thai side) you’ll find Pha Mi Village, a quiet mountain destination with a handful of coffee shops and homestays that are both charming and cheap. Follow the border road even further and you’ll come to Pha Hee Village, home to more coffee shops, a military outpost with grand views over the Myanmar wilderness and Mae Fah Luang Arboretum, connecting you to Doi Tung and its numerous coffee-themed tourist attractions.


REMEMBER THAILAND’S CAVE RESCUE?

Just a few kilometres from Mae Sai is the place where 12 boys and their coach were rescued after being stuck in a flooded cave for a fortnight. Now Tham Luang Cave is open for visitors.




GETTING TO MYANMAR FROM MAE SAI

Hopping into Tachileik in Myanmar is a relatively painless task. The border post is open 6.30am and closes between 6pm and 9pm, depending on political demand. Leaving Thailand is easy enough, with a 100m walk to the other side. On the Myanmar side, look out for the office labelled ‘Tourist’ to the right, where your passport will be processed and a fee of 500B needs to be paid. For day-trippers visiting the border market selling cheap Chinese products, duty-free alcohol (watch out for fakes!) and túk-túk tours of the town, your passport will be held upon your return. For longer stays, it will be returned, but at the time of writing foreigners were not allowed into other parts of Myanmar from this border due to the ongoing civil war.



WHERE TO FIND THE UNUSUAL TEMPLES OF MAE SAI

Tham Pha Ruea Monastery

Steep steps lead to the mouth of a cave where you’ll find various caverns with Buddha statues tucked inside.

Wat Khuha Sawan Pha Taek

Also known as the Temple of the Golden Clifftop Pagoda, this colourful ridgetop temple overlooks the city and border.

Wat Phra That Doi Wao

Besides the views, most people visit for the giant scorpion statue and Myanmar-style Buddha images.

Doi Tung: Coffee Heaven

HOME TO THAILAND’S BEST COFFEE

Red and barren just half a century ago due to severe deforestation and militia-led opium production, the mountain range of Doi Tung is now home to a lush, fertile and thriving farm community that is both peaceful and prosperous.

Pioneering this change was the Doi Tung Development Fund – a royal project that aimed to free ethnic tribes from poverty through education, infrastructure and alternative crop production. While travelling Thailand, look out for the Doi Tung (doitung.com) brand. It’s best known for its coffee and macadamia products, which continue to fund the development of this community today, and are harvested from the mountain’s almost four million nut and coffee trees.

Tourism now plays a big part in this area, with more than half a dozen places to see and visit across the mountainside. At its summit near the 900-year-old temple Wat Phra That Doi Tung, you’ll find Mae Fah Luang Gardens surrounding Phra Tamnak Doi Tung. Originally a residence for the Princess Mother to oversee the project, it now houses a museum. Within the gardens you’ll find the Doi Tung Tree Top Walk, where canopy-high rope bridges lead to platforms offering a bird’s-eye view of the surrounding area.

A short walk from the garden is the Hall of Inspiration, while a short drive will take you to the Mae Fah Luang Arboretum where old opium fields have been replanted with native flora and other rare species. One ticket costs 200B (extra for the Tree Top Walk) and gives access to all four locations. Near the ticket booth is a small Hill Tribe Market selling handicrafts, clothing and locally sourced produce that’s definitely worth checking out. Make your stay a sleepover by booking a room in the Doi Tung Lodge and get woken up by the smell of freshly brewed mountain coffee.

[image: jpg]

Mae Fah Luang Gardens | ZIRCONICUSSO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THAILAND’S TOP COFFEE BRANDS

Besides Doi Tung, there are a number of great Thailand coffee brands.

Akha Ama

Community-based social enterprise that creates probably the best coffee beans in Thailand, winning many single-origin international coffee awards. It has three coffee shops in Chiang Mai.

Doi Chaang Coffee

The coffee brand of the famous Doi Chang mountain range that inspired a chain of coffee shops with the same name. Internationally recognised for its high-quality Thai-origin coffee.

Roots

This Bangkok brand creates incredible coffee blends using northern Thai mountain sources. It follows a farm-to-cup ethos that promotes sustainability. Its online store (rootsbkk.com) sells coffee products.



WHERE TO SHOP FOR DOI TUNG PRODUCTS

Doi Tung Fresh Coffee

Slightly nondescript city flagship coffee shop, found in the heart of Chiang Rai city.

Doi Tung Lifestyle

Community-made clothing sold at both Chiang Rai Airport and Central Plaza Chiang Rai.

Doi Tung Flower Shop

Shop for orchids, flowers and plants cultivated by locals.

Mae Salong: A Place for Tea

CHIANG RAI’S ‘MUST TEA’ DESTINATION

From the coffee hills of Doi Tung to the tea plantations of Mae Salong, this district is a mecca for hot beverage drinkers of all kinds. Perched atop a series of hills, various teahouses, resorts and factories is a snakelike main road that cuts through Mae Salong. It’s a great place to escape for a few days and try your hand at self-guided exploration.

The culture of Yunnan is evident here as the village was settled by Chinese soldiers fleeing the communist revolution in 1949. Locals talk in a mix of tribal, Thai and Chinese dialects and the food here is distinctly more Chinese than Thai. The Chinese Martyr’s Memorial Museum and the Tomb of General Tuan do a good job in recounting this history.

From the highest peak you’ll find Phra Borommathat Chedi that sits a winding 1500m above sea level where it overlooks endless rows of tea plantations as far as the eye can see, many of which have boutique hotels attached. Notable favourites are the 101 Tea Plantation, where you can pick and taste some of the world’s best oolong teas, and the award-winning Wang Put Tan Tea Plantation that took Grand Gold for its ‘Khiri Black Tea’ in the World Green Tea Contest 2021.

If you don’t have a night to spend in the hills, the district of Mae Chan is a little closer to the provincial capital and is where you can find Choui Fong Tea, arguably Chiang Rai’s most popular tea plantation, with sweeping terraced tea fields, interactive harvesting activities and countless tea blends to try out.

The best time to visit is debatable. During the rainy season (July to October) the tea is bushy and green, while winter (November to January) brings lower temperatures and Himalayan cherry blossoms, which line the roads into the village with striking sakura-pink flowers.

[image: jpg]

Tea served in Mae Salong | AMNAT30/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TEA TASTING MENU

Oolong #17

Known as winter tea; harvested on winter mornings when the dew is present, absorbing into the leaves.

Oolong #12

The region’s most award-winning tea, with a mild and refreshing taste. Locals call it Jin Xuan.

Red Oolong

Red, slightly sour tea with naturally low caffeine. Made by extended fermentation of Oolong #12 leaves.

Osmanthus Oolong

Gentle blend of oolong tea and the white flowers of the Osmanthus shrub; earthy yet floral aroma.

Bai Yai Green Tea

Taken from older trees, this everyday leaf has a green-tea taste with all the health benefits.

Jin Xuan Black Tea

Oolong #12 is fermented resulting in a dark cup of cha with rich and nutty tea bloom notes.



NOTABLE FARMSTAYS OF MAE SALONG

Wang Put Tan Boutique Hotel

Next to the award-winning tea plantation, rooms have exceptional views and generous breakfasts. $$

Twins Farm

Traditional Chinese-style bungalows perched on the mountainside that are both modern and rustic. $$$

Happy House @ Maesalong

A cheap and cheerful alternative with views of the village and a great central location. $

Seek Serenity Atop Phu Chi Fah

WHERE THE SKY MEETS THE EARTH

Towering over Laos like a pulpit in the sky is Phu Chi Fah, a relatively unseen destination on the Doi Pha Mon mountain range that straddles the Thai–Laotian border. Its name, which translates to ‘the mountain that points to the sky’, alludes to its iconic shape that points skyward away from the mountaintop.

At 1628m above sea level, the views are breathtaking, and not because of the hike it takes to get there. Although accessible all day, most opt for an early-morning hike to catch the sunrise and witness morning mist blanket the land below; a scene reminiscent of the white swells found along the Andaman sea. From 5am songthaews at the trailhead take you most of the way for 30B (one way), stopping a mere 750m before the summit. The hike takes around 20 minutes and can get steep in places so be sure to go equipped as there are no shops if you run out of water.

Geographically, the peak technically crosses the Laos border, although it can only be accessed from the Thai side. A small border marker marks the spot where you can take pleasure stepping into Laos without a visa. If you’re there between February and March, the Phu Chi Fah Forest Park, which you walk through to reach the summit, erupts in a cascade of white cherry blossoms.

Once photos are taken, awes are inspired and breaths caught, catch the songthaew back into town (another 30B) and enjoy a hearty breakfast of twice-boiled rice or an omelette over rice. With little else to do once you’re back down, pair it with a visit to the nearby town of Chiang Khong and use the afternoon to cross into Laos for the second time in a day.


STARRY SKIES, MISTY RISE

If sunrise crowds are not your thing, but beautiful nature is, then consider the Phu Pha Sawan Viewpoint a few clicks south instead. Here you can hike up the night before and pitch your tent on an equally stunning outcrop that overlooks the same Laotian valleys below. Limited amenities means you should come equipped, but unzipping your tent to a sea of mist after a night gazing at the stars is simply indescribable.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR PHU CHI FAH

Phuchifa Faedvewresort

A boojie mountaintop resort with a glamping feel. Stylish huts and breakfast views are a destination themselves. $$

Phu Chi Fah House

Modest rooms with simple amenities, ideal for those who care about the view more than the room. $

Camp Phuchifa

Influencer heaven, with Nordic-style tents, plush bedding and fully kitted-out dome-tent living rooms. $$

Retrace Thailand’s Famous Cave Rescue

WHERE THE WILD BOARS WERE SAVED

You saw it on the news, now see where it all happened. Tham Luang Cave – the very cave that trapped 12 young boys and their football coach (dubbed the Wild Boars), triggering a race against time to save their lives that drew worldwide attention – is now open to visitors.

Local officials have spent the last few years improving the site to make it suitable for tourists, creating an immersive experience that takes you into the first few chambers of the cave, sharing stories of heroism and fast-thinking ingenuity along the way. Thick power and communication lines used in the rescue have been preserved as a memory, along with the table, chairs and whiteboard used by the rescue team in the back cavern. At its entrance, a small collection of artefacts, including the boys’ bikes and backpacks, still remain.

Of all the caves in Thailand, this one is especially well-maintained, with handrails on the pathways, soft lighting tucked behind rocks and a pleasant absence of guano. Entrance to Tham Luang Khun Nam Nang Non National Park is free, but visitors must pay for a shuttle bus that runs between the car park, cave entrance and Kun Nam Emerald Pool.

Outside, the easily missed memorial statue to the only person to perish during the mission – former Thai Navy Seal Saman Kunan – is a solemn tribute in what was otherwise a flawless rescue operation.


RECAPPING THE RESCUE

In 2018, the world watched as a dramatic rescue mission unfolded at Tham Luang Cave. Inside, a group of 12 boys and their football coach were trapped, forced deeper and deeper inside by rising water from heavy monsoon rain.

The ensuing rescue operation – deemed one of the most challenging and complex in history – involved a multinational team of expert divers, rescuers and volunteers who, over 17 days, managed to locate the boys some 3km deep inside the cave, supply them with food and ultimately guide them to safety through dozens of flooded passages.

The successful rescue mission amazed the world, showing the true power of human resilience, determination and collaboration.



FUN MAE SAI ITINERARY FILLERS

Phu Wilai Vineyard

Walk around the vineyard and channel your inner sommelier with a tasting menu of local wines.

Wat Tham Pla

An ornate cave temple with serene fishponds throughout and home to a cohort of boisterous macaque monkeys.

Rai Som Pha Me

Spend a few hours picking oranges, taking photos and getting lost in the dense mountainside orchards.

Cross the Mekong at Chiang Khong

TWO COUNTRIES IN ONE DAY

Chiang Khong, and its Laotian sister Huay Xai, straddle an important section of the Mekong that has been used as a trade hub for centuries and is a common stopover point for backpackers today. Both towns have unique histories and are worth exploring if you have the time, whether as part of a visa run or adventures into Indochina.

Chiang Khong is a quiet river town, with boutique hotels and riverside restaurants that are perfect for kicking back and watching life ebb and flow along the river. Chiangkhong Teak Garden Riverfront Hotel has a unique choice of rooms with a bathtub on the balcony, if you’re not afraid of Peeping Toms across the river. A small yet bustling old town runs parallel to the river where you can buy trinkets and food throughout the day, becoming fully pedestrianised for the Chiang Khong Street Market every Saturday, from morning till dark.

Aside from that, the temple ruins of Phra That Chom Sri Sai Munbunruang may be a stunning relic of local Buddhist tradition, but for most, the more interesting town of Huay Xai on the opposite bank likely beckons.

Although small, the town is worth a look around, if only because it is different from Thailand. Fort Carnot is a French stronghold built in 1900, and although dilapidated, it is the best-preserved colonial military building in Laos. At Wat That Suvanna Pakham, you can observe subtle differences between Thai and Lao Buddhist art and architecture while looking back into Thailand, whereas a trip to Sydonemy Market is best if you want to glimpse local life across the border (baht is accepted, and preferred). Huay Xai is also home to the Gibbon Experience, a zipline adventure course that boasts the world’s highest treehouses and has a strong focus on forest conservation.


YOU’RE SO CLOSE

Be sure to head north a click or two to see the Golden Triangle while you’re in the area and see where ancient Lanna Kingdom traders would have exported their goods to the world.




GETTING TO LAOS FROM CHIANG KHONG

Crossing the border into Laos at Chiang Khong is a breeze. The relatively new friendship bridge opens from 6am to 10pm and is rarely busy, taking just minutes to pass through immigration each side. If you are travelling by foot, note that shuttle buses across the river stop running at 8pm and walking across is prohibited. Laos visitor visas cost US$30 regardless of duration (one day up to 30 days maximum). If you fancy a more traditional river crossing, you can opt for the old Bak Ferry Terminal long-tail boat crossing in Chiang Khong town, although it’s not always guaranteed that they’ll let foreigners cross.



CHIANG KHONG’S BEST EATERIES

Rim Khong

High-quality Thai fare served to tables that overlook the Mekong River. Best in the evenings. $$

Kaew Rim Kong

Close to the Thai-Laos friendship bridge, this spot offers a very local take on river food favourites. $

Khăo Soi Sipseongbbanna

You can’t go far without finding khăo soi in northern Thailand, but picking one this good can be hard. $

Uncover the History of Lanna

OLD CAPITAL OF CHIANG SAEN

The calm riverside town of Chiang Saen may not look much on a map, but it’s actually an ancient capital of the almighty Lanna Kingdom, a regional empire founded in the 12th century that once stretched as far north as Xishuangbanna in China. Evidence of this ancient kingdom is still visible today, with rugged stone chedi (stupas), temple ruins and earthen city ramparts littering the landscape.

For just 100B, the Chiang Saen National Museum grants access to an impressive display of artefacts from the ancient kingdom, along with more modern exhibitions on hill tribes and the Mekong. It also has maps to use with a bike from your hotel to navigate the town.

Wat Pa Sak Historical Site is home to impressive ruins. Although they may not compete with the likes of Sukhothai, they offer a rare glimpse into the past. The name means ‘Temple of the Teak Forest’ and was coined by the founder of Chiang Saen, King Saen Phu, who planted 300 teak trees when it was built. Wat Athi Ton Kaeo Historical Site has a smaller collection of same-era buildings and chedis.

There are also a number of living, breathing temples that survived the rise and fall of empires over the centuries. Wat Phrathat Chedi Luang in the heart of town encompasses a 58m-tall Lanna-era chedi that is in surprisingly good condition given its age. Wat Pha Khao Pan and Wat Roi Khong have similar structures that add to the allure, while Wat Phrathat Pha Ngo houses a breathtaking teak and gold hŏr đrai (manuscript depository) and a mystical Buddhist statue that dates to the 7th century, well before the Lanna Kingdom emerged.

A stone’s throw north is Sop Ruak, where the infamous Golden Triangle sits. But if you ask any local, they’ll say the views here (and lack of crowds) trump anything at the triangle.
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A MILLION RICEFIELDS

The Lanna Kingdom (Lanna means ‘million ricefields’) once covered most of northern Thailand and parts of Myanmar, Laos and southern China. Its final capital city was Chiang Mai, built in 1296, with earlier capitals dotted across the north.

During its existence, it was host to a key trading route that connected China’s silk road with Myanmar seaports. After centuries of vibrant cultural expansion, the kingdom was invaded and became a Myanmar vassal state before being liberated by Siam and eventually dissolved into provinces of respective countries by the late 1800s.

Lanna culture has seen a revival in recent years, with old traditions, languages and practices brought back from extinction, and is now a defining feature of northern Thailand culture.




GETTING AROUND

Buses connect major towns of Chiang Rai, hourly or half-hourly, from 6am to 5pm daily. Most depart from old terminal 1, and some from the new terminal 2. If you’re using a border as a stopover between two countries, it can be cheaper to buy one ticket for the whole journey (eg Chiang Rai to Luang Prabang via Chiang Khong), reducing the risk of being overcharged.

Car or motorbike rental is usually more cost-effective. Chiang Rai Airport rentals are the most competitive, but there are others. You’ll need to return it to the same place. Most hotels offer a taxi or pickup service, and most will help arrange transport, depending where you want to go.





LAMPANG
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While foreigners have yet to discover this province en masse, there’s a pleasant amount of history and activities in Lampang. Just a couple of hours from Chiang Mai, it’s perfect for day trips or one-nighters, and a charming alternative to more travelled routes.

In recent years the city has become a hangout for coffee-drinking hipsters and homecoming graduates looking to make their own city more vibrant. This has resulted in a number of stylish haunts and accommodation options opening. Many of these are in the historical quarter, which is now enjoying a mini-revival. The best way to see Lampang is to jump on a rót mâa (horse and cart) and explore its interconnecting roads. In the hills and plains beyond, hot springs and elephants define what tourist trail there is, while interactions between humans and nature leave lasting marks that both surprise and amaze.
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SIGHTS

1 Baan Sao Nak

2 Louis Leonowens House

3 Moung Ngwe Zin Building

4 Phum Lakhon Museum

EATING

5 Riverside Restaurant

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6 Living Room Bar

7 Old Time Cafe

ENTERTAINMENT

8 De Loft

9 Mahamitr

10 Sudjai Smilybar

SHOPPING

11 Kad Kongta Night Market




TOP TIP

If you are here in December, look out for the city-wide Ceramics Fair that runs over the course of two weeks opposite the Big C. Booths and performances showcase the best in Lampang ceramics and offer hefty discounts on their most prized wares.



Embrace Elephant Conservation

THE WORLD’S LEADING ELEPHANT HOSPITAL

On the road between Chiang Mai and Lampang, you’ll find the Thai Elephant Conservation Center – a world-leading elephant hospital that is at the forefront of research development into elephant-specific healthcare and veterinary training. With a mission to provide healthcare to Thailand’s 3000-plus captive elephants, the experts at the centre are some of the best in the world.

Its on-site hospital (also known as Friends of Asia Elephant Hospital) is second to none, treating any sick elephant for free…as long as they can get there. It also operates a special sanctuary (Pa Lang Sanctuary) that acts as a hospice for old or badly injured elephants, and a training centre for elephant owners and mahouts to help reduce preventable diseases or injury. The hospital was even behind the construction of the first-ever elephant prosthetic leg for Mosha who, at just seven months old, lost a leg to a landmine on the Myanmar border (follow her full story at Chiang Mai’s Elephant Parade).

Visiting the centre is fun and informative, with staff keeping their 50+ resident elephants busy entertaining and educating tourists. Activities can be booked in advance or enjoyed on the day and range from educational demonstrations to bathing and interactions. The centre still offers rides and puts on a 40-minute show three times a day that involves painting, music and the demonstration of old logging techniques. While frowned on by some, the vets here claim that, if done the right way, it doesn’t hurt or affect the elephants negatively and actually helps maintain good agility and cognitive acuity.

To get most hands-on, a one-day mahout (elephant handler) training and homestay package teaches you the ropes; and once ‘graduated’, lets you bathe and guide your elephant in one of the daily shows. Nights with the real mahouts and their families in nearby villages can also be arranged, adding a sense of locality to the experience that can also be paired with trekking and additional educational courses.
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LOVE ELEPHANTS?

Check out the elephants at Anantara Golden Triangle Elephant Camp & Resort and see the great work the Golden Triangle Asian Elephant Foundation does for Thailand’s mighty beasts.




13 MARCH: THAI ELEPHANT DAY

The month of March marks the National Thai Elephant Day, which both celebrates the crucial role elephants have played in Thai society and promotes awareness around maintaining and improving the wellbeing of the Asian elephant as a whole.

The Thai Elephant Conservation Center hosts the biggest event every year, where elephants are presented a Khantoke buffet of food while monks pray to make merit for the coming year. The centre also proudly houses six royal white elephants that do make the odd appearance…if you’re very lucky.



WHERE TO EAT IN LAMPANG

Aroy One Baht

Tables are always full but turnaround is fast. With dishes starting at 1B, it’s no wonder people love this place. $

Theparos 66

Local favourite specialising in holy-basil and oyster-sauce stir-fried beef. Dishes are equal parts spicy and sweet. $

Baan Phraya Suren by Madame Musur

Fusion-Thai classics and creative drinks and cakes in a magnificent teak house. $$

Venture into the Historic Centre

TRACE HISTORY ONE STEP AT A TIME

On first impressions, Lampang can feel like a town without an identity, overrun by modern-day industry and overbearing highways. Yet head towards the river and you’ll find a network of winding sois that make up the historical quarter, where architecture and place names shed light on times gone past.

On weekends, Kad Kongta Night Market takes over Tipchang and Talad Gao Rd, illuminating rows of shop houses that present a curious mix of Thai, Myanmar and colonial architectural styles. Most notable is the Moung Ngwe Zin Building, a shopfront built by a Myanmar teak trader in 1908 to sell Western consumer goods, and today operates as an art gallery and cafe. Phum La Kon Museum, adjacent to the city’s clock tower, provides a brief but engaging dive into the history and people of Lampang.

Other teak-era buildings worth seeing are the Louis Leonowens House, Ban Pong Nak Museum and Baan Sao Nak, all of which are very well-preserved and open to the public. The museum is free, whereas Baan Sao Nak costs 50B but includes a cold drink to keep you hydrated. Bigger groups can hire out the entire space for private Khantoke dinner events (054 227 653).

Lampang is also the only town in Thailand that still uses horse and carts (rót mâa), first introduced by the Shan communities who settled during the logging era. Today, these colourful setups are used mostly for tourism and are a great way to see all the sights. Rides start from 300B for predetermined routes along Mae Nam Wang, or can be hired by the hour for more bespoke journeys around town.


THAILAND’S OLDEST WOODEN STRUCTURE

Often lauded as one of the most beautiful Lanna temples still standing, Wat Phra That Lampang dates to the 1400s when Lampang was called Lakon and was part of the Lanna Kingdom. The main temple hall, Wihan Luang, is believed to be the oldest standing wooden structure in Thailand, featuring a triple-tier teak roof, old paintings that tell the life of the Buddha and a perfectly preserved Buddha image that was cast in 1563. There are also three museums on the temple grounds and a camera obscura that, sadly, only men are allowed to see.
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WHERE TO STAY IN LAMPANG CITY CENTRE

Riverside Guest House

Keep up the teak theme by staying in a traditional wooden-style hotel that backs onto Mae Nam Wang. $$

Pangsuree Art Home

Each room here seems to celebrate artistic mismatch, with hand-stitched rugs, throws and pillows galore. $$

Flat White Café x Poshtel

White minimalism and a menu with too many coffee options to count. This one’s for the hipsters among us. $

Drink With the Locals

LOCAL HANGOUTS FOR HIP ADULTS

There’s no better way to connect with locals than over a drink where they feel most comfortable. Aside from the horse rides and ancient history, Lampang city centre has a fun-loving bar and music scene that is worth checking out if you find yourself here overnight.

Uber-trendy Sudjai Smilybar runs a coffee shop by day and live music by night – the owners are both musicians so expect good music and hipster vibes. Th Suren is where the town’s main nightlife strip is, with rows of open-air bars selling the usual Thai drinking fare. Bars like Old Time Cafe and Living Room Bar have live music most nights and serve a good helping of snacks and rice dishes, while clubs like De Loft keep the youngsters energised.

If you prefer things a little calmer, head instead to the river’s edge and grab a wooden table at Riverside Restaurant for some ice-cold drinks and crispy snapper, or treat your earlobes to the soft jazzy vibes of Mahamitr.


SERVE IT WITH ICE

In Thailand, people drink differently from most of the world. Beer is almost unanimously drunk with ice, and bottles of whisky, brandy and rum are delivered to the table where patrons serve themselves, most often mixing the spirits with ice, soda and sometimes Coke.

If you’ve not tried the Thai ‘whisky soda’ before, it can be an odd sensation that takes time to get used to. Chon kaew (it means cheers)!



WHERE TO STAY IN LAMPANG CITY CENTRE

Hug Lampang

A bank conversion with a modern interior that manages to hold on to the old-world charm of the area. $

Asia Lampang Hotel

An old city hotel that despite renovations holds onto a lot of its original ’80s and Art Deco styles. $

Kanecha’s Home Lampang

Spacious rooms in stand-alone wooden cabins that overlook the river from the opposite side of town. $$

Ascend to the Floating Pagodas

UNSEEN THAILAND’S PIèCE DE RéSISTANCE

Perched atop some of Lampang’s sheerest peaks, Wat Chaloem Phrakiat stands as a testament to human artisanship and devotion. Otherwise known as the Temple of the Floating Pagodas, this extraordinary temple defies gravity as a series of small pagodas seemingly float above the landscape.

Built by the hands of esteemed monks and a cohort of dedicated volunteers, these towering structures placed atop death-defying peaks pay homage to the royal Rama lineage. The 200B entrance fee includes a white-knuckle shuttle to the trailhead, where 500m of steep steps takes you to the summit. While caution is advised with low railings, sheer drops and uneven wooden platforms that just out over nothingness, the reward for reaching the summit and beholding the marvel of the Floating Pagodas is an experience of awe-inspiring beauty and, for some, great spiritual significance.

To cool your nerves back on terra firma, the vast network of hot springs, waterfalls, caves and rivers at Chae Son National Park offer a peaceful respite for anyone recovering from vertigo. The rivers are free to bathe in, while private onsen baths come at 40B a pop. Be sure to bring enough cash as they don’t take any other form of payment, and have no ATM.


CHICKEN BOWLS OF LAMPANG

Although first introduced by Chinese merchants during the 1950s, the ‘chicken bowl’ has become synonymous with Lampang, with the province staking its claim as the only place to make this iconic bowl design that is used across Thailand. Dhanabadee Ceramic Museum celebrates the chicken bowl with guided tours that span the history of the bowl and demonstrate how they are made, and while the bowl (and countless imitations) can be found across the nation today, the original bowls are now highly sought-after collector items.



WHERE TO SHOP FOR CERAMICS IN LAMPANG

Indra Outlet

Lampang’s biggest ceramics business with multiple shops has everything from fancy cups to chicken bowls.

Ceramics Market

Save a trip out of the city centre and shop for cheap wholesale ceramics from as little as 12B a pop.

Rama Ceramics

Open for over 30 years, two artisans focus their efforts on creating ceramics that fit with the modern tropical aesthetic.

Find the Secret Oasis of Pha Hob

HIDDEN GEM IN THE JUNGLE

If you dare to venture off the beaten path in search of the secret Pha Hob, a serene oasis will be waiting for you in the hidden depths of Lampang’s wilderness.

About as off-the-beaten-track as it gets, simply follow your maps app towards ‘Pha Hob/Hob Hill’, which takes you down empty roads that turn to gravel, then into dirt, before finally forcing you to ditch the car altogether and make the last 500m on foot. As you follow a steep bamboo-lined trail, you’ll eventually emerge into a spectacular untouched gorge that will blow you away. In true Thai laid-back fashion, you can do as you please here. Swim in the river, climb the cliffs and jump into the water or rent a kayak from the sprite-like aunty and explore the waterways as you please.

With so few foreigners passing through, there’s a special guestbook reserved for documentation of such a rare event (that you’ll be obliged to sign), and if you get hungry, it won’t take long for them to magic up a mean fried rice from the hut. Needless to say, this place is as basic as it gets (there’s not even a toilet), but it’s a stunning and truly local experience that you simply can’t get elsewhere.
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MEET THE KOH KA MAN

Lampang is home to Thailand’s oldest human fossil, dubbed the Koh Ka Man. This Homo erectus skeleton fossil is believed to be more than 500,000 years old, sparking debate about human migration across the region. A model of the skeleton can be found at Lampang Geology Museum, while evidence of his ancestors can still be found at the Pra Thu Pha Archaeological Site (Google: Pha Gate Painting), home to more than 1800 prehistoric paintings dating to from 5000 to 3000 BCE that have miraculously survived the elements on a 300m section of exposed cliff face.




GETTING AROUND

Lampang is on Asian Hwy 2, which connects Chiang Mai to Bangkok. The Phahonyothin Rd bus station has plenty of minibuses and frequent sŏrng·tăa·ou to the city centre and nearby towns. Local routes run from 3am to sundown. There are a few taxis (054 217 233).

Lampang’s historic train station is one of the finer ways to enter and exit the city, with semi-regular connections to Chiang Mai and Lampang that cover some of the region’s most beautiful landscapes. A third-class ticket (23B; free seating) is the best route economically and environmentally.

Renting bikes is hard as fewer tourists pass through. Hotels can often lend you a bicycle or point out a rental shop. Car rental is best done from Lampang Airport, with competitive rates and regular opening times.





NAN
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Nan is one of the north’s most captivating destinations and a remote corner that is often referred to as Thailand’s final frontier. As the last province officially incorporated into Siam in 1932 after centuries as an autonomous state, Nan has its own unique culture that is heavily influenced by the tribes of the Mekong delta (predominantly Mien and Hmong), from food and language to architecture and religion.

The city itself is surrounded by mountain ranges that remind you of what’s beyond, while the awe-inspiring temples and murals inside the city’s temple walls tell tales of spirituality and everyday life that have captivated Thai audiences for centuries. Fast-flowing Mae Nam Nan cuts through its heart, and is not only the lifeblood of the city but also the stage for one of Thailand’s greatest boat races – a great display of teamwork and culture. If the real northern Thailand was just one destination, this would be it.
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TOP TIP

The best time to visit is November to February, with mist-covered mountains and single-digit temps. The monsoon is also stunning, albeit more cloudy, but heavy rain can make slippery mountain roads treacherous.



Stroll Around the City

TEMPLES AND MARKETS ON FOOT

The namesake capital is packed with cultural treasures and untouristed corners. Crowned Thailand’s cleanest tourist city in 2018, a quick walk around the city’s historical centre proves why, with manicured quiet streets, well-kept temples and small museums giving this city a sense of undiscovered beauty.

The province’s claim to fame is 16th-century Wat Phumin, which features Thailand’s only four-way facing Buddha statue and Thai Lü murals painted by the legendary Thit Buaphan. The Whisper of Love mural is the most well-known and a hallmark for Thai Buddhist art. From temple to T-shirt, you’ll see the image everywhere from creative interpretations at Nan Riverside Art Gallery to Weekend Night Market souvenirs opposite the temple each Friday, Saturday and Sunday.

Opposite Wat Phumin is the 1903 Nan National Museum, an impressive palace that was home to Nan’s last feudal lords. Free to enter, it offers a detailed view on the province’s history, ethnic minorities and local handicrafts. There are wearable outfits for hire so you can look the part while taking photos in the Leelawadee Arch. Next door is Wat Phra That Chang Kham Worawihan, one of Nan’s oldest temples. Guarded by two towering lion statues, it was rebuilt in 1458 making it Thailand’s largest hŏr đrai (manuscript depository).

Nan was a centre for teak logging in the 19th century, and countless teak houses still stand across town. Among the best are Nan Noble House, preserved to show the way of life for past nobility, and King of Nan’s House (Khum Chao Ratchabut), built in 1866 as a private residence for one of Nan’s final independent rulers. The best way to navigate the teak trail is by jumping on an electric bus for 50B at Nan Municipality Tourist Center for English tours four times a day.


TRADITIONAL THAI SWEETS

Old temples and museums may look the part, but to get a real taste of history you’re best to…well…taste it. Baan Kanom Yai Porn is dedicated to the sweeter things in life, with over 30 variations of the traditional kà·nŏm waan made using methods passed down for generations.

Some favourites include the indulgent bua loy in sweet coconut milk, black sticky rice served warm with crispy mung beans, crunchy tapioca rubies and pandan-flavoured lod chong. The infamous mango sticky rice also makes an appearance if that helps persuade you to throw calories to the wind and tuck into the sweetest food in town.



WHERE TO EAT ON THE RIVERSIDE IN NAN

Huean Chao Nang

A prime spot anytime of year, but an especially good choice during the boat races. $

Suriya Garden Restaurant

Contemporary Thai kitsch on the banks of the river, with live music and clean food. $$

Café Sood Gong Dee

A hip cafe that stands a little way from the banks. It does coffee by day and beer by night. $

Witness the Longboat Race

NAN’S BIGGEST SPECTACLE

Despite the unimpressive size of Nan’s main river, the people here are obsessed with boats. Throughout the year uncles tinker on hollowed-out vessels that, come October, are flung into the water for the annual Longboat Race Festival. An important gathering of local communities, the competition is often fierce, steeped in camaraderie, scandal and hijinks. Long, thin boats sit tightly packed rows of oarsmen who use all their strength to win prizes, and more importantly, bragging rights.

You’ll see just how much effort teams put into both training and decorating their boats. Technique and boat design are passed down through generations, often carefully guarded by families in a bid to preserve their winning formulas.

The three-day festival is held on different dates every year depending on the river’s flow, but throughout October you’ll likely find dozens of teams from across Thailand training in anticipation of the big day. As the event gets underway, the riverbanks are packed with people, vendors, cultural events and dancing that turn this otherwise quiet city into a hubbub of competition and revelry.
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A BETTER WHITE TEMPLE

When you first set eyes on Wat Ming Muang it can be easy to mistake it for Chiang Rai’s White Temple. Originally home to the city pillar, it was abandoned for centuries until in 1984 when the old structures were pulled down and a pure white one erected in its place. Following contemporary Lanna architectural styles, the painted inner walls depict local life and surround a 400-year-old Buddha image adorned with gemstones found only in this region.




GETTING AROUND

Getting to Nan takes time but is no harder than other provinces. Buses from Bangkok and other big cities travel here daily, stopping at the bus station southwest of town. Here you can grab a sŏrng·tăa·ou or túk-túk to your hotel. The odd gaggle of motorcycle taxis congregate around the bus station, as well as at local markets and the historical centre.

Most of Nan’s city centre can be easily walked, with the main temples, museums and galleries all within a 2km radius. Hotels often supply bicycles. Renting a car is the best way to explore, allowing you to head out of town. If you prefer to go by bike, it is sensible to hire a big bike from Chiang Mai that can better handle steep mountain roads.





Beyond Nan
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Home to some of Thailand’s densest forests, Nan’s breathtaking scenery is a stunning backdrop for outpost towns and hill-tribe villages.


Beyond Mae Nam Nan Valley is a rugged wildland of mountains, national parks and isolated communities, connected by small mountain roads that inexplicably cut straight over the province’s towering mountains instead of finding routes around them. The hills are predominantly populated by the hill people of Mien, with smaller numbers of Hmong, Tai Lue and a number of lesser-known groups that share more culture with Laos and China than they do Thailand.

From ancient salt wells that draw traders from across the world, to middle-of-nowhere village retreats and a bountiful agricultural scene (including chocolate), there’s a lot of fun to be had in these hills. The borderlands will enchant you with natural beauty, cultural treasures and warm hospitality.
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TOP TIP

There’s a little-known crossing into Laos at the northernmost part of Nan that makes for a relatively quicker route to Luang Prabang than via Chiang Khong.



Bo Klua’s Salt Wells

UNUSUAL ORIGIN OF NORTHERN SALT

Hidden in the hills, beyond the reach of most tourists, is a peculiar town with an even more peculiar feature. Bo Klua, named for its two natural saltwater wells, was once the only place northern traders could get salt – a resource that has been exploited here for centuries. A thriving community has emerged around it, most recently taking to tourism to bolster its growth. Yet despite becoming a trending destination among Thais during the pandemic, visitor numbers are still low, with even fewer foreign tourists making it here. That being said, the scenic valley district has an impressive selection of attractions and experiences.

Bo Klua Village is a little underwhelming. A small street connects to the original wells that are surrounded by local traders who extract salt using traditional methods that date back over 800 years. The near-endless supply of mountainous saltwater is hoisted up using a bamboo pulley system, before it’s slow-boiled over firepits to evaporate the water and leave salt crystals behind.

Historically, this salt would be traded with other northern kingdoms, as it was once a primary source of salt in the region reaching as far as China. Nowadays it is sold to tourists in neat packaging, flavoured with various spa scents and mineral additives. The salt is soft on the tongue and packed full of minerals, meaning the best crystals are reserved for cooking.
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Space Out in Sapan

ESCAPE INTO MOUNTAIN MISTS

A jaunt north from Bo Klua is Sapan, a valley village with a picture-perfect view. This peaceful community is best visited at the end of rainy season when early-morning mist and dew-covered ricefields are guaranteed. Most visitors head to a viewpoint to take in the scenery, usually Sapan Temple or adjacent Yut Vela Cafe – both overlook the village’s rice paddies just above the morning fog line. The temple has camping for 100B, but hotels and homestays have emerged in recent years and provide reasonably priced boarding tailored to the valley views. Oun I Mang at Sapan sits on the river and has high-end rooms with wooden bathtubs and direct river access, and a cafe that nonguests can also visit (look out for the pet duck!). For a cheaper glamping-style experience for all the family, Ban Sapan Lanna has double-room tents that share the same view as the temple.

There’s not much else to do other than sit back and enjoy the scenery. Nam Tok Sapan is a waterfall in the heart of town, walkable from most hotels, while Khun Nan National Park has unspoiled vistas and rewarding hiking routes. The road that connects the two towns is peppered with spots that are equally beautiful, including Lhong Khao Cafe and Arpo de Marng, a clean yet rustic hotel and riverside restaurant.


STREET NUMBER 3

People in Thailand love a photo opportunity, and despite the outstanding views that greet drivers who make it to Bo Klua district, it’s the shape of the road that has caught the nation’s attention. Halfway between Nan and Bo Klua is a nondescript part of the road which, at the right angle, looks like the number three. Almost every driver will stop at this spot – whether it’s habit or peer pressure – taking a snap to document their achievement. Join in the fun and get your own photo taken by a professional photographer who has set up shop right there in the lay-by.



PICTURESQUE STAYS IN BO KLUA & SAPAN

Bo Klua View Resort

Elegant cabins sit atop a raised mountain edge, overlooking the salt wells and Mae Nam Tamao below. $$

Kiri Vari Art Galleria Resort

Located in its own little patch of paradise, this exceptional resort is perfect for some mountain escapism. $$$

Ban Me Dao

Climb to the top of Sapan and you’ll be greeted by traditional hill-tribe stilted houses with charming jungle views. $$

Unveil the Secrets of Pua

CHOCOLATE, FARM STAYS AND MUST-SEES

Pua is a busy waypoint town that straddles a key intersection between Nan, Bo Klua and the Laos border, home to an ancient Mon temple, Wat Nong Bua, and the gateway to Nan’s best-kept secrets. From picturesque Doi Phu Kha National Park with iridescent green vistas to Wat Phuket and its panoramic paddies and Tai Lue market, Pua has more than first meets the eye. Families will be grateful for the large open road from Nan, avoiding hair-raising car rides along sharp mountain ridges.

Coffee in the north is a given, but the booming chocolate industry is tempting farmers to switch to this illustrious new bean. Taste Pua-grown chocolate first-hand at Cocoa Valley Resort, which is dedicated to the art of chocolate and supports the local industry. Guests and walk-ins can enjoy making chocolate bars and cocoa-butter lip balms or visiting chocolate farms. Its cafe serves chocolate-themed drinks and snacks, including fresh cocoa-pod juice and sticky chocolate coffees.

If you’re not afraid to get dirty, DaiDib DaiDee has a permaculture farm-stay experience that focuses on preserving and sharing traditional cultures and skills. Spend your days off-grid chilling with buffalo, harvesting food and telling stories around the campfire. The owner is dedicated to simple living so don’t expect air-con or power outlets in the wooden cabins. Instead, expect communal showers, a herbal sauna and a solar-power hub (for those who want power). If you’re only passing through, save lunch for Baan Hua Nam Mushroom Farm or grab coffee at Ban Tai Lue Coffee, both favourites for Thai travellers.
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WHY I LOVE SAPAN
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Aydan Stuart, writer

I’ve lived in northern Thailand for close to a decade, although it was only recently that I made it to Sapan. Of all the hilltop villages I’ve seen over the years, this one really stands out. Whether it’s the sheer natural beauty of the place, the remote isolated vibes or simply the perfect balanced between comfort and escapism (I’m still undecided), I would say now is the perfect time to visit. On my last trip there I noticed a number of large resorts carving up hillsides for imminent construction, so wait five more years and there’s a chance its secret charm will already be already lost.



PICTURESQUE STAYS IN BO KLUA & SAPAN

Sapa Bokluea Farmstay

Down in the plains that sit between two mountain ranges, this farm stay keeps you firmly in the rice paddies. $$

Ban Huai Mi Campground

Camp here to wake up with the sun among rolling mountain crests, although you will need your own tent. $

Monmanee Resort

A little north of Sapan with luxury safari-style tents in a secluded spot surrounded by beautiful wilderness. $$$


PUA’S LOCAL TAPESTRY

If you’re looking to source your very own Nan traditional dress, Lamduan Woven Shop at Ban Tai Lue Café sells ethically sourced woven fabrics and clothing made by minority groups from around the region. Featuring weaving styles that originate from Pua itself, these textiles are considered a symbol of the district – a perfect souvenir gift that’s unique to the area and supports local artisans.



WHERE TO GO WHITE-WATER RAFTING IN NAN

Siam River Adventures

Spend up to five days navigating over 100km of rapids, from the top of Doi Num to the village of Mae Charim.

Nan Seasons Hotel

Class I and II white-water rafting excursions that range from half-day excursions to multiday activities.

Nan Adventure Tour

Day-long river rafting to class V extreme white-water rafting adventures that span the length of the province.



ULTIMATE TOUR OF NAN
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If you have a few days, the easiest way to explore Nan is behind the wheel. Cars can be rented from the airport or at a few dealers in 1 Nan who also stock bikes.

Head north out of the city, stop by 2 La Mure Cafe for coffee and breakfast pastries before joining Rte 1169 into the hills. Just 11km later, stop by the first viewpoint for 360-degree views, as long as the clouds aren’t in the way. Eat lunch at 3 Nan Native Kew Muang, a surprisingly remote location for MasterChef Thailand winner First Thonpat’s flagship restaurant.

At 4 Du Pong village, you have a choice: stay the night or head further in, past 5 Natatha Farm Stay towards Rte 1081, which leads to legendary 6 Street Number 3.

The next leg crosses a towering mountain range, with sheer drops on each side as the road straddles mountain ridges. 7 Silver Oak Valley has Western-style caravans that can be booked for a night, pairing nicely with the north’s cool climes.

Detour via 8 Phu Fa Pattana Palace or make a beeline to the 9 Bo Klua rock-salt wells and onwards to 10 Sapan. Unless you’re keen to ride some of Thailand’s most dangerous winding roads, double back and take Rte 1256 to Pua, a road with even more sheer drops and higher mountain ridges. Stop at 11 Phu Kha Viewpoint for the best sights of the drive, or pair a sight-stop with coffee at 12 Lan Du Dao a few kilometres down the road.

Finally, spend a deserved break in 13 Pua before heading back to where it all began in Nan, but first stop at 14 Tha Wang Pha with its old temples, organic farms and riverside galleries.



Sleep Among the Stars

NAN’S BEST HILLTOP HOMESTAYS

Like many other parts of northern Thailand, Nan has its share of homestays and camping grounds that suit all travellers. However, the unique topography and unspoiled jungles around Pua are prime destinations for those who prioritise nature.

A stone’s throw from Pua town is Doi Sakat (not to be confused with Doi Saket in Chiang Mai), a perfect extension to your visit if you can’t make the journey to Sapan. Modern and local in all the right places, most of the village’s homestays are tailored to the Thai tourist, from Sakad Longview Art Homestay’s minimalism to avocado-toast breakfasts at Jak-ka-Pat Bed & Breakfast.

South of Nan is Si Nan National Park, with tents, cabins and treks for passing visitors at low prices. Doi Samer Dao, where the park sits, is known for exceptional stargazing that spans 360 degrees atop its peak. It can get busy during weekends and the high season when makeshift restaurants and rentable tents in neat rows take up much of the hillside, so if you prefer privacy either visit on a weekday or opt for a comfortable mattress in your tent by checking into Mon Keangdao Nan – the best hilltop glamping this side of the north.
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THAILAND’S DARK SKY CONVENTION

While there are many spots in northern Thailand ideal for stargazing, the National Astronomical Research Institute of Thailand (NARIT) has taken steps in recent years to preserve and protect key stargazing locations through a campaign called ‘Dark Sky in Thailand’ and promoting stargazing to tourists. There are currently 12 locations registered as dark sky locations, including Huai Nam Dang National Park and the On Tai Community in Chiang Mai, Pha Taem National Park in Ubon Ratchathani and others in Chaiyaphum, Nakhon Ratchasima and Saraburi. In northern Thailand, there are many contenders working to join the convention.




GETTING AROUND

Nan lacks reliable bus timetables for the outer reaches of Bo Klua and Sapan – although transport routes link the two. Visit Nan’s bus station for the latest updates and to book a seat. With good signal in most towns, you can easily call your hotel for a pickup once you’re nearby.

There are daily minibus routes (three to five times a day) to Ban Huay Kon (on the Laos border) and Phrae.

Car or motorbike rentals are your best bet if you can brave the hills. Alternatively, taxis from Nan can be bartered for longer trips, but be wary of becoming marooned without a way to return.





PHRAE
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Phrae is a city steeped in heritage. From the revered pagoda of Phra That Cho Hae, an architectural marvel dating to the 14th century built under the command of a prince from Sukhothai, to the province’s vibrant textile industry and its majestic teakwood mansions that stand as a testament to the city’s power during the trade era, Phrae’s legacy runs deep among the stories and traditions of the northern Thai people.

Beyond the city, Phrae’s natural beauty unfolds across lush rice paddies, meandering rivers, and open plains that cut through the mountains, offering an idyllic setting for some of the region’s more off-the-beaten-track experiences. Whether you come here seeking moments of peaceful reflection at 1200-year-old pagodas, or want to embark on a journey into the land of fermented rice whisky, Phrae promises an authentic experience that feels unlike anywhere else in the north. Warm, cosy and unique…or maybe it’s the whisky talking.
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SIGHTS

1 Free Thai Movement Museum

2 Kad Kong Kao

3 Khum Chao Luang

4 Khum Vongburi

5 Khum Wichai Ratcha

6 Night Market

7 Teak Museum

8 Wat Chom Sawan

9 Wat Hua Khuang

10 Wat Luang

11 Wat Phong Sunan

12 Wat Phra Non

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

13 Gingerbread House Gallery




TOP TIP

Phrae is a place to savour. Stroll through old city streets and engage in conversations with friendly locals. Enjoy the energy (and food) at its bustling weekend markets. Don’t rush; take time to appreciate how special a place it is.



Tour the Teak Houses

THE ARCHITECTURAL PRIDE OF PHRAE

In total, Phrae has 13 teak houses and temples that can be visited – each with their own story and fascinating history that puts this town squarely on the map. Following a Shan people’s rebellion in 1902 in response to high taxes and demanding Bangkok officials, the last leader of Phrae, Chao Piriyatheppawong, fled to Luang Prabang while a booming logging trade was handed over to the British to handle.

What followed was an economic boom that gave rise to a whole industry of building entrepreneurs who turned the city teak. Today, the legacy of this time lives on in colonial mountains and traditional Thai homes that still stand strong. Khum Vongburi is one of the most impressive. It was once the home of the last prince of Phrae and is now still occupied by his descendants who have opened their doors as a living museum. The other strong contender is Khum Chao Luang, a home built for the then governor. It is decorated as if it were still in use, complete with underground prisoner shackles and torture chambers.

A free tour ride organised by the municipality runs from here every day at 10am and 2pm. It is significantly more interesting than the one in Nan with guides of varying English abilities. The bus follows a route around the city, passing most of the city’s teak homes, the Teak Museum, the city’s grand teak mansion Khum Wichai Ratcha and Wat Chom Sawan – one of the few Myanmar temples left in Thailand made from, you guessed it, teak. Another notable mention is the often-closed Free Thai Movement Museum that houses the local history of anti-Japanese opposition groups whose efforts led to Thailand switching from Axis to Allies support by the time WWII ended. If closed (which it often is) you can source keys from Hotel Paradon next door.

Complete the teak theme by renting bicycles from Gingerbread House Gallery, a cute teak-shop-house bed and breakfast run by Teerawut Klomlaew, a passionate historian and cyclist who is more than willing to share stories, offer recommendations and answer questions related to the town. He even made a handy map that can be bought for just 60B and organises semi-regular English Sightseeing Night Tours for larger groups (advance booking required), opening up the teak houses and temples at night for a special audience.
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EAT WITH AUNTIE DA

Tucked just behind Khum Chao Luang on the corner of Kham Lue and Charoengmuang Rd is a rather nondescript Thai restaurant that is home to Auntie Da and her inexpensive yet remarkably delicious vermicelli-noodle curries that are made following traditional Phrae methods. Known by locals as the chattiest aunty in town, expect endless streams of conversation starters, photo sharing and jokes about past husbands versus foreign love interests. Her lightning-blue hair proves she’s no conventional auntie, but that’s what makes a visit to Ran Kanom Jeen Pa Da so special.



WHERE TO STAY IN PHRAE

Gingerbread House Gallery

Clean comfortable rooms in a converted teak shop house run by charming locals who know Phrae inside and out. $$

Phoomthai Garden Hotel

A good all-round hotel option just out of town with reasonable prices, comfy beds and a sizeable pool. $$

Huern Kan Thong Hotel

Colonial-teak aesthetic, four-poster beds and a pool that overlooks the lowrise skyline. All for a great price. $

Craft Cultures of Phrae

HANDS-ON WITH THE PEOPLE

If you get sick of teak houses or simply prefer a more hands-on cultural experience, there’s a lot else on offer in Phrae. The city is famed for its vibrant textile industry (which paired well with teak traders during the late 19th century), and it still thrives today. For a bit more history, pop over to neighbouring village Long and visit Komol Old Cloth Museum, a nonprofit centre opened by antique fabric collector Komol Panichphan. For something more hands-on, Pa Ngiam Indigo Education Centre is home to a bunch of aunties and a deep vat of indigo. Through a small passageway between two shopfronts you’ll find a garden workshop centre that lets you pick out cotton clothing and dye it with your own hands, right then and there. It can get a little messy, so wear clothes you don’t mind getting accidentally dyed. Ban Thung Hong also has a whole village dedicated to the craft, while Baan Mat Jai has many indigo and ceramic workshops that can keep you busy for hours.

Talking about ceramics, Kummee Studio is a great place to take kids for an afternoon of pottery, glaze-painting workshops and homemade pizza, all led by the eccentric yet incredibly charming artist, Mr Ko. Or, if natural beauty is more your thing, Pae Muang Pee Forest Park, with its otherworldly natural sculptures, is fun to explore.

If you’re around at the weekend, Saturday night market Kad Kong Kao is one of the best in the north for authentic artisan clothing, trinkets and souvenirs, with almost none of the tat you’d expect at any of the big ones elsewhere in northern Thailand. Otherwise, the Night Market near the city walls is open most nights and is a real local hot spot for street food.


BOMB PARADE OF PHRAE

In 1973, a US bomb landed in the village of Long but didn’t explode. Bewildered by this capsule from the sky, locals dug it up and paraded it around the city before donating it to Wat Mae Lan Nuea. Incredibly, the bomb didn’t explode, defused by monks and turned into a bell you can still hit today. Later that year, two more were found, paraded and donated to Wat Phra That Si Don Kham and Wat Na Tum.

This dangerous practice earned the title ‘Khon Phrae Hae Ra-bert’, which means ‘Bomb Parade Phrae People’ – a subtle dig at their death-tempting foolishness. A museum at Bomb March Coffee displays a collection of bomb relics from the era. Owner Mr Tong will tell the story over sweet tea and cake.



WHERE TO STAY IN PHRAE

Huern Nana Jomsawan Hotel

A cheap but charming city-edge hotel that has clean rooms and even a small pool with kid-friendly slides. $

Need a Nap Hostel Phrae

Smart and stylish hostel in the heart of town, good for groups or families looking to share four to a room. $

SuanGlangNa

Surrounded by fields, this thoughtfully designed hotel fits well within its environment. Friendly owners. $

Make Merit Phrae-Style

PHRAE’S UNIQUE AND FASCINATING TEMPLES

Any trip to Thailand is bound to involve temples, monks and making merit. There are a few differences with Phrae temples that are worth making the effort to see.

Wat Phong Sunan is one of the most photogenic and bewildering temples you’ll ever visit in Thailand. As you enter, a towering gold tortoise two storeys high ominously greets you. Behind the ubosot (chapel), which houses a rare Marnwichai-style Buddha statue and walls painted with Hindu and Buddhist fables, a dense block of miniature golden-tipped white chedis make for a brilliant photograph. Across from that, you’ll find a giant reclining Buddha statue, a common pose in Phrae that’s not often seen at such high frequencies in other provinces. Matching this theme, nearby Wat Phra Non has a 1000-year-old reclining Buddha.

Wat Luang is one of Phrae’s oldest temples, with a fascinating story to tell. Legend has it that after years of fighting, local leaders and their Myanmar rivals decided to lay down their arms and decide the fate of Phrae by a chedi-off. Whoever built the larger chedi would be victorious, claiming the city and ending the war. Local leaders eventually won, sending the Myanmar people back for at least a few hundred years. The temple also has an interesting museum that opens sporadically. It wasn’t until the late 19th century that the Myanmar people finally left their mark, building Wat Chom Sawan from teak under the employment of the British Bombay Burmah Trading Corporation and the Danish East Asiatic Company.

Even older still is Wat Hua Khuang, built by Mae Chao Chom Come Wong, mother of Phraya Pol (the first ruler of Phrae) in the year 844. The 31m, red-brick chedi still stands to this day and is an impressive sight to behold.
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MORNING MERIT AT THE OLD CITY WALL

Every Wednesday at dawn, a row of monks emerge from local temples and head to the old city walls on Rop Muang Rd in anticipation of alms. They congregate on the wall, which is now a park (labelled ‘Garden and Park’ on Google Maps), before walking down to the road where early-morning market stalls appear.

To see this magical moment and get involved, arrive early with food to donate – rice packets, snacks, water and juice boxes are a good choice – and follow what the locals do as they pay respects, place offerings in the alms bowls and receive blessings.

Thai Buddhists are very humble and welcoming, so don’t worry about getting something wrong; you’ll either be corrected or quietly blessed a little harder.



WHERE TO EAT IN PHRAE

Huern Pratu Jai

A wooden restaurant that’s a city relic. Sit in the open-air garden and dine on a soul-warming meat hotpot. $

Pun Jai

Set menu of 15 dishes including curries, lâhp and kà·nŏm jeen, or pick your favourite Thai dish made fresh. $

S.rimyom

Semi-fine dining of both Thai and Western dishes, served out of a small wooden cabin on the edge of Mae Nam Yom. $$

Sip Sa-iab in Sa-iab

SA-IAB RICE-WHISKY DISTILLERIES

Rice whisky, or lao khăo as it is locally known, is a popular but potent liquor that varies in taste and palatability. Popular among working classes, Thailand has battled a long love-hate relationship with its existence, with home-distilling illegal and commercial licences tied up in bureaucracy and monopoly market powers. Yet despite the hurdles, Phrae has become the unexpected capital of local distillery culture, giving birth to some of Thailand’s most celebrated rice whiskies.

The district of Baan Sa-iab is where the magic happens and is just a small jaunt north of the provincial capital. People in this community have worked for generations turning their cultivated rice and fruits into spirits and wines, and the name ‘Sa-iab’ has become synonymous with northern rice whisky. Sakthong is a leading distiller in the village, pumping out gallons of rice whisky and fruit wines every day, many of which are now award-winning both in Thailand and internationally.

Sakthong Distillery is open to visitors and you can stroll around unaccompanied to see the traditional distillation process in action. Balls of sticky rice are left to ferment while wood fires heat vats of liquid, evaporating the alcohol and distilling it into bottles that are then packaged and labelled by hand. Sakthong Cafe next door was built to feed visitors who can also stay at the company-owned Mountain Lodge in either hotel rooms or Western caravans.

If you don’t have time to visit Baan Sa-iab, you can find Sakthong whisky across the city of Phrae and other provinces too. Phrae’s Gingerbread House Gallery sells a good selection, while Chiang Mai’s Sudsanan is famed for White Tiger – another Phrae whisky from a different distillery.
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SAKTHONG FAVOURITES

Monkey Fresh

Award-winning rice whisky made from sticky rice and pineapple.

Mountain Fresh

Similar to the monkey, it boasts a stronger profile and variations made from corn in place of rice.

Sakthong Sato

Its version of a wine cooler, these sweet fruit-flavoured bottles can deceive you with the added sugary sweetness aimed at masking a 9% alcohol point.

Sakthong Gold

Don’t be deceived by the red-wine-bottle packaging; this is still rice whisky flavoured with locally sourced strawberries and grapes.



INTERACTIVE HOMESTAYS IN PHRAE

Homelynestphrae Homestay

Its natural setting is surprising as it’s in the heart of town. The hands-on activities it promotes are guaranteed fun. $

Hong Hang Homestay

Simple homestay just out of the city. Friendly hosts and open-ended opportunities for fun and exploration. $

Mulberry Farm Denchai

Authentic rural experiences such as mulberry picking and medicinal herbs, and basic rooms. $


PHRAE’S GHOST CANYON

The landscape of Phrae Muang Phi Forest Park is best known for otherworldly columns and rock formations that tower some 30m high, with others that look uncannily like giant mushrooms.

Legend has it that an elderly woman got lost in the forest and stumbled upon a well filled with silver and gold. When she sought the help of the local village, the riches had vanished with a trail of giant footprints that led them to discover the canyon, thus believed to be the home of giant forest spirits.

Today it’s a popular geological attraction that is reminiscent of Turkey’s Cappadocia or the sandstone plateaus of Central America. It’s open 7am to 3pm daily (entrance 20B).




GETTING AROUND

Phrae is smaller than many other northern provinces, so easy to navigate. The bus station is in the town centre. The train station, 23km south of town, connects with the main northern train line. Sŏrng·tăa·ou, taxis and motorcycle taxis run into town, while some far-reaching bus and minibus lines detour here before heading south.

In town, the main transport is săhm·lór (three-wheel pedicab; also spelt ‘sǎamláw’) that can be hailed in the old town (around 50B). Many hotels provide bicycles for free (or a small fee), making it easy to get around. Car and motorbike rentals are available from the airport or in town. Ask your hotel for the nearest one to save crossing the city to return it. You can rent motorbikes for around 250B per day, and cars for 800B or more.





SUKHOTHAI
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Most people are drawn to Sukhothai to lay witness to the incredible ruins that make up the former Sukhothai Kingdom – the kingdom that marked the beginning of the Thai people and the kingdom we know today. Flourishing in the 13th and 14th centuries, a golden age turned the vast empty plains that straddle today’s northern and central regions into a thriving, culturally rich civilisation reaching far and wide.

Sukhothai’s historical city and the historical cities in nearby areas make up Thailand’s most-visited ancient sites, transporting visitors to a bygone era where magnificent temples and intricate sculptures stood as beacons of civilisation. Beyond the historical allure, Sukhothai’s charming atmosphere and tranquil surroundings make for some of the best destination resort getaways, with many places built in or around the ancient relics of the Sukhothai era.
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SIGHTS

1 Kamphaeng Phet Historical Park

2 Si Satchanalai Historical Park

3 Sukhothai Historical Park




TOP TIP

Sukhothai is a destination itself, making it hard to travel to less-visited adjacent ancient cities. If you want to see them all, either hire a car and drive yourself or arrange a private minibus from your hotel – don’t rely on public transport.





TOP SIGHT
Three Sukhothai-Era Cities


Founded by Si Inthrathit in 1238, the Sukhothai era hailed the beginning of Thailand as we know it. Three major cities were established: Sukhothai (the capital), Si Satchanalai (the trade hub) and Kamphaeng Phet (the defender). Today, these Unesco World Heritage Sites are the most significant relics of Thailand’s birth.
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Each park charges 100B for entry. Sukhothai Historical Park charges a fee for each zone.

Opening times vary, generally opening at 6am and closing at sunset.



Sukhothai

Sukhothai Historical Park is one of the most expansive collections of temple ruins and historical buildings in the region, and one of the top five destinations of Southeast Asia alongside Angkor Wat.

Wat Mahathat is without a doubt the most impressive temple ruin, with a towering structure that sparks imagination. Wat Sa Si reflects against a beautifully manicured lake, while Wat Si Sawai features distinct Khmer architecture that tells an unspoken story of cultural crossover. To the north, Wat Si Chum features a stunning depiction of a Buddha peeking at you through the narrow doorway, almost too big for the room it sits in. To the south, locals and traders were said to congregate outside the city walls.

Today it is still home to some of their descendants, one of whom runs the Banpraphim Amulet Learning Centre, a place where real memories (and real amulets) can be made.

Wat Traphang Thong is one of the few ancient ruins that is still a working temple. At 6.20am every morning, people come to give alms on the wooden bridge; a truly magical experience that’s impossible to forget. Next door you’ll find Ramkhamhaeng National Museum, home to a replica of the famous Ramkhamhaeng Inscription, said to be the earliest example of Thai writing (the real one can be found in the National Museum, Bangkok).


DON’T MISS

Sukhothai Historical Park

Banpraphim Amulet Learning Centre

Ramkhamhaeng National Museum

Si Satchanalai Historical Park

Wat Phra Sri Rattana Mahathat Rajaworaviharn

Kamphaeng Phet Historical Park

Kamphaeng Phet National Museum

Nam Rap Sadet Market



Si Satchanalai

Located some 60km north of the provincial capital, Si Satchanalai Historical Park oozes natural beauty and historical relevance, strategically set amid forested hills along Mae Nam Yom.

The park is extremely pleasant to explore and is much quieter than Sukhothai Historical Park. Bikes can be rented for a small fee, which makes traversing the 45-sq-km landscape a little easier in the heat of midday. Wat Chang Lom is the park’s most impressive temple – you are free to climb it and take in the views from its raised position overlooking the park. Wat Phra Si Ratana Mahathat, on the other hand, is arguably a more important relic, with a rare combination of Khmer-, Mon-, Sukhothai- and Ayuthaya-style architecture in a single complex.

While you’re here, visit the Yom River Suspension Bridge and cross over to see Wat Phra Sri Rattana Mahathat Rajaworaviharn – a living temple ruin with a Khmer stupa in the centre that can be climbed for astonishing views of the historical surroundings.


PLAY THE PART

Wherever you look, hidden alcoves, miniature stupas and curious shrines enrich the imagination. In recent years, both Thais and foreigners have begun to adorn rented traditional Thai outfits, taking photos and parading around the temple as if transported from the past. You’re welcome to join in.



Kamphaeng Phet

The often forgotten third city in neighbouring Kamphaeng Phet Province completes the trifecta of ancient cities that made up the Sukhothai Kingdom. As the kingdom’s easternmost garrison, its main purpose was to conduct trade along Mae Nam Ping and protect the capital Sukhothai from invasion by Burmese armies.

The city’s main chedi of Wat Phra Kaeo still stands proud to this day, adorned with lions and surrounded by the most well-preserved and restored Buddha images of all three cities. Kamphaeng Phet Historical Park is spread out over several sites on both sides of the river, and iswhere you’ll find Kamphaeng Phet National Museum, offering an impressive account of the city’s history and why the city shrine was dedicated to the god Shiva.


TOP TIPS

• Parts to each park outside the official gates can be seen for free anytime, day or night.

• Temple-appropriate clothing is advised.

• Do not climb on the sacred images, stupas or shrines.

• If you’re at Sukhothai Historical Park Friday through Sunday, Nam Rap Sadet Market opens part of the ruins for sunset evenings of traditional food by the water, granting free access to the central park from 5pm.









CHIANG MAI PROVINCE
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THE ROSE OF THE NORTH


Last capital of the Lanna Kingdom; steeped in history, rich in culture and surrounded by the country’s most incredible natural wonders.
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Chiang Mai is the cultural and historical heart of northern Thailand, where the legacy of the ancient Lanna Kingdom intertwines with a vibrant melting pot of modern-day cultures. Scratch beneath the surface and you can discover the incredible, far away from the chaotic metropolitan vibes of Bangkok and the tourist-saturated beaches to the south.

In the city, bustling night markets keep the city thriving, while the hundreds of temples and museums all do a part in keeping history alive. A foodie heaven, it is also a city famed for an incredibly diverse range of cuisines, from roadside noodle soups to Michelin-starred journeys at artisan chef tables.

Beyond the city walls, adventure seekers can trek through jungles, zipline over treetops and get personal with gentle giants at ethical elephant sanctuaries. Whichever way you look, breathtaking landscapes fill the frame, from the imposing Doi Inthanon (the highest mountain in Thailand) to climbable waterfalls, unusual rock formations and mystical forest temples. In the lowlands, rice-paddy vistas paint the countryside a vibrant hue of green – a testament to the agricultural backbone that holds the province together. Chiang Mai’s art and music scene also add an eclectic flair to any visit, proudly reflecting the intrinsic creative spirit the people here exude. But for most, it’s the genuine authenticity of Chiang Mai’s offerings that leaves the strongest of memories.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Muang Chiang Mai

1000 years of culture within four walls.

Doi Inthanon

Thailand’s highest mountain.

Chiang Dao

Towering mountains and hidden gems.

Fang

Border hills far to the north.



Find Your Way


You’ll find plenty of places to walk in Chiang Mai, whether it’s snaking city sois or steep mountain trails. For everything else, save yourself heat stroke by taking advantage of the local transport options or, better still, hire a bike or car and head for the hills.
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Plan Your Time


With so much going on in Chiang Mai, it can be hard trying to choose what’s best to do. Our advice is to go with the flow as much as possible, fitting in the must-sees whenever makes most sense.
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A Day in the City

• Whether you’re just passing through or have a full day to see it all, head to the Old City for the quickest snapshot of city life.

• Combine a tour of Chiang Mai’s most important and stunning ancient temple sites with eating chicken rice at the Three Kings Monument, and grabbing a coffee at Akha Ama opposite Wat Phra Singh.

• Spend the afternoon at a cooking class in the jungle before making a detour into the hip district of Nimmanhaemin to sip on a beer with ice alongside student hipsters.




Hanging Around Town

• With a few more days to play with, the city of Chiang Mai suddenly opens up. To keep organised, find a theme for each day. The first day, stick to the city and explore what gems it has on offer, hiking to ancient temples on Doi Suthep and eating at unusually creative fine dining restaurants.

• Once you have your bearings, the next days open for exploration. Stay overnight in the misty mountains of Mae Kampong.

• Spend a day walking with elephants at Chai Lai Orchid or escape to Mae Sa Valley for some unadulterated jungle fun.




The Full Tour

• If time is less of an issue, then adopt a slow-life attitude (as do the locals) and explore each corner of the province while zig-zagging your way across northern Thailand.

• Dedicate time to indigo workshops (or spend a day admiring contemporary Lanna art before heading north to the far-flung mountains of Fang.

• Alternatively, plan your trip to a T by booking each experience in advance, ensuring your visit ties into the seasonal opening times of some of the rarest and most awe-inspiring activities reserved only for the most organised traveller, such as seasonal fine dining of Lanna cuisine or trekking the peak of Doi Chiang Dao Luang.



Seasonal Highlights

There’s a lot going on, with festivals and events throughout the year, a few dating back to the Lanna Kingdom.

JANUARY

Join locals as they celebrate ancient culture and handicrafts from the Lanna era at the Bo Sang Umbrella Festival.
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FEBRUARY

Be amazed by the number of rare and beautiful tropical plants the region grows in a tapestry of colour that is the Chiang Mai Flower Festival.
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MARCH

Support the ethical elephant tourism industry by visiting a sanctuary on Thai Elephant Day and spoil a matriarch with bananas.
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APRIL

Make rounds of the old town on the back of an open-top túk-túk in one of the country’s largest Songkran celebrations.
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JUNE

See the Pu Sae Ya Sae spirits of Doi appeased via the sacrifice of a buffalo, parts of which are eaten raw by a possessed witch doctor.
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NOVEMBER

Release your wishes on a floating lantern among a thousand others at the magical Yi Peng festival.
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DECEMBER

Witness the incredible vistas and spy rare fauna from the hard-to-reach peaks of Doi Chiang Dao Luang.
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MUANG CHIANG MAI
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The city of Chiang Mai offers a unique contrast of old-world charm and modern flair. The mazelike alleys of the historic Old City reveal centuries-old temples and charming hidden gems that offer a glimpse into the city’s rich heritage, while a lush playground of forested mountains acts like a warm green blanket perfect for thrilling hikes, bamboo rafting and elephant encounters.

As the former capital of the Lanna Kingdom, its walls contain hundreds of temples and relics, while bustling night bazaars, organic markets and the soothing ambience of Mae Nam Ping all add to the allure. Amid the city’s quiet residential streets, a touch of rustic charm blends seamlessly with striking modern accents, evoking the ambience of a remote village populated by artists and innovators. From backpackers and solo travellers to young families and tour groups, there’s something for everyone in Chiang Mai, and then some.

[image: jpg]

Wat Chedi Luang | APIGUIDE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: map]


SIGHTS

1 Lanna Traditional House Museum

2 Wat Fah Ham

3 Wat Umong

4 Wattana Art Gallery

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5 Chiang Mai Kayaking Center

6 Mae Ping River Cruise

7 Riverside Bar & Restaurant

8 SUP CNX

9 Thai Akha Cooking School

EATING

10 Han Thueng Chiang Mai

11 Huan Muan Jai

12 Laap Bunker

13 Laap De Kom Kon Yong

14 Lap Ton Yang

15 Loin.cnx

16 Withilarb Chareonmuang

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

17 Akha Ama

18 Graph Contemporary

ENTERTAINMENT

19 Differ Inc

20 Good View

21 Old Chiang Mai Cultural Centre

SHOPPING

22 Chiang Mai Amulet Market

23 Jing Jai Market

24 Kad Na Mor Market
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SIGHTS

1 Chiang Mai City Arts & Cultural Centre

2 Chiang Mai Historical Centre

3 Lanna Folklife Museum

4 TCDC Chiang Mai

5 Three Kings Monument

6 Wat Chedi Luang

7 Wat Chiang Man

8 Wat Phra Singh

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9 Chiang Mai Women Correctional Institution Vocational Training Center

10 Fah Lanna Spa

11 Kalm Village

12 Lila Thai Massage

13 Makkha Health & Spa

14 Tamarind Village

15 Thai Farm Cooking School

16 Zabb-E-Lee Thai Cooking School

EATING

17 Baan Landai Fine Thai Cuisine

18 Kiti Panit

19 Woo Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

20 Deaf Shop

21 Paapu House

22 Zoe in Yellow

ENTERTAINMENT

23 Chianngmai Original Live

24 Mahoree City of Music

25 North Gate Jazz Co-op

26 Thapae East

SHOPPING

27 Chang Phuak Gate Night Market

28 Chiang Mai Gate Market

29 Elephant Parade House

30 Night Bazaar

31 Sunday Night Market

32 Warorot Market

33 Wua Lai Walking Street




TOP TIP

In Thailand, the provincial capital of each province has the same name as the province itself. To differentiate between the two, people use the prefix muang to identify the city, which is why many locals refer to Chiang Mai city as ‘Muang Chiang Mai’.



Fine Tasting Lanna Food

MICHELIN-RECOMMENDED NORTHERN CUISINE

Aside from its temples and people, Chiang Mai is known for its incredible repertoire of good food and specialist cuisines. There’s enough food here to fit anyone’s palate, but it’s the unique and flavourful northern cuisine that is the true showstopper and a must-try for any food-focused adventurer.

Han Thueng Chiang Mai is one of the city’s best places to try authentic northern fare that makes no excuses for the spicy, sweet and salty flavour profiles served. The Bib Gourmand–recommended ant-egg omelettes and jungle-sourced specials bring visitors in their droves.

Another favourite among tourists is Tong Tem Toh, attracting hungry souls with wafts of freshly grilled meat at its doors. The northern Thai–style hors d’oeuvre platter is ideal for those unfamiliar to the local cuisine, although expect to kill time around Nimman as you wait for a table.

Huan Soontaree – opened by the famous Lanna folk singer Soontaree Vechanont who still performs nightly – is one of the city’s classics and another Bib Gourmand holder (notice a trend?). Open-air dining set along Mae Nam Ping creates an ambience you’ll be hard pressed to find anywhere else.

Another place making its mark with a Michelin Bib Gourmand recommendation is Huan Muan Jai for its menu of hard-to-find traditional dishes and northern-style lâhp. Also try Kiti Panit, which serves contemporary takes on the Lanna cuisine with a menu crafted by the Michelin-starred chefs of Bangkok’s Sawaan.
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A CITYWIDE RESET
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Lanna Commins, renowned Thai singer and daughter of Soontaree Vechanont

Huan Soontaree

After COVID-19, many long-standing bars and restaurants closed, causing the city to lose some of its old-world charm. Our restaurant Huan Soontaree was able to make it though, allowing us time to downsize our menu and focus on our signature northern Thai dishes. I think our food has improved as a result. What we will never change, however, is the cultural identity of the restaurant and its authentic Lanna atmosphere.

Chiang Mai music

My mum sings there every night, while I tend to spend my time working with local Chiang Mai indie musicians who are now leading a citywide music revival that adds a new dimension to the local culture I know and love.



WHERE TO STAY IN CHIANG MAI OLD CITY

Phor Liang Meun Terracotta Arts Hotel

Terracotta-clad hotel with spacious rooms, a forest cafe and authentic old city feel. $$

Libra Guesthouse

Cheap and simple rooms with a lovely owner who loves to organise tours out of town for her guests. $

Le Charcoa Hotel

Brainchild of a local architect, the whimsical style is reminiscent of Bavarian fairy-tale homes. $$

Drive Your Own Túk-Túk

A VERY THAI-STYLE ADVENTURE

If you’ve ever wondered what it’s like to actually drive a túk-túk, now’s your chance. The Tuk Tuk Club (thetuktukclub.com) is the only place in Thailand that lets you actually drive your very own túk-túk and experience what it’s like to control the country’s most famous mode of transport.

After a detailed driving lesson you’ll become túk-túk approved and ready to hit the open road on tours that show a side of Thailand that most people never get the chance to witness. Its bumper 11-day tour around northern Thailand has been described by the Sunday Times as ‘the best driving holiday in the world’, and for good reason. With professional English-speaking guides leading the way, tours navigate roads less travelled, stop by pristine rivers, share hilltribe secrets and feed you full of northern food and fresh mountain coffee.

Shorter trips of seven, five and three days are also available, while their one-day trip promises an action-packed three-wheel jaunt around the mountain roads of Mae Wang, visiting temples, rafting on rivers and meeting elephants.
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MAGICAL YI PENG FESTIVAL

Yi Peng, also known as the Lantern Festival, is a magical tradition celebrated in northern Thailand, particularly in Chiang Mai. Every November, thousands of glowing lanterns known as khom loi are released into the night sky over several days. Wishes and prayers are often written on the lanterns, symbolising the release of bad karma and the hope for better fortunes, a tradition similar to the floating offerings to the river at Loy Krathong, which happens at the same time. If you happen to be in Chiang Mai on the 12th full moon of the lunar calendar you can celebrate both festivals together, one on the river itself, the other reflecting on it from the sky.



WHERE TO FIND KHâO SOI RESTAURANTS IN CHIANG MAI

Khâo Soi Faham

Popular among locals filling up at lunch, it serves quick khâo soi and thousands of satay sticks every day. $

Khâo Soi Pa Pai

A little hard to find but worth the journey for its classic halal khâo soi rich in flavour and with a deeply satisfying broth. $

Khâo So-i

This Japanese-themed khâo soi spot fills bowls with contemporary toppings like squid, scallop and Wagyu. $$

Go With the Flow

LET MAE NAM PING GUIDE YOUR WAY

Mae Nam Ping runs parallel to the old city and has been the lifeblood and trade centre of Chiang Mai since it was first founded. Local merchants once piloted boats up and down the river through the central plains and into Bangkok in search of salt, fish, clothing and tools. By the 1800s, logging barges populated its banks while missionaries set up on its Eastern banks. Today there’s little action, aside from the odd scorpion-tail boat and riverside fish farm, and a number of thriving tourist activities.

Mae Ping River Cruise has been running for almost 40 years, once offering lavish dinners aboard grand boats. Today the dinners have vanished, but chartered rides (650B) can still be organised from the pier at Chai Mongkol Temple that stop at Baan Chao Na for a lunch of riverside khâo soi. Riverside Bar & Restaurant has filled the void with its own riverboat dinners (200B plus food) that depart at 8pm most evenings.

To burn off the calories, SUP CNX runs daily sightseeing tours down the river via paddle-board, with training and stop-offs included. Various excursions can be chosen, from fun family jaunts (200B per person) to more intensive routes for experienced hands that cover much longer distances (700B). You can also rent kayaks for just 50B from Chiang Mai Kayaking Center at Wat Fah Ham, which is great if you prefer to do your own thing. A number of restaurants and cafes have their own pontoon where you can stop for refreshment, while a local Facebook group (Chiang Mai Kayaking Meetup) organises regular kayaking outings for those looking to make new friends. With a late cutoff of 8pm, kayaking down the river to catch a sunset like no other is highly recommended.


PEDAL-POWERED ALTERNATIVES

If the revving engine of a túk-túk is a little too much for your tastes, perhaps a tour of the city on the back of a rickshaw (sahm·lór) will be more appealing. Approach any rickshaw driver (most easily found around Thapae Gate and Wat Phra Singh) and they’ll be happy to take you around town, pointing out sights in simple English. As this traditional mode of transport is in steep decline, it’s a great way to support the heritage of the city. Tamarind Village also offers guests rickshaw tours around the old town that come with a more informative guide, perfect for families and group travellers.




NORTHERN LâHP COMEBACK

If you’re a fan of the northern Thai flavour profile, the town’s newfound obsession with lâhp will leave you spoilt for choice.



WHERE TO STAY IN A LANNA-STYLE BOUTIQUE HOTEL IN CHIANG MAI

Makka Hotel

Boutique hotel mixing teak-era and Buddhist styles. A philosophy of relaxation through light and serenity. $$$

Rachamankha

Old city retreat with Zen simplicity, northern Thai architecture and dinners with Lanna heritage displays. $$$

137 Pillars House

Beautiful award-winning teakwood hotel built in the late 1800s as part of the Borneo Company headquarters. $$$



TOP SIGHT
Markets of Chiang Mai


Chiang Mai’s markets are a source of fame across Thailand, with some claims suggesting there are more markets here than any other city except Bangkok. While the jury may be out on whether that’s actually true, there’s no doubt that this city is home to some of the most intriguing and diverse markets you’ll find in Thailand.
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Thailand’s shopping is now done almost entirely by a QR payment system linked to local banks. However, market vendors will not take cards and carry less cash, so come with a full purse of varying banknotes.



Weekend Markets

Weekend markets are a staple in every major city in Thailand, bringing together eclectic traders, generous helpings of street food and lively entertainment. Chiang Mai is no different, and is home to the largest street markets in northern Thailand.

Sunday Night Market

This is Chiang Mai’s biggest market, stretching from Thapae Gate all the way to Wat Phra Singh. A city market has taken place here since the 14th century, evolving over generations to what it is today. Here you’ll find rows upon rows of local artisans, creative food vendors and talented performers peddling their offerings, as well as a number of vendors from local Hmong, Karen, Lisu and Akha tribes.

Sunday 4pm to midnight


DON’T MISS

Sunday Night Market

Wua Lai Walking Street

Jing Jai Market

Warorot Market

Coconut Market

White Market

Chiang Mai Amulet Market



Wua Lai Walking Street

This is the other famous night market in Chiang Mai, taking place on Saturdays. Similar to the Sunday Night Market, you can find a wealth of handcrafted goods, trinkets, souvenirs and food stalls that promise an energetic and festival-like energy. What makes this place special is the rows of silver shops and traditional performances that give this market an old-world charm.

Saturday 4pm to 10pm

Night Bazaar

Not technically a weekend market, the Night Bazaar is open every day but gets more crowded during the days off. Expect more typical tourist tat, with the addition of many bars and restaurants that give it a more downtown feel. In the centre of it all you’ll find Anusarn Market, home to beer gardens, moo·ay tai (Thai boxing; also spelt muay Thai) shows and a ladyboy cabaret.

Daily 5pm to midnight

Farmers Markets

Given northern Thailand is an agricultural powerhouse, there’s a rise of markets focusing on the sale of fresh and organic goods from the farms and jungles that surround the city.

Jing Jai Market

Backed by the Central group, JJ Market (jingjaicentralchiangmai.com) is the city’s most popular farmers market. Following a sustainable community and shared-value model, the market courtyard has unique concept shops and restaurants and runs a weekend farmers market on Saturday and Sunday mornings. The market is in a gladed area with lots of shade and hosts regular events and themed market days, such as the vintage market every first Friday of the month.

Shops daily 8am to 8pm; weekend farmers market 8am to the afternoon

San-Pa-Tong Buffalo Market

Well off the tourist trail, this market promises a thoroughly Thai experience for a Saturday morning. As one of the largest agricultural markets in the region, farmers from far and wide come to trade goods and, more importantly, sell cattle. Starting at 5am, the bull and buffalo pens fill up with gigantic specimens and are bartered over for their breeding rights and potential for fine meat. The market also has very cheap used motorbikes for sale, but we’d advise sticking to rentals.

Saturday 5am to 11am


KRIENGKRAI MAHAMITR

Like a permanent market, this disused fruit factory turned market hall has speciality produce and artisan vendors under one roof, so small businesses and farmers can sell, exchange and promote organic veg and traditional local food. Daily except Tuesday, 9am to 6pm.



Everyday Markets

These are your go-to markets for any day of the week – permanent structures frequented by locals and tourists that seem to only get bigger as the years pass by.

Rincome Night Market

Tucked behind the Maya Lifestyle Shopping Center at the top of Nimmanhaemin Rd, Rincome Night Market has been a destination for students looking for cheap new rags for generations. Aside from clothes, the market is known for cheap jewellery, knock-off perfumes and a beer garden. Next door, the Wall Nimman adds a touch of modernity to the shopping experience.

Daily 5pm to 10pm


TOP TIPS

• Although many markets have banned plastic bags, plastic is still prevalent. Bring your own bag and be clear you don’t want a plastic bag when they start bagging your purchase.

• Markets usually open quite early to make the most of the cool morning weather. Locals will tell you the best food and goods are found at the crack of dawn!

• As Chiang Mai’s markets evolve, the old tourist adage of ‘no change for 1000B notes’ is seeing a revival. With most residents opting for digital payments, it’s become even harder to break a 1000B note.



Kad Na Mor Market

Located directly opposite the entrance to Chiang Mai University, this market is a prime meeting ground for students and young people looking to source cheap clothing, accessories and sociable dining options. One half is made up of rows of market booths; the other half is packed with open plan hotpot and Japanese restaurants, which are always buzzing with activity.

Daily 5pm to 10pm


The Other Use for a Túk-Túk

The túk-túk is not exclusively for tourists. Many locals use the túk-túk to and from the market, often loading it to bursting with vegetables, meat and other goods for their restaurants or to sell in their villages.



Warorot Market

Also known as Kad Luang (the central market), this market sprawls along the banks of Mae Nam Ping, a place of trade since the foundation of the city back in 1296. The main building houses vast food markets butting against gold shops, Indian fabric stores, tribal handicraft zones and the entrance to Chinatown, while the adjacent Ton Lamyai Market opens extra early to sell fresh flowers every morning. An epicentre for trade, Warorot Market promises cultural immersion and sensory overload to the nth degree.

Daily 4am to 6pm
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Street Food Markets

A great way to explore Thai food is by heading to a street-food market and jumping in at the deep end.

Chang Phuak Gate Night Market

This market is a true hawker fest, filled to the brim with shouting vendors, metal tables and a disorganised array of locals and tourists looking to fill their stomachs. Here you’ll be able to sample food from Chiang Mai’s most famous street-food vendors, including Pretty Pork Lady, which sells Anthony Bourdain–approved stewed pork leg (khâo kha mŏo), and Padthai Shrimp, which makes a mean pàt tai served inside a paper-thin egg-omelette envelope.

Daily 5pm to 1am

Chiang Mai Gate Market

As if set up to rival its northern counterpart, the Chiang Mai Gate Market on the south wall of the moat offers an almost identical street-food experience with the added excitement of being right next to the old city’s biggest wet market of the same name. As the sun sets, hawkers move from inside the market to the road outside, straddling gate and moat footpaths in a fight for street-food real estate. Pair a visit with the Wua Lai Walking Street on Saturday.

Daily 5pm to midnight

Artisan Markets

Coconut Market

Set among a working coconut grove, this is one of the most beautiful markets in town. Bamboo bridges cross algae-covered ponds between rows of coconut palms that frame more rows of bamboo market stalls selling copious amounts of breakfast snacks and Lanna-style goodies. There’s no market better for fresh coffee and Instagrammable content.

Weekends 8am to 2pm

White Market

For a more curated selection of locally made clothing and souvenirs, look no further than the White Market on Nimmanhaemin Soi 1. Originally formed by a gathering of Japanese people living in Chiang Mai, the market combines classic Japanese chic with local music, fashion and souvenirs.

Friday to Sunday 3pm to 10pm

Chiang Mai Amulet Market

A quintessentially Thai affair, Kad Kham Tieng features thousands of Buddhist amulets that are ‘lended’ to shoppers (Buddhist law states you can’t sell spiritual objects; instead you lend them indefinitely for a predetermined price). You’ll find all types of amulets here, from precious metals and clay pressings all the way to venerable monk eyebrow hair and indeterminate animal remains that are worn for good luck. Prices range from 20B into the millions.

Thursday 7am to 2pm

Tong Tung Flea Market

Found out of town in the sub-district of Sansai, this quaint little flea market is becoming a popular go-to for hipsters bored with the same old markets in town. Not only does it sell a selection of curated local products, but it also runs semi-regular workshops sharing local wisdom on things like tea brewing and flower drying. A great place to enjoy rural ambience under the shade of Tong Tung leaves.

Weekends 8am to 4pm


A MEETING OF TRIBES

At Warorot Market on Fridays (5am to noon) you’ll come face to face with a meeting of tribes trading everything from the staple rice grain to the downright bizarre. Known as Kad Baan Hor to locals, this market brings together Yunnanese Muslims, Shan tribes people and local hill tribes, and a curious collection of ingredients, meats, herbs and spices hard to find anywhere else.





Learn to Cook in Paradise

COOKING CLASSES IN THE JUNGLE

Beyond its reputation for amazing northern food, Chiang Mai also offers you a chance to take to the kitchen and immerse yourself in the savoury, spicy and sour world of traditional Thai cooking. And while the city boasts a cooking school for any budget, real culinary adventures lie with those who have something special to share.

Zabb-E-Lee Thai Cooking School (zabbeleecooking.com) is a rising favourite for locals and tourists looking to get hands on with Thai cooking led by friendly, fun-loving cooking instructors in picture-perfect surroundings. The towering bamboo structure that acts as an open-air kitchen feels like something out of a movie, while the repertoire of dishes to choose from defies expectation. Morning and afternoon courses (1000B) include pick-up, market tours and cooking ingredients for four dishes, a curry paste (that you can take home) and a fresh fruit dessert. Small classes max out at 10 people, keeping the experience intimate. All dishes can be adjusted for vegetarians and vegans.

If you have more to spend, Thai Akha Cooking School (thaiakhakitchen.com) offers a rare opportunity to experience Akha food and Akha culture. Akha food is very different from regular Thai fare and is often healthier, mainly using ingredients sourced from the jungle. According to the instructors, Akha people say ‘There are only three things in the jungle that you can’t eat, and nobody knows what they are’ – meaning they eat just about everything!


CHIANG MAI’S MAIN MOUNTAIN

Wat Pha Lat sits in the foothills of Doi Suthep, the towering mountain from which legends of trumpeting elephants and ghostly protectors emerge.




SICK OF THAI FOOD?

Not every meal in Chiang Mai needs to be authentic Thai. Skip the rice and go for big juicy burgers at Beast Burger or stuff yourself silly at the city’s best American restaurant chain, the Dukes. There’s also Mexican at Salsa Kitchen, rustic French at Le Bistrot, Indian at Accha and classic Irish fare at the UN Irish Pub. And if it’s Japanese you’re craving, there’s over a hundred restaurants to choose from. Just take your pick.



WHERE TO EAT ALONG MAE NAM PING

River View Bar

Rustic, local feel with an array of Thai food, hotpot and BBQ options. Popular hangout spot for those on the cheap. $

Sai Ping Bar & Restaurant

Local food, lantern lighting and ice-cold beers overlooking the river right next to the Chansom Memorial Bridge. $

Baristro x Ping River

Creative menus, Instagrammable spaces and top-quality coffee make this a favourite of the city’s hip. $$

Learn Lanna Handicraft

GET HANDS-ON WITH TRADITIONAL CRAFT

A great way to spend a day is by signing up to a cultural activity that connects you with the unique craft traditions of northern Thailand. Chiang Mai is famous for its hand-painted paper umbrellas, a world-famous handicraft that originated in Bo Sang and San Kampang some 200 years ago. Historically these umbrellas were used exclusively by monks and the royal court, eventually falling into everyday use as time went by.

Villagers in Bo Sang continue to create the umbrellas to this day, which you can see at the Umbrella Making Centre. Watch artisans at work and learn about the umbrella-making process, shop for a special souvenir or try your hand at making one yourself. If you visit on the third weekend of January, expect lots of colour, parades and music because the Bo Sang Umbrella Festival will be in full swing.

Going further back in time, Studio Naenna is the only place worth learning about traditional indigo dyeing through hands-on activities led by writer and textile historian Patricia Cheesman. Hidden in a peaceful studio somewhere in the foothills of Doi Suthep, they continue to honour a 2000-year-old traditional indigo process, from how it is harvested to ancient and highly intricate weaving practices and dyeing processes that use decades-old indigo vats of bubbling indigo mother. Because they follow the natural cycle of indigo plants, workshops tend to run during the end of the rainy season. However, private bookings can be made in low season and a number of other activities run year-round, such as five-day weaving workshops using Karen backstrap looms and hands-on harvesting trips into the fields. They also have a studio in the Nimmanhaemin area, Adorn with Studio Naenna.
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PAINT YOUR OWN ELEPHANT

Elephant Parade (elephantparade.com) is a social enterprise that runs the world’s largest art exhibition of decorated elephant statues. Its vast collection of elephant statues includes designs by artisans and celebrities – each one unique and with its own story to tell. Proceeds from purchases and exhibitions go towards protecting Asian elephants across the continent.

Its flagship studio in Chiang Mai, Elephant Parade Land, has a museum where you can follow their story and tour working production lines, while kids (and big kids) can sign up for a workshop (600B, 1000B) to paint their very own elephant in miniature size, with resident artisans on hand to share insider tricks.

Scan this QR code to find out more about Elephant Parade.
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WHERE TO FIND STREET FOOD IN CHIANG MAI

Chang Puak Gate Night Market

Quick Thai food like Cowboy Hat Lady’s kôw kah mŏo (slow-cooked pork with rice).

Chiang Mai Gate Market

Fresh produce by day and bustling street-food market by night. Watch out for cars as the market straddles the road.

Lang Mor Night Market

Students come here for their post-class dinner. Cheap and colourful street food, closed every 25th for cleaning.

Old Art, Contemporary Eyes

CHIANG MAI’S CONTRASTING ART SCENE

Official counts vary, but the hundreds of galleries in and around Chiang Mai display everything from traditional art and craftwork to contemporary takes on surrealist ideas, oversized sculptures and sacred murals.

Maiiam Contemporary Art Museum, on the road to San Kamphaeng, is the only stand-alone collection of Thai and Southeast Asian contemporary art in the country. It’s the city’s mecca for contemporary art, featuring both temporary exhibitions and a permanent family collection that shows a different side to Thai art. Some notable artists featured here include Mit Jai Inn, Montien Boonma, Navin Rawanchaikul and Kamin Lertchaiprasert.

Galleries of varying styles populate almost every soi of the Nimmanhaemin neighbourhood, with Gallery Seascape a prominent destination featuring upcycled works by artist Hern Larpjaroensook and other upcoming local artists. Nearby Wattana Art Gallery, just off Suthep Rd, is another great place to take in the creative moods of local contemporary art, with three floors of gallery surrounded by thick jungle foliage.

Out by the river, Woo Cafe serves artistically presented food in a gallery packed full of abstract expressionist art and oddly shaped sculptures that you can buy and have shipped home, while Elephant Parade House next door sells miniature versions of its world-wide parade of elephant statues, with designs by celebrities and artists from across the world.

For something more interactive, Art In Paradise has rooms filled with 3D interactive art where you can sit inside the images themselves; a great place if you have kids. Design space TCDC Chiang Mai also has periodic exhibitions, as well as an extensive library of design resources and books on art and creativity if you want to deep-dive into the scene.

When it comes to the traditional, Chiang Mai City Arts & Cultural Centre has the city’s biggest collection of local Lanna art and craft, Lanna Traditional House Museum is where you’ll find in-depth displays on Lanna architecture, and the municipality’s City Heritage Centre online portal (cmocity.com) has the most up-to-date listings of cultural exhibitions around town.
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FOREST TRADITIONS

Wat Pha Lat is just one of many temples that follow the Thai Forest Buddhist tradition, a sub-sect of the Theravada tradition – the most prominent form of Buddhism practised in Thailand. This approach emphasises a more austere and contemplative approach to the teachings, tracing its roots back to forest-dwelling monks of ancient India. Thai Forest monks often live in remote forest monasteries, away from urban centres, to deepen their meditation practice and cultivate a closer connection with nature.



WHERE TO SHOP FOR LOCAL ARTS & CRAFTS

Sop Moei Arts

Some of the finest hill tribe and ethnic arts and crafts in the city, curated by a cooperative of local artisans.

Cotton Farm

Run by experts in hand-woven cotton, you’ll find fashion and home-decorative items, and the odd workshop.

Thai Tribal Crafts

From hill-tribe handicrafts to hand-crafted bags, purses, hammocks and even Christmas-tree ornaments.



OLD CITY, OLD TEMPLES
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This route is the ultimate way to see all the most important Old City temples in one fell swoop. Starting at 1 Wat Lok Moli, pay your respects at the 14th-century chedi (stupa) by pouring water over it using a clever pulley system. Head through the newly built viharn out the front, cross the footbridge and head east for about 600m.

Take a right at 2 Jok Somphet (Chiang Mai’s legendary 24-hour congee shop) and enter 3 Wat Chiang Man, the city’s oldest temple built in 1296. Behind the main viharn is a spectacular elephant chedi, while inside is a Sri Lankan Buddha image that’s said to hold powers to bring rain.

Follow Ratchapakhinai Rd south. Work your way to Ratvithi Rd and you’ll come to 4 Three Kings Monument and the city’s main museums. The small yet ornate 5 Wat Inthakhin Sadue Muang spills out on the road next to the square. If you’re peckish, the city’s best chicken-rice shop, 6 Kiat Ocha, is next door.

Follow Th Phra Pokklao south to 7 Wat Phan Tho, a more modern temple with a Lanna-style temple hall erected in the 1870s using parts of an old teak palace. Next door is 8 Wat Chedi Luang (40B), home to the city pillar and the city’s largest chedi, once 85m high before it partially collapsed during a 1545 earthquake.

Finally, take Rachadamnoen Rd west past 9 Wat Si Koet and 10 Wat Tung Yu. You’ll be greeted by the grand entrance of 11 Wat Phra Singh (20B), Chiang Mai’s main temple and home to lavish gold-plated chedis. Follow Samlarn Rd south, stopping at 12 Wat Muen Ngoen Kong reclining Buddha and little-known 13 Wat Phuak Hong, with its unique Lanna-era tiered stupa.



Follow the Monk’s Trail

ANCIENT PILGRIMAGE INTO THE JUNGLE

At the foothills of Doi Suthep, where the back walls of the university city zoo meet, you can find a hidden trail that follows a centuries-old pilgrimage path to one of Chiang Mai’s most beautiful and unseen temples.

Searching Google for ‘Wat Pha Lat Hike (Monk’s Trail)’ will get you to the trailhead of an ancient pilgrimage trail that disappears into the jungles of Doi Suthep only to emerge at the forest temple of Wat Pha Lat. The trail is rocky and slippery in places as it follows a stream that can overflow during the rainy season. You’re likely to meet other tourists and locals on the trail, as well as monks who still use it to get in and out of town, often tackling it barefoot.

Once you emerge into the temple you’ll be struck by its ethereal beauty and ambience. It’s a true oasis of natural and spiritual splendour, and you can spend hours just wandering around, admiring its forested temple ruins or meditating to the gentle murmur of the holy stream you passed on the way up.

The monks speak reasonably good English and tolerate photo-hungry tourists, but would much prefer to share their wisdom and beliefs with those who ask. It’s important to note that the trail and the temple at the end are significant spiritual places, so appropriate temple clothing that covers your shoulders and legs is a must.

Taxis to and from the trailhead are easy to hail using the Grab app, while hailing one from the temple itself is a little trickier given the fact taxis will need to ascend the mountain to reach the entrance. If you’re feeling up to the challenge, the trail continues up the mountain all the way to Wat Doi Suthep.


SEE THE SHAW COLLECTION
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Pim Kemasingki, local journalist and daughter of John Shaw

This is one of the finest collections of northern Thai ceramics anywhere in the world. John Shaw MBE and his wife Pat spent decades digging, buying and collecting ceramics from kilns and burial sites across the North – Vieng Kalong, Phan, Lamphun, Sukhothai, Si Satchanalai and beyond. This comprehensive collection also includes some Ming, Qing, Vietnamese and other regional antiques including a fine collection of lacquerware. Shaw’s book Northern Thai Ceramics was first published by Oxford University Press, his alma mater. The private collection sits in the family’s museum on Nimmanhaemin Rd and is open by appointment at pim@chiangmaicitylife.com. Free entry.



WHERE TO FIND MORE ART GALLERIES IN CHIANG MAI

Suvannabhumi Art Gallery

A mixture of contemporary and traditional artworks inspired by local beliefs and customs.

Pongnoi Community Art Space

Popular with student artists; next to creative-art market Baan Kang Wat.

Rare-Earth

Small but stunning display of rare and interesting tribal and Asian art, antiques, textiles and traditional costumes.

Explore the Old City

THERE’S LOTS TO COVER

The four walls of Chiang Mai’s old city are jam-packed with things to see and do, making it a perfect starting point for any first-time visitor. Many of the city’s best hotels, restaurants, markets and museums can be found in or adjacent to the 1-sq-km moat that contains the original old city, which now sprawls out in all directions.

Time in the old city is best spent walking around without a fixed plan, stopping by any cafe or temple that piques your interest. The famous temples of Wat Phra Singh and Wat Chedi Luang make for good waypoints for a walking tour of the city’s temples, while the Three Kings Monument is where a historical account of traditional life and culture can be availed at the Lanna Folklife Museum, Chiang Mai Historical Centre and Chiang Mai City Arts & Cultural Center. Tucked behind the square is Chiang Mai Women Correctional Institution Vocational Training Center where you can get a massage from a inmate working to better themselves once released.

A stay at Tamarind Village grants access to a busy schedule of daily cultural activities that highlight the unique craft traditions of northern Thailand, while Kalm Village and its Museum of Makers has a rolling series of food, archives, workshops and exhibitions that celebrate the arts and culture of old town Chiang Mai. Near Wat Chiang Man (the city’s oldest temple) you can find Baan Landai Fine Thai Cuisine, a Michelin-awarded restaurant that celebrates classic Thai cuisine, while Thai Farm Cooking School lets you learn how to make it yourself.

Come evening, stop by Zoe in Yellow for a typical tourist night of drinks, dancing and cannabis, or opt for something a little more chill by browsing vinyl with a beer in your hand at hipster hangout Deaf Shop.
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THE FOUR CITY GATES

The original city wall was built by King Mengrai in 1296 with only four ways in or out.

Chang Puak Gate (North)

Originally named Hua Viang Gate, it was used by royalty to make grand entrances.

Thapae Gate (East)

Rebuilt in the ’80s, this is a loose replica of what was once the main way in and out for traders and residents, connecting to Mae Nam Ping.

Chiang Mai Gate (South)

The southern gate connected with the region’s floodplains and former capital, Wiang Kum Kam, and was home to silverware traders who still populate Wua Lai Rd today.

Suan Dok Gate (West)

Meaning ‘door to the flower garden’, this gate once led to a royal flower garden where Lanna rulers would relax.



WHERE TO FIND MORE ART GALLERIES IN CHIANG MAI

Rumpueng Loudspeaker

Small gallery with regular performance-art spaces that encourage communication of life and politics through art.

CMU Art & Culture Center

Weird and wonderful creations by new and upcoming artists fresh out of Chiang Mai University.

Chiang Mai House of Photography

Vintage photography capturing Lanna life with exhibitions and talks.

Sample Nimman’s Best

THE HIPPEST COLLECTION OF SOIS

Nimmanhaemin Rd is often regarded as the trendiest part of Chiang Mai, packed with modern hipster hangouts, coffee shops, restaurants and bars. We recommend you bring an empty stomach and a good camera as you eat, drink and shop your way through its many picture-worthy sois.

During the day, cafes and restaurants offer unique takes on all types of cuisines and styles. Award-winning coffee chain Ristr8to and its breakaway sister Roast8ry Coffee have the best coffee in town, claiming gold in many barista and coffee competitions worldwide. Other area legends include Mont Nomsod, serving sugar-laden honey toast and fresh iced milk, and the dark-broth noodles that have been on the boil for decades at Rot Yiam Beef Noodles.

For shopping, countless studios and artisan shops open and close across the 17-block zone, promising something new every time you visit. One Nimman, Think Park and Maya Lifestyle Shopping Center share three corners of the Rincome intersection and are packed with a broad range of chic shops, creative local vendors and household brands. From Friday to Sunday, the junction transforms into a busy outdoor fair with White Market on Soi 1 and pop-up bars selling local craft beers and frequent brand-sponsored events at Think Park.

At night, Nimman transforms into a nightlife heaven, with everything from casual bars to fancy rooftop cocktails. Join local students as they down beers at Living Machine or sip sundowners on the roof of Hotel YaYee, Rise Bar or Maya Lifestyle Shopping Center. When you’ve mustered up enough Dutch courage, show off your dance moves at Chiang Mai’s biggest nightclub, Warm Up Cafe.
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SO GOOD YOU’LL WANNA STAY

If Nimman catches your fancy, save the trek back by checking into its unusual hotels.

Cochet de Nimman

Feels more like the jungle than metropolitan Nimman. Small but beautifully appointed cabins are surrounded by trees that were here well before Nimman arrived. $$

G Nimman

This pure-white circular hotel is a contemporary landmark, contrasting with the old shop house that surrounds it. Rooms open to a central pool, promising Instagrammable stays. $$$

Art Mai? Gallery Hotel

Art-gallery hotel inspired by Thailand’s most celebrated artists. Each floor has a different style (pop art, abstract, Lanna romantic). Signature rooms are one-of-a-kind artist-designed. $$



WHERE TO DRINK FANCY COCKTAILS IN CHIANG MAI

Nophaburi Bar

The hip yet local atmosphere gels perfectly with cocktails made exclusively with Thai liquor.

Forbidden Bar

Nimman’s high-end cocktail bar is reached via a roadside lift that opens to a backroom of fancy bottles and live music.

Bar Foucault

Dark and dingy, this bar rocks a sultry atmosphere and strong drinks that are perfect for moody cocktail photos.
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SIGHTS

1 Gallery Seascape

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2 Adorn with Studio Naenna

3 Golden Chiang Mai

4 Oasis Spa

EATING

5 Blackitch

6 Mont Nomsod

7 Redbox

8 Rot Yiam Beef Noodles

9 Tong Tem Toh

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

10 CottonTree Roasters

11 Hotel YaYee

12 Living Machine

13 Nimmanhaemin Rd

14 Rise Bar

15 Ristr8to

16 Roast8ry Coffee

ENTERTAINMENT

17 Tawandeng

18 Warm Up Cafe

SHOPPING

19 Maya Lifestyle Shopping Center

20 One Nimman

21 Rincome Night Market

22 Think Park

23 Wall Nimman

24 White Market



The Lâhp Trend

WHAT’S THE FOODIE FUSS ABOUT?

Lâhp is more commonly associated with Isan, although northern Thailand has its own take on this staple dish that some say adds new layers of depth and deliciousness. Pork, chicken or beef mince is combined with herbs, spices, limes and chillies to create a meat salad that is often very spicy. The northern version adds fresh blood and cumin, which gives it an iconic dark brown colour. The new generation saw lâhp and its various side pairings of grilled offal and sticky rice as something their grandparents would eat. But a recent cultural revival has seen lâhp’s popularity rise, with lâhp restaurants opening across town at a rate that could rival the city’s coffee-shop culture.

For the most authentic flavour, Laap Bunker is best known for tiny servings that allow you to try a lot of different dishes without breaking the bank. In addition to lâhp (cooked and raw), you can find all types of innards and sides including a local northern delicacy called lâhp ong or, essentially curried pork brains wrapped in banana leaf and grilled. Laap Loong Noi on Soi Wat Umong takes a more palatable approach, serving classic northern lâhp alongside freshly grilled sticks of grilled boiled eggs, pork and beef.

Surprisingly, lâhp is also a popular breakfast dish among labourers who flood places like Laap De Kom Kon Yong and Lap Ton Yang from 7am. Withilarb Chareonmuang caters to a more modern audience, adopting a clean yet local feel that sits well for less-than-iron stomachs, whereas Laap Long Goy presents a menu packed with rare and unusual dishes, including bitter Indian trumpet flower and salted eggplant.

With countless options across the city, every local has their favourite and will be more than willing to point you to it if you ask.
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ANIMAL WELFARE IN THAILAND

Although welfare standards in Thailand cannot compare to those in the West, Thailand has made leaps and bounds in recent years to improve the lives of captive animals across the nation. Laws were passed in 2014 and 2018 that have led to a crackdown on abusive practices, while zoos and other institutions have upgraded their standards and spaces. Although there is still some way to go, the sentiment is stronger than ever.




MUST-TRY NORTHERN FOOD

If northern-style lâhp tickles your taste buds, then be sure to sample the entire repertoire of northern Thai cuisine while you’re in Chiang Mai.



WHERE TO DRINK FANCY COCKTAILS IN CHIANG MAI

Drinksmith

One of Chiang Mai’s first proper cocktail bars, tended by chatty mixologist-owner Poom who loves to get creative. $$

YaYee Rooftop Bar

Owned by Thailand’s celebrity sweetheart Ananda Everingham. Craft cocktails by renowned mixologists. $$$

Looper & Co

Minimalist-style warehouse bar. Espresso by day, cocktail by night, mixing both for stellar coffee-infused cocktails. $$$

Enjoy Original Music, Live

PLUG INTO LOCAL LIVE MUSIC

Thailand has a culture of live music, with most bars and clubs having some form of live music performance during the night. Often talented cover bands play the week’s top hits or oldie classics that cater to the masses, leaving few places for local artists to play original tunes. An organisation called Chiangmai Original (facebook.com/chiangmaioriginal; cnxoriginal.com) breaks that mould by bringing original music by local musicians to the bars and events of Chiang Mai.

The flagship bar for this movement is moat-side Chiangmai Original Live. At least three times a week it hosts original music concerts, while other days vary between events and jam sessions with local musicians casually practising their music in front of patrons. Thapae East (thapaeeast.com) is another hot spot for original music and creative arts, hosting weekly music events playing everything from folk music to indie rock, punk and blues.

North Gate Jazz Co-op is also a favourite among tourists, known for its laid-back lineup of jazz music that sprawls out onto the road next to Chang Puak Gate. More than a jazz bar, the venue aims to provide jazz musicians of all levels a platform to develop their passion and skills through live performance.

Other places to catch real Chiang Mai music that are certified cover-free include Paapu House, an intimate guesthouse and bar with live music every Thursday, and Mahoree City of Music with a daily schedule of live music. Sudsanan is another iconic live-music venue that offers a quintessential northern Thai folk-music experience complete with a loyal following of local hippies and long-term residents.
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QUEUING FOR LâHP
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Govit Thatarat, founder of Review Chiangmai

If there’s one place you try lâhp, it should be Laab Ton Koi in the San Sai district, a bit out of town. Open for just three hours (11am to 2pm), people rush here every day and can often be seen queuing outside before it’s even open. I’ve never not seen it overflowing with people waiting, and it even closes early sometimes when people eat the place empty! Sure, it’s a bit ridiculous at times, but that’s part of the fun. It’s the best lâhp in the city, hands down. If you want to know what all the hype is about, then give it a try.



WHERE TO HEAR LIVE MUSIC IN CHIANG MAI

Riverside Restaurant & Bar

Long-standing venue on the banks of Mae Nam Ping. Lively crowd and full-volume band playing Western hits.

Boy Blues Bar

Best for blues, with live performances and open-mic sessions playing tribute to late owner and local legend, Boy.

Roots Rock Reggae

In Zoe in Yellow, one of few reggae bars in the city (there are more in Pai); always packed with Rastas and tourists.

Party Like a Thai

HIT THE CLUBS, THAI-STYLE

Clubbing in Thailand is a little different from what you’d expect elsewhere, despite a lot of Western influences on the scene in recent years. Clubs here tend to swap the dance floor for tall standing tables where partygoers can keep their bottles of whisky and mixers, creating cramped but highly social environments.

While Bangkok has adopted a more Western approach, Chiang Mai’s clubbing scene is still very Thai, making it a great place to see how the locals really party. Warm Up Cafe is the city’s most popular club, found in the hip district of Nimmanhaemin. At the front there is an open-air section with live music and good food, while in the back, bands and EDM DJs get the crowds dancing. Open from 6pm to 2am, it’s best to arrive early to secure a table. If you’re late, expect to stand with a beer in hand unless you can charm your way onto someone’s table.

Tawandeng is another, albeit very different, Thai club in the same area. Stepping into one of these clubs is like nothing you’ve ever experienced, with electrifying cabaret-style country and folk performances that run all night, every night.

There are few actual clubs in the old city, with the exception of Zoe in Yellow, which is strongly tailored to tourists. Expect to see more dance floor, but fewer Thais. Other clubs like Differ Inc and Rad Chiang Mai offer a more authentic Thai club feel, although are rumoured to get a little rowdy late at night, while Riverside Bar & Restaurant and the Good View offer a restaurant vibe that morphs into a quasi-nightclub at midnight.


LOCAL MUSIC ROCKS!
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Supicha Teddaroon, founder of Chiangmai Original and Suthep band leader

As a local independent artist, I have seen myself and others like me struggle to get gigs while cover bands perform every night. That encouraged me to start the Chiangmai Original community to give a platform to over 100 local artists that play original music in Chiang Mai. Aside from bars, we also put on regular festivals and fringe-style collab events that turn the city into a stage. Check what’s happening when you’re here, or if you want to listen before you arrive, here’s a few to get you started: Suthep Band (that’s my band!), Chiang Mai Blues, FOXY, Echo Resort, Sudsanen Band, SRWKS, Funkster, Sudsanan and Solitude is Bliss.



WHERE TO HEAR LIVE MUSIC IN CHIANG MAI

Crossroad Rock Bar

The best (and probably only) venue in town dedicated to hard rock and metal. Their bar band has a cult following.

LISM Cafe

Expect classic Thai food and drinks and live music every night featuring both Thai favourites and indie hits.

Tha Chang Cafe

One of the city’s more lively bars, famed for long queues, abrasive servers and a playlist of hip-hop, rock and pop.

Hidden Tigers, Towering Trees

SELF-CONTAINED NATURAL ATTRACTIONS

Seeing nature in the city is a little harder these days, but Royal Park Rajapruek (adults 200B, kids 100B) takes the gold as the best park in the city if you don’t want to venture into the wild. Built in 2007 to commemorate the 60th anniversary of the late King Bhumibol Adulyadej’s accession to the throne, the park has the highest number of tropical plants and flowers in one park in all Southeast Asia, as well as 33 international gardens that show off plants and landscaping from other nations. You’ll likely have most of the park to yourself. Hop off and on the free shuttle bus and be sure to make it to the royal pavilion, a grand temple-like structure dedicated to the Rama dynasty, modelled after Lanna-style Wat Phan Tho in town.

Exploring the park takes just a few hours before a change of scene is required. Luckily, Chiang Mai Night Safari is just next door. Here you can get up close to nocturnal predators. Safari trams tour the park from 2.30pm, but it’s best to arrive later in the afternoon as the animals are more active once the sun sets. The night tram departs every 30 minutes, passing giraffes, zebras, red kangaroos, boars, gorals, racoons and alpacas, while the various scheduled shows and tours get close to tigers, jaguars, hyenas and other night predators. Tickets are 800B (kids 400B) with added costs for some attractions. The park takes a science-first approach and does a good job of educating as well as entertaining, although those who disagree with zoos will likely feel the same about this place given the fact that it houses wild animals in relatively small enclosures. If you want to spend a whole day here, there’s a resort on site that can be booked with your ticket.


TAWANDANG PHENOMENON

With several locations across the country, Tawandang clubs have gained a reputation for their unique blend of traditional Thai performances and nightclub atmosphere. Patrons must have a table where a full menu of food can be ordered, while servers dart around filling glasses with tabletop bottles of whisky soda. If you’re looking to sample the best in Thai-style entertainment, Tawandang promises an unforgettable night of country-clubbing culture.



OUT-OF-TOWN NATURE STAYS IN CHIANG MAI

Baanpong Lodge

Small villas surrounded by trees, and a poolside dining and bar area that’s kid- and late-night-friendly. $$$

Leafy Greens

Stay in mushroom-shaped huts made from local clay. The resort has a commitment to protecting nature. $$

Karen Eco Lodge

Peaceful and private ecotourism resort. Packages include cooking classes and farming. $$

Thailand’s Coffee Capital

JUST FOLLOW YOUR NOSE…

Chiang Mai’s love affair with coffee can be traced back to the days of opium, where government and nongovernment organisations looked to replace poppies with something more sustainable (and less dangerous). Through royal initiative, a unique arabica strain was developed as an alternative local cash crop. Four decades later, a coffee culture unlike anywhere else emerged, with more coffee shops than 7-Elevens. From tiny street-corner booths where aunties try their best at drip coffee to global award-winning latte-art champions, the city is a caffeine dream for any coffee aficionado.

If you’re looking to savour the best locally sourced coffee, Akha Ama is a city favourite. More than just a cafe, it also runs a social enterprise that empowers hill-tribe villages to grow coffee in more sustainable ways. Their dedication to single-source coffee is second to none. Other northern Thai brands include Doi Chaang and Doi Tung, which sell beans roasted by hill tribes on a more commercial level.

Ristr8to and its sister brand Roast8ry Lab are places of legend, taking first in the 2018 and 2019 World Barista Championships as well as countless other globally recognised coffee and latte-art competitions. Their three cafes (all in Nimmanhaemin) are all worth a visit, with each offering something different. The Soi 17 Roast8ry Coffee flagship store even lets you choose from four intricate latte-art designs when you order the award-winning Satan Latte.

Likely inspired by their peers, taking coffee to new heights has become a Chiang Mai tradition, with places like CottonTree Roasters serving creative cold-brew concoctions and Graph Contemporary, which has a large menu of creative brews that truly break convention.
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FOR THE TEA DRINKERS

A few alternatives for those who prefer hot leaf soup.

Tea Leaf Lab

Exceptionally good tea blends that pair with freshly baked goods and a seasonal menu of fine-dining level meals without the hefty price tag. $$

Monsoon Tea

Specialising in sourcing unique local teas cultivated in the forest. Expect excellent quality tea leaves across more than 100 different blends. $$

Araksa Tea Garden

A pleasant tea-themed getaway that includes tea plucking, tours on tea cultivation and tea sampling over deliciously light lunches. $$



WHERE TO GET BREAKFAST IN CHIANG MAI

Free Bird Cafe

Choose between Western or Shan breakfasts that are plant-based and nutrient-rich. Coffee is good. $

Smoothie Blues

Long-standing classic in the heart of Nimman. Generously filled sandwiches, muesli bowls and fresh fruit smoothies. $$

See You Soon Cafe

Open from 6.30am. Classic Western breakfasts with hydroponic salads, plus souvenir shopping. $$

Rejuvenating Spa Culture

TREAT YOURSELF TO A MAGICAL MASSAGE

Thailand is well known for its spa culture, as the birthplace of the stretch-heavy Thai massage and various other wellness traditions. Chiang Mai is no exception, with many spas and health centres offering some of the best massage treatments in the country. There are massage shops on almost every street. Most will offer a standard Thai massage for 200B to 300B with varying levels of quality that often leave you wishing you had paid a little more. A few noteworthy exceptions are Golden Chiang Mai on Nimman Soi 3 and the auntie-run Thai massage shop opposite the entrance to Wat Umong.

Oasis Spa is one of Chiang Mai’s more high-end spas that has some of the city’s most well-trained therapists in beautiful tropical settings. Its menu is geared towards package experiences that range from two to four hours, and incorporate local ingredients like coconut with unusual techniques like four hand massage, 24-carat gold masks and Ayurvedic treatments.

Keeping things luxurious but bringing down the cost are equally indulgent Makkha Health & Spa and Fah Lanna Spa. Both offer high-quality spa treatments in calm inner-city settings from ancient teak houses to modern colonial gardens.

Lila Thai Massage is a more unusual option, set up by the former director of the Chiang Mai women’s prison as a place of post-release employment for graduates from the prison’s massage-training program. The Chiang Mai Women Correctional Institution Vocational Training Center near Three Kings Monument is where incarcerated inmates train.

If you prefer a more curative approach, Frog Biodynamics can release the stress and tension of a three-day hike through craniosacral therapy and reiki, while Tao Garden offers the best in Taoist healing in the form of multiday retreats led by Qigong master Mantak Chia.
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LEARN THE ART OF MASSAGE

A good massage is best received, but have you ever thought about stepping into the role of the masseur/masseuse and learning it for yourself? The Old Medicine Hospital (oldmedicine.org) runs regular massage-training courses that are carefully crafted to guide students on a journey through traditional massage, traditional Thai medicine and the unique northern massage techniques. Courses run anywhere from six to 500 hours, with qualifications that range from local certification to internationally recognised California certification.

Scan this QR code to find out more about massage courses.
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WHERE TO GET A MASSAGE IN THE OLD CITY

Zira Spa

Elegant spa in an old colonial-style compound with honest warnings of ‘a bit of pain’ with every Thai massage.

Cheeva Spa

The ambience and therapists’ skills justify high treatment prices; recognised by the Thai Spa Awards.

Lanna Come Spa

Indulge in a unique Thong Phaya Lanna massage that draws from highly technical massage techniques.

Mesmerising Khantoke Dinner

THE ORIGINAL LANNA CULTURE SHOW

For an unparalleled experience that immerses you into the rich and colourful world of Lanna culture, book a seat at the Old Chiang Mai Cultural Centre (oldchiangmai.com) for a unique Khantoke dinner and theatre performance, a first-of-its-kind in Thailand. Stretch out on comfortable floor seating and be served authentic all-you-can-eat northern Thai delights served on rattan trays in the traditional ‘Khantoke’ dinner format. While you feast, traditional musicians set the stage for an enchanting evening performance of costumed dancers who chant, twirl and contort, leaving audiences mesmerised on a journey through culture and time while their food slowly gets cold.

Expect to see both typical and unusual Thai imagery, from the graceful dance of Fon Ram to the powerful rhythms of the Sabad Chai drum that eventually lead into an unforgettable fire-dance finale. With its commitment to preserving the region’s cultural heritage, expect to be transported back to the golden era of the Lanna Kingdom – perfect for anyone looking to experience the true essence of northern Thailand.

The family-friendly Khantoke dinner (570B per person) starts at 6.30pm. The centre often has exhibitions and small markets that add to the atmosphere and is also home to the exclusive jazz club Moment’s Notice and an exceptionally good Thai restaurant, Euang Kam Sai, serving a menu that represents food from various northern ethnicities.


ROYAL ORIGINS OF KHANTOKE

Khantoke is an ancient northern Thai tradition that stems from the royal courts of old, and not just something invented for tourist amusement. Classical dancers once entertained and soothed local Lanna royalty while they dined on lavish feasts. Guests would sit on mats or cushions around a food serving pedestal called a Khantoke. Over time, Khantoke dinners became a thing the king’s subjects enjoyed replicating for visitors, eventually evolving into the cultural tradition we see today, celebrating local customs and Lanna heritage.



OTHER KHANTOKE PLACES IN CHIANG MAI

Khum Khantoke

Presents eight spectacular Lanna shows and shows from other regions of Thailand. Halal options. $$

Sibsongpanna Khantoke

Fewer frills with this khantoke dinner performance. It tells stories more closely aligned with China. $$

Benjarong Khantoke

Rustic but atmospheric khantoke experience where performances play out on makeshift table-stages. $

Unusually Fine Dining

FANCY RESTAURANTS WITH A TWIST

It may not be the first city that springs to mind when you think about fine dining, but while Bangkok and other Southeast Asia metropolises come with a good helping of Michelin chefs and inflated prices, Chiang Mai has an impressive spread of fine-dining restaurants with something unusually different on their menus.

Brainchild of chef and ingredient illusionist Phanuphol Bulsuwan, Blackitch sits just 16 tables a night, serving a 10-course meal that journeys through the most abstract ingredients and ideas. The seasonal menu unites Thai, Japanese and Chinese influences through flavours and ingredients that break normal barriers, such as fermented kitchen-scrap seasoning and insect canapes.

Local chef Nan uses a wide range of creative culinary techniques and locally sourced ingredients at Cuisine de Garden. The tasting menus change regularly, depending on what’s available at the market, held in harmony by a number of permanent dishes that pair cutting-edge cooking styles with theatrical table-side presentation.

The slogan at restaurant Loin.cnx is ‘expect the unexpected’, which perfectly sums up the culinary journey behind its hidden doors. High-concept Thai flavours dominate the tasting-course menus that vary based around changing conceptual interpretations of food and culture. With each mouthful, experience the opposite, with striking colours, peculiar flavours and artistic presentation of food otherwise unseen in Chiang Mai.

Reborn from the ashes of David’s Kitchen (previously one of Thailand’s most highly rated restaurants), Twist by David has taken the high-end dining experience from DK and turned it on its head. Throwing French pomp to the wind, Twist brings together fine dining and local casual cuisine in a collision of flavour and presentation.

Redbox owners chef Dan and partner Pimmada combine modern Thai fare with strong Malaysian and Brunei influences for a limited number of diners per night. Booking is essential, not only because seating is limited but also because it gives them time to prepare select menu items that pair exceptionally well with their signature cocktail collection.

At Steak of the Day, don’t be deceived by the name; there’s lots more besides steak. Chef Rewat explores the markets then crafts new creative Western-fusion dishes every day. It changes so often, the only menu is a giant chalkboard servers carry to your table.


LGBTIQ+ CHIANG MAI

Although all clubs are gay- and trans-friendly (with many packed with LGBTIQ+ patrons), there is a small but significant queer scene that thrives. Ask anyone and Ram Bar will be their first recommendation, a straight-friendly gay bar with live cabaret stage shows and interactive fun led by an equally fun group of trans and queer owners. Shows start 8pm every night.

Adam’s Apple Club has a full cohort of go-go dancers and exotic drag shows that can sometimes tread into R-rated territory.

Sound Up (previously known as Mandalay) is the city’s only gay nightclub, with a laser-lit dance hall spanning multiple floors. It plays both live music and DJs and stays open late – making it a popular end-of-night spot that only gets going around midnight.



CLASSIC FINE DINING RESTAURANTS IN CHIANG MAI

Service 1921

Riverbank restaurant in the former British embassy; refined dining with an eccentric British intelligence spin. $$$

Le Crystal

Legendary old-school fine-dining restaurant serving delicate French and Asian-fusion fare. $$$

Baan Landai Fine Thai Cuisine

Thai fine dining with authentic traditional fare in a relaxing atmosphere. $$

Songkran in the City

BEST PLACE FOR A WATER FIGHT

While every year offers something different, the Thai New Year celebration of Songkran (13–15 April) brings a full week of watery fun across Chiang Mai. Thailand descends into a three-plus-day water fight nationwide in celebration of the new year, as people symbolically wash themselves anew.

Many Thais say that Chiang Mai is the best place to celebrate Songkran, and for good reason. The 1km loop moat sets the stage for an endless circuit of water fights that take over the city. Locals come by the truck-load, creating a gridlock of pickups, túk-túks and wandering souls all throwing water from dawn till dusk. The moat water is specially treated to make it clean enough to use for the festival, with vendors selling giant blocks of ice and free bucket refills for barrels (watch out for ice-cold water!). Whether you start from Thapae Gate or join closer to the north side, almost all businesses along the moat set up barrels of water, play loud music, and sell food and drinks, amounting to the most unadulterated fun you will ever have.

Grab a water pistol or plastic bucket, slip your phone into a waterproof sleeve and get stuck in. You can also ask your hotel to hire a túk-túk for the day, where they’ll take off the plastic roof for full water-splashing access. In recent years, Nimman has become a second go-to spot, usually with a large water-spraying concert stage set up outside Maya Lifestyle Shopping Center.

As night closes in, the wetness continues, with many clubs and venues continuing to spray patrons with water until the wee hours. Zoe in Yellow and the bars along Nimman are good choices.
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TIME TO CARB UP

Dinky’s BBQ

Texan-owned, smoked American BBQ joint serving spicy beans, pulled-pork sandwiches and fall-off-the-bone ribs. Its smoked burgers with homemade bacon jam are so good you’ll order two. $$

Aquila Restaurant

Chef Phubase Chuprakong’s steaks are something of legend, serving the best cuts of sirloin, ribeye, Wagyu and tenderloin this side of Argentina. If you can’t choose, order the steak platter and devour them all. $$

Duke’s

Classic American cuisine with portions to match. Everything is made fresh to order, from overloaded pizzas to towering burgers, pies and Mexican fare. $$



WHERE TO FIND WATER PARKS IN CHIANG MAI

Grand Canyon Water Park

Inflatable obstacles, slides, trampolines and a floating cafe have turned an old flooded mine pit into a fun day out.

Tube Trek Water Park

The North’s largest waterpark: giant sliders, lazy river, child-safe shower pools, wave pool and concert stage.

Donut Canyon

Next to the Grand Canyon, this is where big kids go. Booze, inflatable tubes, ziplines and a floating rave bar.

See Chiang Mai from the Sky

FLOAT ABOVE THE CITY

Balloon Adventure Thailand (balloonadventurethailand.com) is the only hot-air-balloon operator in Thailand, offering safe and unforgettable views of Chiang Mai from the sky. You can opt for either chartered flights (30,000B for two people) or catch the magic during high-season scheduled flights at more budget-friendly rates. Lift off is from the clubhouse at Horizon Village & Resort, Phusanfah Resort or Singha Park in Chiang Rai, where welcome drinks are served and safety briefings completed. Over the course of 45 minutes, you’ll gracefully follow the wind, taking in the mesmerising landscapes of northern Thailand before safely returning to ground.

Once back on firm ground, enjoy a traditional champagne celebration and savour the thrill of the journey with a take-home flight certificate. Morning schedules start at 5.30am (you’ll be finished by 9am), while sunset schedules often tack on extra activities like farm tours or tours of Singha Park before the 4.45pm takeoff.

Balloon Adventure Thailand operates almost year-round, taking advantage of the region’s favourable weather conditions. Rest assured, all balloons are legally registered and undergo regular inspections, while flights are guided by skilled and experienced pilots with commercial pilot licences.


SONGKRAN CULTURE

Aside from being the world’s largest (and longest) water-fight festival in the world, with literally every village in the nation getting involved, the tradition itself can be traced back to ancient Buddhist and Hindu traditions that mark the end of the hot season and the beginning of the rainy season and symbolise the washing away of bad luck. Marking Thailand’s New Year (following an old lunar calendar), it also involves paying respect to elders and visiting temples to make merit and receive blessings. Songkran in Thailand is officially observed as a three-day national holiday from 13 to 15 April, although celebrations can go on for longer – up to a week in places like Chiang Mai.




GETTING AROUND

Direct flights are the easiest way to get to Chiang Mai from Bangkok, Phuket and other major cities, including some international destinations. Buses run regularly, from sleeper buses to budget coaches. Most long-distance connections terminate at Arcade Bus Station, while regional routes might go to Chang Puak Bus Station near the city moat. The overnight Bangkok train has sleeper cabins and bunk-bed options, with routes named rapid, sprinter, express and special express. Don’t let the names deceive you – the fastest is the overnight special express 12-hour service.

Rót daang are cheap and easy for one-stop trips or city tours. One full of locals costs 10B to 20B depending on where you get off (they follow random routes based on passenger needs). Private hire costs 100B or more depending on distance. You can also get a túk-túk or taxi (Chiang Mai Taxi). The Grab app is the cheapest and quickest option with cars, motorbikes, rót daang and electric túk-túk. The city often sees new bike- or scooter-hire campaigns, although most disappear. Anywheel (anywheel.co.th) is the only local start-up that, at time of writing, seems to have some permanence.





TOP SIGHT
Doi Suthep


The mountain of Doi Suthep is most famous for the temple that overlooks the city, standing out in the sky like a lantern at night. But past the temple and out onto the mountain roads behind it lies much more that often gets overlooked by the regular traveller.
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Wat Phra That Doi Suthep is open 5am to 6pm and charges foreign visitors 50B. Thai visitors are free.



Wat Phra That Doi Suthep

Perched atop the mountain overlooking the city below is Wat Phra That Doi Suthep, one of northern Thailand’s most sacred temples. Aside from the view, the temple is a beautiful example of Thai temple architecture, starting with the 306-step naga staircase and ending with a gleaming golden chedi (stupa) in the middle of the monastery.

Legend has it that a bone shard said to be from the shoulder of the Buddha was brought to Chiang Mai in 1383 andplaced on the back of a white elephant that climbed the mountain, trumpeted three times and promptly died. King Keu Naone declared the spot to be sacred, and it became the location of the temple that still stands today.

At the foot of the temple you can buy alms or have photos taken, while inside you can meet with monks, perform rituals and find out more about Thai Buddhism at the Doi Suthep Vipassana Meditation Center through meditation training retreats lasting from four to 21 days.


DON’T MISS

Wat Phra That Doi Suthep

Bhubing Palace

Doi Pui Village & Waterfall Park

Khun Chang Khian

Pu Sae Ya Sae Ceremony



Bhubing Palace

A visit here is often paired with tours to Doi Suthep organised by hotels or rót daang (the famous red trucks) drivers. The palace is a serene escape used by the royal family in winter and has beautiful gardens and palace grounds that are open to the public (when the royals are visiting). Rare roses and other rare cool-climate flowers attract sightseers, as does the fountain that ‘dances’ to tunes composed by the late King Bhumibol Adulyadej. Be aware that it commands a modest dress code that is even stricter than the temple next door.

Hmong Doi Pui Village & Waterfall Park

Dropping down the far side of the mountain, you’ll come across a number of modern hill-tribe villages that love to welcome visitors. The Hmong Doi Pui Village is a peaceful escape from the busy temple crowds, with its very own museum, gardens, homes and souvenir shops. Covered alleyways between houses are lined with small shopfronts selling locally crafted textiles and souvenirs at terrific prices, with much of the profits going straight back into community development. Here you can also learn about the Hmong way of life at the Living Museum and enjoy the beautiful gardens of Waterfall Park (10B).


HUNGRY SPIRITS

Each year in the Doi Suthep foothills, a buffalo is sacrificed and some of its flesh is eaten raw by a witch doctor possessed by the spirits of giants who once feasted on humans here. Although quite graphic, the centuries-old Pu Sae Ya Sae Ceremony holds local cultural significance. To see for yourself, head to the shrine at Wat Doi Kham in June and ask for details.



Doi Pui Nature Trail

While there are trails that start from the foothills, passing Wat Pha Lat and going all the way to Wat Phra That Doi Suthep, this is a separate trail that leads to the mountain’s summit. With light inclines, the trail can be walked by people of all fitness levels – just bring enough water to replenish moisture lost in the heat. A full loop to the peak (a little beyond) and then back again takes around one to two hours to hike depending on your speed, although don’t expect any 360-degree views as the peak is obscured by dense forest. The real highlight is the Doi Hua Moo Viewpoint, down a long series of steps some 300m past the peak.

Khun Chanwg Khian

This quaint and quiet Hmong hill-tribe village is surrounded by Siamese sakura trees, famous for their bright pink flowers that bloom between December and January. Roads are lined in stunning pink during the blooming season, while the park and gardens (6am to 8pm) are open year-round. Visitors to the village can opt to stay the night in local homestays, meeting with local villagers, eating fresh strawberries and drinking coffee grown nearby.


TOP TIPS

• Visit early or at sunset for the best views.

• The temple and palace follow strict dress codes. Cover knees and shoulders at all times.

• Hill-tribe kids will ask for photos then demand money. Decline a photo or be happy to pay.

• Cheap buses run from the bottom of the mountain near Chiang Mai Zoo.

• The shops and restaurants around the entrance have good food and cheap drinks.

• You can connect to Mae Sa Valley via back roads, avoiding the loop back through the city.

• The temple and surrounding attractions are not wheelchair-friendly.







Beyond Muang Chiang Mai
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While based in the city you can venture into the villages and mountains that surround it and still have time to get back for dinner.


Beyond the bustling streets and ancient temples of Chiang Mai city lies a vast and diverse landscape that captivates the senses and ignites the spirit of adventure. From misty mountains viewed from warm and cosy Japanese-style cabins to serene floating escapes and adventurous jungle canopy coasters, there’s much on offer just a stone’s throw from the city.

The surrounding areas that sprawl out from the city centre offer the perfect opportunity for active day trips that keep you grounded in old city hotels by night, and multiday jaunts that feel more remote than they actually are. Wherever you turn, the warm hospitality of local communities continues to make this place special for all who visit. A haven of wonders awaits beyond the ancient city walls.
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TOP TIP

The weather here can be cruel. From January to April, a toxic haze covers the city as farmers burn fields and surrounding forests. If you visit at this time, wear a N95 mask when outside. As monsoon hits (June or July), dengue fever arrives. Protect yourself from mosquitoes. At dusk they come out en masse.



Misty Mae Kampong

CHIANG MAI’S BEST-KNOWN MOUNTAIN VILLAGE

Mae Kampong is one of Thailand’s most beautiful hillside villages, located just 50km out of town. With around 400 inhabitants, this small town some 1400m above sea level has become a model example of good community tourism in Thailand, with no chain hotels, shops or restaurants – not even a 7-Eleven. With one main strip and a small waterfall temple in the middle of town (Wat Khantha Phueksa), there’s little else to do here than sample the famous sâi òo·a (spicy northern Thai sausage sold by Sai Oua Mae Nim), sip on a coffee at one of its many cafes (we recommend crossing the mini suspension bridge to Teddu Coffee) and then retreat to your homestay for a peaceful afternoon surrounded by nature.

Getting here is easiest if you have your own car. Otherwise, get a minibus from Warorot Market for 150B. Along the way, stop by Doi Saket Hot Springs for a soothing foot bath (watch out for locals having a bath in the morning or evening), or plan your trip around a visit to the Base ATV centre or one of the many zipline companies that populate the canopy.

A night at one of the homestays in the village can set you back between 400B and 3000B depending on facilities, but with little else to do it is recommended to push the boat out and go for a good one. As the Japanese feel is not lost on locals, many opt to follow the trend to create mini East Asian getaways in the clouds.

For the perfect photo and a warm coffee, make your way to Rabiang View or Baan Ing Dao Coffee, both of which overlook the town below and the mountain valley beyond. At dawn, a sea of mist is a common sight that can be seen from all angles, but a trek to the Kew Fin Viewpoint is where you’ll see it best.
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FLY THROUGH THE CANOPY

If you have the nerves and can handle the heights, tie in a visit to one of three regional favourites for zipline adventures that straddle the border between Doi Saket and Lampang’s Chae Son. Jungle Flight Chiang Mai boasts the world’s longest jungle coaster that flings you around the canopy, while Skyline Jungle Luge and KingKong Smile Zipline boast the best jungle luge in Thailand and breakneck zipline speeds of 112km/h respectively.



WHERE TO STAY IN MAE KAMPONG

MiiPaaAii

Japanese-themed rooms with private furo bath, windowed mountain views and BBQ dinner included. $$$

Mae Kum Pong Kid Teng

Local-style teak mountain cabins located in the main strip. Sip afternoon tea and watch the village go by. $$$

Ing Doi Mae Kampong

Mountain huts with great views. With wooden windows, your only protection is a mosquito net. No air-con. $$



MOTORCYCLING TOUR
Samoeng Loop

Whether you start from the north or the south, the 100km Samoeng Loop has plenty of winding turns, and small restaurants and cafes with views, while you circle Doi Suthep. It’s possible in a day, but more relaxed over two, and best approached on two wheels. If you go by motorbike, fill up before you head out as petrol stations will quickly disappear (the odd shop sells petrol out of whisky bottles).
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1 Mae Rim

From north of Chiang Mai, follow Rte 107 to Mae Rim, the first town. Mae Sa Elephant Camp is one of the more trustworthy camps, or catch a cool river breeze at Nam Tok Mae Sa (100B). Stop for the canopy walk at Queen Sirikit Botanic Garden (100B), and the elephant sanctuaries and bamboo rafting spots that hug Mae Sa.

The Ride: From Mae Rim, take Rte 1096 into Mae Sa Valley, where roads quickly become shrouded in lush green forest and increase in elevation.

2 Detour to Mon Jam

You can add extra legs in three directions, one of them Mon Jam, a charming cabbage-patch garden atop a mountain overlooking Mae Sa Valley. It’s easy on a motorbike, but those going pedal-power may want to skip the steep inclines.

The Ride: Continue along Rte 1096 towards Samoeng town and the midway point of the journey. Roads get a little windier, although the inclines begin to level out.

3 Samoeng

Samoeng Viewpoint, with its covered rest stop, is an excellent place to take a photo and refuel with grilled meat sticks. Once in town, you’ll be surprised how empty it is. Turn right where Rte 1096 ends to find the action – Nam Tok Nang Koi, Napa Phupa Strawberry Farm and Mae Sap Cave are the highlights, the latter once home to a famous Chiang Mai hermit.

The Ride: Although you double back here, it’s worth detouring before heading further south. Return to where you turned eastward and head south on Rte 1296, towards Hang Dong district.
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4 Ban Pong

Ban Pong village has a number of activities, but fewer places worth staying at than Mae Rim. You’ll pass the Royal Rose Garden on your left, followed by the ethically sound Patara Elephant Camp on the right. If you have time, detour to impressive Takkatan Cave; the trailhead is at the top of a beautiful pastoral mountain clearing – it takes 10 minutes to reach the cave.

The Ride: Explore offshoot roads to uncover more secrets. At Wat Khiriket School junction, either hang a right on rural road 4076 to Nam Phrae or continue straight towards the canal road, turning left back into Chiang Mai.

5 Nam Phrae

Nam Phrae village is full of adventure. Ob Khan National Park is a hidden treasure (walk against the river flow for 30 minutes to a river beach and creek that’s great for swimming). Camp-style restaurants like On The Rock and Phufinn Doi make for a perfect ending. It’s also home to Grand Canyon Water Park, a good starting point for those doing the loop clockwise.

The Ride: Heading back to Chiang Mai is a breeze. Reach the canal road and head north into town, bringing you full circle back to Suthep Rd, which connects to the old city at Suan Dok Gate.



Meet the Matriarchs of Chai Lai

SUPPORTING ELEPHANTS AND HILL TRIBES

Hidden in the hills of Mae Wang is a unique and special place that lets you spend time with elephants with a social-development twist. For almost a decade, Chai Lai Orchid has been running a nonprofit organisation that promotes local culture, gives at-risk hill-tribe women employment and rescues elephants from abusive practices.

Framed around a resort-style stay, the place itself is an influencer hot spot, promising elephant wake-up calls, balcony banana breakfasts, exceptional views and a delicious array of Thai and indigenous cuisine that is fresh and locally sourced. And while authentic, sustainable experiences with elephants and nature are what draw people to this magnificent place, the devil is in the detail.

Set up as a nonprofit ecolodge, proceeds are donated to the community through Daughters Rising (daughtersrising.org), an anti-trafficking organisation that helps at-risk women and girls. Located in an indigenous Pga k’nyau village, the resort and its projects provide employment and education to the town’s most marginalised men and women, helping empower the community and overcome intergenerational poverty.

Stays are often all-inclusive and offer a range of tours from two-day elephant treks with a night in the jungle, to jungle wisdom tours guided by local tribesmen, bamboo rafting down the pristine Mae Wang and hands on elephant-care programs that including feeding, bathing and forest-tree exfoliation – three things elephants love the most. The resort is about 58km out of town towards Mae Wang, and is best reached by rót daang (red truck) or via their own pick-up service.
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MY FAVOURITE PLACE
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Aydan Stuart, writer

After spending many years writing about Asian elephants and the impact tourism has on their lives, there are few places I could honestly recommend as being truly focused on putting elephant wellbeing first. Chai Lai Orchid is an exception. The overwhelmingly positive impact this place has on the local community and the elephants they protect is second to none, and is performed in a truly genuine way that follows wisdom of those who know best – the locals. The humble owner Alexa Pham has, through Daughters Rising, put dozens of young women through higher education and empowered them to know their rights and to take their lives into their own hands. She deserves all the support she can get.



OTHER THINGS TO DO IN MAE WANG

Wat Luang Khun Win

Picturesque jungle temple hidden in the trees creating a mysterious atmosphere under mountain mist.

Mae Wang National Park

Home to Pa Chor Grand Canyon, its 30m-high sandstone cliffs eroded over millions of years.

Suan Meow Cat Garden

Spend hours sipping coffee and petting over 60 rescued stray cats in a relaxing garden setting. Rooms available.

Cycling in the Mountains

TAKE PEDAL AND GO OFF-ROAD

Although a pedal-powered mountain climb may not be for the faint-hearted, the province’s many mountains make for a wild playground just waiting to be explored by bike. For seasoned cyclists, renting a bike is easy, with options to join regular rides with locals, or just take to the trail and follow a GPX route. Doi Suthep, Nam Phrae, Ob Khan National Park and Mae Wang National Park all have decent gravel routes that cover undulating terrain through farms, jungles, back roads and the odd open viewpoint.

Bike Zone Chiang Mai is the city’s leading bike shop and organises regular ride outs both on road and over mountain trails. Its high-quality bike rentals include guides to the local areas and mountains, and pre-mapped routes you can load onto your device. It also arranges regular weekend Coffee Rides in Muang Chiang Mai to meet locals and drink coffee (bikezone.events). Critical Mass Chiang Mai Facebook group also organises regular city rides.

For those looking for a more tour-guided experience, Spice Roads has package tours that cover Chiang Mai and other parts of northern Thailand. Spend four days mastering the roads of Chiang Mai or kill two weeks in the hills of Mae Hong Son – there’s a tour for almost every ability (family packages included) and it’s a great way to see the region while travelling between provinces.
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THE STICKY WATERFALL

Nam Tok Bua Tong is one of the most unusual waterfalls you’ll ever see. Nicknamed ‘Sticky Waterfall’, this natural wonder defies gravity and offers heaps of entertainment. Unlike most other waterfalls, limestone deposits have built up over millennia creating a porous texture that allows you to ascend the waterfall itself with ease. A collection of ropes and wooden stairs help navigate the three tiers of fast-flowing water, great for those looking to get a little more excitement out of their next waterfall experience.



BEST BIKE SHOPS IN CHIANG MAI

TripleCats

Not a rental shop, but the go-to place for information on touring and bike-packing in northern Thailand.

NK Bike Rentals

Cheap and cheerful rentals. A friendly owner and a range of bike types including electric, mountain and road.

Chiangmaibicycle.com

Top-quality bike rentals that delivers to your hotel. Family-friendly tours including food, culture and history.



TOP SIGHT
Mae Sa Valley


Mae Sa Valley is one of Chiang Mai’s most picturesque locations, a short distance north of the city and the starting point for the Samoeng Loop. Densely populated with tourist attractions, it’s a microcosm of experiences, from bizarre roadside waypoints to incredible gardens, jungle roller-coasters and quirky attractions.
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Go By Rót Daang

Literally ‘red trucks’, these converted pickup trick taxis are ubiquitous in Chiang Mai. Aside from being cheap forms of transport around the city, you can hire them to take you on an inexpensive tour of Mae Sa Valley.



Mae Rim

The gateway to the valley, Mae Rim is the last major town before you head up into the mountains and out into the valley. If you’re feeling green (and don’t mind a bit of poo) you can get crafty at Elephant PooPooPaper Park, turning dung into paper. Or, if the higher society is more your cup of tea, stop by Darapirom Palace Museum and tour the old residence of Princess Dara Rasmi, the last princess of the Lanna Kingdom and one of King Rama V’s many wives. For those attacking the valley on a bike, Mae Rim is where you should fill up on petrol before turning onto Rte 1096.


DON’T MISS

Elephant PooPooPaper Park

Siam Insect Zoo

Queen Sirikit Botanical Garden

Nam Tok Mae Sa

Mae Sa Elephant Camp

Mon Jam

Pong Yeang Jungle Coaster & Zipline



The Lowlands

Here is where the road meets the Mae Sa, which originates in Fang and feeds mighty Mae Nam Ping.

Orchid Gardens

With warmer climes than the hills, flowers grow exceptionally well here, making it perfect for orchids and meadows to flourish. Sixflowers Garden is open seasonally, where you can stop and take photos in what looks like a never-ending flower meadow, while Suan Bua Mae Sa Orchid is where you can buy orchids or grab some lunch. For those who favour the pollinators, Siam Insect Zoo has an impressive display of bugs, beetles, butterflies and arachnids. Take it a step further by visiting the King Cobra Show and overcome your fear of snakes.

Queen Sirikit Botanic Garden

As Thailand’s first and most renowned botanical garden (pictured, qsbg.org), there’s lots to take in. Covering 226 hectares of forest, it is home to a vast collection of plants and rare, indigenous Thai flora, acting as both a tourist attraction and a hub for scientific research. With quite a few slopes, getting around by trolley bus saves on sore legs; the bus stops at all major attractions. The giant Glasshouse Complex houses plants from across the world across 12 themed zones, and the nearby Flying Draco Trail Canopy Walk (named after a type of flying lizard) threads into the trees placing you among the treetops some 200m above the ground. The garden’s Museum of Natural Sciences also has a 4D movie that keeps kids tuned into the world of plants, while the Waterfall, Climber and Arboretum Trails are perfect for hiking enthusiasts. Admission is 100B (50B for kids), with extra costs for parking and extra activities.


SECRET BATHING SPOT

Pim Kemasingki is a local resident with a holiday home in Pong Yang (Villa Tammatari):
‘If you can navigate the muddy roads, Pong Kwao Hot Springs is a hidden gem hidden deep in the jungle with an incredible hot spring and private onsen. Almost nobody knows about it…until now!’



Nam Tok Mae Sa

This 10-storey waterfall marks the edge of the Doi Suthep-Pui National Park and is a highlight of the area. National park fees still apply here (200B for foreigners), although the steep price is worth it for the natural beauty you get to enjoy inside. Water is clear most of the year, with some pools perfect for swimming. Popular among tourists and locals alike, it can get busy during weekends, although that can often add to the fun.
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Mae Sa Elephant Camp

Given the difficulty to find trustworthy elephant camps in Thailand, Mae Sa Elephant Camp (maesaelephantcamp.com) makes for a pleasant exception. Elephants here are well cared for: the park is accredited by the Elephant Conservation Foundation and it operates a strict no riding, no show policy. Entrance is 300B, but additional full- or half-day activities are by appointment only, held at the Chang – a care centre within the camps grounds. Programs include herbal medicine, diet and biology classes as well as walks in the forest and observing elephants play in mud pits.

The Highlands

Up in the hills, the air becomes cooler and life becomes slower, allowing you to pause and take in the scenery.

Mon Jam

Despite still mainly targeting Thai tourists, Mon Jam has recently made it onto the tourist trail thanks to the valiant efforts of post-pandemic travel bloggers. Best visited between October and February when the weather is coolest, expect pleasant landscape views from atop a vibrant Hmong village. Although Mon Jam is the name of the village, people usually conflate it with the mountaintop cabbage and herb garden viewpoint – a popular place for photographs, coffees and tented sunrises. The area surrounding the viewpoint is jam-packed (pun intended) with restaurants, markets, shops and strawberry farms. Thrillseekers look out for the rickety wooden carts that can be ridden down the main mountain road.


TOP TIPS

• Mae Sa Valley is generally a self-guided experience unless you’ve paid for a package with one specific location along the route.

• Getting to the main destination of Mon Jam is relatively easy. The fastest way is by taxi, while yellow sŏrng·tăa·ou take more time, stopping at major villages along the way.

• If you’re staying in the area, many hotels can arrange transport to and from Chiang Mai.

• For those venturing solo or looking to hike the hills, be sure to have a fully functioning GPS device when attempting off-road trails.



Hilltop Homestays

Between the main road village of Pong Yang to the far side of Mon Jam there’s close to 100 village homestays and campgrounds that all claim the best views. Homestays near the Nong Hoi Royal Project are a popular choice among those who enjoy jungle views and fresh salads, with at-the-source servings of the freshest hydroponic and winter-season crops such as green and red oak lettuce, tomatoes, artichokes, plums, grapes and strawberries. Further into the village you will find more camping (and glamping) spots, many offering Nordic-style camping with inclusive BBQ dinners and misty morning views. As it’s just one hour from the city, booking in advance is a must during weekends.


Onsen @ Moncham

Mon Jam is home to the province’s best Japanese-style onsen, within a luxury resort. The resort promises a retreat experience that blends Japanese onsen rituals and northern Thai culture, letting you be one with nature. The high-quality open-air dining and spa facilities make it the only five-star resort for miles. Day passes available.



Doi Mon Long

Hikers have few options in Thailand for complete freedom on the trail (mostly due to safety reasons and overzealous park officials), although the mountain of Doi Mon Long is a pleasant exception to the rule. Starting from either the Botanical Garden or Nong Hoi Monastery, trails head into the mountain, passing farms, waterfalls and dense jungle trails, eventually emerging at the Mon Long Peak Viewpoint. Spectacular views are guaranteed from the rocky 1440m high overhang, but with no ropes or barriers, safety should be your the highest priority. Expect to share the view with a golden statue of King Wilanka, an old spear-throwing king of the Hariphunchai Kingdom.

Pong Yaeng Jungle Coaster & Zipline

This thrillseeker’s paradise allows you to fly through canopy on ziplines, feel your stomach in your mouth at the bungee style ‘Quick Jump’, or reach breakneck speeds along Thailand’s only toboggan-style jungle coaster. Touted to be a fun and exciting way to see nature, the views from the coaster are spectacular. Part of a larger garden complex that goes by Jungle De Cafe (jungledecafegroup.com), this makeshift adventure park offers activities suitable for the entire family, while also serving great coffee and providing high-quality tent and cabin boarding.
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MON JAM BACKROADS

The small hillside road that leads to the soul-soothing Nam Tok Tat Mok is also home to great destinations including the Phoenix Adventure Park high-rope course, a calmer alternative to ziplines, and Orange Garden My Garden for fruit-picking fun. The hidden Sukantara Cascade Resort is one of the world’s best waterfall resorts.





Float Your Troubles Away

A LUXURIOUS RESERVOIR ESCAPE

Mountain Float Hotel bobs idyllically in a private cove of Mae Ngat Somboon Chon Dam Reservoir, where your mobile signal disappears and nature reigns. First impressions are magical, as you are transported to your own floating villa by a speedboat that gently glides over the mirror-like lake that begins at Srilanna National Park jetty. The floating villas are a masterful blend of rustic charm and modern comfort, boasting all the amenities needed for a relaxing stay.

Great for romancing couples and adventurous families alike, the floating hotel has various rooms to choose from, ranging from private cabins to open-plan villas that sleep up to 12 people, and come equipped with kitchens, wooden bathtubs and very soft beds. While there is a restaurant on the main floating lobby, most opt for a BBQ dinner on their cabin jetty.

You can swim in the reservoir, although life jackets are recommended – it is very deep. The hotel also has a wide range of water-sport toys such as kayaks, SUP boards and water trampolines that can be used during your stay. Falling asleep to the gentle lapping of water and waking to an unadulterated sunrise with a breakfast served on a floating table out on the water is a highlight unlike anywhere else.

Travellers on a budget, fear not! Ekkachai Houseboat and CM Houseboat offer a less luxurious experience geared towards younger crowds, while Om Waters and their floating bamboo sala are perfect for meditation and yoga escapes.
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DO THE DUSTMAN

Bike Zone is the organiser behind the yearly Dustman event, a 50km to 100km gravel race through the mountains of northern Thailand. Held in Chiang Rai for the last few years, the route has become a regional highlight in the cycling community, with additional gravel-race experiences popping up in Kanchanaburi and other provinces due to widening interest.

The route covers some of the region’s most beautiful landscapes, mountains and plantations with a mix of dirt tracks, concrete, tarmac roads and waterways that make it Thailand’s most exciting gravel event of the year.

Scan this QR code to find out more about Dustman.
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GETTING AROUND

Renting a motorbike in Chiang Mai is easy and cheap. However, police will stop and fine any foreigner without a Thai or international driving licence. By law, you must wear a helmet. Also, check the small print carefully as some bike-hire companies have been known to avoid paying insurance or scamming you out of small damage that may or may not have been there before you rented.

Rót daang can take you further afield for an agreed price (around 1000B to Chiang Dao, 1500B to Mae Wang) and can pick you up once you’re done. Other coloured trucks follow routes out of the city centre. White and yellow head northeast to Doi Saket, green towards Mae Rim and blue south to Lamphun.





DOI INTHANON
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Rising majestically to 2565m above sea level, Doi Inthanon stands as the highest peak in the country and is the crown jewel of northern Thailand. Blanketed in lush, evergreen forests, it promises unforgettable adventures for hikers, nature enthusiasts and culture aficionados alike. From its cool, crisp air to the diverse array of flora and fauna, its pristine nature trails, waterfalls and hill-tribe villages make for a refreshing change from the heat of the city. Doi Inthanon also holds a rich cultural heritage, being named in honour of King Inthawichayanon, one of the last kings of Chiang Mai. Whether you seek an adventurous escapade or a soul-soothing retreat, Doi Inthanon is a sanctuary for the senses; a place to be mesmerised by grand granite peaks and natural discoveries that await at every turn.
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TOP TIP

Just an hour away from Chiang Mai (and another hour to the peak), the mountain can be easily explored in a day, but most people recommend taking your time, booking a cabin and going deeper with a guided tour of its many hidden gems.



Climb Thailand’s Highest Mountain

FORESTED PEAKS OF DOI INTHANON

With lots to do at Doi Inthanon, it can be hard to decide what to do first. Reaching the peak is a must, but don’t expect a great view. The peak is covered with a dank forest, home to chirping birds and shrouded in a veil of mist most of the year, making the experience more a claim to fame than a long-lasting memory. However, all is not lost at the top – a small natural-history museum attached to Summit Coffee and the mystical moss-covered Ang Kha Nature Trail add to the allure.

Further down the mountain a number of nature trails and pagodas pepper the road, including two elegant chedi, Pra Mahatat Noppamethanedon and Pra Mahatat Nopphonphusiri, and Kew Mae Pan Nature Trail. Some 1000m closer to earth, the national park headquarters and the mountain’s largest community host camps, resorts, waterfalls and shops.

Keep things cheap by renting a cabin through park headquarters (1000B plus) or a camping spot (less than 100B plus national park fees 300B; you have to pay to reach the summit). For more comfort, opt for a cabin hotel and glamping spot (1000B to 6000B depending on services and the season). You can also camp with your own equipment at Nam Tok Mae Pan.

Seasonal attractions include blossoming Siamese sakura that turn the trees pink during late winter, blooming for just one week, usually in January or early February. Near the end of rainy season and again during winter, Ban Rabiang Na Pa Bong Piang comes alive with bright-green rice-terrace plantations. Nature lovers will enjoy exceptional bird-watching and animal-spotting across the mountain, with 362 bird and 466 animal species, including rare goral, wild boar, and clouded leopards if you’re lucky.


DOI INTHANON’S NATURE TRAILS

Doi Inthanon is home to some of the country’s best-kept nature trails, with both magical misty descents and glorious open vistas.

Ang Kha Nature Trail

A short trail near the summit, famed for its moss-covered walkways and ancient tree formations that look like something out of a fantasy novel. Surreal but slippery, even when it’s not raining.

Kew Mae Pan Nature Trail

Although just 3km long, a guide must be hired. Well-maintained paths lead to one of the mountains best viewpoints, but it’s closed June to November for monsoon reforestation.

Pha Dok Siew Waterfall Trail

A 3km trail that requires a guide (giving local hill-tribe men employment). It takes you past a stunning multitiered waterfall and ends at the quaint village of Mae Klang Luang.



WHERE TO STAY AT DOI INTHANON

Giant Bamboo Hut

Impressive bamboo structure – a three-storey palace with bamboo-walled rooms and delicious local food. $$

Camp Inthanon

Well-appointed tents or small modern cabins in the town centre. BBQ-style dinners and coffee breakfasts. $$

Motho Homestay

Mid-mountain homestay away from town that overlooks terraced rice paddies and valleys towards Chiang Mai. $$

Swing By Ob Luang

THE OTHER NATIONAL PARK

Shadowed by Doi Inthanon’s fame as Thailand’s highest mountain is another mountain range that many say is more beautiful, albeit not so high. As you venture into Ob Luang National Park, the enchanting and meandering flow of Mae Chaem frames the journey, carving its way through stunning Ob Luang Gorge and laying bed to a number of river campsites. The park’s unique geology, lush forests and diverse wildlife make it a strong contender among its peers, while being a more off-the-beaten-path experience. Thep Phanom Hot Spring is northwest, while to the east, granite caves Tham Tong and Tham Tu Pu feature long tunnels and beautiful stalactite formations.

Kayaking and rafting can be enjoyed along the river at certain times of the year, usually through tour packages sold in Chiang Mai. The road through the park connects a steady stream of adventurers and locals to Mae Sariang, becoming a popular waypoint on the Mae Hong Son Loop. Jamjai Camp & Cafe is a great place to overnight along the riverside, but has basic facilities and not much in the way of food.


FROM JUNGLE TO PINE

If the dense, damp jungles of Ob Luang National Park are getting too much, head eastward to Bo Kaeo Pine Tree Garden and nearby Doi Bo Luang Forest Park for some exceptional open pine forests that stand out among the fern-filled forests elsewhere. In fact, the green-grass farms and attractive log cabins make Bo Luang feel more like Europe than Asia, if it wasn’t for the fact you’ll likely be the only foreigner there.




GETTING AROUND

Most visitors to Doi Inthanon and Ob Luang take private transport or have travel arranged as part of a tour. It takes around one hour to get to the foothills of the mountain and another hour-plus to reach the park headquarters and the summit.

Using public transport, take a bus from Arcade Bus Station to Chom Thong and catch a public sŏrng·tăa·ou into the park for less than a dollar. However, the irregular scheduling and route plans of these trucks increases your risk of getting marooned in the hills. For day trips, you can hire rót daang (red trucks) from Chiang Mai to take you to all the sights for a bartered price between 1000B and 2000B.





CHIANG DAO
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An often overlooked destination near Chiang Mai, Chiang Dao is home to some of the most majestic limestone mountains in the region, which tower imposingly over villages and resorts. At its heart, a charming town is populated by villa resorts that sit in the shadow of Thailand’s third highest peak, with connecting roads that snake off into the hills where rustic homestays and wild nature trails wait to be explored.

Seek spiritual solace at sacred cave temples. Camp atop the precarious peaks of Doi Chiang Dao Luang. Or eat unknown delicacies at vibrant hill-tribe markets. Whatever your vibe, Chiang Dao promises an authentic and unforgettable escape that is different in almost every sense from the busy city of Chiang Mai.

[image: jpg]

Doi Chiang Dao Luang | MUMEMORIES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: jpg]


TOP TIP

Chiang Dao is a sleepy spot, so pre-arranged transport outside your resort is a must, especially after sunset when the town sleeps. Locals are most active in the mornings, with temples, markets and towns buzzing from first light.



Scale the Mighty Mountain

CONQUER THE WINDY PEAKS OF DOI LUANG

Between November and January, Doi Chiang Dao Luang is opened to a small number of hikers keen to scale its towering peak. The mountain itself is a 230–250-million-year-old limestone massif and Thailand’s third-highest mountain, abruptly rising from the lowlands of its surroundings of undulating hills basked in a hazy blue sunlight.

Booking is required and is also a tricky process, with an old website (chiangdao-biosphere.com) that swaps between Thai and English. Facebook messages are answered slowly (link to page from the website footer), but do offer a second avenue to secure a booking. Trips run almost every day for the duration.

Hikers need to arrive in Chiang Dao a day early for a safety briefing and equipment check (tents and other equipment can be rented). The next morning, an 8am check-in at Doi Chiang Dao Wildlife Sanctuary headquarters is required. Payment is made (1190B; extra for porters and equipment) and you’re provided with the garbage bags you must collect everything in. ‘Leave no trace’ is the motto, including bodily waste.

A truck ride to the trailhead begins the adventure to the top of the 2175m summit, covering 8km of trails with an elevation gain of 1100m. At the top, tents are erected, dinners are cooked on camping stoves and sunsets are admired.

The next morning, many like to wake early and catch the sunrise over the epic mountains in all directions, with giant shadows and bright reflections darting across the valleys below. Be sure to bring enough warm clothing too, as temperatures regularly drop to near freezing – a rare experience for Thailand.


WILDLIFE SPOTTING

Doi Chiang Dao Luang is famed for its wealth of wildlife hidden among its cliffs and climbs. On your hike, keep one eye on the ground looking for ancient sea fossils with the other out ahead looking for rare birds, mammals and plants. Rare mountain deer known as goral are populous here, often hanging out on sheer drop cliffs. In the brush, big-headed turtles and Asian golden cats scour the land for food, but often avoid people. The incredibly rare parrot flower can also be seen here – a beautiful psittacine that resembles a flying cockatoo found only in northern Thailand and Myanmar. If you’re making this trip without a long-lens camera, be sure to bring a pair of binoculars.



WHERE TO STAY IN CHIANG DAO

Chiang Dao Roundhouses

These circular eco-cabins may be a novelty, but the calm and relaxing surroundings balance the atmosphere. $$

Wes Village Chiang Dao

Stunning views and cosy teak villas, and a fabulous heated pool overlooking ricefields and colourful gardens. $$

Doo-Dao-Doi Farm & Stay

Hostel vibe in the middle of the jungle. Communal kitchen and direct access to the river and nearby hot springs. $

Sleep by the Fire

RUSTIC HOMESTAYS IN MAE MAE VILLAGE

Tucked away in the hills adjacent to Doi Chiang Dao Luang is a village called Mae Mae, an off-the-beaten track destination that is home to a number of small homestays offering authentic mountain-life experiences.

Tree House Hideaway offers incredible views of the jungle canopy and offers stays and programs that surround you with unspoiled nature, encouraging guests to interact with local culture and experience the vast outdoors. Given the mountain location, it also has a number of rafting, zipline and elephant activities at hand that contrast well with the sleepy and peaceful scenes of Mae Mae.

Down in the valley at the bottom of the village is Yu Tuan at Suan Koh (book using a Thai speaker; 091 856 1603), a very local homestay that takes you back to basics. The name, which translates to ‘go wild’, says it all – no electricity, outdoor toilets and little more than a firepit for evening light. Time passes by slowly as you go between river paddling, herb picking and dealing with bugs. At dusk, a tour up to a viewpoint overlooking Doi Chiang Dao Luang includes jungle whisky and curries cooked in bamboo stems, and is led by friendly villagers who communicate via eager hand gestures.


CHIANG DAO ENDURO RIDES

A number of companies based in Chiang Mai offer multiday adventures on the back of enduro motorbikes, following old village roads and off-road trails into Chiang Dao and beyond. Enduro Tours (letsridetheworld.com) and Siam Enduro (siamenduro.com) have long been providing daring explorers with fully guided off-road tours for all levels, all the way from mild to wild.



VIEWPOINTS OF DOI CHIANG DAO LUANG

Doi Lhung Chiang Dao Viewpoint

North of the mountain, this viewpoint has unobstructed views of the entire mountain.

Baan Pa Loh Viewpoint

Not far from Mae Mae, take in views of the south side of the mountain from a traditional hill-tribe village.

Mae Tamaan Viewpoint

A vast open pine garden that offers partially obscured mountain views. It’s a popular place for sunset picnics.

Hot Springs & Cool Caves

CHIANG DAO’S MAIN ATTRACTIONS

Tham Chiang Dao is a vast and eerie cave complex that disappears 12km under the impressive Doi Chiang Dao Luang mountain. Part temple, part natural wonder, there are two main parts to the cave: the main cave, which takes about 30 minutes to an hour to explore unguided, and a deeper section that can only be explored with a local guide. The cave has played a part in folklore dating back millenia, with Buddha images and perplexing rock formations alluding to stories of ancient mythical creatures and 1000-year-old hermits.

Unusually for Thailand, the cave has a very detailed English-language website (chiangdaocave.com) that provides trip planners, history deep dives, regular updates, opening hours, pricing and safety announcements.

Swapping the smell of guano for that of sulphur, Chiang Dao Hot Springs offers the most spectacular natural bathing experience in the area, pressed tightly against the foothills of the mountain where the Mae Mat and Mae Ka rivers meet. Personal, open-air pools can be rented for 50B an hour and pair perfectly with an ice-cold beer and sticky rice chicken.

To the north, Pong Ang Hot Spring offers a slightly more communal feel, but has the advantage of being next door to Nam Tok Sri Sangwan, a lesser known and equally exciting waterfall alternative to the Sticky Waterfall.
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CHIANG DAO NEST

Two decades ago, Chiang Dao Nest emerged as the first resort in Chiang Dao, putting the remote town on the tourist map for the first time. Today, the resort is still going strong, with charming bamboo cottages scattered amid meticulously tended tropical gardens, shaded by towering yang trees. Beyond its natural allure, the culinary mastery of owner and chef Wicha Cavaliero has brought people here from across the world. Across both resort locations (Nest 1 and Nest 2) a feast of gourmet fusion delights can be enjoyed away from bustling crowds, cocooned in awe-inspiring scenery among friendly staff and local regulars.




GETTING AROUND

Chiang Dao is about two hours north of Chiang Mai along Rte 107. The journey here is especially spectacular, winding between mountains as it climbs in elevation. Private transport such as a bike or car is best for getting around, but there are buses that travel from the Chang Phueak Bus Terminal in Chiang Mai every half hour for 40B per person. Minibuses also travel the same route, offering faster and more comfortable rides for 150B.

The town itself is relatively small, making getting around even harder unless you have something pre-arranged. Most hotels and resorts in the area operate pickup services. If you drive yourself, beware that Mae Mae and the surrounding hillside villages have very limited parking.





FANG
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As the last sub-provincial city before reaching the Myanmar border, the oddly named Fang emerges as an intriguing destination steeped in both historical significance and contemporary charm. Once a prominent city in the Lanna Kingdom era, it now operates a more administrative role, embracing and supporting the lives of rice farmers and forest towns in the area it governs.

The Daen Lao mountain range to the north gave rise to Thailand’s second-highest peak, forming millions of years ago in preemptive anticipation of intrepid explorers seeking to venture into the clouds. Awash with thrilling hiking trails and isolated camping spots, Fang maintains a perfect balance between nature, tradition and development, and is a haven often missed by even the most daring explorers.
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SIGHTS

1 Ang Khang Royal Agricultural Station

2 Ban No Lae Strawberry Farm

3 Doi Pha Hom National Park

4 Fang Hot Spring

5 Fang Night Market

6 Mon Soen Viewpoint

7 Sui Tang Viewpoint




TOP TIP

The mountain temperatures are starkly different from the valley, averaging 10ºC to 25ºC (50°F to 77°F) year-round. The coldest months are December and January, but for those who are camping, warm clothes are a must. Think jumpers and woolly hats.



Touch the Northernmost Clouds

THE TOP OF DOI PHA HOM POK

Reaching 2285m, Doi Pha Hom Bok lures adventurers with its untamed beauty and diverse landscapes. As you ascend, you’ll witness breathtaking panoramas, glistening green valleys, cascading waterfalls and vibrant floral displays unique to the region. A haven for wildlife enthusiasts, it also shelters fascinating fauna including the elusive clouded leopard. You may see Lahu and Padaung tribespeople wearing traditional attire.

The journey to the peak is exciting, although sightings of it are rare. With the option of heading straight to the point, Doi Pha Hom National Park has 4WD rides (October to June; closed in rainy season) that scale the climb, dropping you at Kiew Lom Campground, a three-hour hike from the summit. Tents and equipment can be rented, but expect few facilities and no electricity. Park officials guide tourists to the summit in time for sunrise. Before your ascent, stop at Fang Hot Spring (200B) to see Thailand’s highest geyser shooting 50m into the sky.

On one range to the south along the border of Myanmar sit Sui Tang Viewpoint and Mon Soen Viewpoint, each with impressive campsite views overlooking their neighbour. In the adjacent mountain clearings, Ang Khang Royal Agricultural Station has tropical gardens and Ban No Lae Strawberry Farm lets you pick strawberries with one foot in Myanmar and one foot in Thailand. In town there’s little to do, except for Fang Night Market every Sunday night.
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BIRD-WATCHING IN DOI LANG

The Doi Lang mountain range is one of Thailand’s hidden bird-watching gems. On higher elevations, ornithologists scrutinise the trees for Himalayan cutia, red-tailed laughingthrush, long-tailed sibia, crimson-breasted woodpecker, whiskered yuhina and black-throated bushtits. On the western side, drier pine-oak forests attract the elusive giant nuthatch, Mrs Hume’s pheasant and spot-breasted parrotbill. If you’re lucky, you may spot the peculiar Hodgson’s frogmouth nesting its young or a male fire-tailed sunbird with its magnificent deep-red breeding plumage.




GETTING AROUND

Fang is 150km north of Chiang Mai, with only the mountain range between the town and the Myanmar border. Buses run from Chiang Mai’s Chang Puak Bus Station daily (80B). Minivans make the same trip faster (150B). Less-frequent buses connect Chiang Rai with Fang.

To explore by car or motorbike, it’s best to hire in Chiang Mai as there are few, if any, rental shops for tourists. Beware riding the border roads as they are heavily guarded by both Thai and Myanmar military outposts. While the soldiers are generally friendly, there’s always a chance of a confrontation if you accidentally cross international lines. Avoid this by keeping to official tarmac roads.







NORTH-EASTERN THAILAND
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THAILAND’S HIDDEN HEARTLAND


Thailand’s most populous region is also its most underrated destination
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A popular saying among Thais is this: northeastern Thailand votes the government in, while Bangkok chases the government out. While this may not be as true in recent years, it does show the deep divide between central Thailand and Thailand’s most populous region, where much of the country’s economic backbone is found.

All the same, the northeast, also known as ‘Isan’, is a patchwork quilt of communities and landscapes, just like Thailand overall. Where the mighty Mekong snakes through Isan’s north lies green, fragrant forest punctuated by dramatic peaks that rival anything to be found in northern Thailand. To the east, lush jungle provides cover for meandering streams and arid moonscapes alike. And in the south, the ruins of a former Khmer empire dot the red, sandy soil. Throughout, a special mix of influences – Thai, Laotian, Vietnamese and Cambodian – makes its mark on the region’s architecture, language and food.

Yet Isan remains underexplored, with visitors free to roam its stunning national parks and historically important monuments virtually on their own. For whatever reason, Isan remains Thailand’s best kept secret, and one of its last real frontiers.

So let other visitors to Thailand have their beachside umbrella drinks, pushy touts and snaking queues. With its dramatic landscapes, unique culture and fiery food, Isan is a destination for the consummate Traveller with a capital ‘T’.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Nakhon Ratchasima (Korat)

Welcome to Isan.

Chiang Khan

Unparalleled river views.

Khon Kaen

Thailand’s economic dynamo.

Udon Thani

Food and culture.

Nakhon Phanom

Bustling borderlands.

Ubon Ratchasima

Riverside beaches and waterfalls.



Find Your Way


The Northeast region is Thailand’s largest, home to one-third of the kingdom’s population. As a result, this region is surprisingly multifaceted. We’ve picked the places that reflect the different sides that make up ‘Isan’.
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Plan Your Time


For a real taste of the northeast, head north to the Mekong, where roads wind through rolling hills with a view of neighbouring Laos. Meanwhile, the southeast provides plenty of fodder for outdoor enthusiasts.
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Essence of Isan

• From the somewhat nondescript launching pad of Loei city, you will discover one of Thailand’s last remaining frontiers via roads that snake through the limestone karsts of Suan Hin Pha Ngam and fruit-tree-dotted hills of Phu Khao Pa Poh before reaching Phu Kradueng, famous for some of the most dramatic vistas to be found anywhere in the country.

• Heading north, you will then watch as Chiang Khan and Nong Khai provide a stunning vantage point over the Mekong River into sleepy Laos.

• Finally, you can ramble through the unusual rock formations of Phu Phrabat, before tipping up in buzzy Udon Thani.




A Three-Day Foodie Tour

• Start off in Nakhon Ratchasima (Korat), where food markets pepper the city like chilli flakes on a noodle soup, breakfasting on pàt mee Korat (Korat-style fried noodles) at Mae Kim Heng Market.

• In Khon Kaen, local institutions like Krua Supanniga offer multi-course menus showcasing hard-to-find delicacies like tiny shrimp fritters, grilled river prawns from Ubolrat Dam and local Wagyu steak.

• Finally, Udon Thani gives the rest of Thailand a run for its culinary money at internationally renowned Samuay & Sons, which seeks to elevate humble Isan food with creativity, verve and ingenuity.




A Week to Wander

• From Udon Thani, head north to the river and explore the restaurants there serving seafood plucked fresh from the river – including the region’s infamous dancing shrimp.

• Then head to Thailand’s newest province, Bueng Kan, home to the sandstone mountains of Phu Sing Hin Sam Wan and terrifying Wat Phu Tok. South to Nakhon Phanom, explore the history of one of Thailand’s biggest Vietnamese communities and make merit at That Phanom before heading to Khong Chiam, where the rivers meet.

• Finish in Ubon Ratchathani, where beaches, waterfalls and music jostle for attention.



Seasonal Highlights

Many sites close during the rainy season start (May to July). For optimal weather, go during cool season (November to January).

JANUARY

Usually the coldest month in the region, Isan’s mountains can be dusted with frost as temperatures veer towards 0ºC (32°F).
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FEBRUARY

Phu Lom Lo puts on a cherry-blossom display rivalling anything to be found at Yoyogi Park in Tokyo.
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APRIL

For Thai New Year, parties featuring both Thais and Laotians dot the sandy islets that emerge from the Mekong, particularly in Nong Khai.
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JUNE

Typically the month for festivals, including the jubilant Rocket Festival and Dan Sai’s creepy Pěe Ta Khon.
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OCTOBER

As Nong Khai hosts the Naga Fireball festival, waterfalls like Nam Tok Saeng Chan spring back to life.
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NOVEMBER

The maple trees of Phu Kradueng burst into a wild riot of red and orange colours.
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DECEMBER

Isan justifies its reputation as one of the coldest regions in Thailand as temperatures drop below 20ºC (68°F).
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NAKHON RATCHASIMA (KORAT)
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The first true city that travellers see as they venture northeast from Bangkok, Korat is something of a marvel: a city with a burgeoning economy that manages to maintain its unique identity. Indeed, residents of Korat not only see themselves as separate from other regions of the country; they also consider themselves as a people apart from other citizens of Isan. On weekends, residents dress up in their best mudmeè silks to wâi (greet in the Thai way) the statue of ‘Ya Mo’, considered the saviour of the city.

This distinct culture can also be evidenced through Korat’s architecture – a mix of the sophisticated central Thai and more practical Isan style. Even Korat’s food is different: pàt mee Korat, similar to pàt tai at first glance, includes tao jiéw (Chinese brown-bean sauce) and a hearty sprinkling of chillies, while its green-papaya salad, sôm·đam Korat, includes pickled field crab, dried shrimp and fermented Thai anchovy juice.
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SIGHTS

1 Baan Japoh

2 Jim Thompson Farm

3 Korat Museum

4 Pak Thong Chai

see 3 Ruen Korat

see 3 Thao Suranaree

5 Wat Pa Lak Roi

SHOPPING

6 Chattong Thai Silk

see 3 Mae Kim Heng Market

7 SaveOne Night Market




TOP TIP

Life in Korat seems to revolve around the monument to Thao Suranaree (known as ‘Ya Mo’), and the markets and restaurants around it. Go see the action in person to get a feel for the city.



Live Like a Local

LIVELY MARKETS AND OFFBEAT TEMPLES

If you are exploring Korat city during the day, you will likely find yourself drawn to Mae Kim Heng Market, where fresh rambutans, custard apples and grapes grown in the area jostle with piles of flowers, fabrics and a queen-sized section of Thai street food for visitors’ interest. Along the back entrance (by the restrooms) sits the most popular takeaway attraction of all: formerly known as ‘kanom jeen row’, this area of fermented-rice-noodle vendors has now dwindled to two, but the more popular one is Kanom Jeen Yai Pow, recognisable by the big green ‘Grab’ sign in front. If you’re after more of a nighttime experience, the usual go-to is SaveOne Night Market, the biggest of its kind in Isan. Besides, obviously, copious food options, this market is known for its brisk trade in secondhand goods, as well as a wide range of bars and live-music venues.

Of course, you cannot ‘live like a local’ without visiting a temple or two. A particularly memorable one is Wat Pa Lak Roi, a little over half an hour north from the city centre. Nestled in a tiny rural village, this is one of the strangest temples in the region, if not the country, and is meant to scare sinners straight by depicting, rather graphically, what happens to you when you go to Buddhist hell (a mix between Hieronymous Bosch and Friday the 13th). One coin-operated display involves a man getting sawed in half by two demons. Oddly, it is a popular place for Thais to bring their children.
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A TASTE OF KORAT

Try the province’s most popular dishes at these places.

Kanom Jeen Kru Yawd

Although better known for its rice noodles, this restaurant also offers delicious takes on Korat-style papaya salad and Korat-style pàt mee. $

Som Tum Pan Lan

This restaurant also serves sôm·đam Korat with the addition of sliced mŏo yaw, or Vietnamese-style steamed pork sausage. $

Jay Noi Kratoke

The Korat-style noodles here are recommended by the likes of the Michelin Guide. $



WHERE TO FIND INTERNATIONAL FOOD IN KORAT CITY

Anego

Long-standing restaurant serving authentic Japanese food to Korat’s large expat community. $$

C’est Si Bon

Pastries rule the day at this French-style cafe, where the cannelés are especially lauded. $$

Monkey Bar

The most popular pub in town among British and American expats. $$

Weaving a Web

ON THE BRINK OF EXTINCTION

Long known as the centre for the Thai silk-weaving industry in the region, Pak Thong Chai remains a must-see for fabric aficionados. Known elsewhere as ikat, mudmeè is the art of weaving silk fabrics with intricate patterns via wooden looms. On other fabrics, different colours on the horizontal threads on a loom are interspersed with the vertical threads for the desired effect. In mudmeè weaving, a single horizontal thread is responsible for the fabric’s patterns. The work is time-consuming, which explains why the bulk of it is being done by an older generation, as younger Thais opt for work at the many factories nearby.

Jim Thompson Farm has done its best to keep the art alive by showcasing the process of silk weaving from silk worm to finished products, available at the outlet store in front (especially recommended is the pa khăo ma, Thailand’s version of the Turkish towel). While the store is open year-round, the farm is only open in the ‘cold’ season from December to January, also offering visitors the run of an organic vegetable garden and pumpkin patch. To see the actual fabric being made year-round, go to the Lao Viang village of Baan Japoh where, at house #77, the loud clacking of looms can clearly be heard, worked by a handful of septuagenarians. Next door, an elderly couple dyes silk threads using mahogany for pink and mangosteen peel for gold colours. Suitably inspired, you can purchase the fabric at #77 or go to Chattong Thai Silk, a short drive away.
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A HERITAGE OF POTTERY

Popular since the 1940s, the pottery made in tiny Dan Kwian on Mae Nam Mun (pronounced ‘Moon’) is especially popular among Thais seeking good-quality ang (large water vessels) and cooking pots. The pottery gets its distinctive rusty colour from the abundant stores of iron and bronze in the clay, harvested from the riverbanks. Later, Japanese techniques helped villagers build more modern kilns and better control temperatures, which enabled them to adapt to changing times. For a close-up look at this pottery – and to pick up a few items yourself – drive 14km from Korat’s city centre on Rte 24 to Dan Kwian Pottery OTOP Village.



WHERE TO HAVE LUNCH IN PAK THONG CHAI

Kamthong Restaurant

Serves local Thai favourites like grilled river prawns. $$

Goryaa Cafe

Set next to a ricefield, this Instagram-friendly spot is good for a coffee stop. $

Baan Vava Coffee

Serves a wide selection of food in spite of the name, including spicy Thai-style ceviche. $$

Soak Up Some History

LEARNING ABOUT A PEOPLE APART

No trip to Korat city is complete without a pilgrimage to the monument of Thao Suranaree, fondly nicknamed ‘Ya Mo’, who is credited with taking back the city from the army of the King of Vientiane. Legend has it that the Vientiane king took advantage of the Korat governor’s absence one night, seizing the city and embarking on a plan to resettle its inhabitants in Laos. Meanwhile, the women – including the deputy-governor’s wife Ya Mo – were enlisted to cook for the army. In order to do so, Ya Mo asked for knives, a request that was promptly filled. That night, Ya Mo snuck the knives to the imprisoned Thai men, who escaped and held off the invaders long enough for King Rama III’s forces to take over, repelling the Vientiane king and sacking the Laotian city in the process.

Today, Thao Suranaeei’s statue marks the city centre and inspires hordes of Thais to pay their respects and make their wishes daily. An annual festival held in Ya Mo’s honour is also celebrated at the end of March to the beginning of April.

For a prime example of Korat’s unique architecture, a hybrid of central and Isan styles, go to Ruen Korat, a museum set in a picturesque historical house, which plans to open at the end of 2023 after a long COVID-19-inspired hiatus.

Another attraction devoted to keeping the local culture alive is Korat Museum, run out of an ancient house that was moved to the grounds of Rajabhat University. Here, you can trace Korat’s evolution from its prehistoric origins.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN KORAT

Kantary Hotel & Serviced Apartments

Arguably the most high-end option in Korat, this hotel can be counted on for its comfortable beds, efficient service and popular selection of restaurants. $$

Centara Korat

This ‘all-in-one’ resort boasts a swimming pool, bathtubs and great views. $$

De V Loft

This modern-style hotel presents a great bargain with its central location and free wi-fi. $

Sansabai House

Another centrally located budget option, with free wi-fi, friendly staff and clean beds. $




GETTING AROUND

Besides taxis, túk-túks are for hire from 50B to 100B (negotiate with your driver), as are cheaper motorcycle taxis (also up for negotiation).





Beyond Nakhon Ratchasima (Korat)
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Surprising bursts of greenery vie with red soil-caked ruins for visitors’ attention in this slice of Isan.


Belying the usual image of southern Isan as a dry, sun-baked expanse of dust is most of the province of Nakhon Ratchasima – also known as ‘Korat’ – which actually serves as Isan’s garden, growing rice, sugar cane and fruit for the rest of the country. Typically the first glimpse of Isan for drivers entering the region by car, Korat is verdant and sunny, filled with rice paddies and cassava patches, its mountains furred with mango trees. Along the roads, vendors hawk sweetcorn and custard apples, as well as drinks brewed from kratom leaves: recently legalised, they are known for their cannabis-like effects. Just make sure you avoid eating them raw, as they are very bitter.
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TOP TIP

When driving on the highway, the best public restrooms to use are at PTT petrol stations, especially if accompanied by a 7-Eleven.



Once Upon a Time

SCRABBLING OVER ANCIENT HISTORY

For most travellers, the biggest reason to come to Korat is the abundance of nearby Khmer-style ruins, evidence of a past empire that stretched from Angkor Wat in Cambodia to Nakhon Ratchasima. Of the abandoned temple complexes found along this ‘royal highway’, the biggest and most impressive is Phanom Rung Historical Park in Buriram Province, built between the 10th and 13th centuries and two hours east of Korat. Situated at the very edge of a volcano that last erupted 900,000 years ago, Phanom Rung was a Hindu temple meant to replicate Mt Kailash, the heavenly home of Shiva. Preceded by a 160m-long processional walkway flanked by 70 sandstone posts topped with carved lotus flowers, the central sanctuary can be reached by ascending 52 sandstone steps once guarded by two lion sculptures. To the right side of the complex, the Royal Pavilion served as the dressing area for royalty before religious ceremonies, and a few steps away, what was once the crater of the volcano has been turned into a reservoir.

In the central sanctuary area, statues of white stone sit quietly, with napping bats on the ceiling as their only companions. Towards the back of the complex, two 10th-century brick sanctuaries represent the oldest buildings there. A sacred lingam, or phallic symbol, representing Lord Shiva’s strength is still intact, as is a pipeline leading out into the courtyard that once carried holy water. Clear explanations of scenes etched into the lintels – the decorative panels over temple doorways – illustrate the temple’s Hindu origins.

Another popular destination for ancient-ruin connoisseurs is 11th-century Phimai, 60km northeast of Korat. Resembling a mini–Angkor Wat, the complex now hosts a convenient air-conditioned ‘museum’ in which to study Phimai’s construction and evolution into one of the most important old temple complexes in Thailand. Like many attractions in Thailand, this one comes with a story: a beautiful queen, kidnapped from her royal husband, escapes her captor by wearing the robes of a monk and seeking sanctuary in Phimai. As she hides out, she carves lintels describing her travails for the temple. The husband finally comes to Phimai and, seeing the lintels, is reunited with his wife. All is happy once again.

Back in the real world, Phimai is located in an especially fertile stretch of land, which explains the farming town that now surrounds it. Like Phanom Rung, an impressive passageway stretches to the central sanctuary, made of white sandstone and facing south instead of the usual east. In lieu of bats, pigeons rule the roost here, as evidenced by the many contributions they have left on the temple floors and walls.

Considered even older than either Phanom Rung or Phimai, Prasat Hin Muang Tam is only minutes away from Phanom Rung in Buriram Province, set in a restful park-like enclave in the middle of the village of Prakhon Chai. This complex is not in as good a shape as its younger siblings, but the relaxing atmosphere (and chilled fresh coconut water by the car park) make this a nice stop.
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A UNUSUAL DETOUR

Banyan trees have special powers in Thai folklore. Blessed with the ability to grow and multiply, stretching its roots deep underground, the banyan tree is considered the ‘tree of life’ among Thais, and occasionally gifted with the ability to grant wishes.

The eerie strength of the banyan tree is perhaps best demonstrated by Sai Ngam, a small island populated by a single tree. With paths built through its branches and picnic tables scattered throughout, the complex is bordered on one side by a surprisingly large food court and a fish-filled stream – as well as several large spirit houses dedicated to different tree spirits, all young women. Enjoy your lunch, but don’t come at night.
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WHERE TO STAY NEAR THE RUINS

Benya Guest House

A mere six-minute walk to Phimai, with free bikes, helpful staff and free wi-fi. $

Moon River Resort

A little over a kilometre from Phimai, you can enjoy river views, a garden and terrace. $

Une Jai Place

A well-appointed homestay with good vegetarian food and an airport shuttle. $


CELEBRATING THE SUNRISE

Every year around early April, the sunrise aligns with the 15 doorways of the central sanctuary of Phanom Rung, triggering a festival punctuated by traditional Thai music, riotous colour and, of course, a lot of food. As the festival is held in a Hindu shrine celebrating Shiva, Buddhist elements are less present at this festival than in many others, but a fun atmosphere still rules, coexisting somehow with a focus on traditional Thai culture such as weaving. The main draw is a parade featuring local traditional dresses along the temple’s main walkway, accompanied by music and culminating in a traditional Thai dance on the temple tiers. At night, a theatrical production caps the day of celebrations.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR THE RUINS

P California Inter Hostel

Friendly owners and en suite bathrooms, close to Phanom Rung. $

Phanomrungpuri Hotel

Khmer-inspired design with two swimming pools and good breakfasts. $$

Eireann Boutique Hotel

Set a little way from Buriram in a garden setting with spotless rooms. $$

Buriram: City of Magic

TODAY’S CITY OF SPORT

The city of Buriram, two hours east of Korat, has a reputation among Thais as being a centre for ‘witch doctors’ who have honed their magical talents to their own purposes, be they good or evil. It’s not clear how this particular city got this reputation; what is clear is that, as the capital of the province hosting two of the region’s most impressive Khmer-style ruins, Buriram does hold some sites of interest for both sports lovers and history buffs.

The first stop for many Thai football fans is, of course, Chang Arena, aka ‘Thunder Castle’, home of perennial league-topping football club Buriram United. Games are played year-round and tickets can be purchased on the club’s website, but if it’s just merch that you’re after, the shop is of course right there.

Just steps away from the arena, Chang International Circuit stages international motorcycle-racing competitions for most of the year, and doubles as a drag-racing track, drift track and a go-kart and racing-school track at certain times of the year. Overlooking the area, a replica of Phanom Rung called Buriram Castle is available to explore for people who do not want to venture all the way to Phanom Rung itself, or who simply can’t get enough of the sprawling Hindu temple complex.

In the city’s biggest roundabout, the impressive King Rama I monument, featuring the monarch heading into battle on an elephant, stands surrounded by dozens of silver umbrellas signifying royalty, marking what has become the defining symbol for the city.

Jungle Paradise

BANGKOK’S FAVOURITE WEEKEND GETAWAY

Long a retreat for Bangkokians when the heat gets too stifling at home, Khao Yai (literally ‘big mountain’) has had to struggle with a bit of a kitschy image, as developers have tacked on resorts aimed at transporting visitors to Tuscany or France. However, the region has since focused on leaning into what it actually is: a pristine oasis of naturally lush greenery, sprinkled with just a touch of Isan culture.

Most avid trekkers, runners and cyclists select one of the park’s seven official trails, which open at 8am. While most are open all year, the popular trail #6 from the visitors centre to beautiful Nam Tok Haew Suwat is closed during rainy season, and four trails require a local guide as past travellers have gotten lost and spent the night in the jungle.

Sunset is a popular time to hit the park, and Sai Sorn Reservoir proves to be an ideal setting for picnics, short rambles and selfies. Elephants and deer have been known to wander the fields close to Nong Pakchi watchtower, where salt licks have been provided to maximise the chance of seeing a pachyderm in the wild. If your tastes run to nocturnal activities, night safaris starting from 7pm can be reserved at the visitors centre. Meanwhile, it is nearly impossible to avoid the resident gibbons who have the run of the park, including the main roads, sometimes forcing traffic to a crawl. Even if you’re tempted to, please don’t feed them.
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WHERE TO EAT IN BURIRAM
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Tawn Chatchavalvong, designer for Tawn C and on-air mentor for Thai reality TV series Project Runway

Mai Tree Jit is the place for breakfast during the morning market visit. I enjoy their curry with rice while waiting for my mother to pick up fresh fruits and veggies at the Ted Sa Ban local market.

Chuom Phon Fried dough or patongko is everyone’s favourite late-morning snack. For lunch and dinner, it was a must for us to eat at home. But as a kid, I loved to sneak out for food.

Kwang Jao is one place to go for egg noodles with crispy pork.

Thai Hotel is a classic place to stay, just around the corner from the train station.



WHERE TO SHOP IN BURIRAM

Lai Mai Silk Shop

Traditional Thai silk made in the Na Poh district of Buriram. $$

Soh Grao Walking Street

Here you can pick up souvenirs from more than 300 shops. $

Tum & Tam Krayasart

A popular spot for Thai desserts and local favourite gun chom, a fermented shrimp snack. $


GETTING TO CAMBODIA FROM SURIN

It is possible to go to Cambodia by travelling to the neighbouring province of Surin, where a crossing from Chong Jom to the Cambodian town of O Smach will eventually lead you to Siem Reap and Angkor Wat.

Once you cross into O Smach, take the bus opposite the O Smach Casino Resort for around 350B to Siem Reap. Bring your passport and passport photo. You’ll typically need US$30 for a one-month visa, or you can apply for an electronic visa online.




GETTING AROUND

A private car or taxi provides the most flexibility and comfort, especially as journeys from Bangkok can stretch to beyond three hours from the usual 1½ hours due to Khao Yai’s popularity on weekends. The Northeastern Line from Bangkok to nearby Pak Chong via train is also available, but you must make your own way to the park.





KHAO YAI ON FOOT
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Because of its longtime popularity, Khao Yai is blessed with an abundance of choices when it comes to trails, from the pleasantly easy to the soul-shrinkingly difficult. Well situated on the easier side of the spectrum is this 1.2km circular loop trail that is open year-round. With its moderate hill and waterfall at the end, this trail is perfect for families as well as the couple who simply want to get a decent walk in before dinner.

Known officially as Trail no 1, it starts simply enough from the 1 visitors centre, where maps are available, as are restroom stops and a spacious restaurant across the road. A family of gibbons is fond of the table next to the Rangers Station, but it’s wise to give them a wide berth.

After crossing the bridge over the water, you will enter into dense forest that will lead you up a hill, scrambling over tree roots and diagonally sprouting trunks on the way. The mossy smell of thick undergrowth and the surrounding agarwood will follow you all along the trail around the loop (where you can detour onto a longer 8km trail leading to Nam Tok Haew Suwat when it’s not rainy season), where the sound of falling water can eventually be heard. This is the waterfall, 2 Nam Tok Kong Kaew. You can either walk along the water back to the original bridge, or cross the new bridge to the other side, where it’s easier to access the water for a quick (non-rainy season) dip. Although it’s the top of a waterfall, it’s safe and approved for swimming. Remember to wear leech socks from June to October, as these critters can seemingly attach onto you from anywhere.





CHIANG KHAN
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Perched on the sandy banks of the Mekong River, Chiang Khan is as close as you can get to Laos without crossing over. While not as untramelled as it once was, Chiang Khan retains a sort of sleepy charm and is an ideal spot from which to explore the rest of the dramatically lush province of Loei, which literally translates to ‘beyond’. Rich in natural beauty – Loei boasts three major natural parks alongside a healthy smattering of smaller ones – this province is also home to a culture unlike any other in Isan, having served as a longtime home base for the old aristocracy of Luang Prabang, who fled the Communist regime in Laos. Perhaps as a result, Loei has a reputation for progressive ideals and a thriving artistic community. With its dramatic peaks, verdant hills and vast river views, Loei remains an undiscovered gem in every sense of the term. Chiang Khan is easily navigable via bicycle and scooter (both can be rented on the waterfront), or on foot.

[image: jpg]

Chiang Khan Skywalk | JADED ART/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Swimming is not encouraged in the rainy season when currents are strong, but in the cool season, locals flock to the riverbanks for bracing dips in the Mekong. Bring a swimsuit and towel. There are no changing facilities riverside, so travelling by car is ideal.



VIP Views Over the Mekong

SURVEYING AN ANCIENT LANDSCAPE

Relatively new Chiang Khan Skywalk, on the village’s southern outskirts, has awesome views of where Mae Nam Huen meets the Mekong, which reappears in Thailand after veering off into Laos in Chiang Rai. Visitors take a saem taew (open-ended truck) up the hill to the site. At the Skywalk you don slippers to protect the glass, through which the ground, many metres below, is clearly visible. If you prefer to stay on ground, Chiang Khan’s famous Walking Street (daily 5pm to 10pm) sells the same variety and quality of goods as Chiang Mai’s at a fraction of the price.

To see the river close-up, visit Kaeng Khud Khu Rapids, which are visible when the water level recedes from November to May, revealing colourful rocks. This attraction is less about ‘rafting’ and more about hiring a boat for a sedate ride to see both sides of the river and take selfies. Once you disembark, try your hand (and stomach) at the many seafood restaurants lining the water, serving Mekong-fresh specialities like a spicy soup of pla nam khong (freshwater fish) and goong then (dancing shrimp), where baby shrimp are tossed live in a spicy-tart dressing and served with a lid to keep the critters from escaping their fate.
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HOW TO EXPLORE THE NORTHERN MEKONG
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Aarya Surindhara, owner of Le Domaine du Mékong and Pak Chom native

Where to Drive

The 211 road from Chiang Khan through Pak Chom and Nong Khai is one of the most scenic routes in Thailand. The Mekong River here is where white beaches emerge in the dry season, and in between there are also rocky canyons, rapids, lush islands, inlets and lakes.

Where to Swim

Every village has its own ‘community swim’ spot, but I would focus on the stretch from Chiang Khan to Pak Chom and Sangkhom where there are plenty of islands, inlets and lakes that are formed when the water recedes. I would choose where there are visible white beaches and obviously avoid strong currents. Local fishers are your best guides!



WHERE TO STAY ALONG THE NORTHERN MEKONG

Chiang Khan River Mountain Resort

Relatively cushy hotel provides prime views in a quiet, clean setting. Good for families. $$

With a View Hotel @Chiang Khan

Popular with budget travellers, this hotel boasts a riverside view, air-con and free wi-fi. $

Kiangkhu Pool Villa

Located in Sangkhom, this hotel is not only riverside but new, with its own restaurant. $



Beyond Chiang Khan
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Hidden treasures await in the province surrounding Chiang Khan, as long as you are willing to trek to them.


Staging some of the most remarkable views in Thailand, Loei Province reveals a wealth of natural beauty – the epitome of an unspoiled rural idyll. Because of the province’s many national parks, much of the landscape is protected, while friendly people and delicious food make the trip to this swath of the kingdom more than worth your while.

Western travellers are thin on the ground here, but you will see the occasional Thai tourist out in the wild. From panoramic vistas overlooking the province’s many mountains to unusual landscapes crafted from centuries of existence, and from quirky mountaintop temples to waterside lounging, Loei offers something for every nature lover willing to get their hands (and shoes) dirty.
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TOP TIP

Sightseeing can involve scrambling up muddy rocks, so wear closed-toe shoes. Be sure to pack a change of trousers, as well as a change of socks.



Spectacular Vistas

ONE OF THAILAND’S LAST FRONTIERS

Around a two-hour drive south of Chiang Khan, heart-shaped Phu Kradueng is the most popular national park in the province. Restrooms abound at the base of the plateau, while a total of five stops are located every 2km of the 9km trail. Porters are available to help carry backpacks and camping equipment to the top for 30B a kilo, and if you decide last-minute to camp up top under the stars, you can rent your tents on the plateau.

[image: jpg]

Hiking, Phu Kradueng | JEKJOB/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The best reward is the destination: 1300km above sea level means sky-spanning views over the entire province, surrounded by Loei’s iconic maple forests and some of the friendliest wild animals to be found outside a Disney film. If you decide to linger (after all, the walk to the top takes approximately four hours), bicycles can be rented to traverse the plateau’s 20km of trails, and you can refuel at one of the popular Thai pork-BBQ stands afterwards.

However, if you have the bad luck to find yourself in the province from June to September when Phu Kradueng is closed for forest recovery, Loei harbours other picturesque peaks. At Phu Khao Pa Poh – known as the ‘Mt Fuji of Loei’ for its resemblance to Japan’s ‘Fuji-san’ – visitors pay 80B a person to travel via ee-taek (a tractor turned into a truck) to three separate viewpoints, passing avocado, guava and dragon-fruit trees along the way.

The first stop, 3km from the visitors centre, is perfect for a picnic thanks to its pleasant views and convenient gazebo. The second checkpoint further up the hill is said to be the best for sunsets (which typically happen around 6pm, right when the park closes). The climb to the top is a fairly strenuous 250m hike via steps etched into the earth to the 800m-high peak, yielding panoramic views of nearby Phu Kradueng, Phu Luang and Suan Hin Pha Ngam, a 15-minute drive away.

Marketed as the ‘Kunming of Loei’ for its limestone karsts, which resemble those of the southern Chinese city, Suan Hin Pha Ngam offers a visitors centre where a guide can be hired for 100B an hour. However, you can also explore the area without a guide by riding an ee-taek to Suan Sawan, or ‘Heavenly Garden’, where a ramble of metal staircases clambers up the limestone to the park’s highest point, 800m above ground. Back down at the bottom, you can choose from an array of Thai medicinal teas that promise to cure everything from sore throats to hemorrhoids, or make merit at the shrine dedicated to the local hill spirit (said to be a petite, pale woman, just in case you, like the locals, fear the spirit will follow you home). Next, travel further down the road to Nam Tok Paeng Din, popular with locals for its gently cascading waterfall. Green-papaya salad and noodle vendors at the water’s edge make this an ideal spot for lunch.
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BEST PLACES FOR A MASSAGE

Looking for a place to soothe your aching limbs?

Ruen Mai Nuad Phan Thai Spa

This humble space specialises in massage to fix specific ailments, rather than relaxation.

Araya Nuad Puea Sukapab

A spot that centres on the Thai belief that massage can cure health issues.

Phu Suay Nuad Puea Sukapab

This bare-bones yet charming parlor specialises in massaging tired post-hike feet.

Nuad Pan Boran Yai Dammee

An open-air spot in downtown Chiang Khan with great masseuses.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND CHIANG KHAN

Srinual

One of the more popular places in town for Thai pork BBQ, otherwise known as mŏo kata. $

Jae Kim

A street-side buffet (khăo gaeng) place serving satisfying curries and stir-fries. $

Phu Ruea Pochana

Good basic Thai dishes in an area where decent restaurants are scarce. $

Thai Halloween Comes Alive

WAKING BUDDHA FROM THE DEAD

Once a year, the quiet hamlet of Dan Sai – literally the ‘Left Gate’ – crawls with visitors, its streets clogged with traffic and its air punctuated by the distinctive wail of mŏr lam singers at ear-splitting decibels. Welcome to Pěe Ta Khon, arguably Isan’s most distinctive festival, when participants dress like the spirits who will roam the land for a few days as the much-needed rains arrive.

Typically held over three days in June or July (the village headman decides), this event focuses on morning merit-making in the temples and merry-making everywhere at night. Temples throb with the sound of live drums and most partygoers, from the village elders to the youngest toddlers, are dressed in rainbow hues, their faces obscured by hand-painted masks and their belts laden with tinkling bells.

The origins of this festival are usually ascribed to the Buddhist scripture Vessantara Jakata, which detailed Lord Buddha embarking on a long journey and then dying in one of his past lives. The colourful outfits and racuous music are attempts by festival-goers to wake the dead, and the roaming spirits are evidence of their success.

The festival, two hours from Chiang Khan, was once a sedate affair, when participants dressed in outfits of saffron, like monks’ robes. The colours and occasional additions depicting both male and female genitalia are more recent. Celebrations climax on the final day, when a parade with floats is held in town starting from Mae Nam Pa Sak to Wat Pon Chai, where of course, much food and beer is available.
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BEST OTHER NATIONAL PARKS BEYOND CHIANG KHAN

Phu Rua

This tabletop mountain is famous for its cliff, which resembles the prow of a boat, and its pine trees.

Phu Luang

Known as the ‘Mountain of the King’, this wildlife sanctuary allows visitors by reservation only.

Phuphalom Forest Park

Spanning over 1000km, this park is believed to be home to a mythical naga serpent.

Phu Suan Sai

This park houses four boulders (Hin Si Thit), which locals pray to every three years.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND CHIANG KHAN

Baan Chitta Cafe

A rare pizzeria located near Phu Suan Sai and a big hit with younger travellers. $$

Pa Chom Noodle Shop @Na Haeo Coffee

Enjoy tasty beef noodles overlooking a rice paddy. $

Phae Phuean Phong

Reliable Thai food with a view of the Huai Krathing Reservoir. $


OTHER FUN FESTIVALS IN ISAN

For such an underexplored space, Isan sure does like to party. Held from May to June, Bun Bung Fai (Rocket Festival) celebrates the first rains of the season, with participants crafting homemade rockets to see whose can shoot highest. While the festival is celebrated throughout Isan, the one in Yasothon is the most famous, drawing 50,000 people a year. Meanwhile, on the first full moon after Buddhist Lent, 100,000 people meet in Nong Khai to watch mysterious Naga Fireballs as they rise from the river in a festival called Bang Fai Phaya Nak. And while the Candle Wax Procession of intricately carved wax floats is celebrated throughout Isan in July, the most famous is in Ubon Ratchathani.



WHERE TO STAY IN DAN SAI

Phupiang Pho Da Arte Resort

A Pěe Ta Khon festival–themed hotel with colourful rooms and a good cafe. $$

Phunacome Resort

Decent rooms in a faded but comfortable setting. $$

Ing Phu Resort

Different room types with very clean beds in a quiet area. $



DRIVING TOUR
Northwestern Isan by Car

If you want to catch Isan’s most memorable natural highlights, focus on the verdant, mountainous northwest, where national parks seem to outnumber tourists. Spend three to four days traversing pine-tree-dotted mountains and dragon-fruit farms before turning north to the deep blue Mekong. Here, you may get to dip your toes in the river, cruise with locals on a ferry, or have a seafood lunch by the water.
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1 Suan Hin Pha Ngam

Suan Hin Pha Ngam is a popular park among Thais for its limestone spires that are reminiscent of China’s Kunming.

The Drive: Take Rte 201 south for 55 minutes to Phu Kradueng.

2 Phu Kradueng

Making a pilgrimage to the top of Phu Kradueng is considered a rite of passage among young locals, who like to camp on the plateau far from prying eyes. Warning: discarding plastic bags, Styrofoam containers and even plastic straws will draw a 100,000B fine.

The Drive: From Phu Kradueng, take Rte 201 back north until it meets with Rte 3021 at Wat Pa Rai Phuai. Follow the road as it changes to Rte 2473 at Non Sawang, and continue on the road as it switches to Rte 2016 after Nam Khu. This is one of Loei’s ‘thanon loy fah’, or ‘sky roads’, running along the ridge of Phu Luang. Eventually it will switch to Rte 2216, wending west until it meets Hwy 21, where you will turn north to Dan Sai. Estimated time: three hours.

3 Dan Sai

This tiny hamlet hosts the annual Pěe Ta Khon festival, when good spirits usher in the rainy season. Even if it’s not festival time, the natural beauty and quiet surrounds make this a great pit stop.

The Drive: From Dan Sai, take Rte 2113 for 45 minutes to Na Haeo.

4 Na Haeo

This border town sits just across the river from Laos, accessible via a rickety wooden bridge – Isan’s quaintest crossing point. Slurp on pho and buy some tax-free Beer Lao on the other side.

The Drive: From Na Haeo, wend your way along Rte 2195 for about two hours as it follows Mae Nam Hueang. This route will eventually meet the Mekong River, leading you to Chiang Khan.

5 Chiang Khan

This riverside hub has retained much of its charm and is the perfect spot from which to explore Mekong river life.

The Drive: Take the three-hour drive on Rte 211 as it follows the Mekong into Nong Khai Province, turning south towards Udon Thani on Rte 2266 until it meets up with Rte 2348 to Phu Phrabat.

6 Phu Phrabat

This historical park combines prehistoric archaeology with quirky geological formations.

The Drive: From Phu Phrabhat, take Rte 2021 for 1½ hours to bustling Udon Thani.
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7 Udon Thani

End your road trip at Udon Thani, one of Isan’s most vibrant cities.



Memorable Landscapes

CHERRY BLOSSOMS AND ROCK FORMATIONS

Every cold season, Thais flock to Phu Lom Lo in Phu Hin Rong Kla to watch as wild Himalayan cherry trees burst into bloom, showering ‘sakura’ blossoms into the mountain breeze (even if, strictly speaking, these blossoms aren’t the sakura found in Japan). The pinkening of the hillside is dramatic enough to be spotted from the highway.

But if you are in Loei when the blooms are sadly still dormant, other sites happily beckon. Wat Somdet Phu Ruea Ming Mueang, set rather dramatically on a hilltop overlooking Phu Rua national park, is a great example of classic Luang Prabang–style architecture with its soaring roofs and teakwood carvings. The newish temple is set in a human-made cave that adds an element of kitsch, but the large Buddha image carved from a single piece of green stone and elaborately hand-carved walls is frankly stunning. Inside, Thais pray in silent reflection as the temple grounds are free of touts selling incense and candles.

A more long-standing tourist attraction is Phu Phra Bat Historical Park, a beguiling mix of prehistoric art, religious sites, rock formations and hiking trails. With sporting artefacts and drawings said to date to 4000 years ago, Tham Khon and Tham Woau vie for attention with the odd rock formation surrounded by seven stone markers making up Kou Nang Usa, or ‘Thai Stonehenge’. The ancient Buddha image in Tham Phra, reminiscent of Angkor Wat, is another popular stop, as is the view from Pha Sadej, which can extend alll the way into Laos.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY BEYOND CHIANG KHAN

Hai Tak Camping

Located on a hilltop in Phu Ruea, this collection of bungalows and lower-priced tents is connected rather conveniently to a cute coffee shop. $

Nakaburi Sanctuary

This sprawling hotel with bungalows arrayed around a central circular ‘clubhouse’ offers resort amenities like a swimming pool and fitness centre. $$

Pobruk

Featuring a series of comfortable, clean bungalows, this hotel is conveniently located in Sri Muang, a town known for its superior mŏo yaw (Vietnamese steamed pork sausages). $




GETTING AROUND

A car is the best way to reach these sites, which are not accessible via public transport. To get to the cherry trees of Phu Lom Lo, you can hire a pickup truck from the Community Based Tourism Club of Ban Sathon.





KHON KAEN
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If you have been spending your time in sleepy mountain villages and charming riverside hamlets, buzzy Khon Kaen is quite the eye-opener. Considered the capital of the Isan region, Khon Kaen is also Thailand’s fastest-growing city. At heart a university town, Khon Kaen thrums with an almost palpable sense of optimism, secure in the knowledge that its best days are only ahead of it. Residents pack the temples, noodle spots and shops; artists display their wares in beautifully curated handicraft centres; and markets pulse with activity as people converse over a steaming hotpot. In a nutshell, Khon Kaen represents the epitome of the often-overused term ‘bustling’.

But as busy as Khon Kaen seems, it also has a soft underbelly under which some of Isan’s least-known attractions repose. Just like with anything else here, you need only scratch the surface to find the treasures within.
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TOP TIP

When your tummy gets overwhelmed, activated charcoal tablets (ya thaan), available at every convenience store, are cheap and effective. The white liquid with a green label known as ya thaat nam khăo is Thailand’s answer to Pepto-Bismol.



Marketing 101

A PANOPLY OF NIGHT MARKETS

As one of Thailand’s most dynamic cities, Khon Kaen is blessed with a handful of popular night markets where you can mix with some locals, sample some street fare and haggle with some vendors. Aside from Saturday’s Walking Street, the most popular of these is Ruen Rom Night Market, which runs along Ruen Rom Rd between Glang Mueang and Na Mueang Rds. With a decent mix of food, clothing and shoes, the market also sports a sit-down dining section that can be especially pleasant on a hot night when you’re in search of a cold beer. Especially popular stalls include the ubiquitous bug vendor, who offers delicacies like deep-fried grubs.

Relatively newer and more eager to please is the hybrid indoor-outdoor Talat Thon Tann on Mitraphap Rd, which specialises in local handicrafts such as traditional fabrics from Chonnabot, a silk-weaving village with its own proud history. The indoor ‘Fashion Building’ does just what it says on the tin, selling clothing and accessories made by local artisans. Oh, and don’t forget the street food, this being Thailand. Papaya salads, noodles and a wide range of the other usual suspects can be found here for an alfresco meal.

For a more in-depth look at Khon Kaen’s local artist community (as well as a stroll through Khon Kaen University’s sprawling grounds), check out Columbo Craft Village. Attractively twee handcrafted rugs, shawls, shoes and clothing are on offer, as well as unique T-shirts, hand-thrown pottery and homemade journals, which all make for interesting souvenirs.


A 100-YEAR-OLD CULINARY TRADITION

The grilled chicken sold at Khao Suan Kwang (Deer Park Mountain), between Khon Kaen and Udon Thani, is believed by Thais to be the best in the country. A tradition that started when the village hosted a train stop, the area has now sold chicken for over a century. The chicken, which is raised organically in the area, is marinated in 14 sauces and herbs, and grilled over charcoal atop deep-fried garlic before it is sprinkled with a copious lashing of black pepper. The most popular stands for this dish include Seri Gai Yang and Yai Pang, but Gai Yang Rabeab is also popular if you want to stay in Khon Kaen.



WHERE TO EAT IN KHON KAEN WHEN YOU TIRE OF THE STREET

Krua Supanniga by Khunyai Somsie

Family recipes in a beautiful garden next to the owner’s house. $$

Kaen

A creative reimagining of Isan and central Thai cuisine by young chef Paisarn. $$$

Baan Heng

Playful renditions of classical Isan and Chinese-Thai dishes in a comfortable shop house. $$

Temple Hopping

MAKING MERIT IN THE HEARTLAND

Khon Kaen may be a modern city in every way, but it is also a deeply religious one. Probably the most famous of its temples is Phra Mahathat Kaen Nakorn, which is better known as Wat Nong Wang. Soaring over the Bung Kaen Nakorn lake, this nine-storey structure made of a series of gradually smaller platforms has become a symbol of Khon Kaen and a must-see on any visitor’s agenda. Climb to the top for panoramic views over the city.

Located in a setting that brings to mind the Taj Mahal, Wat Thung Setthi (‘Millionaire’s Field Temple’) emerges from the dry landscape like a rare desert flower. Built on the site where an ancient sword was discovered, the temple manages to successfully mix European, Chinese, Middle Eastern and Thai styles. Perhaps predictably, given the name, Thais travel here to make merit so that they, too, will become millionaires.

Considered one of the region’s most sacred temples, Phra That Kham Khan is said to mark the origins of Khon Kaen itself. Pilgrims who had intended to enshrine sacred Buddha relics in Nakhon Phanom’s Phra That Phanom rested for the night next to a dead tamarind tree. Once reaching their destination, they discovered the temple was finished, so travelled back the way they came only to find that the dead tamarind tree was alive again. The pilgrims decided to keep their relics in a temple built on this site instead, naming it after the tamarind heartwood tree.


WHAT TO DO IN KHON KAEN
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Thanaruek Laoraowirodge, owner of Krua Supanniga by Khunyai Somsie and Khon Kaen resident

Chonnabot

Shop for famous Khon Kaen Thai mudmeè silk. There are still some famous weavers who make specific patterns for Khon Kaen here.

Nong Wang Temple

The nine-storey temple near Bueng Kaen Nakorn, a popular recreation place for Khon Kaen. Climb up to the 9th floor to see a beautiful view of the city.

Sim Isan at Wat Chai Sri

Very clean and built in a beautiful folk style with ancient paintings.

Ubolrat Dam

Picnic on grilled river prawns and grilled whole freshwater fish from the dam. Pattaya 2 and Bang Kaen 2 restaurants are next to each other.



WHERE TO STAY IN KHON KAEN

Ad Lib Khon Kaen

Currently the city’s most high-end hotel, with its own Skywalk. $$

Mai Thai Guest House

Available to rent for families or by the room, with wi-fi and a swimming pool. $

Le Cassia Hotel

A dependable choice with clean rooms and the usual amenities. $$

Picnic at the Lake

EXPLORING THE HEART OF THE CITY

Historical records say that Khon Kaen was originally settled on the western side of Bueng Kaen Nakorn, led by ‘Chao Phia Mueang Phaen’, a Vientiane general who eventually became the city’s founding father. Today, an enshrined monument on the reservoir grounds is devoted to Khon Kaen’s father, but the park around the lake itself is a gathering place for all of the city’s residents when the sun’s rays allow.

The area in the early morning is a mecca for the city’s senior citizens, who take their daily constitutionals along the newish 3km elevated walkway snaking over the lake’s waters. But twilight after 5pm is when the park truly comes alive, drawing out the city’s surprisingly large population of joggers who either take advantage of the park’s plethora of paths, or chat with their friends while stretching in their jogging clothes. The park offers bicycles for rent, with a recently paved 4.6km biking path that winds around the perimeter of the park. Paddle boats are also for rent for close-up views of the reservoir’s fish and turtles, which is popular with young children. Instagram-lovers can be found next to the park’s dinosaur statue.

Across the street from the Chinese shrine in the northwest corner of the park is a popular nám thao huu (sweet tofu drink) vendor who also sells pá tong kŏ (deep-fried Chinese-style crullers) with a coconut-cream dipping sauce, perfect for snacking on in the park with a view over the water as the sun sets.
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BEST VEGETARIAN RESTAURANTS IN KHON KAEN

It’s not all meat, all the time in Isan’s capital city. Here, you can also enjoy a wide range of eateries serving vegetarian cuisine.

Tawanthong Vegetarian Food

A vegetarian food court specialising in Thai food. This place is a local favourite. $

Real Vegan

Set in an open-air food court, this stall specialises in vegetarian Thai soup noodles. $

Jay Khun Noi’s Vegetarian Kitchen

Diners rave over the restaurant’s veggie takes on standards such as chicken rice. $




GETTING AROUND

Túk-túks are numerous in the city centre and very convenient as long as you haggle. Songthaews (open-ended trucks) also work the roads for much less, but you must talk to the driver to make sure you’re going in the right direction.





Beyond Khon Kaen
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A unique mix of straight-up wilderness and lesser-known ruins beckon for overnight stays.


As dynamic and busy as Khon Kaen is, the forests to its west are practically its mirror image: mostly untouched, unpopulated and wild. Spanning hundreds of hectares, pines and leafy trees carpet rolling hills of startling beauty, providing shelter for a host of elephants, gaurs, monkeys, bears and possibly even a leopard or two. Beyond, on the blurry borders between the northeast and the north, a few brave temples, homes and shops perch on a ridge overlooking a lush valley, behind which moody, intimidating Phu Thap Boek looms.

Welcome to some of the most incongruously ‘Alpine’ terrain in Isan: green, rocky and untamed. Bring a good pair of boots, and try to stay hydrated.
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TOP TIP

Leeches are a real problem here. Bring leech socks, or purchase them from Nam Nao Visitors Centre.



Elephants, Gaurs & Birds, Oh My!

AN UNEXPLORED CORNER OF ISAN

Located on the far western fringes of the northeastern region, Nam Nao National Park (‘Nam Nao’ means ‘Cold Water’) lies a little over two hours from Khon Kaen, its nearest city. Comprising over 960 sq km, 99% of Nam Nao is considered virgin woodlands, home to bamboo groves, hill evergreens, green savannahs and, most famously, miles of Instagram-friendly pine forests. Besides its vast network of forests, Nam Nao also hosts a wide range of wildlife and is considered a paradise for bird-watchers – over 300 species live in the trees, including golden-crusted mynas, collared owlets and even snowy-browed flycatchers.

But Nam Nao’s biggest draws are its mammals and views. Of the latter, the Sunset Viewpoint, located 10.7km west from the main checkpoint, is probably the most famous, but Phu Kho Sunrise Viewpoint is lauded for its views of the ‘sea of fog’ in the cool season, when a mist rolls into the valley. Roughly 15km from the main road at Km 53, Phu Khum Khao Pinery is noted for its dense tract of pines. And no park in Isan makes do without its waterfalls; 20m-high Haew Sai is the friendliest, offering great swimming 700m from the main road, while 1.5km from the main road, Sai Thong spans 30m with 4m-high cascades.

Elephants, however, remain the most coveted sightings, even if they often prove elusive. Rangers say 200 live in the park and are so active that the campgrounds are surrounded by electrical fences to fend them off.

Gaurs and deer are also numerous and similarly gregarious, but bears, jackals and leopards have not been caught, even on camera, for a while.

To stay at Nam Nao, camping equipment is available for rent at the visitors centre, or you can book rooms in advance via the national park website. However, the park is closed in June and, as of this writing, the summit is closed to visitors.

Even further west of Nam Nao, Khao Kho has been drawing attention from mountain lovers who feel that more well-known Khao Yai has gotten too crowded. A little over 3½ hours from Khon Kaen, this mountain destination is popular for weekend stays. Wat Phra That Pha Sorn Kaew poses a pleasantly quirky welcome to the area, featuring colourful Gaudí-like mosaics and, of course, panoramic views over the valley below.

Further up the hill awaits Thailand’s most-Instagrammed 7-Eleven, thanks to its similarly stunning views courtesy of its glass rear wall; the noodle shop next door boasts the same feature. A scant few minutes’ drive to the top of the hill, Pino Latte sells cakes, coffee and mountain fare such as pizza and hotpot, and it has five prime bungalows on the edge of the valley.

On the other side of the peak, Tavern Phu Thap Boek-Rong Dtiam is a Chinese-themed eatery that pays tribute to the Yunnanese soldiers who made this remote area their home after fleeing Communist China. The Thai government would later enlist them to fight homegrown Communists in their adopted land.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN NAM NAO

Options are limited in Nam Nao, but you can get a good meal if you look hard enough.

Krua Khun Thung

A good Thai restaurant next to the Phu Kho Sunrise Viewpoint with a single wok cook. Worth the wait! $

Mae Nong Ying Restaurant

Close to Nam Tok Tat Hong, this place specialises in chicken rice. $

Subsmosorn

Considered by some to be the best restaurant in Nam Nao, this Thai specialist boasts a surprisingly wide range of dishes. $



WHERE TO STAY IN NAM NAO

A Frame @Nam Nao

Clean, stylish rooms in distinctive Alpine-style huts. $$

Baan Phu View Homestay

This place has clean beds close to a cafe offering Thai pork BBQ. $$

Phu Come Home Cliff Lodge & Homestay

A longtime popular choice with free parking. $


NOT JUST GREEN PAPAYA

Sôm·đam, most commonly known as green-papaya salad, is increasingly popular outside Thailand. However, there are many versions of this salad, since it can be made with basically anything, even green bananas. Some of the most common found on provincial menus include đam kôw pôht, a salad of corn kernels, usually accompanied by pounded tomatoes and chillies; đam táng gua, made with thin slices of cucumber; đam páa, or ‘jungle đam’, usually made with rice noodles, papaya strands and snails; and đam mua, or ‘crazy đam’, a mix of whatever the chef has at hand, typically including rice noodles, papaya and mŏo yaw, or steamed pork sausage.



OTHER SIGHTS TO SEE NEAR KHAO KHO

Phu Thap Boek

Set on the Loei–Phetchabun border, this imposing mountain soars 1768m into the sky.

Khao Kho Windmill Field

Over 1500m high, a hilltop covered in windmills is a picturesque background for a selfie.

Phu Hin Rong Kla

A 1617m-high peak where Thai communists held out for 15 years.

Relics of the Past

HISTORY IN UNEXPECTED NOOKS

Considered the largest northernmost Khmer ruin left intact, Prasat Pueai Noi, aka Phrathat Ku Thong, is situated rather incongruously in the middle of a village a little over an hour south of Khon Kaen. Made up of four buildings, the ruin’s sandstone-and-brick construction is what you would see in southern Isan, but on a smaller scale. Pretty much unattended aside from the occasional worshipper who tends to the Hindu god shrines within, the complex is estimated to be around four centuries old.

To see relics from even further back in time, drive roughly an hour west to Phu Wiang Dinosaur Museum, where fossils taken from the nearby national park are displayed. While young children will delight in the models of the dinosaurs and their skeletons, grown-up dinosaur lovers will be able to nerd out over details of the 12 dinosaur species unearthed in Thailand, as well as the five new species discovered in the area – the latest uncovered only a few years ago. Inside the working research lab, bones await to be cleaned and classified for display, including the skeleton of a local rhinoceros and that of a baby dinosaur.
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Of course, all that time in the dinosaur museum would be incomplete without going to Phu Wiang National Park itself, where a clearly marked Dinosaur Nature Trail takes visitors on a tour through the excavation sites of the park. If you are lucky, you could stumble upon a paleontologist hard at work, painstakingly separating a fossil from stone with hand-held tools.

Covering 380 sq km and said to have been created by an asteroid strike, the national park includes Pratu Ti Ma, otherwise known as site no 1, where the first dinosaur was discovered (and was later named after Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn). Legend has it that a man stumbled upon the dinosaur’s fossilised remains while prospecting for uranium (the field of which is included in the Dinosaur Nature Trail). This particular dinosaur, named Phuwiangosaurus sirindhornae, was discovered to be a plant-eater, 15m tall, whose assassin was a previously unidentified meat-eater. The name given to the meat-eating dinosaur, Siamosaurus suteethorni, was bestowed in honour of its discoverer, Dr Wararuth Suteethorn.

Sites no 2 and 3 are close to park headquarters and are where the park’s oldest fossils were found, dating back as far as 130 million years. These are siamotyrannus isanesis, proof that the tyrannosaurus was originally from Asia. At site no 8, 19km from park headquarters, 68 footprints estimated as being 140 million years old are attributed to the world’s smallest meat-eating dinosaur.

But Phu Wiang is not only one of the world’s biggest dinosaur graveyards. It also bears traces of older, forgotten human civilisations, as evidenced by a 9th-century carving of a reclining Buddha on Phu Wiang’s mountain crest, and Red Palm Cave, where prehistoric handprints in red paint are displayed. Admission to the park is 200B for adults and 100B for children.
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OTHER HISTORICAL SITES TO EXPLORE

Central Isan is dotted with old ruins and relics, keeping local archaeologists busy. Meanwhile, temples are attempting to teach history in novel ways to Thai youngsters.

Non Muang Ancient Town, a little over an hour west of Khon Kaen, is where researchers discovered evidence of a prehistoric town with skeletons dating back 2500 years.

Only 16 minutes north of Khon Kaen, Wat Pa Thamma Utthayan presents itself like an amusement park, with a little petting zoo thrown in for good measure. Another temple set in a forest 1¾ hours east of Khon Kaen, Wat Pa Saeng Arun is known for its life-sized statues demonstrating local historical moments.



BEST STOPS TO EAT NEAR PHU WIANG

DinoFe

Specialising in a dinosaur-themed steak menu; sure to please meat-loving children. $

Omega Cafe

Considered the best cafe in the area, set in a spacious garden. $

1988 Cafe

Strikingly minimalist, with an atmosphere that recalls a Korean cooking YouTube video. $


BEST PHRASES TO LEARN IN ISAN

Sabaidee bòr – How are you?

Pen yâng – What’s the matter?

Bòr pen yâng – It’s OK.

Saàb ee-lée – That’s really delicious.

Kòp jai lai lăi – Thank you very much.

Jâo a-yu tào dâi – How old are you?

Jak mong lăo – What time is it?

Pai săi – Where are you going?

Kâo jai bòr – Do you understand?

Maen bòr – Is that correct?

Kôy bòr samârt gin sīn – I don’t eat meat.

Sukdèe dêr – Good luck.




GETTING AROUND

Renting a car or hiring a taxi for the day (around 300B to 800B depending on the number of hours) is the best bet for exploring all these sites on your own.





UDON THANI
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First-time visitors to this provincial capital may be forgiven for dismissing it as bereft of all charm. However, this place – like a kà·nŏm chăn dessert – is ideally enjoyed layer by layer. The streets are well-developed, the people are friendly, and the city maintains not one but three public parks, which become magnets for social activity once the weather cools down. Best of all, it’s located within a one-hour radius of various important archaeological attractions, including the Unesco World Heritage Site of Ban Chiang. Small wonder, then, why Thais like to travel here.

Udon Thani also enjoys a burgeoning food scene, among the most exciting in a country already well-known for its cuisine. Although its streets are studded with food stalls of every persuasion, it is higher-end restaurants like Samuay & Sons, which takes its inspiration from Isan street food and nearby Vietnamese settlers, that lures gastronomes from all over the globe.
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TOP TIP

You can get to Udon Thani from Bangkok via train, bus or plane, but if you want to explore outside the city, you should rent a car at the airport.



Park Life

THE CITY’S BEATING HEART

Instantly recognisable for its family of large inflatable ducks – brought out onto the water when it’s not too windy – Nong Prajak Park forms the symbolic centre of Udon Thani’s social life. Because all attractions are designed with social media in mind, the park also boasts a giant Ban Chiang–style vase with distinctive red whorls and a large clock made of flowers, as well as a lit-up @Udon Thani sign at night. Named after city founder Prince Prajak Silapakom, the park sports a running track (go in an anti-clockwise direction!) and photogenic water-spanning walking bridges. In the middle of the park, children’s recreation centres with slides and monkey bars vie with free outdoor gym machines for adults. At 6pm, the southeast corner hosts free aerobics classes if you want to feel the burn in a way that doesn’t involve food. If you prefer to exercise at your own pace, you can rent a bicycle at the park’s northwest corner to take advantage of the 4.5km cycling track. The east side features ample street-food options, as well as a row of massage parlours in case you need a break from walking.

The most famous building in the area is Wat Pothisomphon, with a 1300-year-old Buddha statue, a popular naga shrine and a chedi (stupa) fronted by a grand staircase flanked by two golden dragons. Climb to the top of the stairs for a great view of the park and surrounding city.


ISAN DISHES TO TRY

Everyone knows sôm·đam (green-papaya salad) and lâhp (minced-meat salad), but there are other things to try in this region known for its delicious food.

Jaew hón

For this Isan-style hotpot (also called jîm jum), raw meat and vegetables are dipped by the diner into a spicy broth.

Mêeang plaa pŏw

Fish grilled over charcoals and stuffed with aromatic herbs, then served alongside lettuce leaves, rice noodles and dipping sauces for easy assemblage of your own ‘taco’.

Tôm sàp

This soup, flavoured with lemongrass and chillies, packs a big punch and is typically made with pork ribs, though duck, chicken and even beef offal versions exist.



WHERE TO STAY IN UDON THANI

Vela Dhi Hotel Udon Thani

Comfortable, convenient and clean, with just a hint of modern design pizzazz. $$$

Baan Bua Non Len

A picturesque Thai-style guesthouse in the north of town with its own lotus pond. $$

Cape Hotel

A real bargain given its clean beds, spacious rooms and free wi-fi. $

Food From High to Low

AN EXCITING CULINARY FRONTIER

Competitive Bangkokian foodies eager for bragging rights have made the pilgrimage to Udon Thani for decades, drawn by the famous Udon Thani breakfasts of kài kata, or ‘egg in a pan’ at King Ocha, or tucked-away local Isan favourites like Som Tum Benjang. It is only recently, with the arrival of the Michelin Guide in Thailand, that international gourmets have started trickling into Thailand’s third-biggest city by population, its nearly 600,000 inhabitants paving the way for a flourishing and varied food scene.

On both Thai and Michelin’s radars is higher-end Isan pioneer Samuay & Sons, helmed by chef Weerawat ‘Num’ Triyasenawat. Known for his commitment to making haute cuisine out of foraged food from the forest, chef Num has managed to grow what was once a small back-alley experiment into a Michelin Guide destination restaurant. Ingredients are purely seasonal: rainy season sees mangosteens, rambutans and big, glossy ants that Chef Num says taste like butter. Inspiration comes from anywhere across Isan, with hyperlocal ingredients like buffalo and ant eggs given the fine-dining treatment.

Less celebrated and a little less formal, ChabaaBarn also flies the flag for Udon Thani cuisine, piling tiny river shrimp onto papaya-and-fermented-noodle salads, and serving up dips pounded from local water olives. And street-food standby Naresuan Road offers everything from tŏm yum noodles to roast duck, along with sôm·đam megastar Jay Gai, where the sôm·đam páa (jungle sôm·đam) comes with fermented rice noodles, bamboo shoots, horse tamarind seeds and snails.


BEST DESSERT SHOPS IN UDON THANI

Befitting its focus on food, Udon Thani is rife with dessert cafes and restaurants, making it easy to indulge your sweet tooth.

Barn-Naa Cafe

Set next to a garden, this restaurant is proud of its cakes and tarts. $$

What the Crepes

Serving good versions of just what it says; on Naresuan Rd. $

Ting Ting

This restaurant chain serves Asian desserts, including Korean shaved ice and Chinese black-sesame dumplings. $$




MORE HELPINGS, PLEASE

The cuisine of Isan is more than what meets the eye, mixing together Vietnamese, Laotian, Chinese and Thai influences.




GETTING AROUND

Taxis, songthaews (open-ended trucks) and buses ply the streets here, but the quickest and most convenient way to get around is by renting a motorbike from 200B per day.





EXPLORING THE FOODIE TRAIL BY CAR
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This waistline-expanding three-day voyage begins in Nakhon Ratchasima, also known as Korat, where citizens claim a cuisine all their own. Tip up at 1 Mae Kim Heng Market in the morning in order to take advantage of its ‘kanom jeen row’ (now sadly just two vendors) for curries slathered on fresh fermented rice noodles. If you go later at lunchtime, go to celebrated kà·nŏm jeen (fermented rice noodles) purveyor 2 Kanom Jeen Kru Yawd, where you can sample both the Korat-style papaya salad and the central Thai kind. At night, try pàt mee Korat, Korat’s famous fried noodles, at 3 Jay Noi Kratoke.

In Khon Kaen, Isan’s cultural capital, lunch at 4 Krua Supanniga at Khunyai Somsie, where the multi-course menu might bring you seasonal specialities like local Wagyu beef, fermented rice noodles coloured with dragon-fruit peel, a comforting chicken stew and river prawns from the nearby dam. If you have the time, tour the meditation retreat on the restaurant grounds, which offers a free 11-day meditation course to those seeking enlightenment. At night, 5 Kaen brings a much-lauded local take on both Isan and Thai dishes like massaman curry. Make sure you end the night with a shot from the restaurant’s selection of ‘Isan eau de vie’ (or traditional moonshine).

Finally, in Udon Thani, go for a food crawl along 6 Naresuan Road, or indulge in a Vietnamese-influenced brunch at 7 King Ocha. Make sure you save your stomach for the high-wire stylings of 8 Samuay & Sons in the evening, when chef Num takes humble seasonal ingredients like ants, buffalo and pig’s trotters and brings them to the heights of local gastronomy with the help of some Hua Hin caviar.





Beyond Udon Thani
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An ideal smattering of interesting sights featuring natural beauty and ancient history


Squarely planted in the north of the region, Udon Thani Province holds a bounty of interesting sites to explore, from a world-renowned museum of a forgotten civilisation to a water-lily-flecked lake. Although its city has often been overlooked in favour of more scenic spots on the river or more exciting towns down south, the area around Udon Thani has never had to worry about luring visitors, albeit Thai ones.

Once the staging ground for an anti-insurgency in the 1800s, the province once again became a military base in the 1960s during the Vietnam War. Today, the area offers a snapshot of Isan as a whole: river views, mountains and food.
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TOP TIP

Scrambling around ancient sites can be sweaty work. Remember to bring a full water bottle, sunscreen and mosquito repellant.



Fragments of History

DISCOVERING AN UNKNOWN CIVILISATION

The possibly apocryphal story of the ascent to global recognition of Ban Chiang involves the clumsiness of Harvard student Stephen Young, who tripped over a tree root only to fortuitously discover a half-buried pot from an ancient civilisation. A mass excavation ensued, uncovering the burial site that is now considered evidence of the most important prehistoric civilisation in Southeast Asia.

What is not in dispute is that the first evidence of this Bronze Age civilisation appeared when a Ban Chiang doctor building his house near Wat Pho Sri Nai uncovered a cache of distinctive vases in 1957. What he had discovered ultimately turned out to be the location of a 5000-year-old mass burial site. Today, the site, open every day, has been given over to the archaeological excavation pit, where visitors can see a few skeletons and shards of pottery arranged as they would have appeared when first discovered. Also on display along the walls are stone tools, iron axe-heads and bronze bracelets, which also adorned the arms of the dead.

Further down the road, Ban Chiang National Museum houses a more complete collection of the pottery, with its instantly recognisable red whorls on buff background designs. After some artefacts from Wat Pho Sri Nai were damaged by flooding, the bulk of the collection went to the the museum and is located next to exhibits of reproductions of the excavation pit and working atmosphere of the site, along with fascinating glimpses of what the prehistoric culture might have been like based on researchers’ findings.
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BEST WORKSHOPS IN BAN CHIANG

For such a small town, Ban Chiang is surprisingly blessed with places to make your own souvenirs.

Ban Chiang Pottery & Painting Group

For the artistically inclined (or the curious), this place allows you to throw and paint your own pots.

Ban Chiang Indigo Dye Weaving Learning Center

Ban Chiang is also home to a community of Tai Phuan villagers. Learn how to weave and dye traditional Tai Phuan clothing coloured with indigo dye bearing elaborate designs.



WHERE TO SHOP IN BAN CHIANG

Golden Pot

Exact replicas of what you’d see at the archaeological site without the tomb raiding. $

Puan Coffee

Located between two guesthouses, this coffee shop has a cute souvenir shop attached. $

Raan Paiporn Mai Thai

A selection of local Thai silk fabrics in a village known for its traditional textiles. $$

Fire in the Sky

BLESSINGS FROM THE MEKONG

It’s a mystery worthy of Agatha Christie: who sends balls of flame up into the sky every full moon in October like clockwork? Some theorise that the fireballs are the result of swamp-gas explosions with a great sense of timing; others say Laotian soldiers are shooting flames into the sky to trick gullible Thais. What is not in dispute is that the fireballs, which appear one day every year, draw tens of thousands of tourists weekly to the banks of the Mekong in a festival known as Bang Fai Phaya Nak (Naga Fireball festival).

People once believed that the fireballs were congratulations to the Lord Buddha from the mythical nagas, or serpents who live in the river. The nagas, a common motif in temples throughout Isan, are considered Buddha’s main protectors. A statue of his chief protector, the seven-headed Mucalinda, is now at Tha Sadet in Nong Khai, an hour north of Udon Thani and a major meeting point to see the fireballs.

Today, festivities have ballooned from the first full moon after Buddhist Lent to a weeklong celebration, replete with rowing contests, dance performances and, of course, street food. The apex of the festival is a river parade of boats lit up by twinkling lights, followed by a light and sound show. Whether the fireballs are still a natural phenomenon or something cooked up by Thai tourism officials now seems like a moot point; regardless of the reason why, people from all over the country gather along the sleepy Mekong for one week of the year.


A THAI FISHER’S LIFE

Next to Ban Diam, the area around Moo Baan Don Kaew – a village on an island completely surrounded by water lilies – was once famous for its marsh grass, popular for making the suea (woven mats) sat on by workers while lunching next to the fields. Due to overharvesting of the reeds, water lilies took over, gradually taking up enough territory to make this region a series of smaller ‘red lotus lakes’ that are stunning in the early morning. Dotted with fisher’s huts on stilts and grazing water buffalo left to roam freely on the roads, the area is also rich ground for bird-watchers, as shown by the bird-watching towers by the road.



WHERE TO STAY IN NONG KHAI

Amanta Hotel Nong Khai

Only 1.5km from Tha Sadet with a fitness centre, free parking and a restaurant/bar. $$

Mut Mee Garden House

A mere five-minute walk from Tha Sadet, offering a variety of comfortable rooms. $

Keerawan House Rim Khong

A B&B right on the riverside located in Phon Phisai, in the thick of the Naga Fireball festival. $$

In Bloom

A CARPET OF FLOATING BLOSSOMS

Undoubtedly one of the most photographed sites in Isan, the Red Lotus Sea or Talay Bua Dang gives viewers a taste of Thailand cranked up to 11. One hour southeast of Udon Thani by car, the freshwater lake is virtually blanketed with the fuchsia colours of blooming water lilies, lending a quiet, somewhat eerie air as your boat cuts through the waters. Also known as Thalesab Nong Han and bordering both Nong Han and Kumphawaphi distrcts, the unusual lake was said to have come about after a king decided to hold a rocket festival to determine who would marry his daughter, Princess Nang Ai. Because of the princess’s beauty, the competition was fierce – involving various intrigues including murder and black magic – and became so disruptive that nagas from a nearby river flooded the area with water, thereby creating the lake.

Alas, the blooms are only really out in full force in January and February, between sunrise and noon. The lake is virtually swarmed on Valentine’s Day, when the bright pink blossoms make a great backdrop for couples’ social-media photos. To hire a boat, go to Ban Diam Pier where a row of boats awaits. Choose either a small boat (150B per person for one hour) or a big one for larger parties (500B for one hour). Although the blooms are a marvel only two months of the year, the lake still provides a nice glimpse into rural life outside Udon Thani, where much of the population depends on fishing to survive.
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NOT JUST A PLACE TO STAY

Popular among longtime travellers to Thailand, Pimali Resort & Training Centre is a beautiful hotel on the rural outskirts of Nong Khai. While Pimali hosts four spacious wooden bungalows with all the expected amenities (wi-fi and air-con) as well as some unexpected ones (fisher’s pants, yoga mat), it also serves as a training centre for disadvantaged local youth who would otherwise find themselves in low-paying jobs in the fields or a factory, or in prostitution. By gaining experience at Pimali, workers are learning skills to help them get hospitality jobs, as well as teaching them English. A bonus is the off-menu killer Thai BBQ at the restaurant, supplemented with vegetables from the garden.

Scan this QR code for further information.
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WHERE TO HAVE LUNCH NEAR THE RED LOTUS SEA

Bua Daeng Cafe

Both Thai and Western specials around a lily-flecked pond. $$

Raan Loh Tung

Good Isan grub featuring all the usual suspects like sôm dam and lâhp in a comfortable setting. $

Maderbua Cafe

A photogenic coffee shop featuring easy-to-eat one-dish meals for people on the go. $

Village Life

LIFE IN A MEKONG COMMUNITY

The village of Nong Khai was once known for its refugee camp during the Vietnam War. Today Nong Khai, 50 minutes north of Udon Thani, is a picturesque village showcasing the beauty of the Mekong River and the mountainous landscape of Laos beyond it.

Although it only really sees crowds during the Naga Fireball festival, Nong Khai is worth visiting any time of the year, if only to take in the river views from its Walking Street.

Bicycles can be rented on the eastern end of the street, or you can explore what’s on offer at nearby Talat Sadet, where goods from China and eastern Europe mingle with local toys and handicrafts. Later, sit at a cafe to watch the sunset, or hire a boat from a restaurant such as Krua Kru Nong, which offers hour-long cruises with lunch or dinner for 1000B a boat, plus the cost of the food.

The frankly bizarre sculptures at Sala Kaeo Ku also make for an interesting detour. Inspired by both Buddhist and Hindu religions, you can pay your respects to Ganesh, learn some Buddhist life lessons, and feed the fish, some of which are alarmingly large.

You can then drink away all the goodwill you’ve earned at Issan Rum Distillery, where tours of the rum-making process are given in the cooler months from October to February and tasting sets are available at 120B. There is also a restaurant and ample space to sit and chat next to a glistening green lake.
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GETTING TO LAOS FROM NONG KHAI

Crossing over to Laos from Nong Khai via the 1.2km-long Thai-Laos Friendship Bridge I is the most popular way into Laos from Thailand. Although not amenable to travellers on foot, you can take a shuttle across the border between 6am to 10pm. Visitors with a valid passport can get a 30-day visa once they have crossed the border for anywhere from US$20 to US$45, depending on your nationality. Weekend or off-hour (outside 8am to 4pm) crossings will cost you an extra US$1. Not having a passport-sized photo for your visa will also cost you US$1. Once in Laos, you can opt to take bus 14 for the 20km to Vientiane, which will typically cost US$3.




GETTING AROUND

Besides bicycles (and motorbikes, which can be rented on Walking Street), you can also take a túk-túk to where you need to go, but remember to negotiate the price beforehand.





NAKHON PHANOM
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Although Khon Kaen may be busier and Chiang Khan more on the tourist trail, little Nakhon Phanom is still seriously charming. A town where traffic slows to let you cross and longtime residents still greet each other by name, Nakhon Phanom harks back to the days of a Thailand 40 years ago, when people might have seemed a little gentler with each other.

Known as the ‘City of Mountains’, Nakhon Phanom is actually just a small town, and a relatively flat one at that. Its nickname comes from its first-class view of the mountains of Laos, which look like something that could be found in Sa Pa in Vietnam. Perhaps this is why Nakhon Phanom is also known for its large and still-vibrant Vietnamese community, even serving as home for a time to the ‘father of Vietnam’ himself, Ho Chi Minh.
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TOP TIP

Even if you don’t choose to cycle along the riverside trail or take a cruise, spend some time along the river to soak in the dramatic landscape.



Sundown on the River

EXPLORING THE RIVER OF STONE

Out of all the riverside towns in Isan, Nakhon Phanom may be the one blessed with the best riverside running and cycling trail. Roughly 13km with a view of some of Laos’ most picturesque mountains, this trail is a boon to running and cycling enthusiasts, as well as people who just want to take a leisurely stroll – provided you stay off the light-blue side of the trail as some cyclists go at great speed.

Perhaps best at sunrise when the sun is just peeking through the Laotian peaks, the trail leads from Thoet Phrakiat Park towards the Third Thai-Laos Friendship Bridge, passing the iconic Naga Statue in Nakhon Phanom’s city centre along the way. Indeed, every Sunday at 6am, cycling tours start from this monument, also known as Phaya Si Satta Nakharat. Along the trail, cyclists (and runners too) will pass by colonial-style houses, the beautiful town of Thakhek in Laos across the river, and the Vietnamese Memorial Clock Tower, another city landmark.

If you want to get even more up close and personal with the Mekong River, a cruise is the only way to go. Luckily, the Happy Cruising boat leaves from the pier across from the sprawling Indochina Market (worth a gander if you have the time) to St Anna Nong Saeng Church before looping around back to the pier. The trip takes 1½ hours (50B a person), with departures leaving around 5pm to take advantage of the sunset.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN NAKHON PHANOM

The so-called ‘City of Mountains’ has plenty of charming places to stay with a view of Nakhon Phanom’s claim to fame.

Fortune River View Hotel

Right along the river, this hotel also offers a swimming pool, bathtubs and free parking. $$

Blu Hotel

Also blessed with river views, guests can enjoy the mountains from their balconies. $$

SP Residence

This hotel may not have a grand view, but it’s only steps from the river. $



PLACES FOR A COFFEE IN NAKHON PHANOM

Roastmary Coffee & Dessert Cafe

Centrally located on Blu Hotel’s ground floor, in the middle of the city’s ‘action’. $

Bake@Home

Set in a contemporary house near Ban Na Chok, seats outside are pleasant in mild weather. $

Termsuk Coffee House

This spot is surrounded by a garden and has good pastries. It also gains plaudits for its fast wi-fi. $

Vietnam in Isan

LEARNING ABOUT A LONGTIME COMMUNITY

Surprisingly, many do not know that a substantial Vietnamese community has long lived in Isan. The first wave of migration, in the early 1900s, happened after the French overtook Indochina; the second, in the post-WWII era, occurred after the French returned in 1946. When migrating to Thailand, newcomers chose to settle on the banks of the Mekong in towns like Nakhon Phanom, which made ideal bases to stir up more political unrest. The most historically prominent of these newcomers was Ho Chi Minh, known among his countrypeople as ‘Uncle Ho’ and the man who would eventually become the father of modern Vietnam.

The village of Ban Na Chok still houses Ho Chi Minh’s house, where Uncle Ho hatched his ultimately successful plan to start a revolution. Kept in mint condition by the Thai descendants of his former landlords, the one-storey wooden house still maintains the same old-fashioned kitchen utensils, dust-caked shoes, and even star fruit and coconut trees said to have been planted by the man himself. The verdant garden out the back brims with torch-ginger and red-ginger blossoms, while the descendants also live on the grounds, making a living by selling ao dai (traditional dresses) and homegrown tea.

Vietnamese government officials deemed this site as not grand enough and set up the Ho Chi Minh Museum on the grounds of the Thai-Vietnamese Friendship Village in response. It is just down the road from the house, but is more of a shrine than a museum.


SAMPLING THAI-VIETNAMESE CUISINE

Thai dishes that have been strongly influenced by the Vietnamese can be found all over Isan, and even in Bangkok. Perhaps the most popular of these is kài kata, or ‘egg in a pan’, said to have been invented by the Vietnamese when American GIs requested American breakfasts. The egg is typically baked with minced pork or mŏo yaw (steamed pork sausage) on top, with a sweet bun on the side. Another dish, gŏo·ay jáp yoo·an, is a Vietnamese take on Chinese rice noodles, featuring thick, sticky strands in a pork broth. The Thais, being Thai, sometimes add copious amounts of chilli powder to the mix, resulting in a dish the Vietnamese might not recognise.




GETTING AROUND

Nakhon Phanom is a surprisingly bicycle-friendly town, with rental shops available along the cycling trail. Motorcycle taxis and túk-túks also work the roads, but much of the town is small enough to explore on foot.

To get to Laos, boats are available several times a day, every day, to the town of Tha Kaek on the other side. Visas on arrival can be obtained with most passports.





Beyond Nakhon Phanom
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The pinnacle of adventure in the region lies tucked away in this bend of Isan.


Thai people like to characterise ‘wild’ or ‘natural’ experiences as dip, which means ‘raw’. Out in the forests of northeast Isan, a jungly region punctuated by rocky outcroppings that jut dramatically into the sky, the experience you get would be considered dip dip indeed. Compared to the rolling lushness of Loei, a province like Bueng Kan seems almost feral, its mountains like stones welded together into fantastic shapes and its foliage known as a haven for wild snakes.

But the exploration is worth it. From a teetering temple set into the side of a mountain to a former hermits’ enclave turned photo destination, this region holds a dizzying array of experiences in store – if you dare.
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TOP TIP

Beware of the hairy caterpillars that hang suspended from trees. Their ‘fur’ can trigger rashes.



On the Lonely Mountain

A NEW WAY TO MEDITATE

One of the biggest pieces of advice given to meditation newbies at Thai retreats is to stay firmly in the present by analysing every step and acknowledging every emotion. This teaching comes in handy when climbing Wat Phu Tok, also known as the ‘Lonely Mountain’, where a temple is partly built with wooden slats and partly carved into the mountain’s rocky face, 359m above ground.

Two hours and 20 minutes from Nakhon Phanom, the temple was created by monk Luang Pu Juan, who conceived of it as seven levels depicting the seven stages of Buddhist meditation. Luang Pu Juan died in an aeroplane crash in 1980, but not before seeing his creation finished. Monks have since worked assiduously to maintain the grounds, as well as making sure (we are told) that all the wooden staircases and walkways are safe.

At the bottom, as you ascend, there are signs in Thai offering advice on perseverance and care, all of which will come in handy as the steps get steeper. Eventually, you will be asked to choose either the left staircase or the right staircase, with most visitors being advised to take the right, typically leading to the temple’s famous stomach-dropping views from a suspended wooden platform. However, signage is not great, so it is easy to end up on the other, less-death-defying trail. There is also a dearth of signs informing you that poisonous snakes live on Level 7, or that Level 7 simply involves a lot of bashing through the forest with no views.


BEST CONVENIENCE-STORE SNACKS

Because the trek to the Lonely Mountain can be a long one.

Mieng kum-flavoured potato chips

These chips mimic mieng kum, a mix of ingredients wrapped up in a leaf and eaten by hand.

Roasted seaweed

The most popular brand is Tao Kae Noi, which sells a spicy-salty version.

Custard-filled cake

A range of companies such as Euro Cake offer marshmallowy, sweet buns stuffed with custard of different flavours such as pandan leaf and strawberry.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR THE LONELY MOUNTAIN

One Hotel

Located in Bueng Kan, this quiet hotel is blessedly modern-looking and clean. $$

Lake House Naka Cave

Contemporary and stylish, set next to a lake close to a similar mountain temple. $$

Little Garden Resort

Draws rave reviews for its cute wooden bungalows, comfortable beds and idyllic surroundings. $

The Great Outdoors

A HIDEAWAY NOW DRAWS HORDES

Once known as a destination for monks seeking complete isolation to meditate in the woods, Phu Sing Hin Sam Wan in Bueng Kan, Thailand’s newest province, has morphed into one of Isan’s most popular tourist destinations, two hours northwest of Nakhon Phanom. While the view from the top of the cliffs are indeed spectacular, the rest of the mountain also offers some stunning vantage points.

At the visitors centre, join a pick-up tour for 500B to visit five sites. A ranger will drive you up the hill to your first destination, a temple carved into the mountain rock at which you can pray to a golden Buddha and make a donation. But before you go, a few words of advice: hang on. The ride is not gentle, slow or calming. Some more words: keep your mouth closed. In the rainy season, hairy caterpillars hang from threads like spiders from the trees, hitting unsuspecting travellers in the face (and mouth).

After the temple is the main attraction, Three Whale Rock, where unobscured views from three sandstone cliffs ‘swimming’ next to each other extend all the way into Laos. Close by, Hermit Cave Viewpoint gives visitors a chance to create their own ‘flying’ photo shoots, complete with witch’s brooms. At Elephant Rock, copses of bamboo hide shy blue birds, while Lion’s Head Gate bookends another popular view. The Hundred Ponds stop includes a look at some abandoned hermit huts, as well as water-filled holes eroded into a rock suspended over the valley.
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IT’S EASY SEEING GREEN

This region is full of areas in which to experience the local flora and fauna. Famous for the rare breed of chameleon discovered there, Phu Wua Wildlife Sanctuary is home to 30 elephants in thick jungle and is pockmarked with waterfalls. The most popular of these is Nam Tok Chet Si, or ‘Seven Colours’ waterfall, named for the rainbow hues the water throws off as it cascades from its sandstone ledge. Roughly an hour south of Phu Wua, Phu Langka National Park is where the Naka Cave can be found. From there, another steep mountain trek will lead you to a rock resembling a snake, coiled up and ready to strike.



WHERE TO EAT IN BUENG KAN

Im Num Samran

Tasty, basic Thai food in a convenient location at the (admittedly sparse) town centre. $

Saaitaanbun Vegan Restaurant

A vegetarian selection of Thai-style dishes including holy-basil stir-fry. $

Botanica Cafe & Bistro

Chichi surrounds with a focus on healthy, organic cuisine. $$

Sacred Sites

THE HOLIEST OF ISAN’S HOLIES

The chedi (stupa) known as Phra That Phanom, a 50-minute drive south from Nakhon Phanom, is a common pilgrimage stop for devout Thais, all of whom come to pray to the holy relics of the Lord Buddha believed to be enshrined there. Originally erected around 500 BCE, it was built after Buddha told his disciple Mahakasyapa that he wished for his breast relics to be brought to Phu Kampra, the site of That Phanom, in order for Buddhism to survive.

Activity on the grounds centres on a 53m-high pagoda inside which now reside Buddha’s chest bones, brought from India. Visitors must take off their shoes to approach the square-shaped pagoda that’s surrounded by bright white tile. While it was originally built more than 1000 years ago, an earthquake followed by an unrelenting rainstorm toppled the pagoda in 1975, making it necessary to rebuild the entire structure. The damaged clay bricks were replaced with white concrete and built on top of the 6m-high original clay base. Inside, the eight-layered gold case containing Buddha’s eight relics remains, having been unharmed by the previous pagoda’s collapse.

If your taste for sacred Buddhist sites remains unsated, you can check out Phra That Renu, only 15km away. A scaled-down version of That Phanom’s previous iteration, the pink-and-white pagoda is also considered an extremely holy site, imbuing those who visit with great merit. The surrounding temple grounds also hold a big textiles market featuring local fabrics, including Phu Thai indigo-dyed cotton.
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THAI TEMPLE ETIQUETTE

Although Thais are usually tolerant by nature, one thing they cannot abide is misbehaviour at religious sites. Some of the most important rules to remember include making sure your shoulders and knees are covered; never touch a monk if you are a woman; never enter into monastery grounds, or bot, typically signposted by eight stones in a square; always take off your shoes before entering the prayer hall, or viharn; sit with your feet tucked under or next to you; do not point at the Buddha; and don’t take selfies with the Buddha. While it seems like a lot, it is mostly commonsense guidance for keeping your trip as drama-free as possible.




GETTING AROUND

Unfortunately, these sites are only reachable by motorbike, van, car or taxi, all of which can be hired in downtown Nakhon Phanom.





UBON RATCHATHANI
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Everything you hear about Ubon Ratchathani primes you for metropolitan bustle, similar to regional peers Udon Thani and Khon Kaen. Like Khon Kaen, it is a university town; like Udon Thani, it is well known for its food scene. But once you get to Ubon, you realise that it still has the feel of a small town. Veer off the main streets and you may find yourself in the kind of neighbourhoods that you’d expect to see in a remote provincial village, complete with communal washer and dryer. And from the city centre, everything is basically five to 10 minutes away, including the airport.

The fact is, Ubon is a lot of fun. Live music blares from lakeside bars, while neighbours chat over glasses of sato (rice wine). The perfect hybrid of city and village, Ubon would seem to have it all, even beaches.
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TOP TIP

Ubon is considered one of the hottest provinces in Isan. The sun is extremely bright at any time of the year, so a pair of sunglasses, hat and sunscreen always come in handy in the daytime. April is the hottest month of the year.



Slave to the Rhythm

DANCING TO A MUSICAL TRADITION

Set to tales of unfaithful lovers, working in the fields and homesickness, the tunes of Isan’s country music have formed the soundtrack for everyday life for many decades. Called luk thung and mor lam, they are two musical genres that are often confused for each other. Mor lam, literally translated to ‘doctor of dance’, comes from centuries-old roots derived from deep inside neighbouring Laos’ culture, sung by a mor lam (same name as the type of music) who employs a rap-like, percussive delivery accompanied by the kaen, a bamboo reed instrument, and the phin, a two- to four-string guitar. Meanwhile, luk thung, or ‘child of the fields’, is often more plaintive and reminiscent of American country, but incorporates a battery of other influences including Afro-Cuban music and Japanese enka.

Surprisingly, given that Isan is the birthplace of mor lam, it’s difficult to find a place to listen to this music outside a temple festival celebration. Tawandang is by far the most prominent, featuring both mor lan and luk thung shows on a regular basis in a setting that recalls a German beer hall. The Country Club, as the name suggests, also focuses on Thai country music in a two-storey space that includes outdoor seating. Next to Mae Nam Mun, the extensive nautical-themed complex that is Chom Jan Hug Moon includes a generously sized live-music venue that plays a mix of music including luk thung. Finally, the string of live-music venues along Huai Wang Nong Reservoir occasionally plays luk thung as well.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN UBON

Ubon is blessed with cheap-but-comfortable options in the middle of town.

Centara Ubon

Most likely considered the nicest hotel in town, this hotel offers all the usual amenities: wi-fi, free parking and air-con. $$

Yuu Hotel & Cafe

Eccentrically decorated but still comfortable; the hotel’s lobby is also a popular cafe. $$

Rapeepan Ville Hotel

This small hotel sports comfortable rooms, as well as a restaurant with lily pond. $



WHERE TO GO FOR A QUIET(ER) DRINK

Wrong Way Cafe

Popular with expats, serving both food and drinks in a cosy setting. $$

Barn

A wide selection of craft beer and cocktails in a tiny space. $$

Ubon Tap Taste House Craft Beer & Foods

Centrally located pub with many beers on tap. Nice and quiet before 10pm. $$

On the Beach

WHERE SAND MEETS WATER

In Thailand, hat means ‘beach’, which is surprising given that landlocked Ubon Ratchathani has several. But as a city sporting not one but two rivers, the definition of beaches has expanded to include basically anything with sand next to water. Another important thing to remember? Thais don’t go to the beach for the sun and sand. A beach means a place where you can eat and drink when you are not swimming.

This explains a place like Hat Khu Duea, which is not a place that non-Thais would recognise as a beach per se. The sand has been taken over by restaurants, while others float out in Mae Nam Mun on rafts. They all serve essentially the same thing: dancing shrimp, or live baby shrimp in a spicy dressing, and grilled snakehead fish, perfect with an ice-cold beer woon that has been kept for a while in the freezer until it gets a jelly-like consistency.

Meanwhile, Hat Wat Thai doesn’t even exist for most of the year. But if you time your visit from December to February, a beach will appear around the rim of a small island in the middle of Mae Nam Mun that is popular with locals. The only way to set foot on the island currently is by walking halfway along the highway bridge and taking the stairs down to the island. You can view the island from either side of the bank, but Chom Jan Hug Moon is especially recommended as it proffers a perfect view of the island from a floating sala metres away.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN TOWN

No worries: one doesn’t have to be a dedicated beach bunny to get a good meal in Ubon Ratchathani.

99 Guay Jab

This Vietnamese-style noodle joint has changed hands, but the amiable older woman behind the soup pot still cooks the original recipe. $

Indochine

This restaurant (which has expanded to an air-conditioned wing next door) has offered well-made Thai-Vietnamese fare for decades. $

Raan Porntip

Straightforward Isan food at this institution renowned for its grilled chicken. $



WHERE TO EAT VEGETARIAN FOOD IN UBON

Grow Up Eatery & Farm

Vegetarian Thai cuisine in a bright, cheerful setting near the night market. $

Utthayan Bunniyom

Extremely affordable vegetarian Thai run by volunteers from a Buddhist religious group. $

Raan Aharn Jay Guan Im Ubon

Another very inexpensive Thai vegetarian option in a humble shop-house space. $

Working the Former Paddy Fields

THE CORE OF ISAN’S BIGGEST PROVINCE

It is a truth maybe not-so-universally acknowledged that every major city in Isan has its own ‘Central Park’, the nexus of all activity when the sun starts to wane. In Ubon Ratchathani, that place is Thung Si Mueang, once an expanse of rice-paddy fields that was transformed into a public park during the reign of Rama V. Although, with its 880m running track, it can be considered relatively more petite than its counterparts in Khon Kaen and Udon Thani, it does anchor a handful of interesting attractions that give visitors a clearer picture of Ubon Ratchathani.

The City Pillar Shrine draws city residents who make merit there in hopes to have their greatest wishes granted. Built in 1972, it is only a few steps from the National Museum, where visitors can learn about the city’s history, its geography, nearby archaeological discoveries, and its culture. Nearby, atmospheric Wat Thung Si Mueang, built during the reign of Rama III, is popular for its Tripitaka Library, set in an ancient wooden house on stilts over a lake to protect the works inside from termites.

Open from 4.30pm, the Thung Sri Muang Night Market brings travellers and locals alike in search of a cheap street-food meal, particularly if they’re fans of khăo ji, or Thai-style banh mi, which is toasted with a filling of egg and pork floss. Accompany your meal with beer and a selection of sweet desserts like Thai-style egg custard.


TRADITIONAL ISAN INSTRUMENTS

A special type of music requires special instruments. The kaen, most associated with mor lam, is a long mouth organ made of bamboo producing a high-pitched, harmonica-like sound. The pi, not to be confused with the guitar-like phin, is a type of oboe, while the khoey is a type of flute. The saw duang is a kind of two-stringed fiddle played with a horsehair bow, while the saw u resembles a banjo but with two strings and a lower tone. To keep the fast-paced tempo, musicians use the cymbal-like instrument known as the sing, the kap, a wooden clapper, and various drums known somewhat appropriately as kong.




MUSIC & RIVER VIEWS

Besides hosting a big music venue on its grounds, Chom Jan Hug Moon is also great for river views of Hat Wat Thai.




GETTING AROUND

Ubon has its own distinctive yellow-and-red or yellow-and-blue taxis, as well as túk-túks and songthaews (open-air mini-buses). Motorcycle taxis are also available, but remember to negotiate your price.





Beyond Ubon Ratchathani
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When the province is sweltering, the abundance of waterfalls and rivers is welcome.


Many of Isan’s most famous sights can be found here, home of the ‘Emerald Triangle’ – the mysterious meeting point of Thailand, Laos and Cambodia. This is where the region’s waterfalls seem to converge, becoming a natural waterpark when the drought of the first half of the year gives way to downpours that fill the province’s many lakes and streams. Alien-like moonscapes get softened in the rainy season, while river currents slow for long enough to allow even amateurs to try their hand at some fishing. If you catch the province at a dry time of year, there are still prehistoric cave paintings and glow-in-the-dark temples to visit.
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TOP TIP

Great souvenirs to bring home include clothing tie-dyed with the local indigo and jugs of sato, or rice wine.



Chasing Waterfalls

SWIMMING IN NATURE’S PLAYGROUND

Between the months of October and February, the many rivers and streams of Ubon Ratchathani Province swell from monsoon rains, luring hundreds of Thais in search of water-filled fun. Although there are many famous waterfalls to choose from, one of the most famous is Nam Tok Saeng Chan, two hours from Ubon Ratchathani, which features a long cascade of water through a hole in a limestone ledge. The waterfall is said to be best viewed during the waxing moon, which is why it is nicknamed the ‘Moonlight Waterfall’.

Nam Tok Soi Sawan, which is closed from June to August, sports 25m-high cascades that resemble a necklace. Close to the waterfall steps, the nearby Wildflower Field bursts into multicoloured bloom in December and January. On the way to Nam Tok Soi Sawan, Pha Sok includes a natural pool described as ‘nature’s Jacuzzi’ that can be accessed via the park officials’ pickup from October onwards. Although all these destinations are technically on Pha Taem National Park grounds, they are at least a half-hour drive to the prehistoric cave paintings.

Located in Kaeng Tana National Park, Nam Tok Tat Thon (not to be confused with the one in Chaiyaphum) is a semi-circle of waterfalls leading to a wide basin perfect for swimming.

Meanwhile, in Phu Chong Nayoi National Park, Nam Tok Huai Luang flows from a height of 45m into an emerald-coloured basin rimmed by white sandy beaches. Accessible via 272 descending steps, the waterfall is the highest in the region, making it the Emerald Triangle’s biggest watery draw.
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OTHER GREAT AREA WATERFALLS

From October, area parks are full of water-loving travellers taking a break from the heat.

Nam Tok Huai Phok

A gentle cascade over a series of stone shelves 100m from a tenting area in Pha Taem National Park.

Nam Tok Thung Na Mueang

This waterfall is close to Nam Tok Saeng Chan and boasts good signage.

Nam Tok Praon La-or

Although this waterfall is close to Huai Luang, it’s often overlooked, making it usually deserted.



WHERE TO DRY OUT BEYOND UBON RATCHATHANI

Pha Sok

Besides the natural pool, Pha Sok is known for its limestone ledge with great views.

Pha Moei Viewpoint

Close to Nam Tok Soi Sawan, the trail is actually a 4WD road.

Don Tana

A teakwood-flecked islet in Mae Nam Mun, reachable by a suspension bridge.

Messages From the Past

DECIPHERING PREHISTORIC CODES

Thais once called Pha Taem the ‘mountain of death’, believing it capable of killing anyone foolish enough to try to climb it. Today, Thais know the mountain, 99km from Ubon Ratchathani, for its prehistoric cave paintings, as well as being the first place in Thailand to see the sunrise.

Pha Taem Cliff is the site where researchers discovered ancient paintings from as far back as 4000 years ago. Today, the cliff paintings are readily accessible by well-hewn paths and decent signage leading to four groups of paintings stretching out over 3.4km (just remember not to go on the trail after 6pm). The first group of paintings, clearly depicting fish traps, elephants and giant catfish, is by far the most popular; many tourists at this point turn around to head back to park headquarters. If you decide to press on, the second group of paintings 300m along the path is as evocative, if a bit smaller and fainter.

Roughly 800m on, the third group of paintings, drawn by the Pha Mon Noi, illustrates an agricultural lifestyle with scenes like a human figure chasing a deer through a rice paddy. By the time you get to the fourth set of paintings at the top of the mountain, you might see some faint vestiges of what once was a painting, but stepping back to get a better look would mean dropping off the side of a cliff. It’s far better to follow the signs to the car park to loop back to park headquarters, over 1km away.
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OTHER SIGHTS IN PHA TAEM

Pha Taem isn’t only about peering at historical cave paintings and trying not to fall off a mountain. A host of interesting rock formations also awaits, including the row of mushroom-like rocks of Sao Chaliang, reminiscent of Easter Island if the heads resembled fungi. Said to have been created after an ocean dried up, the mushroom ‘caps’ are studded with embedded shells, while the ‘stems’ were shaped by a mix of water and wind.

Pha Chana Dai in Pa Dong Na Tham, said to mark Thailand’s easternmost point, is a popular place to view sunrises, but Pha Fey is the park’s true easternmost point, reachable via the north side of the ridge.



WHERE TO GET A SNACK BEYOND UBON RATCHATHANI

Pha Taem Cafe

A quick open-air lunch spot with a great view. $

Kanwala Cafe

A nice cafe in Khong Chiam with a vintage feel. $

Hugkhong Caffe

Serves Thai-style coffee in an open-air space overlooking the river. $

Where the Waters Meet

VISITING THE BI-COLOURED RIVER

The bucolic village of Khong Chiam, 48km northeast of Ubon Ratchathani, is famous for its location at the site where the usually brown waters of the Mekong River meets with the green waters of Mae Nam Mun. The waters do not mix, creating a clear demarcation between the two rivers that can even be visible from the walkway behind Wat Khong Chiam.

Next to this viewpoint, local motorboats who usually ferry Thai passengers to and from Laos can be persuaded to take passengers up close to the bi-coloured waters for 800B. When heavy river currents are more manageable after October, you can also negotiate a fishing trip here, or ask them to get in touch with a fisher’s boat. Otherwise, the walkway provides plenty of cafes and restaurants from where to watch the bi-coloured river, including Michelin Bib Gourmand winner Pae Araya.

Little Khong Chiam has more in store than bi-coloured vantage points, however. The charming Tohsang Cotton Village shows visitors the labour-intensive process of making the beautiful cotton clothing in the gift shop, from weaving to indigo dying. For a fee, visitors can participate in an indigo-dying workshop themselves. Only 35 minutes from the village, Chong Mek Border between Thailand and Laos presents the only land-based crossing between the two countries in all Isan. Provided you have your passport with you, you can take the five-minute walk from Chong Mek into Laos, from where a songthaew (open-ended truck) can take you wherever you wish to go.


BORDER TOWN

The only land-based border crossing to Laos in Isan, the town of Chong Mek is only 11km from Wat Sirindhorn Wararam.




BEST PLACES TO STAY IN KHONG CHIAM

With its close proximity to national parks and the city, Khong Chiam makes a good, if somewhat more low-key, base from where to explore Ubon Ratchathani Province.

Tohsang Heritage Resort Khongjiam

You may find your accommodation heavenly or down-at-heel depending on which building you are staying in, but it’s right next to the river. $$

Bluemoon River Resort

Hard to believe given its waterside location, but this place is extremely reasonable with free wi-fi and parking. $



WHERE TO EAT IN KHONG CHIAM

Krua Khun Fai-Som Tum Yai Sa

Near the bi-coloured river viewpoint with superior Mekong fish dishes. $

Raan Kha Khun Na Khong Chiam

A good evening spot with beer, fresh seafood and live music. $$

Spicy Fish Chiam

Next to Mae Nam Mun, specialising in spicy river fish in a rustic outdoor setting. $

Natural Wonders

SWISS-CHEESE LANDSCAPES, GLOWING TEMPLES

Of all the special attractions bringing visitors to the area, Sam Phan Bok (loosely translated as 3000 holes) is arguably the most famous. Two hours from Ubon Ratchathani and formed by centuries of river waters shaping the soft sandstone rocks, the site is the biggest rock reef in the Mekong and transforms into the ‘land of 3000 lakes’ when the rainy-season monsoons have soaked the landscape without completely immersing it, typically from November to February.

While it is fun to pretend you are walking on the moon while wandering among the sandstone craters, Thais – excellent marketers – have developed a map of must-see sights that every traveller to Sam Pan Bok must visit (and, ideally, photograph oneself at for social-media purposes). The most popular of these is the Grand Canyon, a thick rift of rock bordering a stream that is navigable by boat when the waters have gotten high enough. The mauve-ish layers of stone also beckon to bouldering enthusiasts with their unusual shapes and obvious abundance of specimens.

Another popular attraction is the Mickey Mouse hole, three circles connected to resemble the iconic Disney mascot. Although there are several places that could pass as Mickey Mouse, there is only one true one, usually only found when bringing along a guide who can lead you to the correct location and take your picture once you’ve found it.

Other popular sites include the Challenging Hole, so named because you can leap from one side to the next and the Fireplace Hole, set in a wall of stone.

There is also the Elephant Trunk Bridge, jutting out over a pool of water; the Star Bridge, a doughnut of rock inside which you can repose next to a reflecting pool; and the Love Hole, a deep pool of water flanked by similar-looking promontories. Because clambering to all these sites can make you quite warm at midday, the best time for visiting is either sunrise at around 6am to 6.30am or in the late afternoon at around 4pm. However, there are no real times set for this attraction.

The best way to access the area is to hire a pickup truck with a driver from 6am to 5pm to take you for 200B per person, while cruises are available during the same hours for 500B per person (however, no one will stop you from walking there on your own). A tour guide is sometimes available at the site, and their fee is donation-based. If you choose to venture a little further, Hat Chom Dao (‘star-gazing beach’) stages similar rocky views and clambering pleasures, 24 minutes from Sam Phan Bok.

About 1½ hours from Ubon Ratchathani on the Thai–Laos border, Wat Sirindhorn Wararam presents another popular attraction for travellers, especially at night. With help from some judiciously applied paint containing phosphorus, parts of the temple absorb enough sunlight during the day to emit an eerie glow at night, typically around 6pm to 6.30pm. Try not to use your flash while lining up with fellow photographers hoping to capture the first few moments.
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BIGGEST ISAN TRAVEL TIPS
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Chin Chongtong, founder of Chili Paste Tour and Ubon Ratchathani native

Just go

The Mekong River and the countryside are special things in Isan. All the way from Loei to Ubon, so many riverside towns have lovely scenery and are interesting for travel. The countryside always makes us relaxed, because of the ricefields, water buffalo, cows and local people, and you can find the Isan grilled food everywhere.

Ubon Ratchathani

The best province for travelling in Isan and I am not only saying that because I am from there. Really, it is a big province and has so many attractions, for example Pha Taem National Park, Sam Phan Bok, Khong Chiam, Ubon Museum, waterfalls, temples, farms, craft shops and dancing shrimp.



SNACKS BY THE ROAD BEYOND UBON RATCHATHANI

Watermelons

Sold by the roadside in profusion and the vendors can cut them for you. $

Roti Săi Mài

A thin flatbread meant to be wrapped around candy floss like a tortilla. $

Woon Maprao

Young coconut-milk jelly, eaten by Thais when it’s hot. $


MY FAVOURITE PLACE IN ISAN
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Maitree Siriboon, artist and Ubon Ratchathani native

Sam Phan Bok

I like Sam Phan Bok, the ‘Grand Canyon’ of Isan. There is a strong belief that nagas live in the Mekong River and Sam Pan Bok is one of the places where the nagas live.

This part of Isan doesn’t have sea or big mountains, which is what most tourists seem to need, even for some tourists who have come to Thailand so many times. It’s not bad to stop by Isan. Especially since there are airports in Isan and its borders connect to Laos. The real Isan food is in Isan, too.




GETTING AROUND

Besides a car, a bus from Ubon Ratchathani can take you to Chong Mek, from where you can take a túk-túks to Wat Sirindhorn Wararam. Sam Pan Bok is accessible by car or by boat from Had Chom Dao, 1¾ hours from Ubon Ratchathani.





DRIVING TOUR
Exploring the Eastern Mekong by Car

If you have a week to explore, you can simply follow the meandering Mekong as it makes its way from the top tip of Isan down past green-carpeted mountains and pastoral border towns to the eastern edge of the province, shadowing Laos all the way. At your destination in Ubon Ratchathani, you will be greeted by myriad waterfalls nestled in jungle and a cool beer by Mae Nam Mun.
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1 Nong Khai

This town, boasting a 5km ‘walking street’, offers a comfortable base from which to explore small town life for a couple of days, just metres from Laos.

The Drive: Follow the Mekong east along Rte 212 to Hin Sam Wan, also known as ‘Three Whale Rock’, two hours and 40 minutes away.
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2 Hin Sam Wan

Take in breathtaking views from the top of the mountain known as ‘Three Whale Rock’, named for its three distinctive sandstone cliffs crowning the top. Back safely at the bottom, fortify yourself with a lunch from the made-to-order cook by the car park.

The Drive: Continue on Rte 212 before heading south along Rte 3009, finally veering southwest on Rte 3012 to Wat Phu Tok, aka the ‘Lonely Mountain’, 45 minutes away.

3 Wat Phu Tok

Make sure your shoes are tied and your water bottle is filled at this unusual temple, made up of seven levels culminating in the top of a mountain and accessible only via 359m of stairs. If you have time to linger, visit the museum at the bottom to learn about the temple’s history.

The Drive: Continue back on Rte 3009 north back to Rte 212 along the Mekong to Nakhon Phanom for 2½ hours for a well-deserved rest.

4 Nakhon Phanom

Here, you can learn about the history of Isan’s entrepreneurial Vietnamese community, or you can simply sample some great Thai-Vietnamese cuisine for a couple of days.

The Drive: Continue on Rte 212 south along the river for a little over an hour to That Phanom, one of Thailand’s holiest sites.

5 That Phanom

Every year thousands of Buddhists flock to this chedi, where the chest bones of Lord Buddha himself are believed to be kept inside an eight-layered gold chest.

The Drive: Continue on Rte 212 south for four hours. It will switch to Rte 2034 once you enter Mukdahan Province, following the Mekong all the way to Khong Chiam.

6 Khong Chiam

Famous for its location where the Mekong and Mun rivers meet, Khong Chiam is a pleasant place to rest after a long drive and offers plenty of diversions.

The Drive: Take Rte 217 west to Ubon Ratchathani, an hour and 15 minutes away.

7 Ubon Ratchathani

End your trip at the de facto capital of southeastern Isan with a night of local music, a glass of sato rice wine, and maybe even a bowl of ‘dancing shrimp’.







KO CHANG & THE EASTERN SEABOARD
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BEAUTIFUL BEACHES AND NATURE CLOSE TO BANGKOK


While the southern region of Thailand is most popular when it comes to a beach holiday, the eastern sea coast has many secret corners for you to explore.
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If you’re visiting Thailand for only a short while and don’t have that much time to fly down south for Ko Samui or Phuket but still feel like a quick beach getaway, the eastern region is your answer. The Gulf of Thailand has many hidden gems to offer, as well as all the mainland nature and activities. This region is most popular with Thai travellers since it’s within driving distance of Bangkok, so is easy for families to pop over to Ko Chang for a quick beach holiday when a lot of family members are travelling together at once. Or a big group of friends might cross over to Ko Samet for a weekend to party before going back to work on Monday.

This part of Thailand is also the biggest fruit-producing region for the entire country. Many plantations offer a fruit buffet and it’s a great way for you to explore all the tropical fruit at once and find your favourite. Apart from the fruit, the seafood here is also a phenomenon: fresh, cheap and straight from the fishers at the fishing village or market. Many beachside accommodation places usually offer an outdoor grill so you can go to the fishing village, grab some seafood and cook it with your family at your beachfront homestay.

The eastern region is the perfect destination for you to explore if you’re after a quieter, nonflashy and unexplored Thailand destination.
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THE MAIN AREAS

KO CHANG

West coast convenience, east coast nature.

CHANTHABURI

Home of gemstones and delicious fruit.

RAYONG

Ko Samet or mainland fun.

CHONBURI

More to offer than just Pattaya.



Find Your Way


Ideally, it’d be best to have a car to travel around in this part of Thailand but it’s not the end of the world if you don’t. There are plenty of car- or bike-rental shops, and public transport at these destinations.
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Plan Your Time


The good thing about this part of Thailand is that there are destinations for however much time you have – from a short one-day beach getaway, to a weeklong island-hopping trip.
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If You Only Have One Day

• With only one day, spend it in Bang Saen. It may not be the most beautiful beach in Thailand but it’s the closest one within only a one-hour drive. The area has been developed and now has many cool restaurants and cafes along its 2.5km sandy beach.

• This is a perfect lunch or dinner getaway out of Bangkok – or you can jump on one of those banana-boat rides, too. Bang Saen is a good choice for visitors who don’t want to feel exhausted from a long drive but still want a quick beach retreat.




Feels Like a Road Trip

• If you have longer, head to Rayong. Most people know Rayong for its popular island-getaway, Ko Samet, but the mainland itself has a lot to offer. It’s about a four-hour drive from Bangkok, but the province is massive and has plenty to offer, including fresh fruit, fresh seafood and many beautiful beaches on the Gulf of Thailand, without the need to get on a ferry.

• Next detour to the surrounding provinces such as Chachoengsao to pay your respects at Wat Luang Phor Sothon, or Sa Kaew to visit the 13th-century stone castle Prasat Sdok Kok Thom.




A Week of Island Living

• If you have a week, make it these three islands – Ko Chang, Ko Kut, Ko Mak – in Trat Province.

• We recommend you start from Ko Kut, get all the nature feels in and spend three days walking around barefoot, before moving to the smaller island, Ko Mak.

• Spend another three days at Ko Mak and really give your body that break it needs, before moving on to Ko Chang for some civilisation. Here you can readjust to people again on your last night before heading back to Bangkok.



Seasonal Highlights

Fruit season coincides with low season, when most places close. The eastern region has activities at different times.

NOVEMBER–DECEMBER

Thailand has the most tourists flying in, so wherever you go, you’ll run into a crowd.
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JANUARY–FEBRUARY

It’s still high season but compared to Christmas, it’s more ideal if you want to avoid big crowds.
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MARCH

The temperature starts to rise. It’s a summer holiday for Thai schools so you may see a lot of families.
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APRIL

This is the hottest month in Thailand, but it comes with the biggest water-fight festival, Songkran Festival.
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MAY–JUNE

Some days are rainy, some are just bright and hot. Beaches are doable but people are starting to pack up to leave.
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JULY–AUGUST

Avoid the islands if possible. Head over to Chanthaburi or Rayong for their fruit season instead.

[image: jpg]

9WITGIGGS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

SEPTEMBER–OCTOBER

Rain dies down and humidity starts dropping; people begin to travel again.

[image: jpg]

MELYSNA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©



KO CHANG
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Ko Chang is the third largest island in Thailand, just behind Phuket and Ko Samui. Just like any touristy destination, at first glance you may be put off by how overdeveloped this island is. The two sides of the island are separate from each other and offer totally different vibes of activities and crowds.

Arriving at the pier, turning right – heading to the west coast – you’ll be faced with all the civilisation, several 7-Elevens across the road from each other, and next to each other, or many more restaurants than your stomach could handle in your entire trip. But if you take the left at the pier – heading to the east coast – that’s where you’ll find all the nature, small communities, a fishers’ village and even a mangrove or a wooden-boat tour to see the way of waterfront living.

So, whether you’re after a bit of convenience, or a bit of nature, this ‘elephant’ (Chang means elephant in Thai) island has you covered.
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SIGHTS

1 Ao Khlong Prao

2 Ban Bang Bao

3 Ban Salak Phet

4 Hat Kaibae

5 Hat Khlong Kloi

6 Lonely Beach

7 Mu Koh Chang National Park

8 Nam Tok Khiri Phet

9 Nam Tok Khlong Plu

10 Nam Tok Than Mayom

11 Salak Phet Mangrove Forest

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

12 ATV Monster Adventure

14 Ban Suan Cooking

see 2 BB Divers

14 Blue Lagoon Koh Chang Thai Cooking School

see 1 Chang Diving Centre

15 Dolphin Divers

see 14 Ka-Ti Culinary Cooking School

16 Koh Chang Thai Cooking School

see 14 Napalai Thai Cuisine School

17 Salak Khok Boat Tour

18 Tan Trekking

see 2 Thai Ocean Academy

19 Tree Top Adventure Park




TOP TIP

Rent a car from Bangkok and drive to Thammachat Pier – bring your car with you on the boat to use around the island. There are motorbikes for rent on the island, but the roads are mostly S-curves overlooking the cliff, and require a brave soul to ride them.



WHERE TO EAT ON KO CHANG’S WEST COAST

J Mam Seafood

One side is a seafood retailer, another is a restaurant. The seafood is fresh from the retailer. $$

Sale e Pepe

Sale e Pepe has the best pizzas you will find on the island. $$

El Barrio

Probably the only Mexican restaurant here serving authentic Mexican food. Closed in monsoon season. $$



TOP SIGHT
Ko Kut


For those seeking untouched nature and an escape from everyday life (your phone won’t even have reception in most parts), Ko Kut is your answer. On top of powder-white beaches, you can trek through lush tropical jungles filled with butterflies on your way to a waterfall. You can also stay in one of Thailand’s most luxurious resorts.
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Scan this QR code for information about ferry transfers.
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Hat Khlong Chao

This is one of the must-visit beaches on Ko Kut. Despite being popular, it’s still very peaceful and comes with a sandy beach and clear turquoise water, nestled amid coconut trees. Towards the southern part, there is the mouth of Khlong Chao canal, which flows from the waterfall Nam Tok Khlong Chao. This stunning beach is located on the western coast of Ko Kut, making it an ideal spot to enjoy sunsets. The calm and shallow waters near the shore make it a safe and inviting place for swimming and wading.


DON’T MISS

Hat Khlong Chao

Ao Yai Kee

Ao Phrao

Ao Salad Fishing Village

Nam Tok Khlong Yai Kee

Nam Tok Khlong Chao



Ao Yai Kee

Ao Yai Kee (pictured) is a bay with a beach stretching approximately 500m. The beach area has beautiful white sand and coconut trees as a backdrop. The right-hand side of the beach is separated by a canal, Khlong Yai Kee. At the head of the canal, there is a rocky area that serves as a viewpoint. From here, you can enjoy unobstructed views of Ko Mai Si, which is also used as an airport for private planes. The visibility of the fish in the water is really soothing and provides a sense of tranquillity.

Ao Phrao

Ao Phrao is considered the last bay of the island and has the longest beach on Ko Kut. It has a lot of shade and is a good spot for water activities along the entire bay. What sets Ao Phrao Bay apart is the presence of the Ao Phrao community, a local village where you can gain insights into the traditional island way of life. Strolling through the village, you’ll encounter friendly locals going about their daily routines, providing an authentic and enriching cultural experience. And why not stop by at Ao Phrao Temple to make some merit while you’re at it?


STAYS

Soneva Kiri is the most luxurious place here. A private plane transfer from Bangkok is included in the price.

Bann Makok has air-con, a restaurant and a secret path to the beach. You need to walk through a mangrove to get here.
Koh Kood Resort is family-run and has been around for almost 20 years, before anyone really heard of Ko Kut. It also runs boat tours.



Ao Salad Fishing Village

Ao Salad used to be a notorious hideout for pirates who raided the surrounding waters. Nowadays, it is a small fishing community where you’ll find shrimp, clams, crabs and fish for purchase. The houses are arranged in the sea, with wooden bridges connecting them. When the tide is high, the village stands out and showcases the distinctive fishing culture that is worth visiting.

Nam Tok Khlong Yai Kee

Nam Tok Khlong Yai Kee is a secluded waterfall nestled amid trees and rocks, a short walk from the parking area. In some parts, there is a steep, concrete trail that may become slippery if it rains during your trek, but it’s still accessible enough. It’s a refreshing spot for swimming, with a picturesque pool beneath the falls with harmless small fish that nibble the skin off your feet.

Nam Tok Khlong Chao

Nam Tok Khlong Chao is a medium-sized waterfall where the water flows down a 10m-high rocky cliff into a wide and deep pool. You can take a dip in the pool to cool down after trekking through the tropical jungle, with many butterflies to keep you company. Compared with the walk to Nam Tok Khlong Yai Kee, the walk to Khlong Chao is much easier and mostly on flat land.


TOP TIPS

• Visit during monsoon season to feel like the only person on the island; perfect for some quiet time.

• Scooters for rent are easy to find and the best way to get around. However, the roads are not beginner-friendly.

• Songthaews are another way to get around, though make sure you hold onto the rail tight.

• Usually your resort can arrange your ferry back to the mainland. Your ferry ticket will include resort pickup.

• If you’re planning to be out all day and not sure if you’ll be back by evening, close your windows. Mosquitoes come out at sunset.





West Coast: Nature’s Playground

WHERE ADVENTURE MEETS CIVILISATION

Ko Chang is one of the most popular beach destinations for Thai families, thanks to the ferry that allows you to drive your car straight on it and bring your car over on the island. This part of the island makes you feel like you haven’t even left the city – especially with your car with you – it has everything and all the conveniences you might want.

Frankly, its popularity makes it lose its charm a bit, but if you’re travelling with children or elderly people and want them to get a touch of nature, but not too much, then this is perfect.

There are plenty of activities and sightseeing spots catered to all ages, and plenty of affordable seafood restaurants side by side, with 7-Elevens in every corner on this side of the island.

Mu Koh Chang National Park is a land and marine national park that covers the entire archipelago and protects much of the central part of the island. Conservation efforts are a bit haphazard, but you will be required to pay the park entrance fee when visiting some of the waterfalls.

At former fishing community Ban Bang Bao, built in the traditional fashion of interconnected piers, the villagers have handed in their nets to instead rent out portions of their homes to souvenir shops and restaurants. The main enclosed pier is lined with shops, but is no worse for that. Most visitors come for the excellent seafood restaurants and shopping.

At the eastern end of Ao Bang Bao, Hat Khlong Kloi is a pretty sandy beach that is away from the package-tour scene and, though popular, still has a hidden-away feel. There are all the requisite amenities (beer, food, fruit, massage) and a few guesthouses. Truck taxis will drop you off here, or it’s a 1km walk from Bang Bao.

Ao Khlong Prao beach is a pretty sweep of sand pinned between hulking mountainous headlands and split by two estuaries. At low tide, beachcombers stroll the rippled sand eyeing the critters left naked by the receding water. Sprawling luxury resorts dominate here and the primary pastime is sunbathing by the pool, as high tide gobbles up much of the beach. A highlight is the canal lined with stilt shop houses and a few seafood restaurants and guesthouses.

A companion beach to Khlong Prao, Hat Kaibae is a good spot for families and couples. A slim strip of sand unfurls around an island-dotted bay that’s removed from the worst of the package-tourist scene but still has plenty of good bars and restaurants along the main road. There is kayaking to the outlying island of Ko Man Nai and low tide provides hours of beachcombing.

The last thing you’ll be at Lonely Beach is lonely, as this is Ko Chang’s backpacker enclave and the liveliest place to be after dark – until at least 5am. Here, vodka buckets are passed around and the speakers get turned up. The beach has pebbles at the southern end and towards Bailan Bay, but there’s a decent sandy strip to the north. Its original, long-forgotten name is Hat Tha Nam.

For those who want to get dirty and explore the wild, ATV Monster Adventure offers a guided ATV tour up the mountain. If you love a bit of adventure and want to experience other parts of Ko Chang rather than just beaches, snorkelling or eating seafood, this is the perfect alternative. The facilities are safe and aimed at families to allow them to participate in this extreme activity together, safely.

For a family-friendly spot, check out Tree Top Adventure Park, an ecofriendly jungle adventure course with zipline circuits for children to play in and tire themselves out for the day.
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Mu Koh Chang National Park | NATALIA SIDOROVA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


KAI BAE HUT SPEEDBOAT

For snorkelling tours of the surrounding tiny islands, you could rent a boat for 12,000B if you want a private tour with just your family. For this price, you’ll leave the shore at 9am and be back at 4pm. Lunch and snacks are all included on board. A half-day (1pm to 4pm) is 6000B. You’ll be visiting islands like Ko Wai, Ko Yuak and Ko Pri. These services are available year-round. Their group-tour boat only operates during the high season (October to April). So, if you find yourself on Ko Chang during monsoon season and want to do an ocean tour, a private boat is your only option.



WHERE TO STAY ON KO CHANG’S WEST COAST

Bhuvarin Resort

Located on the very deep end of the island up on the hilly cliff, so you get the best view. $$

KB Resort

Three-star beachside wood-shack huts – they feel very private. $$

Sea Escape Koh Chang

Live in a proper house at this beachside resort that’s only a few steps away from Kai Bae Beach. $$


AHARN TARM SANG

Aharn tarm sang means ‘made-to-order food’. If you see a shacked-up roadside restaurant with just a roof, posts, a couple of tables and seats with an aunty or uncle (sometimes both) in the kitchen, you’ve found it. This type of restaurant feeds many Thai people daily because it’s so convenient. There’s no menu, but the most-ordered dishes are pàt kâ prao (basil stir-fry), khao pàt (fried rice) and kana mŏo grob (kale stir-fry with oyster sauce and crispy pork). Depending on what ingredients the aunty and uncle found at the market that morning, you can usually tweak your order; hence, aharn tarm sang. Most Thais have a favourite local aharn tarm sang, and the aunty or uncle memorises your order. It’s the beauty of Thai hospitality.



WHERE TO EAT ON KO CHANG’S EAST COAST

Krua Rim Lae @ Than Mayom

Simple open-air beachside aharn tarm sang restaurant serving anything as long as they have the ingredients. $$

Durian Plantation Je Na Ko Chang

Grab durian right from the plantation. Call and check it’s in season: 6682 448 7386. $$

Aunty Jaew Kitchen Salak Kok

Thai made-to-order dishes from 60B inside the wooden house over the water. $



TOP SIGHT
Ko Mak


If Ko Kut isn’t small enough and quiet enough for you, here is your answer. Ko Mak offers a tranquil and laid-back atmosphere, perfect for a getaway retreat. However, there are a couple of music festivals twice a year that draw a crowd from everywhere, but mostly Bangkok. So, plan accordingly.
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Scan this QR code for more information about Ko Mak.

[image: jpg]



Cinnamon Scenic Boardwalk

Cinnamon Scenic Boardwalk is a Ko Mak landmark. This wooden bridge extends into the sea and when you walk to the end and turn around, you’ll get the full view of Ko Mak. It is about 500m long, making it the longest bridge on Ko Mak. Along the way on this wooden bridge, there are platforms extending into the sea for you to lay down, relax and listen to the sound of the waves as close to the ocean as possible while staying out of the water.


DON’T MISS

Cinnamon Scenic Boardwalk

Ko Kham

Ko Kradat

Blue Pearl Bar

Laem Tukkata Cape



Ko Kham

Ko Kham is another island close to Ko Mak. You get there by taking a kayak across from Ao Son Yai as that is the closest point – about 1km away. If you’re not up for kayaking, you can also hire a boat by contacting any resorts in the Ao Son Yai area. Ko Kham’s claim to fame is its pristine and unspoiled white sandy beach, coupled with waters so clear that you can see to impressive depths. Beneath the surface, a vibrant world of coral reefs awaits, making it an ideal destination for snorkelling. A day spent exploring the underwater wonders of Ko Kham is bound to be a memorable one.

Ko Kradat

Ko Kradat is another tiny island close to Ko Mak that you could get to in five minutes by long-tail boat. The main highlight here is the herd of hundreds of deer that inhabit the island, earning the nickname ‘Safari in the Sea’. There’s a tractor service to take you around the island to see the deer in their natural habitat. Not too far from Ko Kradat, there’s another even smaller island with only one tree, known as Ko Khai Hua Roh. It’s accessible by walking across the sea during low tide, adding an extra touch of adventure to your island explorations.

Blue Pearl Bar

Forget about your typical beach clubs located on the beach: this beach bar by Koh Mak Cococape Resort is in the middle of the sea and is abundant with marine life. The crystal-clear water allows you to see all the colourful fish and other sea creatures while you sip a cocktail. This is a popular spot on Ko Mak for watching the sunset. There are various seating options available including a beach bed, beanbag, or a pavilion located at the end of the bridge.


MUSIC FESTIVALS

Ko Mak is usually peaceful, offering a perfect chance to just chill by the beach. However, (for now) a couple of festivals bring live DJs to the island. Thaibreak Festival (thaibreak.net) is in summer (March to April) and Fly To The Moon (flytothemoon.space) is a New Year’s Eve music festival.



Laem Tukkata Cape

This is the westernmost cape of the island, so yes, the sunset here is spectacular with a full panoramic view of both Ko Mak and the other nearby islands. The path leading to the tip of Laem Tukkata Cape can be a bit rocky, so exercise caution as you make your way. However, the effort is undoubtedly rewarded with the opportunity to witness a breathtaking sunset against the backdrop of Ko Mak and its surrounding islands. It’s a spot that should definitely be on your must-visit list while on Ko Mak.


TOP TIPS

• Never forget insect repellent.

• Bring enough cash from the mainland. There aren’t many ATMs.

• There are many rocky beach areas. Check before you dive into the water.

• Your phone won’t work in most parts of the island. Check with your resort beforehand about wi-fi or your phone network provider.

• Bring a reusable water bottle. The heat and humidity – especially in monsoon season – is the real tropical-jungle humidity.

• Create as little rubbish as possible, and bring back whatever waste you can to the mainland, such as plastic bottles.





East Coast: Beaches, Jungles & Beyond

FEWER LOUD TOURISTS, MORE LUSH FOREST

The east coast is peaceful and remains undeveloped. It’s vastly different from the other side of the island and is filled with undulating hills of coconut and palm trees and low-key fishing villages in the far south. You will need your own transport to explore this charming coast of scenic bays and mangrove forests. Ko Chang’s mountainous interior is predominantly protected as a national park. The forest is lush and alive with wildlife and threaded by silver-hued waterfalls and trekking routes.

If you didn’t bring a car from the mainland, you’ll see many motorbike-rental shops everywhere – you can rent one for 200B to 300B per day – but be careful on the roads, especially after it has been raining. There are no barriers to stop you from going over the cliff on most parts, and the roads here are very hilly and extreme like you’re on a roller-coaster. They are definitely not for the weak of heart!

To discover what Ko Chang was like before tourists came, visit Ban Salak Phet, in the south. This sleepy community is full of stilt houses, fishing boats and yawning dogs who stretch out on the roadside; it also provides access to some good treks.

The dense tangle of Salak Phet Mangrove Forest at Ao Salak Kok is protected by a group of fisherfolk who recognise its ecological importance. Mangroves are the ocean’s nurseries, fostering the next generation of marine species, as well as resident birds and crustaceans, and this bay is now Ko Chang’s prime ecotourism site. Villagers operate an award-winning program to preserve the environment and traditional way of life. Salak Khok Boat Tour (6687 748 9497) offers a wooden-boat tour year-round. For 800B, the boat (powered by human energy, it can take up to four people) will take you around the bay for 40 minutes to see the Salak Phet Mangrove Forest, but not out to sea. It runs daily between 8am and 4pm, but call first to see if the weather or water conditions are good enough to go out.

Nam Tok Than Mayom is a series of three waterfalls along the stream of Khlong Mayom. It can be reached via the nearby park office. The view from the top is superb and nearby there are inscribed stones bearing the initials of Rama V, Rama VI and Rama VII.

The island’s biggest and most impressive waterfall, Nam Tok Khlong Plu is a three-tiered cascade with a pool where you can swim (with fish). It’s easily accessible from Khlong Prao: head 1.5km off the main road, pay the national-park entrance fee, then head on up a 600m jungle path. The cascade is most stunning just after the rainy season months and more pleasant in the morning before the crowds arrive.

Nam Tok Khiri Phet is a small waterfall, 2km from Ban Salak Phet. It’s a 15-minute walk from the road and rewards you with a small, deep plunge pool. It is usually less crowded than many of the larger falls and is easily reached if you are in the neighbourhood of Ao Salak Phet.
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DON’T FEED THE WILDLIFE

It may seem like a way to get an up-close experience with the animals, but you should never feed them. Feeding wildlife makes them dependent on this food source and become ill-equipped to forage for food themselves. When the low season comes with little to no tourists, these animals will suffer and might even become angry.

The same goes for the dive or boat trips that feed the fish leftover lunches, or bread. It might be a fantastic way to see a school of brilliantly coloured fish, but the creatures then forsake the coral reefs for an easier meal, and without the daily grooming efforts of the fish the coral is soon overgrown with algae and will eventually suffocate.



WHERE TO STAY ON KO CHANG’S EAST COAST

Spa Koh Chang

It doesn’t get any more luxurious and comfortable on this side of the island. $$$

Flukie’s House

Stay in a cabin on a pond in the midst of the jungle and feel like you’re the only person in the world. $$

Jungle Way Bungalow (By Thomas)

In the jungle within walking distance of the Elephant Camp and a waterfall. $$

Get Your Diving Certificate

THEN DIVE THAILAND’S LARGEST SHIPWRECK

Ko Chang may not be as popular as Ko Tao when it comes to diving, but it’s a good place to start for beginners, or those intrigued by this underwater activity. The ocean does get quite rough in the Gulf of Thailand during monsoon season so try to plan your diving trip for the high season. A must-see dive spot in this region is the sunken HTMS Chang – the largest shipwreck in Thailand. Experienced wreck divers can explore cargo holds at depths of 27m to 29m.

Based at Bang Bao, BB Divers (bbdivers-koh-chang.com) is a well-run diving school and tour operation that has branches in Lonely Beach and Hat Sai Khao, as well as outposts on Ko Kut and Ko Mak. It offers both scuba diving and freediving lessons (high season only).

Chang Diving Centre (changdiving.com) is a professional diving set-up at Ban Khlong Prao offering a good range of excursions and courses. A beginner’s course to PADI scuba diving starts at 14,490B per person. It also offers a night dive, starting at 12,000B.

With over 18 years of experience, Dolphin Divers (scubadivingkohchang.com) now has three branches across Ko Chang: Hat Khlong Prao (its HQ), Ko Chang Paradise Resort and KC Grande Resort at Hat Sai Khao (White Sand Beach). The discovery course for scuba diving starts at 5500B. A day-trip tour that includes two dives starts at 3200B.

At Thai Ocean Academy (thaioceanacademy.com), a four-day beginner course for PADI scuba diving starts at 14,500B, and a two-day advanced course starts at 12,500B.

[image: jpg]

HTMS Chang | ZEPHYR_P/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


KAYAKING & SUP

SEA Kayaking

Offers both kayak rental and certificate courses (southeastasiakayaking.com).

SUP Station Koh Chang

Located in Khlong Prao; 500B for one hour or 800B for two hours (facebook.com/supstationkohchang).

SUP Adventure Asia Koh Chang

Offers both rental and courses for stand-up paddleboarding.

Salak Kok Kayak Station

On the island’s east side; explore Ao Salak Kok’s mangrove swamps on an award-winning ecotour program (Salak Kok Kayak: 087 748 9497).



HIKING ON KO CHANG

Tan Trekking

Family-friendly half-day treks from 600B. More difficult treks include Klong Son Trek and Elephant Trek.

Thailand Adventure Guide

Good English. Treks to Nam Tok Khlong Prao, plus family-friendly routes (facebook.com/adventureinthailand).

Mr Raht

Jungle treks, Salak Phet ascents and camping (086 155 5693; kohchang_trekking@yahoo.com).


OTHER ACTIVITIES ON KO CHANG

Koh Chang Thai Boxing House Club

It’s small but you can get a good workout at this cosy little place. Book in advance.

Koh Chang Shooting

A shooting range that offers various types of guns. Mix three guns with 18 bullets at 2500B.

Blue Haven Golf Course

A nine-hole course played in both directions to make a full round.

P Joon Gym

Open-fronted gym at Kai Bae Beach with spin bikes, treadmills, cross trainers, weights and more.



WHERE TO GET A TATTOO ON KO CHANG

Best Tattoo

Opposite Mac Resort & Bar at White Sand Beach. From simple styles to portraits, in both machine and bamboo styles.

Naka Tattoo & Art studio

Stop by here for a female tattoo artist. Located at White Sand Beach near Kacha Resort.

Boy Bamboo Tattoo

Tattoo artist, Boy, has a loyal following and some great reviews. Located at Lonely Beach.

Authentic Thai Cooking Classes

TAKE A FEW AUTHENTIC RECIPES WITH YOU

Thai food is full of flavours and colours. Some dishes are easy to make with only a few ingredients, such as pàt kâ prao, the most popular national dish (it’s the most ordered menu item everywhere), that only requires chilli, garlic, Thai basil (don’t mistake it for sweet basil) oyster sauce, fish sauce and a bit of sugar. You can cook it yourself when you get home, or try your hand at various types of curry.

If you’re not really a fan of extreme beach or jungle activities, cooking classes are a good way to pass time while your friends or family members go off on a dive or trek. Remember to book at least a day in advance.

Ka-Ti Culinary Cooking School runs recommended hands-on cooking (and eating) classes complete with recipe books. If you want to know what the food is like in advance, you can visit and eat at their restaurant beforehand. It’s available in French, too, upon request.

Napalai Thai Cuisine School has a social dinner class, running from 5pm until late, which is a great way to learn a new recipe while drinking and making new friends. Their regular morning class (9am to 1pm) is separated into seven categories: soup, stir-fry, salad, curry paste, curry, appetiser and dessert. Most of the ingredients are grown in their own garden.

Classes at Koh Chang Thai Cooking School take a minimum of four hours, with prices ranging from 1500B to 2300B, depending on the recipes. You’ll get to make around six dishes per course. A healthy recipe course is also available.

Instead of choosing a pre-set program of several dishes that have already been decided for you, Ban Suan Cooking (bansuancooking.com) lets you choose your own three dishes and one curry out of 29 dishes, for 1300B. Completely up to you! It offers classes every day at noon and 5pm. Classes last about three hours, including eating the food that you’ve cooked.

Alternatively, break up your lazy days with cooking classes designed to enhance mind and body at eco-minded Blue Lagoon Koh Chang Thai Cooking School. Classes are typically four hours and include four courses; book ahead. Each four-hour class is priced at 2000B per person. This includes transport to/from your hotel and a cookbook of Blue Lagoon recipes.


VOLUNTEERING

At the nonprofit centre, Koh Chang Animal Project, abused, injured or abandoned animals receive medical care and refuge. It also provides general veterinarian services and spaying and neutering. Volunteers and donations are welcome. Travelling vets and vet nurses often drop by, while nonvets help with numerous odd jobs. It’s best to call ahead.

Most songthaew drivers know how to get here; tell them you are going to ‘Ban Lisa’ (Lisa’s House) in Khlong Son.

Scan this QR code to find out how to volunteer or donate.

[image: jpg]




GETTING AROUND

With its huge ferry crossing at the pier, most Bangkokians prefer to just take their own car across to the island. Thanks to it being a very popular tourist destination, there are plenty of motorbike- or car-rental shops if you have decided not to drive. When you get off the ferry at the pier, there will be songthaew (converted pickup trucks with seats in the back) waiting to pick you up and drop you off at the hotel. Prices depend on how many passengers there are, but expect to pay around 60B to 200B. Note that the roads here are not easy to navigate.





TOP SIGHT
Trat


Trat is in the easternmost part of Thailand, on the border with Cambodia, and is best known as the place to catch a ferry to Ko Chang, Ko Mak or Ko Kut. However, Trat has more to offer than just a pier. The city has a rich cultural heritage, and is home to a significant number of ethnic communities.
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Scan this QR code for news and updates about Trat.
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Trat City Museum

This old wooden building with captivating architecture used to serve as the Provincial Hall, built during the reign of King Rama V. It was also registered as a historical site by the Thailand Department of Fine Arts. However, in 2004, a fire caused severe damage to the structure, so the Department of Fine Arts renovated the original building and transformed it into Trat City Museum.

Exhibitions are divided into six sections and showcase the province’s rich history in all its dimensions, from prehistoric times to the present. This is an ideal place to begin exploring and to get a better understanding of this easternmost city.


DON’T MISS

Trat City Museum

Baan Thammachat Lang Community

Baan Nam Chiao Community

Bang Phra Community Enterprise



Baan Thammachat Lang Community

Baan Thammachat Lang Community is a coastal community near the Gulf of Thailand. It’s home to Thammachat Pier, where you catch the ferry to Ko Chang. The community here decided that they didn’t want to just be a transit point to Ko Chang, so together they established Baam Thammachat Lang Community Enterprise. Their main activity is creating tie-dyed fabrics using natural dyes extracted from the three forests in the neighbourhood: the community forest, mangrove forest and herbal forest. Then, instead of using freshwater to wash the tie-dyed fabrics, here, they use seawater.

Baan Nam Chiao Community

Baan Nam Chiao (pictured) is a community that stands out for its way of life and culture. The people here have different religious beliefs, but coexist happily. Travellers can explore the simple way of life by visiting mosques and old temples within the community, and by going on a boat ride to see the mangrove forest and the mouth of the bay, or checking out the local craft of weaving traditional hats.

Another highlight is ‘Bridge to Test Your Willingness’ – a lofty wooden bridge that will test your fear of heights. There are also simple homestays.


SUKHUMVIT ROAD

Sukhumvit is one of Thailand’s longest roads at around 488km. It starts right after Ploechit in Bangkok and finishes at the border checkpoint in Amphoe Khlong Yai, in Trat, on the border with Koh Kong, Cambodia. If you say you’re staying in Sukhumvit area, it’s understood that you mean in Bangkok.



Bang Phra Community Enterprise

One of the charming communities in Trat City Centre, this old trading neighbourhood from the time of the Rattanakosin Kingdom (also known as the Early Bangkok Empire), still exudes a nostalgic charm. The community encompasses the area along Bang Phra Canal, which served as the original trading hub, extending to Rim Khlong Market, the main market on the city’s main road parallel to Bang Phra Canal. It is followed by Kwang Market and Tha Ruea Chang Market, lined with traditional wooden houses alongside shops, cafes, homestays, street arts, shrines and a canal-side stroll. Walking through this area will immerse you in the charm of the past.

Getting to Cambodia from Thailand

Cham Yeam/Ban Hat Lek is a permanent border crossing between Trat Province and Ban Cham Yeam, Monthon Sima, Koh Kong, Cambodia. It’s open daily 6am to 10pm. Stock up on US dollars before crossing.

A túk-túk to Koh Kong will cost US$5. From Ko Kong, there are minivans to Phnom Penh, Kampot and Sihanoukville. A taxi should cost US$3 per person and a driver will wait until there are four passengers. You don’t need to convert money to riel as baht is commonly accepted in Koh Kong and other border provinces.

A tourist visa costs around US$30. You may be asked for 1500B (about US$45) or US$30 plus a 100B to 300B fee. It’s better to get an e-visa online in advance (US$37).


TOP TIPS

• There’s no need to spend longer than two days and a night here.

• It’s easy to cross the border to Koh Kong, Cambodia from Trat, assuming that you have all your paperwork ready.

• While Ko Chang is more developed than the Trat mainland, it’s definitely still worth spending the night in the city centre.







CHANTHABURI
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This lovely quiet town may not be a popular or a well-known destination but it definitely has a lot to offer. Most Thais would know of Chanthaburi as the gem city – gem mines and gem-trading are big here. It’s also known for providing the country with some of the sweetest tropical fruit, from the infamous smelly durian to rambutan and to mangosteen.

Unlike its more popular neighbouring cities Rayong or Trat, Chanthaburi has a cuter, more laid-back vibe. You can walk around and stop to eat at any spots – they will hardly ever disappoint. While there aren’t many tourists around yet, they’re not a rare sight either, and since it hasn’t been overtaken by mass tourism, you’ll find the locals are extra friendly and welcoming here.
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SIGHTS

1 Ban Hua Laem Pagoda

2 Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception

3 Chanthaboon Waterfront Community

4 Chanthaburi River Community Cultural Centre

see 1 Chedi Klang Nam Viewpoint, Ban Hua Laem

5 Khao Khitchakut National Park

6 King Taksin the Great Shipyard

7 Wat Pak Nam Khaem Nu

8 Wat Phai Lom

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9 Bao Ploy Lek Phet

10 Chanthaburi Surf Tribe

EATING

11 Chanthorn Pochana Maharaj

12 Chanthorn Pochana Old Town

13 Chui Restaurant

14 Je Eed Seafood Noodles Old Town

15 Krua Loong Chaey Restaurant

SHOPPING

16 Chanthaburi Gem & Jewellery Centre

17 Gem Trading Market




TOP TIP

If you’re unfamiliar with Thai tropical fruit, you can visit a fruit farm – and there are plenty to choose from – where they let you try all the types of fruit available and pay as you go.



WHERE TO GO CHASING WATERFALLS

Nam Tok Phlio National Park

Popular park with a pleasant short nature trail that loops around the waterfalls.

Khao Soi Dao

A 16-tier waterfall inside a national park. For safety purposes, you’ll be allowed to go up to the ninth tier only.

Nam Tok Trok Nong

There’s a campsite (you can even park an RV) surrounded by nature and it’s walking distance from the waterfall.

A Shiny, Sparkling Visit

HOME OF NATURE’S DAZZLING MASTERPIECE

For generations, Chanthaburi has been in the gem business, though nowadays, the new generation (usually the children or grandchildren of the family) will tell you that gems are not as easy to find in Chanthaburi anymore. However, Chanthaburi still remains the gem city because even if gems are hard to find on the ground here now, the skills remain. So, families import gems from overseas, put them through various processes until they become shiny jewellery, and trade or sell them.

Chanthaburi Gem & Jewellery Centre should be the first stop you make if you would like to learn more about gems. It’s also right in the city centre and very easy to access – you can walk from your hotel and Chanthaburi city centre is a great place to walk in. It’s free to visit and opens daily from 9am to 5pm. On the 2nd floor, there’s a museum dedicated to everything you need to know about the gem industry of Chanthaburi, from the various gem types to all the production processes, from mining to shaping. Once you’ve walked through the museum and learned about gems, you’ll open a door into a gem market. If you’re looking to get something for yourself, there are only three types of gem that can be dug up in Chanthaburi – yellow sapphire, green sapphire and star sapphire – with the rest imported.

If you need more, every Friday to Sunday from 9am to 6pm, the normally quiet streets a few minutes’ walk from the cathedral get swamped with people from all over Thailand for the Gem Trading Market, where you can buy dozens of gems at a time.

Now that you’ve learned about and shopped for gems via museums and markets, it’s time to dig up some yourself. About a 45-minute car ride from the city centre, you’ll arrive at a gem learning centre, Bao Ploy Lek Phet, hidden among all the surrounding fruit farms. Once you’re there, the first thing they’ll ask you to do is change into their provided clothes because you’re about to get very dirty. There will be staff taking you down 4m to 5m below ground – don’t worry, it’s only a small, newly dug hole for learning purposes only and not a real mine, so it’s safe to climb down. You’ll be given tools and then you can dig up and take some of the soil up on the land, before being led to the cleaning area where you’ll use a watering hose and your hand to try to find gems in the soil you’ve just brought up. You pay 500B for this workshop and you can take home whatever gems you find. They will also provide you with some snacks, drinks and a souvenir – a gem based on your birthday (eg, if you were born on a Monday, you’ll get yellow sapphire).


CHANTHABURI TOURISM BOARD

If you are looking for suggestions for what to do while you’re in Chanthaburi, the Chanthaburi office of the Tourism Authority of Thailand (facebook.com/tatchanthaburi) is very helpful and responsive on Facebook Messenger. You can message them with any questions you have and they will usually respond within a few minutes with some great local recommendations.

You can also email them at tatchan@tat.or.th or call them on 663 948 0220.

Scan this QR code for recommendations for visitors to Chanthaburi.
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WHERE TO GO CHASING WATERFALLS

Nam Tok Kra Ting

This waterfall’s source is Khao Khitchakut National Park. It has 13 tiers but it’s only safe to go up to the eighth.

Nam Tok Khlong Phaibun

Inside Khao Khitchakut National Park, this waterfall is smaller than the others on the list. It’s good for bird-watching.

Nam Tok Makok (Olive Waterfall)

A short pleasant walk into the forest, and there’ll be almost no other people.

Sweet Fruity Frenzy

DISCOVER TROPICAL BLISS IN CHANTHABURI

Chanthaburi is one of the places in Thailand that produces fruit for the whole country, and if you visit between May, where the annual fruit festival happens, and July, you’re in so much (fruity) luck. Some orchards have a buffet deal where you pay one price (around 1000B) and eat as much fruit as you want.

The most common types of fruit in Chanthaburi are the following.

Infamously stinky, creamy and yellow, durian is a virtual gold mine for the locals, with the price for 1kg of already-peeled durian going up to 1300B, or even more in some cases. Some people find it unbearable, while some people can’t get enough of it, and you’ll find that pretty much all hotels across Thailand and the Skytrains in Bangkok have banned people from bringing them inside. The smell is something, but the taste is also something else. There are also so many different varieties to explore with different sweetness and texture (but the smell still remains). Durian is available from May to July.
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Once you peel the thick purple skin off a mangosteen, you expose sweet, refreshing, juicy white pieces. Some hotels may also ban them due to purple goo that can be hard to wash off. It doesn’t stink like durian, but you have to watch out for the pips that could slide down your throat. Available from March to June.

The red, hairy rambutan is one of the fruits that most Thais grew up eating and will have formed some of their very first memories. Rambutan is one of the most common fruits used in loy kaew, which you’ll often find in the dessert section of many Thai restaurant menus. It consists of sugar syrup with a hint of pandan and fresh fruit floating in the syrup, served with crushed ice. Rambutan is available from May to June.

You may have seen longan in neighbouring countries to Thailand or even in Bali, but they are nothing like the Chanthaburi longan, which is bigger and crisper. This fruit is super sweet and available between July and August.

Compared to other fruit in the eastern region that have made it to the mainstream, you’ll find the juicy and sweet longkong is not that well known. Watch out for the sticky goo from the peel, which might require you to wash your hands with soap a few times afterwards. Available from May to July.

Just like durian or rambutan, sala doesn’t look very appealing from the outside; some people call it the snake fruit because of the texture of its peel. This is less sweet than durian, rambutan or longkong, but the slightly sour flavour gives it a unique and refreshing character. Some even say it tastes a bit like cough syrup. Like rambutan, this is a common fruit used to make the dessert, loy kaew. Available from May to November.
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PRIVATE DRIVER ON THE GO

Even though Grab services are quite common in the city centre area, it is not easy to get one to take you out as far as Bao Ploy Lek Phet or Nam Tok Phlio National Park, so it’s best to pay for a car privately to take you there.

Pretty much every car that drives for Grab will also moonlight as a private rental for day trips, so if you’ve taken a few Grab rides during your trip, you should have already been given a few phone numbers that you can call.



WHERE TO STAY IN CHANTHABURI

Rimnam Klangchan

Nice and spacious city or business hotel – but still very homey – right on the river. $$

Luang Rajamaitri Historic Inn

Stay in a historic building in the old town at this boutique hotel on the river, offering 10 unique restored rooms. $$$

Bang Chan River Homestay at Landless Village

A 150-year-old fishing village with all-you-can-eat seafood; you might see red eagles. $


PLANTATIONS

Rinradee Garden

A B&B right in the middle of an orchard with a fruit buffet deal around every June.

Rich Dad Farm

Started in 1961 as an orange orchard before planting Chanthaburi native fruit. In 2007 all the orange trees died, which prompted the farmers to switch to completely organic.

KP Garden

As well as fresh fruit, it also offers fruit-based snacks. If you’re new to durian, crispy durian chips are a good place to start.

Baan Suan Ratchanat

Open for fresh fruit from mid-April until all the fruit is gone. The cafe among the durian trees serves an unforgettable durian cake.



WHERE TO STAY IN CHANTHABURI

Tum Baan Suan

Family-run homestay-style hotel in the orchard with all conveniences amid nature. Grill your own BBQ meats. $

Phlio Resort

You’ll see this new resort on your way to Phlio National Park, with its silver roof reflecting the sun. $$

Baansuan Rudee Resort

Family-run riverfront property with its own waterfall, spacious rooms and home-cooked meals. Other waterfalls are nearby. $$

Flavours of Eastern Thailand

THAI CULINARY TREASURES FROM THE EAST

Eastern Thai dishes may not have the profile of those found in northern or southern Thailand, but they are well worth seeking out. One of the best eastern dishes is mŏo chamuang curry, which combines pork belly with local herbs and sour chamuang leaves. Whatever restaurant you end up at, this is a must-try dish from this region.

Another dish to keep an eye out for is sên chăn pàt pu, crab stir-fried with Chanthaburi noodles. Despite its bright orange colour, it’s not as spicy as it looks, and is served with fresh vegetables.

Kài tŏm krawan is chicken soup made with another local flavouring known as krawan, which you’ll also find in other eastern dishes, such as fish stir-fried with krawan.

While noodles are popular everywhere in Thailand, liang noodles in the east are produced using local herbs. In the dish kuay tiew mŏo liang, the broth is made with pork bones, giving it a slightly sweet taste, before sugar cane and vinegar mixed with sliced chilli are added to the broth.

And while kăang (mantis shrimp) are seldom eaten elsewhere in Thailand, in the east you’ll see them all the time. They are very similar to regular prawns.

There are several good places to try the local dishes in Chanthaburi. Chanthorn Pochana is known for using fruit in its dishes, and serves a particularly fine mangosteen spicy salad, along with regional specialities. There are two branches – the Old Town and Maharaj. The latter is near the weekend night market, allowing you to walk off your meal afterwards, and perhaps pick up a souvenir or two.

On the river in the old town, Je Eed Seafood Noodles Old Town has been run by Je Eed (Auntie Eed) for decades. Her speciality is tŏm yum seafood noodles that feature all kinds of seafood caught in Chanthaburi, especially mantis shrimp. Her sweet red pork and rice with seafood is also another must-try dish.

Spacious, open-air Chui Restaurant is popular with Thais visiting on business. Try crispy pork stir-fried with kapi (shrimp paste). Just like Vegemite or durian, some people like it and some people find it stinky. Chui Restaurant is within walking distance of Chanthaburi Gem & Jewellery Centre.

Close to King Taksin Park, which is good for a post-dinner stroll, Krua Loong Chaey Restaurant has been serving all the local classics for over 20 years. Try lhon pu (crab in dipping sauce with coconut milk).


CALAMANSI EVERYWHERE

The use of calamansi is common in local Chanthaburi dishes. Known as sôm ma peed, this tiny orange is smaller than a lime and often more sour. These properties see them substituted for limes in many dishes, including pàt tai. When juiced they’re known as sôm jeed, and you may find this drink available in a local noodle shop.



WHERE TO EAT IN CHANTHABURI

Kuay Chap Pa Mai

This dark soy-sauce-noodle place in a restored historic building is found in the riverside old town. $

Khao Luad Moo Nai Pan

Traditional breakfast place serving pig-blood clear soup for over 20 years. $

Khrua Bua Khao Kitchen

A perfect stop on your way to the beach, serving authentic eastern dishes and even some rare ones. $$

City Life

IT’S NOT ALL ABOUT NATURE

Chanthaburi city centre is a cute, slow neighbourhood that’s easily walkable. You won’t see many tourists, though it’s not uncommon for hotels to be fully booked during a long weekend, so book in advance just to be safe.

Alongside the banks of Mae Nam Chanthaburi, Chanthaboon Waterfront Community is notable for its traditional wooden houses, creating a charismatic walk along the city centre. In one part you get all the modern, concrete-built shop houses, and in the other you get a wooden residential area, displaying what the old Chanthaburi used to be like. Some of these restored old wooden houses have been turned into cafes, souvenir shops or guesthouses such as Luang Rajamaitri Historic Inn. Pay a visit to Chanthaburi River Community Cultural Centre and learn more about this old town or the history of Chanthaburi.

At the Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception you’ll find Thailand’s largest cathedral. It started as a modest chapel in 1711 and since then has had several reconstructions. The upstairs hosts a gallery (check the opening times before visiting). The statue of the Virgin Mary at the front is decorated with more than 200,000 sapphires.

Wat Phai Lom is believed to have been built in the early 18th century when Ayuthaya was the capital city of Thailand, as suggested by the murals in one of the older buildings. Here, you’ll also find the biggest reclining Buddha in Thailand’s eastern region at almost 55m long. It was built in 1976.

The exhibition building at King Taksin the Great Shipyard offers a wealth of historical insights, including King Taksin the Great’s royal history, Chanthaburi’s archaeological evolution, shipbuilding technology, and various ancient artefacts like pottery and model ships. Visitors can explore a life-size model junk. Around the exhibition building, you’ll find the Hall of King Taksin the Great, a 34m-long Takhianthong tree, Mae Ploy Stone and a shipwreck near the pond.
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GET TO KNOW MORE LOCAL INGREDIENTS

Chamuang leaves

Forget the region’s gemstones: this is a ‘gem’ for your palate. Famously used in pork curry.

Krawan

A herb commonly grown in this part of Thailand; it tastes like mild ginger with a light crunchy texture.

Kapi (shrimp paste)

Just like durian, you’ll either love or hate this stinky condiment. It’s made from shrimp or krill mixed with salt then fermented for weeks.

Mantis shrimp

While prawns are consumed regularly everywhere in Thailand, it’s rare to see mantis shrimp, even though it looks (and tastes) similar. In Chanthaburi, this sea creature is on the menu everywhere.



WHAT TO DO IN THE CITY CENTRE

King Taksin Memorial Park

Popular destination for Chanthaburi locals for outdoor exercise in the evening or a relaxed gathering.

Chanthaboon Handicrafts

Learn about local crafts like mat-making. There’s also a collection of handmade mat products.

Centric Market Plaza

Friday to Sunday evenings, you’ll find more food here than your stomach could consume, plus souvenir shopping.

Surfing, SUP, Trekking & More

EXPLORE EASTERN SEASIDE SECRETS

There are plenty of other things to do on the east coast. The surfing scene in the east (or Thailand in general) isn’t well-known yet, but the people at Chanthaburi Surf Tribe are working hard to make the scene happen. They throw an annual surf and skate festival around June at Hat Chaolao. The best months to surf in Chanthaburi are from May until October.

If you’ve tried stand-up paddleboarding (SUP) before and found that the waves were too difficult for you to stay upright, then try SUP through a mangrove at Khlung District with SUP Story (663 786 9377) – it’s a game-changer.

For Thais, Khao Khitchakut National Park is known for being one of the best places in the country to make merit at its hilltop temple. It’s also known for its extreme roads. Driving up the mountain is like being on a roller-coaster, but in a car. We do not recommend driving up there yourself – hire an experienced local driver. The national park is bordered by wildlife sanctuaries and is home to wild elephants.

Perched on an offshore islet, you’ll find a white pagoda, Ban Hua Laem Pagoda. Head over to Chedi Klang Nam Viewpoint, Ban Hua Laem for a close look. There’s also Noen Nang Phaya Campsite nearby on the beach.

Sitting by the seaside, Wat Pak Nam Khaem Nu is a blue-and-white tiled temple. The ceramics were added to protect the building from saltwater spray, which was damaging its concrete construction, turning it into one of the most photogenic temples you’ll find in all Thailand.
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THINGS TO DO AROUND CHANTHABURI

Pink Coast

Take a quick photo of this beach with red, pink and brown-red reefs.

Hat Chaolao

Arguably Chanthaburi’s most popular beach. You can also surf and try SUP.

Hat Laem Sing

Quiet beach with a fishing village. The old prison nearby, Khuk Khi Kai, dates to when France was here during the King Rama V era.

Moo Baan Rai Pan Din Bang Chan

Take a canoe out in the late afternoon to see red eagles at this 150-year-old ‘landless’ fishing village.

Chanthaburi Grand Canyon

Emerald clear water surrounded by rocks. Stop for a quick picnic or a small hike.



CHOCOLATE BRANDS FEATURING CHOCOLATE FROM CHANTHABURI

Kad Kokoa

Offers four single origin locations: Chanthaburi, Chiang Mai, Chumpon and Prachuab Kirikhan.

Pridi Cacaofevier

The project was started by three chefs who wanted to find a great local alternative to imported chocolate.

Shabar

Handcrafted micro-batch chocolate and other products like chocolate milk and cookies.


THAI CHOCOLATE SCENE
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Nuttaya Junhasavasdikul, co-founder of Kad Kokoa

Growing cacao

Chanthaburi is a prominent location to grow cacao, along with Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai in the north; and Prachuap Khiri Khan, Phuket and Chumpon in the south. Rayong and Trat are also getting into it: ‘There’s a growing trend that more farmers will start to grow cacao,’ Nuttaya says.

Cacao brands

When Nuttaya and her husband Paniti started Kad Kokoa six years ago, there were only a few brands, but now there are around 80. ‘Cacao is cultivated as intercrop, and provides numerous advantages. One is to optimise land use by making efficient use of space,’ she adds. The future of the Thai chocolate industry is promising.




GETTING AROUND

While there are Grab (Uber) services in Chanthaburi, most cars will refuse to take you out of the city centre. However, if you’ve been using Grab cars around the city since arriving, most drivers will give you their phone number in case you need a private rental, making it super convenient if you need to travel further away.

It may seem like a small town, but it’s actually not hard at all to get around. The bus terminal is right in the city, and easy to access via Grab. The city centre is also easy to walk around.





RAYONG
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Many people would know Rayong simply as a crossing point to party island Ko Samet. However, this province has a lot more to offer. Rich in natural resources, Rayong is known as one of the top durian-producing regions, and hosts an annual fruit festival in April/May. The seafood here is also top-notch, and the province is famous for its local cuisine that is a perfect blend of central and southern food. Add a good beach scene, and there’s enough to keep you occupied for a few days on your way to or from Ko Samet. The island itself is known for its vibrant nightlife, its beaches heaving with bars and restaurants, and attracting an engaging mix of holidaying Bangkokians and international backpackers and tour groups.
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SIGHTS

1 Ao Lung Dam

2 Ao Phai

3 Ao Prao

4 Ao Tubtim

5 Ao Wai

6 Hat Laem Charoen

7 Hat Mae Ramphueng

8 Hat Saeng Chan

9 Hat Sai Kaew

10 Moonlight Beach

11 Pak Nam Prasae

12 Rayong Botanic Garden

13 Ruksame Bridge

14 Suan Lamai

15 Wat Tham Khao Prathun

16 Yomjinda Road

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

17 Ko Ta Lu

EATING

see 11 Je Nong Zab Ver

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

18 Yen Say Garden

SHOPPING

19 Ban Phe Fresh Market

20 Ko Kloi Floating Market




TOP TIP

To get the best out of Rayong, stay on the mainland for two to three nights and then Ko Samet for another two to three nights, so you can have both chilled nights and party nights, with a chance to explore the local cuisine.



WHERE TO STAY IN RAYONG

Samed Cabana Resort

At this beach-house-style villa you will be made to feel at home. $$

Le Vimarn Cottages & Spa

This four-star boutique resort is big on using Thai silk and beautiful woodwork as part of its decoration. $$$

Paradee

This place has five-star pool villas set on a private beach. $$$

Ko Samet: Beach Bars Among the Serenity

WHY EVERYONE COMES BACK TO RAYONG

Tiny Ko Samet has been attracting backpackers making the relatively short hop from Bangkok for years, but these days you’ll find just as many Thais and Chinese tour groups. Fire-juggling shows and beach barbecues are nightly events on the northern beaches, but the southern parts of the island are far more secluded and sedate. Despite being the closest big island to Bangkok, Ko Samet is surprisingly underdeveloped, with a thick jungle interior. The main beaches here are Hat Sai Kaew, Ao Phai, Ao Prao and Ao Tubtim. The island offers white sandy shores, cosy coves and aquamarine waters that attract ferry-loads of Bangkokians looking for a short getaway. Apart from its natural beauty, Ko Samet is also known for its vibrant nightlife. The island comes alive after sunset, with beach bars and restaurants offering live music, fire shows and lively parties.

Once you’ve arrived at Ko Samet, you can also purchase a one-day tour package to Ko Ta Lu. This even tinier island is located within the Khao Laem Ya-Mu Ko Samet National Park, just east of Ko Samet. Go there to enjoy the quiet vibe and to snorkel one of the best coral reefs in the Rayong sea.

Ao Lung Dam beach on Ko Samet is quieter than other popular beaches. It’s located towards the south of the island, before Ao Wai (another beautiful, quiet beach). This is where you go if you want to escape the crowd a little bit. The highlight is the wooden jetty that stretches out into the ocean.

Into the Heart of the Wild

MORE TO RAYONG THAN JUST KO SAMET

While Ko Samet is what keeps us coming back to Rayong, the mainland of Rayong itself also has many more hot spots to offer, whether it’s a botanical garden, mangrove or peaceful beach for a picnic at sunset.

Moonlight Beach is notable for its series of half-moon curves created to prevent erosion from the waves. There’s plenty of food available along the beach, making it a popular spot for sunset picnics. It’s also very close to the city centre, so it’s easy to access. Other nearby beaches worth visiting are Hat Mae Ramphueng, Hat Saeng Chan and Hat Laem Charoen. Ruksame Bridge is a wooden bridge surrounded by beautiful mangroves in the conservation area of Khlong Tha Tabo Canal and Charoen Forest. Visit for some fresh air and a walk in nature.

For those who love nature, Rayong Botanic Garden is a research and collection centre for plants in the eastern region. The wetland and mangrove-forest environment make this place both a learning centre and a beautiful natural attraction that can be explored by kayak or bicycle.
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HOW TO GET TO KO SAMET

In Rayong, head to Sribanphe Pier, Nuanthip Pier or Phe Pier for boats to Ko Samet. Each pier has overnight parking.

Large wooden fishing boats will set you back around 100B and take about 30 minutes for the trip, but most people just go for a speedboat (around 300B, 15 minutes).

Once you arrive on the island, there will be songthaew shuttles ready to take you to your destination. Prices vary depending on how many people are in the car and how far your destination is. Motorbike-rental shops are nearby.



WHERE TO STAY IN RAYONG

Baan Rao Rim Khuen Suan Khun Da

Waterfront campsite and cafe near Amphoe Klaeng and Nam Tok Khao Chamao. $

Ruen Thai Nai Suan Baan Phe Rayong

One-of-a-kind accommodation in a traditional Thai house with stairs leading inside. $$

Madame Resort

Two-star 10-house resort decorated in traditional Thai wooden-home style. $$

Immerse Yourself in the Local Community

BLEND IN WITH THE LOCALS

As Rayong’s mainland doesn’t see many visitors, especially compared to Ko Samet, locals welcome tourists who wish to learn about their way of life, particularly through homestays. The fresh seafood is an added attraction.

Pak Nam Prasae is an ancient riverside community from the Ayuthaya era, famous for its fishing community, mangrove swamps and canals flowing into the sea. The mouth of the river is densely populated and a trading hub for seafood, particularly shrimp, while mangoes and coconuts are also farmed in the district. While here, you can visit Pak Nam Prasae Mangrove Forest or go rafting along Mae Nam Prasae and try to catch a sight of red eagles.

Shadowing Mae Nam Rayong, Yomjinda Road epitomises the historical heart of Rayong, with local community working to preserve its charming and nostalgic atmosphere.

Nearby Ko Kloi Floating Market is a retro-style affair with wooden shops built in traditional style to evoke the atmosphere of markets of old. Constructed over a large pond, the market area is not very big, but is beautiful and nostalgic, and provides a laid-back shopping experience. Food stalls offer a wide variety of classic Thai dishes, and you can also browse souvenir shops, toy stores, clothing shops and handicraft stalls.


WHY I LOVE RAYONG
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Tanamate ‘Tanner’ Wittayaworapat, Rayong native and now Bangkok-based professional, who goes home every weekend

What was it like growing up in Rayong?

My childhood was memorable. It was just a little beach town. The beaches were clean and the water clear. Now there are investors and retirees, making it busier. However, the sense of peace hasn’t gone. I still enjoy the slower pace of life whenever I go home.

What is special about Rayong?

The fresh seafood. My grandma and mum would take me to the fishers’ pier to buy fresh seafood every day. Rayong food is a blend between central and southern cuisine.

Highlight of Rayong?

Fruit is number one. Many plantations offer the fruit buffet where you pick your own fruit. That’s an experience visitors should try.



OTHER HIGHLIGHTS OF RAYONG

Thung Prong Thong (Golden Meadow)

Prong Tong trees grow well in wet soil and this area is covered in them.

Nam Tok Khao Cha Mao

Eight-tier waterfall only a 300m trek from the Khao Chamao-Khao Wong National Park.

Rayong Aquarium

Showcase of marine creatures, some that are beautiful and unusual, plus aquatic plants and old, rare fishing boats.


BEST PLACES TO STAY & EAT IN RAYONG

Duangtawan Beach Resort

Three-star resort with bungalows surrounded by trees. $$

Ryad Rayong

Moroccan-style boutique resort with a pool surrounded by a garden. $$$

Oriental Beach Village

Stay in a house with your own pool next to the beach. $$$

Baan Phe Cabana Resort

Surrounded by the sea, so you get water from left and right. $$

Buntham & Chwee Resort

Cute little wooden homestay resort, just like you’re at your parents’ home. $

Ba Ra Mee Hoi

Hoi means clam so when it comes to clams, this restaurant deserves a mention. Its speciality is oysters and sashimi-style seafood. $$

Krua Ya Chim

Simple seafood restaurant with a grandma cooking her own recipes of local dishes. $$

Laan Ek Coffeehouse

Vintage-style cafe, set in a Sino-Portuguese-style building. $



OTHER HIGHLIGHTS OF RAYONG

HTMS Prasae Memorial

An old royal battleship decommissioned from service during the Korean War. You can go inside.

Phra Chedi Klang Nam (Samut Chedi)

Pagoda built in 1873 for sailors with a traditional Tod Kathin ceremony in November.

Kru Kang House Museum

Antiques like toys, vintage cars, banknotes, bells, carts, utensils and instruments collected over 40 years.

All the Food

PINEAPPLE FRIED RICE, DURIAN AND MORE

Rayong Province is also known for its fruit production. One of the largest producers of durian, it’s also the place to gorge on fresh pineapple, mango and rambutan. Between May and June, Suan Lamai is the place to try several local fruits. The garden offers a buffet where you can sample mangosteen, rambutan, longkong and durian (note that there may be an extra fee for the more costly durian). A tram can take you to the buffet, and it also stops at a sheep farm. Camping and caravanning options are also available if you would like to stay here, with a charming pond nearby, plus flower fields, a coffee shop and many outdoor activities.

Then there’s the seafood. Rayong sits on the coast of the Gulf of Thailand, so it’s guaranteed that you’ll never run out of affordable, fresh seafood to eat. It’s the main ingredient in many dishes here, including the local favourite mŏo chamuang (pork curry with chamuang leaves), while the ready supply of pineapple is employed in savoury dishes such as gaeng phed supparod (spicy pineapple curry) or pineapple fried rice.

East of the town of Rayong, Ban Phe Fresh Market is a seafood hub for the province, offering seafood straight from the sea for prices that are very reasonable compared to Ko Samet. If you’re looking to buy some fresh seafood to bring back and cook at your accommodation, this is where to shop.

Further along the coast, Je Nong Zab Ver is a popular restaurant in Pak Nam Prasae. It offers a menu that includes local dishes like sweet and sour noodles, orange curry with locally grown leaves (gaeng sôm pàk kra chab), spicy salad with fresh prawn (pàk kra chab) and others that you’ll be hard-pressed to find elsewhere in Thailand.

Away from the coast, Yen Say Garden is nestled among mountains and offers 360-degree views of Chamao Mountain Forest. It serves its own homemade rose tea and also has a campsite with tent-rental services, clean restrooms and electricity, perfect for those who want to camp but don’t want to go too deep into the jungle. ATVs are also available for rent so you can drive around and explore the agriculture in the area.


PRACTISE MINDFULNESS SURROUNDED BY NATURE

If you’re looking for a unique place to meditate, head for the cave temple of Wat Tham Khao Prathun. Set inside a series of small caves surrounded by rocky peaks, during the wet season the path is flooded by monsoonal rains and can only be accessed via a small boat. Inside the cave is a Buddha statue. It’s believed if you pay homage to it, you’ll be blessed.
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GETTING AROUND

Arriving in Rayong is easy, with minibus services leaving from central Bangkok at Ekkamai Bus Terminal next to Ekkamai BTS Skytrain station. Once in Rayong, there are plenty of songthaew, motorbike-rental shops and local buses.





Beyond Rayong
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There’s more to Rayong Province than Ko Samet, especially offshore and up in the mountains.


Rayong is very close to Bangkok, so weekends see Bangkokians flocking the province’s beaches. However, you can always head the other way to explore islands east of Rayong town. Ko Munnork is a private resort that offers little in the way of activities other than chilling on the beach with a book, and the occasional swim. Nearby Ko Man Nai is a turtle research and breeding station where you can see the efforts being made to preserve several species of these endangered marine reptiles.
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TOP TIP

During monsoon season, you might not be able to find any boats out to the islands as the sea currents can be rough. Always check beforehand.



Live that Private Island Dream

STAY ON KO MUNNORK PRIVATE ISLAND

If you’re looking for quiet seclusion, then tiny Ko Munnork might be just the spot for you. Mostly covered in dense forest and boasting a beautiful white-sand beach, this privately owned island is so small that circumnavigating it on the purpose-built path will barely raise a sweat. There’s just one place to stay – Ko Munnork Private Island Resort – with little beach villas that offer both garden and ocean views. There’s also a swimming pool on the property, but otherwise there’s little to do but sleep, snorkel, read by the beach, swim or kayak – which is kind of the point. Your phone most likely will not get any reception and wi-fi only works in the lobby, the electricity is turned off between 9am and 1pm to save power. Rooms include full-board and ferry transfers, though you can pre-order food in advance if you’d like anything special, such as a particular seafood dish. If you’re looking for a retreat getaway close to Bangkok, it doesn’t get any quieter or more private than this.

Protect the Sea Turtles

VISIT THE MARINE RESEARCH CENTRE ON KO MAN NAI

Ko Man Nai boasts the longest mudflat on the eastern coast, a natural wonder that will leave you in awe. This has become one of the most popular tourist attractions in Rayong thanks to its turtle conservation centre. Formally known as the Marine & Coastal Resources Research & Development Centre, its work encompasses sea-turtle breeding, incubation and conservation efforts, focusing on olive ridley, hawksbill and green turtles. The centre’s research also covers various crab species, which will enrich your understanding of Ko Man Nai’s diverse marine ecosystem.

Ko Man Nai also offers some breathtaking and unspoilt nature. Its secluded and serene beaches provide a tranquil escape, making it an ideal summer getaway for those seeking relaxation and rejuvenation.
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MORE TINY ISLANDS

There are other small islands where you snorkel and swim: Ko Ta Lu, Ko Ku Dee, Ko Kham, Ko Kruay and Ko Tham Kangkao. Many companies offer a one-day tour that takes in all five islands. Dome Travel on Ko Samet has a speedboat tour for around 800B per person which includes snacks, fruit, water, lunchbox, snorkelling gear, a life vest and an anti-motion sickness pill. You’ll also see other tiny islands along the way that have beautiful coral reefs. This part of the eastern seaboard is relatively undeveloped, so the natural surroundings are well preserved.



ACTIVITIES IN THE EAST

Dropzone Thailand

This private skydiving service also can arrange hotel transfers.

Rayong Day Trip

Hike Khao Chamao-Khao Wong National Park and relax at a historic fishing village with Yjourneys Co.

Pattaya Motorcycle Tour

Off-road group motorbike tours of the Gulf of Thailand coast with Big Bike Touring Company. Suits all levels.

Temples, Markets & More in Chachoengsao

MAKE MERIT AND SHOP IN A SMALL TOWN

A small town only an hour’s drive from Bangkok, Chachoengsao is filled with temples, including Wat Luang Phor Sothon, which is popular with Thais to make merit. It’s also believed to grant wishes. Chachoengsao is also notable for its traditional food and shopping markets.

Wat Sothon Wararam Worawihan is a beautiful temple next to Mae Nam Bang Pakong, the river that flows through this province, and is another popular destination for Thais seeking to have their wishes granted. Built during the late Ayuthaya period, it houses the sacred Buddha statue Luang Phor Phutthasothon, the guardian deity of Chachoengsao. According to legend, the statue was spotted floating along Mae Nam Bang Pakong and came to rest at the current location of the temple.

Banmai Market is a small, quaint riverside market that’s considered a living museum thanks to its century-old history and reflection of the Thai-Chinese community. Most shops are old wooden houses where vendors sell goods directly from their homes.

Partly on land and partly on boats, Bang Khla Floating Market offers local community-made products, including delicious food using seasonal agricultural produce.
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KO MUN KLANG

Ko Mun Klang is a relatively small island about 10 minutes from Ko Man Nai. It has clean white sandy beaches and the sand varies between coarse orange and fine white sand. The highlight is its privacy, allowing tourists to get close to nature. Activities include swimming, snorkelling to see coral reefs and walking around the island. There is an area that resembles a small lagoon – a slope connects the island to a group of rocks in the sea. When the tide goes down, you can see the sandy slope emerge. It is a beautiful viewpoint. You can stay on the island by purchasing tour packages for Ko Mun Klang. There’s only one resort here, Mantakiri Island Resort.



WHERE TO STAY IN CHACHOENGSAO

Oui J’aime

A city hotel outstandingly decorated in loft industrial style using a lot of metalwork. $$

Ruen Lumpoo Resort

A homestay resort located right on Mae Nam Bang Pakong, surrounded by mangroves. $$

Tala BangKla

Riverside home amid lush greenery, adjacent to the banks of Mae Nam Bang Pakong. $$


OTHER HIGHLIGHTS OF SA KAEW

Wood House Khao Chakan

Millions of bats fly out of the Khao Chakan Cave every evening, a spectacle that you can watch from here, coffee in hand.

Nam Tok Khao Ta Krub

A 50m waterfall hidden inside a dense jungle covered in moss. Recommended for experienced hikers as the path is not easy.

Prasat Khao Noi

A 12th-century castle, registered as a national archaeological site.

Ban Khlong Luek Border Market

The eastern region’s largest market. You can cross the border to Cambodia here.



WHERE TO STAY IN SA KAEW

River Resort & Spa

Pet-friendly hotel surrounded by nature, with a swimming pool. $

Areeya Resort

Like staying at your grandma’s house: a simple, relaxing vibe surrounded by trees. Good for recharging. $

Velo’s Hotel & Pumptrack

This four-star hotel comes with a 400m-long BMX pump track. $$

Cross the Border to Cambodia

BUT LINGER FOR A WHILE FIRST

Sa Kaew is best known as a border crossing point to Cambodia, and for its border market, but there’s more to this sleepy, quiet town than meets the eye. Prasat Sdok Kok Thom is a stone castle that was built around the 13th to 14th century. The ruins of what was the oldest and largest stone castle in the eastern region are notable for the two inscriptions that were discovered here, written in ancient Khmer script.
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Pang Sida National Park straddles both Sa Kaew and Prachinburi provinces. The richness of the ecosystem supports wildlife such as elephant, gibbon, deer, wild boar and more. But the main attraction here is butterflies. From June to July, more than 350 species of butterfly gather here, as do aficionados for an annual butterfly-watching festival. Take a walk to the Phong Tiam area, about 1km from the park headquarters, then to the Hin Daad lawn, where park rangers will guide you to the best spots to see the butterflies. There’s a waterfall in this area too, Nam Tok Pang Sida.

Around 300 steep wooden steps take you up to Wat Tham Khao Chakan, hidden within a limestone cave. Apart from the beauty of the temple’s statuary, the views across the countryside from the cave mouth are worth the effort on their own.

The highlight of Ta Phraya National Park is Lalu, a series of rock formations ranging from canyon-like cliff faces to gorges, pillars and rippling walls, created by water and wind erosion over thousands of years.
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OTHER HIGHLIGHTS BEYOND RAYONG

Suan Palm Farm Nok

A learning centre and conservation site for various rare bird species.

Wat Hong Thong

When the tide rises, this temple can look like it’s perched on the waters of the Gulf of Thailand, but it’s just an optical illusion. It’s actually nestled within a mangrove forest.

Mini Murrah Farm

The only dairy buffalo farm in Chachoengsao, it’s open as an agricultural tourism destination.




GETTING AROUND

To get from Bangkok to Rayong, there are buses and minivans leaving from Ekkamai Bus Terminal every hour or whenever the minivan is full. Within Rayong, songthaews and Grab rideshare services are also available. Motorbike taxis are everywhere, or you can rent your own for 300B a day.





CHONBURI
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Chonburi has a bit of a Hua Hin vibe, but being just 80km from Bangkok it’s far more accessible. In fact, it would have provided the first beach experience for many Bangkokians and others raised in the central provinces. Apart from Pattaya, which is notorious for its sex industry, Chonburi is home to many low-key beach towns, including Hat Jomtien, just south of Pattaya; Bang Saen, famous for its khao lăhm nong mon (sticky rice in coconut milk); and Si Racha, with its colourful fishing boats. While there may be fancier beaches in Thailand, Chonburi still remains a favourite if you just want a weekend away, without the hassle of a long journey to get there. And if you’re here in December, join an international crowd for the five-day music and art festival, Wonderfruit.
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SIGHTS

1 Ao Udom

2 Bang Saen

3 Hat Jomtien

see 11 Institute of Marine Science of Burapha University

4 Khao Sam Muk

5 Ko Kham

6 Ko Loi

7 Ko Samae San

8 Nam Tok Chan Ta Then

9 Pattaya

10 Si Racha

SHOPPING

11 Nong Mon Market




TOP TIP

Many people just day-trip to Chonburi, and it is possible to hit all the hot spots in a day, but a weekend will allow a more relaxed recharge. If you don’t want to drive, there are many affordable private-car services.



The Closest Beach to Bangkok

VISIT BANG SAEN AND SURROUNDING SIGHTS

It may not be Thailand’s most beautiful beach, but Bang Saen holds a special place in the hearts of many local people. A very popular family holiday destination in the ’90s, it gradually lost some of its allure, but has stepped up in recent years, with hip cafes and restaurants sprouting up to complement the traditional beach vendors. Many Thai families still choose to visit and enjoy its 2.5km-long sandy beach – or enjoy a banana-boat ride. For travellers who don’t want to go too far from the city for a beach retreat, Bang Saen is a good option.
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The Institute of Marine Science of Burapha University is a great spot for families to visit. The museum holds exhibitions about various creatures that inhabit the waters of Thailand, categorised into three different zones.
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The first zone is the marine science museum, which showcases exhibitions on the underwater marine world, the marine ecosystem and the importance of the sea to humans, including a seashell museum. The second part is the saltwater nursery, which provides information about the various sea animals in the Thai ocean. There is an underwater fish-feeding show, plus a touch pool where you can interact with the sea creatures. The third section is the underwater-world learning centre, which is divided into 11 zones and showcases marine species. The highlight is an underwater tunnel that stretches 37m, taking you into the underwater world to see marine animals, including the extraordinary Atolla deep-sea crown jellyfish.

Around a five-minute drive from Hat Bang Saen is Khao Sam Muk, a hill that stands only 45m high but holds great symbolic importance in Chonburi. The local people believe that the spirit of the hill protects fisherfolk from danger. The Sam Muk Goddess Shrine is sacred to fishers and merchants who come and pay their respects here, seeking blessings and protection.

On the upper part of the hill, a Chinese shrine called Tian Hoa Sae Boa offers panoramic views of the surrounding area. Khao Sam Muk is also home to hundreds of rhesus monkeys with greedy eyes and quick hands. Avoid feeding them, as this just makes them more aggressive.
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KO SAMAE SAN

This small island off the southern tip of Chonburi Province is part of a conservation project, and makes for a peaceful day trip (there’s no overnight accommodation). Two of the island’s five beaches are open for lazing or beach volleyball, while the waters are famed for their marine life, making snorkelling a particular attraction. Food and drink vendors will keep you fuelled up. To visit, go to the ticket counter at the Thai Island & Sea Natural History Museum in Samae. There’s a cap of 300 visitors per day, so get in early. The last ferry departure is 4pm.

Scan this QR code to book a boat.
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WHERE TO EAT IN CHONBURI

Seafood Club Bangsaen

Grab some seafood for dinner with a side of cocktail at this beachside cafe and restaurant. $$

Hidden Lab Cafe

This old hotel has been turned into a cafe with an abandoned building vibe. You can walk directly to the beach from it. $$

Woowon

Super-fresh squid sashimi available straight from the boat. Friday to Sunday only. $$


NONG MON MARKET

If you love food, Nong Mon Market is for you. Try deep-fried durian crisps, kâ nhom mhor gaeng (baked Thai custard), fresh sugar-cane juice and plenty of other dishes. What this market is best known for, though, is its version of khao lăhm, a dessert made with sticky rice, coconut milk, sugar and red beans steamed in bamboo tubes. The name khao lăhm nong mon is famous all over Thailand. The market also has plenty of souvenirs for you to check out.



WHERE TO EAT IN CHONBURI

J Ple Restaurant (Hat Won)

Only locals used to know this simple place but its fame has spread. Solid seafood dishes. $$

Krau Kang Wan

Has served quality seafood for more than 10 years. Try hoi jo (deep-fried crab meat rolls) with sweet-plum sauce. $$

Kor Kung Bang Saen

It has its own prawn and crab tanks, so you can pick which one you’d like to eat. It doesn’t get any fresher than this. $$

Visit Si Racha

CHILLI SAUCE AND A HINT OF JAPANESE CULTURE

If the name ‘Si Racha’ rings a bell to you, it’s because there’s a chilli-sauce brand named after it. Si Racha Panich chilli sauce – not to be confused with the one with the chicken on the bottle, which is produced in Vietnam – originated in Si Racha over 80 years ago.

Colourful fishing boats and squid rigs still moor at Si Racha, but these days they share the waters with giant container ships at the nearby port of Laem Chabang. Sushi restaurants and karaoke bars cater for the hundreds of Japanese employees who work at the nearby industrial estates, giving the town centre a Little Tokyo vibe. The real heart of Si Racha, though, is the waterfront, where rickety stilt guesthouses, a peaceful health park and the busy pier are very picturesque.

Attached to the mainland via an 800m road, rocky island Ko Loi is the ferry point for Ko Sichang, and home to an ornate Thai-Chinese temple and a viewing area for impressive sunsets. It also has a public park, a sea-turtle sanctuary, a Chinese pavilion and a temple, Wat Ko Loy, which is located on a small hill on the island. The temple is home to Luang Pho Tan Chai, a highly revered monk who people visit to pay their respects. There are elevated viewpoints where you can see the entire island from up high.

South of Si Racha, Ao Udom is an old community with a long-standing Chinese community. Houses here are primarily built on stilts, and the markets and religious sites reflect aspects of Chinese culture. Worth checking out are Sri Ao Udom Market, Thong Suk Shrine and Sia Boon Nia Shrine. Ao Udom also features beaches and some public exercise equipment along the beach for anyone to use.

Nam Tok Chan Ta Then is a beautiful five-level waterfall in the heart of the Khao Khiao-Khao Chomphu Wildlife Sanctuary. Visit between August and November, when you may also catch sight of some rare birds. You can hike up to the top, which will take around an hour. There are restaurants outside the sanctuary, plus ATV rentals and a mountain-bike trail.
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AVOID TIGER TOURS

Don’t pay for tours or services that will let you take photos while cuddling tigers. These tigers are forcibly removed from their natural habitat, separated from their mothers at a young age and subjected to cruel training methods that involve physical abuse. The intention is to break their spirit and force them into submission, enabling tourists to interact with them.

The tiger tourism industry in Thailand is largely unregulated, making it difficult to ensure the wellbeing and proper treatment of the animals. By participating in tiger tours, tourists contribute to the illegal wildlife trade.



MORE THINGS TO DO IN SI RACHA

Space Inspirium

If you’re fascinated by the wonders of the stars, galaxies and science, this place is for you.

Wat Khao Tabaek

The highlight is a 226m-long glass skywalk that will leave your knees weak. Only 100 people allowed on at a time.

Sriracha Shinto Shrine

The first ever Japanese shrine in Thailand, built for the Japanese community in Si Racha.


KO KHAM

A small island right next to Ko Samae San, Ko Kham is rich in natural resources and is full of coral reefs and many fish species. Like Ko Samae San, it’s under the auspices of the Royal Thai Navy’s Coastal Defense Command, and overnight stays are not permitted – but you can visit for a day trip and enjoy simply chilling out. It’s a 20-minute boat ride from the mainland.



ACTIVITIES AROUND SI RACHA

Island Spirit Sailing School

Take sailing courses here or just rent a yacht for the day.

Blue Lagoon – KBA Kiteboarding School Pattaya

Good for kitesurfing beginners. The wind in Pattaya is not too aggressive.

Chee Chan Golf Resort

One of the most beautiful golf courses you’ll find in Thailand with a massive lake and mountains as a backdrop.

A Quiet Getaway at Hat Jomtien

A WORTHY PART OF PATTAYA

Just 4km south, but a world away from the bars and clubs of Pattaya, Hat Jomtien is a lovely, chill area with a beach that stretches for 6km, shadowed by a leafy road.

Compared to Hat Pattaya, Hat Jomtien offers fewer nighttime entertainment options, but it is an area with many restaurants, tour companies and other tourist services, making it suitable for those who enjoy a quieter atmosphere without being too isolated. That said, if you end up finding it too quiet, all the entertainment in Pattaya is only a short 20-minute drive away.

The beach also has beach chairs and food stalls, plus activities including banana-boat rides, Jet Skiing, windsurfing, sailing and parasailing. It also has Pattaya Water Park, a mini amusement park with rides such as a roller-coaster, Viking ship and the country’s first Tower Shot.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN SI RACHA

Devara Pool Villa

It has Thai traditional-style villas and serviced tents. $$

Pagoda Hill Cafe & Resort

If you want to be close to nature and stay somewhere secluded and quiet, this resort is near the Open Zoo and only has four rooms. $$

Njoy Pool Villa

Rent out the entire house with a big pool just for you. The house can host up to 20 people with a lot of conveniences including a BBQ. $$

Hotel Kuretakeso Sriracha

You will feel like you’ve been teleported to Japan. $$




GETTING AROUND

To get to Pattaya from Bangkok, you can take a minibus or minivan that leaves from Ekkamai Bus Terminal, next to Ekkamai BTS Skytrain station. This terminal has all the buses and minivan services for the eastern region.





TOP SIGHT
Pattaya


If you’re looking for a weekend getaway from Bangkok, but gogo bars, massage parlours and hourly hotels aren’t your scene, don’t give up on Pattaya. It has much more to offer than its pumping nightlife strip of Walking Street, and actually sports a cute, little beach-town getaway vibe, with plenty to keep couples and families occupied.
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Scan this QR code to rent your own yacht.
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Pattaya Off-Road Safari

Pattaya offers a range of extreme activities, highlighted by this off-road safari (pattayaoffroadsafari.com). Choose from an ATV, buggy or enduro bike and be prepared to get dirty! While this definitely more challenging than other activities you’ll find in Pattaya, it’s a fun way to explore the natural environment around this beach town.


DON’T MISS

Pattaya Off-Road Safari

Easykart.net Go-Karting

Squid Cafe Pattaya Tako Trip

Underwater World Pattaya

Big Bee Farm Pattaya

Ko Lan



Easykart.net Go-Karting

At 800m, EasyKart boasts one of the longest go-kart tracks in Asia. If going off-road in a vehicle is too extreme for you, then this place is perfect. It’s safe and suitable for anyone of any age, with two tracks and four types of kart available (including a two-seater), with top speeds ranging from 25km/h for kids under 13 to 70km/h for kids over 15. It opens late, too, for exciting night driving.

Squid Cafe Pattaya Tako Trip

Squid fishing is very popular in Thailand, but not everyone has a boat, and some people get seasick, so what to do? Jump in a speedboat and get whisked out to a stable offshore platform, complete with deckchairs, to do your fishing in style. Squid Cafe Pattaya Tako Trip (takotrip.com) looks after transfers, provides fishing gear, and will even let you grill your catch, if sashimi isn’t your thing. There’s a full food and drink service, plus on-site toilets. They only accept 200 customers per day, so book in advance.

Underwater World Pattaya

Underwater World Pattaya (pictured, underwaterworldpattaya.com) is home to more than 5000 species of marine life, which can be checked out at close range via a 100m-long acrylic underwater tunnel. The tunnel is split into several zones – including coral, shark and ray – but there are also turtles, many types of fish and a reptile area.


KO PHAI

This beautiful, tiny island is perfect for a day trip to kayak, snorkel, dive or swim in its clear waters. It’s uninhabited, so there are no overnight stays, and you must bring your own food and drinks. Take a speedboat from Pattaya’s Bali Hai Pier for the 30-minute crossing.



Big Bee Farm Pattaya

Who would have thought that beekeeping was a thing in Pattaya? Well, it has been for more than a decade now, and you can gain an insight into the busy world of the bee at this apiary and museum (bigbeefarm.com). And, of course, there’s a cafe serving all kinds of honey-related stuff, or you can shop for some bee-related products such as beeswax aromatic candles.

Ko Lan

Ko Lan is a very popular destination for those who don’t want to drive far from Bangkok, but still want to experience a bit of island life. Just 15 minutes via speedboat from Bali Hai Pier in Pattaya, the island has crystal-clear water and several beaches worth visiting, including Hat Tawaen, Hat Sangwan, Hat Ta-Yai and Hat Tien. You can also stay overnight.


TOP TIPS

• Avoid Pattaya Walking Street.

• Always ask for the prices first before you agree to anything.

• It’s a touristy place and has a very bad reputation, but if you stay far from the city centre, it’s actually not that bad.

• It’s a bit tricky to find decent Thai food here. Most restaurants seem to want to serve mostly Western food to cater to Western tourists.

• There are usually a lot of women standing by themselves by the beach at night time. Oftentimes, these are sex workers.







TOP SIGHT
Ko Sichang


If you seek an underrated, less-crowded destination, packed with important pieces of Thai history, this island just off Chonburi may be for you. Ko Sichang is a small and charming island that is currently thriving. The locals are accommodating, the marine nature is stunning and the food is good and well-priced.
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Scan this QR code to join a Ko Sichang community Facebook group.
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Asdang Bridge

Asdang Bridge (pictured), which is actually a pier, is the iconic spot of Ko Sichang. Think a long white wooden pier heading into the sea, with wooden pavilions at either end. Nearby is Phra Chutha Thut Rat Than Museum (pictured, statue of Rama V), which includes several buildings. The main building was originally a summer residence for King Chulalongkorn (Rama V) and the royal family, and features is a beautiful blend of Thai and Western architectural styles. The museum makes use of structures for exhibition halls, including Aphiramy Palace, Wattana Palace House and Wat Asdang, and there’s also a beachside coffeeshop. In front of the museum is Hat Tha Wang.


DON’T MISS

Asdang Bridge

Wattana Palace House

Wat Asdang

Chong Khao Khat

Hat Tham Phang



Wattana Palace House

This is where the history of Ko Sichang is recorded. There are exhibitions showcasing Ko Sichang during the reign of Rama V that include old paintings, photographs and European-style sculptures.

Wat Asdang

Built in 1892, this temple is not a typical Thai design as it features a pagoda in Gothic style. The doors and windows have stained glass adorned with pointed arches and decorated with intricate patterns. Walk inside to see the Gothic details and then go through the back door to the outside and you’ll find a Buddha statue sitting peacefully in the back garden.
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Chong Khao Khat

When viewed from a distance, this cliff looks like it has a cleft; hence the name, the ‘Cliff Gap’. It’s on the western side of the island, and is a good spot to watch the sun sink into the sea. There’s also a walkway that stretches along the cliff, perfect for taking a stroll in the cool sea breeze.


Accommodation

Apart from the four-star Novotel, which sits on a cliff and has a pool and spa, Ko Sichang has family-run homestays and some three-star resorts. For a quieter vibe, Ko Kham Yai is a smaller island just to the east and offers homestays in its fishing village, a five-minute boat ride away.



Hat Tham Phang

Ko Sichang is a rocky island with lots of cliffs, making Hat Tham Phang the best beach for swimming and sunbathing. It is both the main beach and the longest beach on the island, and offers plenty of space to stretch out and relax. There are food stalls selling fresh juices and seafood, and beach beds are available free of charge.


TOP TIPS

• No cars are allowed. Rent a scooter at 200B per day.

• Join the tie-dye workshop at Si Chang Mud Yom. Or buy a shirt for 150B.

• Arrive at Ko Si Chang by taking the boat from Ko Loi in Chonburi.

• Ko Sichang’s attractions are spread out, so it’s a good idea to hire a túk-túk or songthaew for two to three hours of sightseeing. Expect to pay between 300B to 1000B for a túk-túk or 500B to 1500B for a songthaew, depending on distance and time.









HUA HIN & THE UPPER GULF
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CHARMING COASTAL TOWNS AND NATURAL WONDERS


Discover markets galore, long sandy beaches, historic sites and sprawling national parks.
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Close to Bangkok, the upper gulf is a popular destination for the Thai elite and the gateway for holiday-makers looking to escape the city. Rama IV built a summer palace here, and every Thai king since has followed in his footsteps, retreating to the area’s collection of regal holiday homes. But if you don’t have a royal expense account, fear not. The upper gulf’s charming coastal towns and natural wonders are enticing for all types of travellers and suit all budgets. Long stretches of sandy beaches, beautiful historic sites and lush national parks are the main draws, but there are also riverside communities to explore, delightful old towns to wander and sensational markets serving fabulous Thai street food. Seafood lovers flock to the region for fresh, affordable catches of the day and to enjoy tranquillity near the sea.

Family-friendly, the upper gulf has a variety of enticing activities including water parks and local tours suitable for all ages. Outdoor activities like kiteboarding, cycling and sea kayaking are plentiful in the upper gulf, and the entire region is a laid-back destination to kick back for a few days and take advantage of life at a slower pace. Easy to reach by air, bus or train, the upper gulf and its local towns and vibrant cities offer up a different side of Thailand and are well worth adding to any itinerary.
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THE MAIN AREAS

PHETCHABURI

Unique local foods, beaches and mountains.

HUA HIN

Family-friendly attractions and activities.

PRACHUAP KHIRI KHAN

Seaside resort and monkeys.

CHUMPHON

Nature trails, viewpoints and untouched coastline.



Find Your Way


The thin strip of the upper gulf borders the ocean on one side and Myanmar on the other, and is dotted with national parks, sandy beaches and charming towns.
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Plan Your Time


Use Hua Hin as your jumping-off point for day trips to the national parks; return to the city in the evening for street food at the night markets or seaside dining.
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Pressed for Time

• Take an early morning tour to Khao Sam Roi Yot National Park and don’t miss Tham Phraya Nakhon bathed in the morning sunlight. Return to Hua Hin, rent a motorbike and zip around Cha-am, stopping at Hat Cha-am. Wander the Hua Hin Night Market or take an evening food tour with Feast Thailand to sample local delights.




5 Days to Travel Around

• Plan for two days in Phetchaburi, where you can visit Phra Nakhon Khiri Historical Park (pictured). Then spend two days enjoying the live music bars and markets of Hua Hin, before joining a tour to see elephants at Kuiburi National Park. From Hua Hin, head to Prachuap Khiri Khan for a night in this sleepy town, making sure you visit Ao Manao.



Seasonal Highlights

JANUARY

January is peak season in Hua Hin: the weather is dry and pleasant, though hotel and resort prices are more expensive.

APRIL

Songkran (Thai New Year) celebrations, hot days and humid evenings: make sure you pack accordingly.

JUNE

June ushers in the rainy season, although there are still plenty of sun-filled days.

NOVEMBER

Rainy season is over and the weather is dry and sunny again. It’s the start of peak tourist season.



PHETCHABURI
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An easy escape from Bangkok, Phetchaburi (‘city of diamonds’) should be on every cultural traveller’s itinerary. The riverside market and old teak shop houses are great places to explore, and the temples, palaces, mountains and unique local foods all combine for an underrated destination. In Phetburi, as it’s usually called, life moves at a slower pace. There are no taxis or traffic jams here, just a relaxed atmosphere and plenty of friendly faces offering up those dazzling Thai smiles. The city’s history is rich, too: it served as a royal fort during the Thai-based Sukhothai and Ayuthaya kingdoms, and in the 17th century it flourished as a trading post between Myanmar and Ayuthaya.

The surrounding Phetchaburi Province is also full of natural wonders and charm. Only 60km west of the town is Kaeng Krachan National Park, the largest national park in Thailand and an excellent place for wildlife watching.
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TOP TIP

Visit the Sampheng community on the banks of Mae Nam Phetchaburi to see an interesting blend of Buddhist and Chinese cultures. Cross the town’s only concrete bridge into the old town district, and follow the river path to the local market.



Imagine Life as a Royal in Phra Nakhon Khiri Historical Park

PHETCHABURI’S MOST FAMOUS LANDMARK

For those interested in architecture or Thai history, a visit to Phra Nakhon Khiri Historical Park is a must. Known locally as Khao Wang (Palace Hill), the park is a mighty presence over three separate hilltops, with panoramic views overlooking the city of Phetchaburi and the countryside.

Built under the royal command of King Rama IV and completed in 1860, Phra Nakhon Khiri was originally a summer palace for both King Rama IV and King Rama V. Visitors will find temples, palaces and royal halls throughout the compound. From the main palace, follow the cobblestone paths to the three separate summits, each adorned with a stupa. Phra That Chom Phet is 40m high and located on the central summit. It’s possible to climb through the stupa’s interior up to its waist. The western summit is the site of Wat Phra Kaew Noi (Little Wat Phra Kaew), which was built in the style of the Temple of the Emerald Buddha in Bangkok’s Grand Palace. Phra Prang Daeng, a stupa with Khmer-influenced designs, rounds out the summits. There is also an observatory here that was a favourite with King Rama IV, who was an avid astronomer. The part of the palace on the western summit is a National Museum (8.30am to 4.30pm daily).

If you don’t want to tackle climbing the hill at the east entrance, the west entrance has a cable car, although it does close periodically for maintenance. This is a big place; be prepared to walk to reach the main pagoda and other viewpoints.


ESSENTIALS FOR KAENG KRACHAN

Planning to spend a few days in Kaeng Krachan National Park? Don’t forget to pack all the necessities. Whatever the season, the park gets cold at night, so take a jacket and a long-sleeved shirt and pants. Most campsites rent all the gear you need, but check first. They usually have a restaurant on site. In addition to rain gear, bring a headlamp or torch. Binoculars are important for bird-watching, but you’ll be able to spot larger wildlife without them.



WHERE TO EAT IN PHETCHABURI

JM Cuisine

A short walk from Phra Nakhon Khiri Historical Park, come here for sizzling stir-fries and tangy soups. $

Rabieng Rimnam

Set in an 1897 wooden home, this riverside restaurant serves Phetchaburi specialities and standard Thai fare. $

Khao Chae Mae Awn

Indulge in Mae Awn’s famous kôw châe (moist chilled rice) with fish, shrimp or pickled daikon radish. $

Explore Kaeng Krachan National Park

THAILAND’S LARGEST NATIONAL PARK

Around 60km from Phetchaburi, Kaeng Krachan National Park (thainationalparks.com) is a popular place for wildlife watching. Listed as a Unesco World Heritage Site in 2021, Kaeng Krachan has 19 protected areas where it’s possible to spot over 400 bird species and butterflies, as well some impressive mammals such as clouded leopards, elephants, sambar deer, bears and civets. There is no public transport in the park, and as it is large, sprawling and crossed by two rivers (Phetchaburi and Pranburi), the best way to see everything is to hire a 4WD with a local driver. This can be easily arranged at park headquarters.

The highlight is hiking the forested trail to Nam Tok Pa La-U, where you can take a refreshing dip in its clear pool. The waterfall is a popular day trip from Hua Hin, so it’s best to go in the early morning to avoid the crowds. Note that Pa La-U closes August to November.

Another scenic viewpoint best visited in the morning is Khao Panoen Thung: expect jaw-dropping views of misty forests, deep valleys and distant mountains. Near the viewpoint, descend along the Orchid Trail and keep an eye out for rare bird and butterfly species. Make sure the road is open before setting off. At Kaeng Krachan Reservoir, admire the verdant views or take a boat ride. Kaeng Krachan National Park is open daily from 8am to 4.30pm.

Minivans and private transport are the best way to get to Kaeng Krachan National Park. From Bangkok, take an hourly minivan from Old Southern Bus Station to Phetchaburi, and change to a second minivan to reach the park. From Phetchaburi, minivans leave the ‘Big C’ supermarket in the centre of the city, but times are sporadic. From Hua Hin, taxi services run to Nam Tok Pa La-U in the national park and cost around 1200B for a return trip.
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PHETCHABURI’S BEST BEACHES

Phetchaburi Province has several excellent beach destinations, including Chao Samran, Puek Tian and Cha-am. Hat Chao Samran is the closest, just 15km from the city centre. Adjacent to a local fishing village, it’s also known as Royal Leisure Beach and was highly popular during the King Rama VI era. It’s a nice spot for sunbathing or a leisurely stroll.

Hat Puek Tian features interesting statues from a famous Thai epic, including a giant ogre rising from the waves and a demure flutist sitting on the rocks. It’s 20km southeast of Phetchaburi; you’ll need private transport to get here.

Hat Cha-am is a long, clean stretch of sand 44km southeast of Phetchaburi and has a variety of water sports and seafood restaurants.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN KAENG KRACHAN NATIONAL PARK

HQ Campsite

Has restaurants, ATM, wi-fi and clean restrooms. Tent rental is available or bring your own camping gear. $

Samarn Bird Camp

Has affordable rooms, tent rental and shared restrooms. The on-site restaurant has free wi-fi. Guides available. $

Ban Krang Campsite

Has a visitor centre with gear rental, plus a restaurant and shared shower area. Popular for bird-watching. $

Eat Like a Local in Phetchaburi

TAKE A TOUR OF THE LOCAL SPECIALITIES

Phetchaburi’s culinary heritage is preserved through traditional recipes that rely on local ingredients to create the sweet, salty and sour flavours the cuisine is known for. If you’re a foodie, consider signing up for a culinary tour offered by Feast Thailand (feastthailand.com). Tours explore the traditional cuisine in both the province and the city. The company works with local guides who show you the best foods that represent this region.

The Original Flavours of Phetchaburi Food Tour and City of Three Tastes each showcase the city’s rich traditions and flavours. Fusion of Culinary Influences explores the intersection of Chinese, Mon and the royal cuisines of Rattanakosin and Ayuthaya. Step back in time in the bustling market with Old Town Morning Market Experience, sampling sweet and savoury street snacks, and see how kà·nŏm jeen, one of Thailand’s beloved noodles, is made.

Flavoursome Noodle Soup Tastings highlights two types of noodle soups, each with flavours rooted in Phetchaburi’s culinary heritage, while the Palm Sugar Plantation Visit steps into a picturesque setting of lush sugar palms. Enjoy the sweetness of palm sugar and juice along with kà·nŏm than, small steamed cake made with palm sugar. Authentic Local Restaurant Experience takes a flavourful journey where you’re treated to an array of dishes based on the bountiful ingredients found in Phetchaburi. This is a full-day adventure and you’ll taste your way through over 15 different dishes.


GASTRONOMIC TRADITIONS

Phetchaburi is the fifth province in Thailand to be honoured with Unesco’s Creative City of Gastronomy status, and rightly so. The province is well known for its high-quality salty, sweet and sour ingredients – employing sea salt, Key limes, palm sugar, rose apples, pineapples and bananas – from which comes the sobriquet ‘the City of Three Tastes’.

The local cuisine in Phetchaburi is a fusion of flavours. Recipes here have been passed down from generation to generation, and the cuisine was heavily influenced by the royal courts of Ayuthaya and Rattanakosin, as well as Chinese and Mon cooking styles. All of this blends into a unique culinary style only found in this region of Thailand.




GETTING AROUND

Phetchaburi’s train station is within walking distance of most guesthouses. Minivans run between Bangkok and Phetchaburi’s Wat Tham Kaew MiniVan Station (there are no buses). Minivans to Kaeng Krachan National Park also stop here. Minivans to Hua Hin, Cha-am and Prachuap Khiri Khan are 500m south of the minivan station on the roadside near Phetcharat Hospital, or further south in front of Big C shopping centre (Phetkasem Hwy). For Chumphon and southern cities, there’s a small bus stop 300m south of the hospital.

Motorcycle taxis go anywhere in the town centre for 20B to 40B. Rót léng (four-wheel túk-túk) can be hired for the day for 700B to 800B. Guesthouses rent bikes (50B per day) and outsource motorcycles (around 150B to 250B per day).





HUA HIN
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Thailand’s original beach resort, Hua Hin is a family-friendly coastal town and a favourite getaway for Bangkok residents. It’s a refreshing mix of city and sea, and an idyllic holiday destination with lively markets, water parks, shopping malls, great restaurants, several golf courses and accommodation options to suit all budgets.

By the mid-1920s, Hua Hin was a full-fledged playground for Bangkok-based nobility – Kings Rama VI and VII both built summer palaces here – and the town is steeped in history, offering a cosmopolitan atmosphere at an affordable price. There is plenty to see and do in Hua Hin, and most travellers wind up spending little time on the beach due to the sheer amount of local activities and attractions.

Public transport is easy to navigate, and the city’s close proximity to Bangkok makes it a much more convenient destination to reach than the southern islands.
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SIGHTS

1 Hat Hua Hin

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2 Kiteboarding

3 Royal Hua Hin Golf Club

EATING

4 Koti Restaurant

5 Krua Kannikar

6 Railway Restaurant

7 Ruamsaeb Yokkhok

8 Velo Cafe

ENTERTAINMENT

9 Rock Zone Bar and Live Music

SHOPPING

10 Hua Hin Night Market




TOP TIP

Make a point to visit the beautiful Hua Hin Train Station. Built in 1926, it’s an adorable red-and-white icon with Victorian gingerbread design, carved wood pillars and trim. Hua Hin owes its prosperity to the train, and the station is a symbol of local pride.



Discover Hua Hin’s Best Markets

SHOP AND EAT LIKE A LOCAL

Hua Hin has a bustling market scene, and each individual market is loaded with delectable street snacks, fresh seafood and vendors selling unique handicrafts and souvenirs. The cliché ‘shop until you drop’ is a real possibility here, as the affordable prices won’t overextend your budget. Added bonus: the selection of food is too good to miss.

Popular Hua Hin Night Market is the best-known and open every night of the year from 6pm until midnight. Located in the city centre, the market has a fantastic mix of Thai food, clothing and souvenirs, and is home to some of Hua Hin’s best seafood restaurants. Rod Fai Restaurant, which is decorated to look like Hua Hin Train Station, serves heaped platters of grilled seafood; lobster is a favourite dish.

Connoisseurs, however, may prefer Cicada Market, an arts-and-crafts market considered to be the city’s premier night market. The vendors here, many of whom are local artists, sell one-of-a-kind goods. Located 3.5km south of town, there are two performance areas for live music and theatre productions and a fabulous variety of food. A must-visit, the market is open Friday to Sunday from 4pm to 11pm. The last green sŏrng·tăa·ou back to the city passes about 9pm.

Lively Tamarind Market, a block south of Cicada Market, is the place to hang out with friends and family. Famous for its food vendors and relaxed vibe, Tamarind hosts live music and has a central area with dining tables where you can sit and enjoy a meal or sweet Thai desserts. It’s open Thursday to Sunday from 5pm to 11pm.
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FROM MARKET TO MALL

Thai people love a good night market, but it’s no secret that shopping malls are home to the most action and the largest crowds. Mall culture is big business here, and on any given day of the week, malls across the country are packed with solo shoppers, families and groups of friends searching for the best deals and discounts. Thais visit malls to enjoy the cool, air-conditioned interiors as much as to find new places to eat, socialise or simply stroll around. Malls are often situated in city centres and offer all that’s needed for a day of leisure. Shopping malls are a place to see and be seen and, oddly, some of the most photographed locations in the country.



BEST SHOPPING MALLS IN HUA HIN

Hua Hin Market Village

The city’s original shopping mall with plenty of shops, a food court and an entertainment area.

Bluport Hua Hin Resort Mall

Hua Hin’s biggest shopping mall with 100 retail outlets, restaurants and six cinemas.

Premium Outlet

Open-air shopping mall with a variety of brand-name clothing sold at a discount, plus a food court.

A Water Park in the Jungle

FUN FOR THE ENTIRE FAMILY

Visit Vana Nava Water Jungle (vananavahuahin.com) for an adventure-filled day for the family. The city’s top water park, and Asia’s first ‘water jungle’, has a tropical setting with over 200,000 plants and trees, epic water slides, a large variety of pools and adrenaline-pumping rides. The massive park is divided into four major zones – Kid Zone, Family Zone, Adventure Zone and Adult Rides – providing hours of fun in the sun and activities suitable for all ages.

Jump right into the action on the exhilarating Boomerango, Thailand’s longest water slide, challenge yourself on obstacles courses and rope climbing, or admire the 31m-high Vana Nava Falls, Asia’s tallest human-made waterfall, as you float down the Lazy River on a colourful tube. Vana Nava Hua Hin’s surroundings make a fantastic first impression. Don’t forget to try the VR Slide, a 360-degree virtual-reality experience that’s been overlaid atop a waterslide for a real thrill. Choose from Snow World, Galaxy Voyage or Mysterious Jungle and let your imagination run wild.

Vana Nava Hua Hin combines state-of-the-art technology with modern facilities, has an underwater professional studio, daily entertainment and a wide variety of dining options. It’s packed with action and adventure, and worth a visit for some splish-splashin’ fun. The park is open daily from 11am to 5pm and is 5km south of town.

A Day at Monsoon Valley Vineyard

EXPLORE THAILAND’S WINE COUNTRY

One of Thailand’s few wineries, Monsoon Valley (monsoonvalley.com) is located on a former elephant corral in Baan Khork Chang, a 35km drive west of Hat Hua Hin. The flagship vineyard is a great place for both adults and children and organises more interesting activities than you would suppose for a vineyard.

Enjoy the beautiful Thai countryside while taking part in experiences like a vineyard tour, wine tasting, an elephant meet and greet, and the exclusive wine safari, a full-day educational adventure that pairs the vineyard with a wildlife-watching tour in Kuiburi National Park. Elephants are important here, and visitors can stop at the on-site Baan Khok Chang Elephant Sanctuary to observe and feed elephants in their natural habitat. Bottle Painting is a fun session where you can use paints to create your own unique wine label. Alternatively, explore the vineyards by mountain bike. There are two trails: a rolling 3km track for beginners and the red trail, which is longer and steeper.

A day at Monsoon Valley Vineyard isn’t complete without dining at the flagship restaurant, Sala Wine Bar & Bistro. Panoramic views are complemented by a wide selection of Western favourites and authentic Thai dishes from the bistro’s menu. A return transfer from Hua Hin to Monsoon Valley Vineyard is available from the Hua Hin Hills Bistro & Wine Cellar at Villa Market. Departure times are 10.30am and 3pm and it costs 300B.


HAT HUA HIN

Pleasant Hat Hua Hin is nearly 8km long and has sweeping views from north to south and out to sea. The sand is fine and powdery white, the backdrop is framed with coconut trees, the water is shallow and the the waves are calm, making it an ideal family beach and safe swimming spot for children, though jellyfish can be problematic in the wet season.

Families come to Hat Hua Hin to enjoy banana boat rides, pony rides and water skiing. It’s possible to find a few massage shops on the beach. The busiest stretch is between the Hilton and Centara Grand hotels, and there are a few restaurants along its length for meals and refreshments.



WHERE TO EAT IN HUA HIN

Jaras

Contemporary Thai cuisine in a sophisticated beach setting. Menus emphasise fresh local seafood. $$

Railway Restaurant at Centara Grand Beach Resort

World cuisine in a restaurant that takes its inspiration from the train station. $$

Velo Cafe

A top coffee shop, Velo Cafe roasts its own beans and serves sandwiches and homemade desserts. $

Browse for Art at Baan Sillapin

MINGLE WITH CREATIVES

Baan Sillapin, also known as the Hua Hin Artists Village, is an eclectic collection of studios, galleries and exhibition spaces. Tucked into an expansive garden, the village is home to 15 families of artisans and showcases their work, from woodcarving and sculpture to jewellery and costume design, as well as photography, watercolour and contemporary art. The artists living here are all friendly and able to converse in minimal English. Almost all the artwork on display is for sale.

Baan Sillapin also runs art workshops for adults and children. When you need a break, grab a seat at the beautiful coffee shop, Art Cafe, overlooking the lake.

Baan Sillapin is located on Th Hin Lek Fai and is roughly a 15-minute drive from Hua Hin Night Market. It’s open 10am to 5pm (Tuesday to Sunday).

Hua Hin Bike Tours

ADVENTURE CYCLING IN THAILAND

Exploring Hua Hin on two wheels is an excellent way to get acquainted with the city and the surrounding area. With its endless paved coastal roads, Hua Hin provides an outstanding landscape for all levels of cyclist to explore.

Boutique bicycle tours are run by Hua Hin Bike Tours (huahinbiketours.com), with a wide range of adventures to choose from, including half-, full- and multi-day tours, epic journeys and customisable DIY tours. Highlights include biking along hundreds of kilometres of beachfront with stunning views of the Gulf of Thailand, fishing villages, tropical fruit plantations and coastal mountains on all sides.

Full-day tours take cyclists outside Hua Hin to locations that have less traffic and are not frequented by tourists. If you’re a more adventurous and experienced rider, try the Hua Hin Hell Ride. This challenging 60km route climbs several short but extremely steep sections during its course. If you’d rather go on your own, you can also rent bikes, children’s bicycles and baby seats and trailers through the same company.


WHY I LOVE HUA HIN
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Amy Bensema, writer

I’ve lived in Thailand for over 16 years and have always loved exploring new corners of the country. Hua Hin is truly a unique destination. While other regions of Thailand may have better beaches, Hua Hin has a lively night market scene, fantastic decades-old local restaurants, interesting temples and a wonderfully relaxed vibe. The coastal city is easy to navigate on foot, especially around the Hua Hin Night Market, and the local people are extremely kind and friendly. Hua Hin’s iconic train station is a must-visit and provides insight into the history of the city, which for years was a favourite holiday destination of the Thai Royal Family.



BEST LIVE MUSIC BARS IN HUA HIN

Rock Zone Bar & Live Music

Lively bar with a varied lineup of excellent rock bands, plus cold drinks and snacks.

El Toro Loco

Rock out to the Stone Head Band’s classic tunes. The kitchen serves Western and Thai food.

Susan & Larry Poolside Resto

Poolside Filipino restaurant tucked away in the town centre with live music every night.

Get an Insider’s View of Hua Hin

SPECIALITY TOURS OF THE CITY

Hua Hin Adventure Tour (huahinadventuretour.com) organises a number of active excursions in and around the city. Join local experts for sightseeing tours, go on an adventure tour as a solo traveller or keep the kids happy with an entertaining family tour. Popular day trips include Kaeng Krachan National Park with a boat ride, Khao Sam Roi Yot National Park, Monsoon Valley Vineyard and a variety of floating market tours. The most recommended tour is Hua Hin By Night. You’ll start with a túk-túk to Hua Hin Train Station, whose construction in 1920 transformed the once tiny fishing village, followed by a drive through town and a stop at Hua Hin Pier to watch fishers unloading the catch of the day. A seafood dinner at one of the restaurants in Hua Hin Night Market caps the evening.

You can also join a Thai cooking course where you’ll shop at city markets to purchase ingredients and catch a glimpse of local life before heading to the kitchen, where you prepare your menu, which includes green curry with chicken, fresh papaya salad and mango with sticky rice. The instructor offers plenty of culinary tips and tricks, in addition to teaching how to serve meals in a traditional style.

[image: jpg]

Street food, Hua Hin | EDDIE PHANTANA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


HUA HIN JAZZ FESTIVAL

Running since 2001, this jazz fest (huahinjazzfest.com) It’s the late King Rama IX’s personal interest in the music genre. Hua Hin is a favourite destination for royal getaways, and the annual event attracts both Thai and international performers.

Stages set up right on the beach, and performances take place every evening for free, with jazz styles ranging from Latin to soul to hip-hop. Some concert-goers even wind up enjoying the music while wading in the ocean. In previous years the event was held in June, though in 2023 it was moved to December.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN HUA HIN

Laksasubha Hua Hin Resort

Beachfront boutique resort featuring 16 two-storey villas with large terraces set in a lush garden. $$$

Jenny Hostel

Cheap and cheerful rooms steps away from the night market. Communal rooftop bar and restaurant. $

The Standard Hua Hin

Walking distance to the beach, this modern design hotel has a spa and good choice of restaurants. $$$

Kiteboarding in the Gulf

RACE ACROSS THE OCEAN’S SURFACE

Hua Hin is Thailand’s number-one kiteboarding spot. The coastal beachside town is blessed with strong, gusty winds, a long stretch of beach and shallow water, so it’s ideal to try the sport for the first time or to practise your moves.

Kiteboarding combines elements of surfing, wakeboarding, snowboarding and windsurfing as you manoeuvre a large hand-controlled kite to glide across the water and – for the experts among us – perform a variety of tricks and jumps. It’s a guaranteed thrill, but it definitely requires precision, balance, a high level of fitness and an investment in equipment. You’ll need lessons from a qualified instructor before venturing out on your own.

Kiteboarding conditions are best from May to October. From October to December, the winds blow from the northeast, resulting in lots of waves; from January to May, the water is smoother as the winds blow in from the southeast. Regardless of the month, you can kiteboard here almost every day of the year due to the bright weather and strong sea breeze.

There are a number of kiteboarding schools in Hua Hin offering introductory lessons and courses; most are on the beach south of the town centre. Kiteboarding Asia (kiteboardingasia.com) has three-day beginner courses with qualified instructors, rental gear and a repair station. Hua Hin Kitesurfing (huahinkitesurfing.com) arranges lessons with an IKO-qualified instructor. There’s a three-day beginner’s course and other kitesurfing packages. Duotone Kiteboarding Club (dkb-club.com/thailand) has package deals, on-site accommodation, introductory courses and equipment rental.
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FOOD TOURS IN HUA HIN

Feast Thailand

Runs several foodie tours in Hua Hin, from a street-food walking tour to ‘eating like a local’. Each tour is around 3½ hours long and visits places that represent the country’s four main culinary traditions: north, south, northeast and central.

Kids ‘n’ All Tour

A kid-friendly food tour with a choice of 10 dishes and nonalcoholic drinks; you’ll visit three restaurants and one sweet vendor to finish.

Eat Like a Local Tour

Showcases Hua Hin’s local culinary legends and takes you to the places where the locals love to eat. The focus is on family-run restaurants.



WHERE TO EAT THAI IN HUA HIN

Krua Kannikar

Established 40 years ago, Krua Kannikar is famous for its fried chicken and rice noodles with chicken curry. $

Koti Restaurant

Hua Hin’s most famous restaurant, established in 1932, serves up heaped platters of fresh seafood. $$

Ruamsaeb Yokkhok

Come to these private thatched huts for Isaan-style Thai food. Classic dishes include spicy pork rib soup. $

Wildlife Friends Foundation

ANIMAL WELFARE

The Wildlife Friends Foundation (wfft.org), 45km northwest of Hua Hin, cares for over 700 animals, including bears, tigers, gibbons, macaques, loris and birds. There’s also an affiliated elephant-rescue program where the elephants live chain-free. A visit here is great – far better than the elephant and tiger tourist traps featured on many tours out of Hua Hin. The centre offers full-access tours introducing animals and discussing rescue histories. The full-day option includes a meet-and-greet with elephants. Drop-in visits are not allowed.

Golf Tours in Hua Hin

FORE!

Hua Hin has a good selection of top-tier golf courses, and golf tours and holidays have become a popular activity in the resort town, each offering a range of customised options.

Make sure you play a round of golf at Royal Hua Hin Golf Club. Established in 1924, it was Thailand’s first 18-hole course and its fairways are lined with towering trees and topiary gardens in the shape of animals and mythological creatures. The home of several PGA events, Black Mountain Golf Club is Hua Hin’s premier championship golf course. Banyan Golf Club, awarded the Best New Golf Course in Asia in 2009, caters to golfers seeking the highest standard of service.

For the full experience, sign up with Hua Hin Golf Tours (golfasian.com/golf-holidays/thailand/hua-hin), which facilitates short-break packages as well as longer golf holidays, including accommodation and transport. Golf Tours Hua Hin (golftourshuahin.com) has several golf tour packages, including the Best of Hua Hin, which combines golfing with leisure activities and sightseeing tours over several days.


POPULAR WATER SPORTS IN HUA HIN

Hua Hin is more than a kiteboarder’s paradise. The attractive beach has plenty of other popular water sports to try out. Because of its shallow water, Hua Hin is a great spot for beginner and intermediate surfers to practise catching waves. The surf season starts in October; Khao Takiab and Hat Wanakorn are prime spots for surfing.

Hua Hin is also a favourite place for windsurfing, and a number of beachfront shops offer gear and equipment rentals. When the sea is calm, stand-up paddleboarding is a fun way to get around. If you’re looking for more extreme fun, wing foiling might be for you. Equipment rental is available at most of the kiteboarding shops along the beach.




GETTING AROUND

The train is an easy way to get to or leave Hua Hin, but minivan is most popular. If going north to Phetchaburi, Kanchanaburi and Bangkok use the Hua Hin Minivan Station (Soi 51). Minivans going south stop next to the clock tower. Most services are hourly, from 6am until early evening. Private cars between Hua Hin and Bangkok take about three hours and start at 2000B.

The Hua Hin Bus Station has a few buses to Bangkok, Chiang Mai, Nakhon Ratchasima, Phuket and Ubon Ratchathani. Tickets should be bought a day in advance as buses do not run daily. Local buses go to Pranburi, Cha-am and Phetchaburi almost hourly all day from the Th Phetkasem. Lomprayah (lomprayah.com) offers bus-boat combinations from Hua Hin to Ko Tao, Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Samui. Departures leave the office at 8.45am and 11.30pm.

Green city buses depart from the corner of Th Sasong and Th Dechanuchit by the night market from 6am to 9pm daily. Motorcycle taxis are available and prices start from 30B to 50B.

Many shops around town hire motorcycles (200B to 250B per day) and a few have bicycles (around 100B per day).





Beyond Hua Hin
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Hit the open road and pass through relaxed coastal towns, serene beaches and the unspoilt nature of Thailand’s national parks.


If you want to escape Hua Hin’s crowds, then a trip to a more tranquil getaway is in order. Stay in Cha-am for a few days to chill on the long beach, or, if you have kids, visit one of the many family-friendly attractions in the area. Pranburi is another laid-back bohemian town on the coast, with outdoor scenery and a growing number of cafes, restaurants and boutique resorts. Boat trips through the mangrove forests here are a great experience. For more natural landscapes and off-the-beaten-path adventure, explore the jungles, waterfalls and caves of two of Thailand’s most stunning national parks: Khao Sam Roi Yot and Kuiburi. Here you’ll have the opportunity to see elephants, macaques and water monitors in the wild.
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TOP TIP

Travel the 27km between the twin resort destinations of Hua Hin and Cha-am by train or private car.



Beach Bumming in Cha-am

SUNSCREEN, SHADES AND FRESH SEAFOOD

Cheap and cheerful, Cha-am embraces a rural feel despite its close proximity (26km) to Hua Hin. It’s particularly popular among couples looking for a romantic getaway, travellers in search of tranquillity and families who are eager for a hassle-free holiday with sand as far as the eye can see. Originally a fishing village, Cha-am is famous for fresh seafood; stop at the local restaurants to enjoy the catch of the day.

The main attraction in town is Hat Cha-am, a long stretch of casuarina-lined sand and an ideal beach for families and independent travellers. It’s free of beach vendors; activities here include swimming, sunbathing, jet skiing and banana boat rides. Although the sea can appear murky, the beach is shaded by trees and there are plenty of umbrellas to retreat to during the hottest hours of the day, making the beach a nice alternative to the hotel swimming pool.

Even on busy weekends, the atmosphere is remarkably laid-back, and the beach is within walking distance to many restaurants and small Thai-style shops. Away from the beach, there are mangrove forests to explore, bicycling trips to take and even horse-riding. With plentiful beachfront accommodation available at prices that won’t drain the bank account, Cha-am is an excellent alternative to staying in Hua Hin.

Phetkasem Hwy runs through Cha-am’s busy town centre, which is about 1km away from the beach via Th Narathip. This is where you’ll find banks, the fresh market, the train station and most bus stops. There are plenty of ATMs and a few extended-hours exchange booths along Th Ruamjit.
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GETTING TO/FROM CHA-AM

A little minivan station (Soi Bus Station) has departures to Bangkok (Mo Chit and Southern Terminals) every half-hour from 7am to 5.30pm. All other public transport options stop at Phetkasem Hwy at the intersection with Th Narathip. Transport is mostly minivans. The Airport Hua Hin Bus from Hua Hin to Bangkok’s Suvarnabhumi Airport stops in front of the Government Savings Bank; Shinnakeart Korat, with buses to Bangkok and Nakhon Ratchasima (388B, six hours, six daily), is also here. Cha-am Train Station is not served by express trains, and is listed as ‘Ban Cha-am’ in the timetable. Taxi fare to Hua Hin, which is due south, is 400B.

From Cha-am city centre to the beach, it is a quick taxi (100B) or motorcycle ride (40B). Hire bicycles and motorcycles along Th Ruamjit.



WHERE TO STAY IN CHA-AM

Long Beach Cha-am

Walking distance to Hat Cha-am, this hotel has multiple pools, a breakfast buffet and spacious rooms. $

Beach Cha Am Guesthouse

This serene spot has big rooms with air-con and is walking distance to the beach and restaurants. $

Asia Cha-am

Beachfront hotel with outdoor swimming pool, big rooms, fitness centre and on-site restaurant. $$

Family Fun at 1000 Sook Food & Farm

FARM, RESTAURANT AND SHOP

Close to the main road leading to Hua Hin (37km), 1000 Sook Food & Farm is a great place to enjoy the outdoors and is a premier attraction in Cha-am. Bring the family to spend a few hours exploring farm life, grab a bite to eat in the country-style restaurant, stock up on authentic Thai snacks in the grocery and shop for local souvenirs. Clean and charming, 1000 Sook Food & Farm is surrounded by beautiful gardens, and has a bright red barn and adorable farmhouses in a palette of colours. The animals at the farm are well taken care of; this is a great hands-on experience for kids to feed sheep, chickens, ponies and rabbits in a natural environment. It’s also an ideal setting for family photos.

Dine-on delicious Thai and Western fare in the cosy restaurant, followed by decadent desserts. The local grocery sells Thai snacks from across the country at an affordable price; stock up on tasty treats such as dried mango and boiled peanuts. If you dine at the restaurant or make a purchase, entry to the farm is free.

It’s open daily from 8am to 9pm and entry is a cheap 60B. Hire a private driver and plan your own itinerary, ensuring you have two to three hours to spend here. It’s 37km northwest of Hua Hin and 10km northwest of Cha-am.
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CHA-AM FOREST PARK

Located on the outskirts of town and not far from Hat Cha-am, Cha-am Forest Park is a verdant natural park brimming with flora and fauna. The forest park is maintained in its natural state and is home to a large variety of animals, mammals, birds and reptiles. Centred on a lake, the park has many walking paths to explore. The forest park is known for its white-handed gibbons. They hang out in the centre of the park near the bridge and are easy to spot. The gibbon are not afraid of humans, but are not fully tame, so be careful when approaching. Do not feed them.



WHERE TO EAT IN CHA-AM

The Village Restaurant & Bar

Modest restaurant serving excellent Thai cuisine, fresh seafood and coffee, wine and spirits. $$

Luna Lanai Ocean & Beachfront Restaurant

Charming spot with live music at night, Thai cuisine, seafood and a wonderful wine list. $$

Harry’s Pizzeria & Restaurant

Harry’s is famous for its Thai dishes, seafood plates, fresh pizza, and desserts and pancakes. $$

Experience Camel Republic

MOROCCAN-THEMED AMUSEMENT PARK

Camel Republic is a theme park and mini zoo on the outskirts of Cha-am. Easy to spot from the main road, its buildings are constructed in the architectural style of a Moroccan city and are splashed with vivid colours. The park is a popular stop for families visiting Cha-am. Enjoy a variety of rides including the Eagle Zip Line, bicycles shaped like ponies and trampolines with safety harnesses. Other activities include an ATV racetrack and a 4D Theatre with moving seats. The zoo section is home to domesticated animals and a variety of exotic bird species, as well as a camel enclosure; camel rides are available. Should you get hungry, a Moroccan and Western restaurant is on site.

Camel Republic is open weekdays from 10am to 6pm, and weekends from 9am to 6.30pm. Admission to Camel Republic is 150B. As there is not much shade or natural cover at the park, make sure you bring a hat and sunscreen.

Shop at Pranburi’s Old Market

TWO-HUNDRED-YEAR-OLD MARKET

Pranburi, 20 minutes south of Hua Hin, is a quiet coastal town that’s home to boutique resorts ideal for escaping the crowds. The main cultural attraction is the retro Old Market, every Saturday evening near Pranburi’s train station. Old wooden shop houses sell beautifully preserved antiques and souvenirs, and in true Thai style, there is lots of street food to choose from.

Pranburi is also the gateway to a number of sensational national parks and is consequently a favourite with outdoor enthusiasts. Cycling, trail running, cave exploring and kiteboarding are all popular here.


FINDING YOUR WAY IN PRANBURI

The town of Pranburi has three main neighbourhoods. The core area is the traditional fishing village Pak Nam Pran, which is home to the big resorts. It stretches southward along the beachfront area towards Khao Kalok (Skull Mountain), a massive headland that shelters the nicest beach in the area.

Further inland, the historic Pranburi neighbourhood is situated along Mae Nam Pranburi and is dotted with traditional Thai-style two-storey wooden homes. This is where you’ll find the Old Market, which takes place every Saturday, and has been a functioning market for over two hundred years.

The commercial neighbourhood of Pranburi is located along the Phetchkasem Hwy, and stretches east and west of Th Petchkasem.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND PRANBURI

Numpu Baandin

A sustainable guesthouse located at Khao Sam Roi Yot with garden and mountain views and a restaurant. $$

Laem Sala Campsite

No-frills tent camping on the beach at Khao Sam Roi Yot. Tents available for two (150B) to four (300B) people. $

Chill Chill Resort

Basic hotel located near Mae Nam Pranburi and an easy walk to the train station; rooms have air-con. $

Take a Long-Tail Boat through Khao Sam Roi Yot National Park

THREE HUNDRED MOUNTAIN PEAKS

Located 30km from Pranburi and 50km from Hua Hin, Khao Sam Roi Yot National Park (thainationalparks.com) features limestone outcrops towering as high as 600m, mangrove forests, caves, beaches and coastline, and a freshwater marsh.

The most popular attraction in the park is Tham Phraya Nakhon, one of the most famous caves in Thailand. A visit to the cave should be part of your morning itinerary as it’s possible to see the dancing rays of sunlight streaming through the entrance from 9am until noon, shedding light on Khuha Kharuehat Pavilion, a royal săh·lah built for Rama V in 1890.

From Tham Phraya Nakhon, take a boat from the fishing village of Bang Pu (200B one way) to Hat Laem Sala. There’s a steep 430m trail and stairway up the hill where you’ll find a few restaurants for a meal or snack.

Visit the local village of Khlong Khao Daeng and take a long-tail boat excursion down the river and out to sea. The cost of the long-tail boat rental is approximately 500B, and you’ll sail through mangrove forests hugged by massive limestone spires, with the chance to see a large variety of bird species and crab-eating macaque monkeys. The temple at the pier makes a nice end to the one-hour-long boat trip.

Most travellers visit on a day trip from Hua Hin, Pranburi or Prachuap Khiri Khan. There’s no public transport, so you’ll need to come with your own wheels: hire a car, bike or private taxi. If you choose to stay overnight, there are bungalows at Khao Daeng, but most people prefer accommodation just outside the park at Hat Sam Roi Yot.
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Spot Wild Elephants in Kuiburi National Park

A QUINTESSENTIAL THAI EXPERIENCE

Do you dream of seeing herds of wild elephants roaming through the forest in their natural habitat? At Kuiburi National Park’s hôoay léuk unit, 65km from Pranburi and 95km from Hua Hin, the experience is almost always guaranteed. Near the border of Myanmar, this is the best elephant-watching spot in Thailand; the park arranges safari drives in pickup trucks through the surrounding forest and reclaimed fields. The elephants are used to seeing vehicles and pay little attention to them.

The best way to see these gentle giants up close is to book a half-day Kuiburi Elephant Safari, from 2.30pm to 6pm, at the national park. Take note: the tour is strictly regulated and requires mandatory registration, where you’ll be assigned a driver and assistant. You’ll proceed slowly through the main grasslands to a viewing area, where it’s possible to leave the vehicle. During the tour, you’ll learn about the park’s history, habitat and wildlife. In addition to elephants, you’ll also see gaurs (wild cattle).

The locals who run the tours don’t speak fluent English, but basic communication is rarely a problem. Be patient, smile and everyone will get along fine. The cost of a private elephant safari runs from 1050B to 3500B per person. Make sure you bring sunblock and insect repellent. Avoid Saturdays if possible, as the park gets very busy. It’s 45 minutes west of Khao Sam Roi Yot National Park; follow the national park signs for ‘wildlife watching’. The two parks make an ideal combo visit.


WHEN TO GO TO KHAO SAM ROI YOT

There’s no bad time to visit Khao Sam Roi Yot. The national park and all of its attractions are open year-round, and are well worth adding to your travel itinerary if you’re in the area. Rain is to be expected from mid-May to October, but don’t let this stop you from visiting; the natural scenery is often enhanced by the dark skies and dramatic clouds. Pay the entrance fee (200/100B adults/children) when visiting one of the main attractions; there is no entrance gate. Restaurants at Bang Pu are open from 6am to 6pm.



WHERE TO EAT IN PRANBURI

Very Good Restaurant

A charming Thai restaurant with fresh seafood and gluten-free and vegetarian options available. $$

Luna La Pran

Come to this beachfront locale for Asian, Thai, seafood and international dishes. Vegetarian options, too. $$

Pran’s Corner

Surrounded by palm trees, Pran’s is a favourite for fresh fish, seafood, Thai and Asian fusion. $$

Cycling in Pranburi

TWO-WHEELED FUN

Spice Roads Cycling (spiceroads.com) runs two-day cycling tours around Pranburi with a total distance of between 80km and 195km. Well-planned routes pass through several scenic areas and include a beachside break, as well as a stop at your tour guides’ favourite coffee shops. The first day, Saturday, consists of a warm-up ride. You’ll meet in the early afternoon for a briefing and then cycle on flat coastal roads for an easy ride (30km), intermediate ride (45km) or the challenging option (65km, with some some rolling hills thrown into the mix). The second day, Sunday, is the main event. Riders embark early in the morning, again choosing between easy (50km), intermediate (100km) and challenging (120km).

This is a wonderful weekend cycle trip for families, and it’s suitable for everybody from beginners to experienced cyclists. There are multiple groups cycling at different speeds on a good choice of routes, so you can easily choose the group that’s best suited for you.

Prior to the weekend, families can either make their own way to the resort for a bit of relaxation or book a transfer with Spice Roads Cycling. Bring your own bike or hire one of the company’s aluminum or carbon road bikes. Accommodation is included in the price, and the resort is on the beachfront, so don’t forget your swimsuit.

Cycling tour group size can be anywhere from four to 50 riders, and the minimum age is five years old. Safety is paramount, and wearing a helmet is required at all times.


ETHICAL ELEPHANT ENCOUNTERS

Most people visiting Thailand want to see elephants. They’ve been part of Thailand’s culture for centuries, but there are only 3000 to 3700 left in the wild. The remaining elephants are captive and often used for rides or performances in shows. Both of these activities are examples of irresponsible tourism. Rather than participating in a ride, consider visiting a reputable sanctuary instead. Elephants in sanctuaries have been rescued from the animal tourism trade and re-homed in a protected, natural environment to live out the remainder of their days as ‘wildly’ as possible. Encountering elephants in Thailand is an unforgettable experience, but when you do so, make sure it is with a reputable organisation.



WHERE TO DRINK COFFEE IN PRANBURI

Sa-Pan-Dum Cafe

A charming cafe in historic Pranburi overlooking the river, with strong coffee and industrial design.

Brown Brew & Bistro

Artisan coffee shop with great Thai and Western food, homemade pastries and strong wi-fi.

Sea Bar So Good

Nice venue on the beach serving coffee and other drinks, with live music on the weekends.


PRANBURI FOREST PARK

Pranburi Forest Park is a family-friendly mangrove forest. Located just north of Mae Nam Pranburi, the park is known for its 1km-long boardwalk over the mangroves and plentiful bird species. Walk above the dense, horizontal roots of the mangrove trees and keep a lookout for crabs, mudskippers and shrimp, particularly at low tide. Long-tailed macaques and massive water monitors also inhabit the park. Main activities here include hiking, bird-watching and enjoying the beach. During the day when the tide is high, take a boat tour along the rivers and canals. There’s no public transport here, so you’ll need to make private arrangements. It’s a 14km drive from Pak Nam Pran via Rte 1019.
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GETTING AROUND

Minivans run regularly between Cha-am and Hua Hin; hiring a taxi is also feasible. Pranburi is about 25km south of Hua Hin. Ordinary buses (30B, 30 minutes, every 30 minutes 7am to 3pm), minivans (30B, 30 minutes, frequent 6am to 7pm) and trains (5B to 361B, 30 minutes, 11.47am, 5.50pm, 8.10pm) will drop you in Pranburi town, 10km from Pak Nam Pran; taxi drivers charge 200B between the two. There are also minivans (60B, one hour, frequent 5am to 6.40pm) and trains (14B to 62B, one hour, 4.51am, 10.03am, 2.26pm) from Prachuap Khiri Khan. A direct minivan from Pak Nam Pran to Bangkok’s Mo Chit and Southern Terminals (200B, five hours) leaves every 30 minutes from early morning to late afternoon. These minivans also stop in Phetchaburi (140B, two hours), but do not stop in Hua Hin.

The easiest way to explore Pranburi is to rent a motorbike. Many hotels hire motorbikes for a 250B per day. Cars and private drivers can also be hired with assistance from hotel staff.





PRACHUAP KHIRI KHAN
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A scenic fishing port with a sweeping turquoise bay dotted with limestone outcrops, the provincial capital of Phrachuap Khiri Khan is an unexpected delight. Charming and relaxed, the town provides a great escape from the crowds, just 100km south of Hua Hin. Phrachuap Khiri Khan does not see much tourism and consequently offers a glimpse into the ‘real’ Thailand, where locals are simply going about their daily lives. There is plenty to explore, including dense mountainous areas, a few islands and quiet beaches.

Phrachuap Khiri Khan is home to a Royal Air Force base and was an invasion point for Japanese troops during WWII. The town is close to a number of national parks, and features the spectacular coastline of the Gulf of Thailand. Popular local souvenirs include coconut shell jewellery and seashell dolls, and the town has several markets, temples and a handful of enticing seafood restaurants.
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SIGHTS

1 Wat Khao Chong Krajok

SLEEPING

2 Prachuap Beach Hotel

3 Prachuap Grand Hotel

4 Zea Zide Hotel

EATING

5 Grandma’s House

6 In Town Seafood

7 Krua Chaiwat




TOP TIP

Street-food fanatics will not want to miss the Prachuap Khiri Khan Night Market. Featuring hundreds of vendors, the market is located on the beachside walking street and is a feast of aromas and flavours. It takes place daily from 4pm to 9pm.



A Day at Ao Manao Beach

SWIMMING AT A THAI AIRBASE

Spend an idyllic day lazing near the sea at Ao Manao, the finest swimming beach in Prachuap Khiri Khan. Located 5km south of the city centre, Ao Manao (Lime Bay) is a long curved stretch of beach wedged between two mountains. Quiet during weekdays, the beach roars to life at weekends and is busy with local families enjoying the sunshine, beachfront picnics and wading in the water.

Ao Manao is located within the Wing Five Airbase. Both the sand and the water are exceptionally clean, and it is OK to enter the base to get to beach, but do bring your passport in the event that a military officer asks you to sign in.

Ao Manao has all the typical beach amenities, including beach chairs, umbrellas and inner tubes, and there are a scattering of restaurants with fresh seafood and authentic Thai dishes to fill your plates. Near the beach are a few oddly placed attractions, including a petting zoo and quad-bike rides.

During WWII, Japanese troops briefly invaded Ao Manao. There’s a monument to honour the war heroes, plus old aircraft and a museum with historical photos (only open holidays and weekends). From the monument, you can walk to the shrine of Chao Pho Khao Lom Muak, a Chinese immigrant who was much loved by the community. Near the shrine is a small hilltop trail that gives way to epic views over Prachuap Khiri Khan’s bays.
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WAT AO NOI

Approximately 8km north of the Prachuap Khiri Khan city centre, Wat Ao Noi is nestled into the foot of a hill. To get here, leave Ao Prachuap and travel for about 2.5km, passing Ban Ao Noi fishing village, until you reach the large temple that links the two bays of Ao Noi and Ao Khan Kradai. The temple has a small teak entrance, built entirely without nails, and inside are murals depicting Buddha’s life story, composed of framed painted woodcarvings.

Behind the temple, it’s possible to walk to an abandoned building now covered in shells to reach Tham Phra Nawn (Reclining Buddha Cave), with two reclining Buddha images inside.



WHERE TO STAY IN PRACHUAP KHIRI KHAN

Prachuap Beach Hotel

Close to the beach, market and restaurants, with modern rooms that are clean and spacious. $

Prachuap Grand Hotel

Located near the beachfront; has rooms and suites, a swimming pool and two restaurants. $$

Zea Zide Hotel

Beachfront hotel with free breakfast, wi-fi and spacious rooms with views of the bay. $$



A STROLL THROUGH PRACHUAP KHIRI KHAN
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Start your walking tour at 1 Prachuap Khiri Khan Train Station, which is near the city centre and a 550m walk to the pier. The pretty wooden station is painted red and beige and makes for a great photo op. From the train station, walk 200m east along 2 Th Kong Kiat, which is the road leading to the pier in the centre of town. While Prachuap Khiri Khan is a sleepy place, Th Kong Kiat is always bustling. There are a few restaurants and shops here where you can stop for a bite to eat or buy essentials.

Continue walking down to the 3 pier, and enjoy the paved promenade of Ao Prachuap. This gracefully curving bay and oceanfront promenade is punctuated by dramatic headlands at both ends and is the town’s crowning feature. The sunrise here is superb. Backtrack to Th Sala Cheep and turn right to find the 4 Prachuap Khiri Khan City Pillar Shrine. The shrine’s architecture is reminiscent of the Khmer (Cambodian) style. Th Sala Cheep runs the length of the town; from the City Pillar Shrine, follow the signs along the road heading south to the university. You’ll pass a variety of street vendors, charming coffee shops, a few seafood restaurants and plenty of local Thai eateries. There is also a pharmacy on this road and a modern convenience store.

After grabbing a bite to eat or something to drink, make your way to 5 Wing Five Airbase. Just beyond the entrance on the left, you may need to sign in, so make sure you have your passport with you. From here, you can flag down a motorbike taxi or túk-túk, or tackle the long walk to reach 6 Ao Manao.



Visit Wat Khao Chong Krajok

TEMPLE-TOPPED VIEWPOINT

At the northern end of town, Wat Khao Chong Krajok occupies a commanding presence above Prachuap Khiri Khan. The temple sits atop Khao Chong Krajok Hill (Mirror Gap Hill) and provides outstanding panoramic views of the coastline and the rugged mountains on the Myanmar border about 15km away. The bright yellow staircase comprises 396 stairs that you’ll need to climb to get to the stupa on the summit; King Rama IV ordered the stupa’s construction. Go at a leisurely pace as there are several rest areas with benches on the way up. A few are covered, providing shelter from the elements, while others open up to breathtaking vistas. Once you reach the top, you’ll be rewarded with even more enticing views.

A word of warning – don’t bring food with you on the climb up. Wat Khao Chong Krajok is home to a troop of greedy and aggressive macaque monkeys. If they see food, the monkeys will absolutely harass you. Leave the food behind, and if you’re still nervous about the climb, bring a stick to wave as a scare tactic. In case you do want to feed the monkeys, there is a designated feeding area in the temple parking area; you can buy some snacks there.

The best times to visit are sunrise and sunset. At sunrise, it’s quiet and relatively cool and the landscape looks beautiful bathed in the dawn light. Sunset offers stunning views, but make sure you leave before it’s completely dark outside.

Like any temple in Thailand, please dress appropriately and be respectful while visiting.
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Go Wild at Nam Tok Huai Yang

CASCADES, TRAILS AND CAMPING

Get off the beaten track and head to Nam Tok Huai Yang National Park (thainationalparks.com) for hiking trails, waterfalls and camping in a natural forest habitat. Located about 35km south of the Prachuap Khiri Khan city centre, Nam Tok Huai Yang National Park is an easy excursion from the city and also a popular half-day tour from Hua Hin.

The main attraction is the park’s namesake waterfall, the seven-tiered cascading Nam Tok Huai Yang. Located at the main visitor centre area, the waterfall can be accessed via a well-maintained trail. The trail climbs the first five tiers; the fifth tier is around 700m from the start of the trail. Accessing the sixth and seventh tier is quite strenuous and requires rock climbing. Adventure seekers will need to hire a park ranger to reach the last two tiers (about 300B for a few hours).

Other waterfalls in the national park include Nam Tok Kha Aon, Nam Tok Khao Lan, Nam Tok Bua Sawan and Nam Tok Huai Hin Dat. The most impressive, Nam Tok Khao Lan, has several tiers, with water from one of the tiers dropping off a 50m-high cliff. This waterfall is best to visit in the rainy season, when it’s also possible to swim in a pool on the top level. Nam Tok Khao Aon is also magnificent with nine tiers. It is located 44km south of the national park’s main visitor centre.

While exploring the park, be on the lookout for wildlife including wild boars, porcupines, langurs and gibbons.


MONKEY BUSINESS

Scattered throughout the province of Prachuap Khiri Khan and close to many of the tourist attractions live various species of monkeys. While their curious faces may be cute to look at, macaque monkeys in particular can be quite aggressive, and know no shame or fear. Do not to feed or provoke them, or you risk getting bitten. It’s not just food they’re after – plastic bags and camera bags are also targets. This is the same type of monkey that you’ll encounter when visiting Phra Nakhon Khiri Historical Park in Phetchaburi. The other monkeys in the province are dusky leaf monkeys, which are more docile and completely adorable. Although wild, they are used to human interaction and love being fed bananas.



WHERE TO EAT IN PRACHUAP KHIRI KHAN

Krua Chaiwat

An excellent Thai restaurant with low prices and a welcoming atmosphere; vegetarian options available. $

Grandma’s House

This artist-run cafe is on the ground floor of a renovated century-old wooden house. Great breakfast. $

In Town Seafood

A street-side eatery with views of the bay and fresh seafood on display. Point and pick to assemble your meal. $$


TIPS FOR VISITING NAM TOK HUAI YANG

There is no public transport to the national park. The only options for getting here are by renting your own car or motorcycle or hiring a tour guide or private driver from Prachuap Khiri Khan. Current entrance fees are 100B for adults and 50B for children.

The national park has two big-room accommodation places for rent, but it is only possible to book them in Thailand. You must send a bank transfer, two days in advance, from a 7-Eleven convenience store or a local Thai bank.

At the main visitor centre near Nam Tok Huai Yang, you can rent tents and gear for camping. There is one restaurant located inside the park; it’s open daily from 8.30am to 4pm.




GETTING AROUND

Buses generally park along the Phetkasem Hwy, 4km northwest of the city centre. Tickets are sold on the northbound side of the road and should be bought a day in advance. Four daily air-conditioned buses to Bangkok’s Southern Bus Terminal (200B, 9am, 11am, 1pm, 1am) and Phetchaburi (150B, every hour) depart from a small bus stop on Th Phitak Chat. Minivans are the best way to get around in the province, and they depart from Th Prachuap Khiri Khan minivan station at the junction of Hwy 4 near the main bus stop. If you arrive by train, the station is about a 15-minute walk to the main accommodation area.

The city centre is small enough to get around on foot, and a motorbike taxi to most places starts at 30B. Most hotels have motorcycle hire for about 250B per day, and bicycles are also available to rent for 50B.





Beyond Prachuap Khiri Khan
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South of Prachuap Khiri Khan are two sleepy fishing villages with sandy coastline, towering coconut trees and crystal blue seas.


The two coastal villages of Ban Krut and Bang Saphan Yai both have pretty beaches and modern amenities, as well as a lack of tourism that makes them a peaceful retreat. Don’t expect much in the form of late-night entertainment; instead, expect to meander at your own pace and soak up local Thai life for a few quiet days. Ban Krut has long, wide beaches and is a favourite getaway for Thai families at the weekend, while Bang Saphan Yai and its towering coconut trees is often completely overlooked. Chances are that if you pass through these two towns during the week, you’ll have them – and the crystal-clear blue sea – all to yourself.
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TOP TIP

Ban Krut is better suited for visitors, as it has accommodation for all budgets, a variety of restaurants and a convenience store.



Explore Ban Krut By Motorbike

HIT THE OPEN ROAD

One of the best ways to explore Ban Krut is by motorbike. The town doesn’t have a lot of traffic, which makes it a safe place to drive, but make sure you wear your helmet and arrange motorbike rental insurance.

If you have no particular plan, driving up the coast is a good place to start; find a quiet spot to admire the sea views and towering coconut trees. Driving south from Hat Ban Krut to Ao Bo Thong Lay is a scenic 25-minute jaunt, and all along the beachside road you’ll see locals drying fish and anchovies in the sun. Pass a small fishing community and a tiny temple before arriving at the bay. Stop here to take photos, go for a swim or just relax.

Heading north, you can follow the coast to Wat Tham Khiri Wong, a cave temple with a few monks living on site. It’s nothing special, but worth a stop if you are passing by. From here, continue driving to the town of Thap Sakae. There are a few small local shops here, a number of cafes and a daily local market. The network of roads and dirt tracks jutting out from the coconut groves are worth exploring. Get a glimpse of local life and nature, and you might even see water buffalo bathing in shallow pools. If you have no place in particular to be, taking a motorbike around the Ban Krut area is a simple, relaxing way to get off the beaten path and experience a quieter side to Thailand.
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VISIT BAN KRUT’S MARKETS

Ban Krut has a variety of local markets throughout the week, and each one offers something different. Even if you’re not interested in shopping, exploring these markets is a wonderful way to immerse yourself in the local culture. Visit the Ban Krut Morning Market (6am to 8am daily) to watch locals buy their goods for the day or enjoy some BBQ chicken. The market is located in front of the Ban Krut train station. The Saturday Market (5pm to 7pm) is in a large field near the railway crossing and has a lot of prepared food and clothing items. The Burmese Border Market, about 40 minutes away by car, is a massive market that is held daily and has everything from local produce to furniture.



WHERE TO EAT IN BAN KRUT

Cafe Del Mar

Waterfront restaurant with authentic Thai cuisine and international favourites, including breakfast. $$

Li’s Restaurant

Spicy and zesty Thai cuisine, fresh seafood and a wide selection of homemade fruit smoothies. $$

Tam Mai

Authentic Thai favourites, fresh fruit shakes and a good choice of homemade pastries and desserts. $

Go Island Hopping

HAVE FUN IN THE SUN

Visit the three sister islands of Ko Thalu, Ko Sang and Ko Sing by boat and enjoy fishing, swimming and shallow-water snorkelling. The scenic bays are near Bang Saphan Yai and the perfect destination for a full-day trip.

Ko Thalu is the most popular of the islands and features three white-sand beaches. Ao Mook has a tranquil atmosphere, while Ao Sai Yai has clear water and is a good spot for diving and snorkelling as corals are abundant; sea kayaking is also an activity here. Ao Thian is a small beach lined with trees. On the east side of Ko Thalu is a coral graveyard with a variety of dead species, including flower corals.

Ko Sang is rich in coral, so snorkelling is popular. The island’s interior is rugged and there are a few jungle paths for trekking, or you can relax and enjoy kayaking.

Ko Sing is a small island shaped like a lion’s head. It’s a popular spot for fishing and sailing.

To reach the three islands, rent a boat at Ban Pak Khlong Pier, not far from Bang Saphan market. A boat can seat up to 10 and costs about 4500B for a three-hour trip.


WAT SANG TAI

When visiting Ban Krut and Bang Saphan Yai, don’t miss the chance to tour Wat Tang Sai, a Buddhist temple constructed in 1996 to celebrate the occasion of King Bhumibol Adulyadej’s golden jubilee (50 years). The temple is impressive, with nine pagodas that sit on top of Thong Chai mountain overlooking Hat Ban Krut. The temple grounds have beautiful gardens and a few fearsome-looking statues. These statues are not considered to be evil, but are rather the guardians to the temple. Wat Tang Sai opens daily at 9am and can be easily accessed from the beach or the road. As with any sacred place of worship in Thailand, dress appropriately.




GETTING AROUND

Ban Krut (65km south of Prachuap Khiri Khan) and Bang Saphan Yai (90km south of Prachuap Khiri Khan) have train stations. All 11 trains from Bangkok’s Hualamphong Station to the far south stop at Bang Saphan Yai, and seven stop at Ban Krut. You can also get to both by rail from Prachuap Khiri Khan (20B to 13500B, one hour), Chumphon (30B to 1500B, 1½ to two hours) and Hua Hin (50B to 1500B, two hours).

From Bangkok’s Southern Terminal, buses go to Bang Saphan Yai (Soi Bang Saphan; 275B, six hours) every hour or two between 7.30am and midnight, and first stop in Ban Krut. Heading north, these buses stop in Prachuap Khiri Khan (90B, one hour) and Phetchaburi (193B, 3½ hours), but not Hua Hin. Both bus stops are a short distance south of the train stations.

Minivans (Rte 3169) from Bang Saphan Yai depart from the highway in front of Sweet Home Bakery in the heart of town. They go to Prachuap Khiri Khan (100B, one hour, eight daily from 6.20am to 4.50pm) and Chumphon (80B, two hours, 8.45am). The Chumphon van normally doesn’t pick up in Ban Krut, but Bankrut Tour & Travel can arrange it, with the cost rising to 400B. There is no minivan service between Ban Krut and Bang Saphan Yai.

Most resorts will pick you up in town and send you back for free, but will charge for drop-off at Phetkasem Hwy. Motorbike taxis from Bang Saphan Yai to the beach cost 100B, and from Ban Krut it is about 30B.

You can hire motorcycles for 250B to 350B per day; this is the best way to explore the area.





CHUMPHON
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Chumphon is where the south begins. The transit town is the gateway to popular destinations in southern Thailand and a stopover for travellers heading to and from Ko Tao and the islands in the Gulf of Thailand, or further south to Ranong or Phuket. While there is not a lot to do in the town itself while waiting to catch a connecting ferry or bus, the surrounding areas are certainly worth exploring if you have time to spare. Join the others who are already in on the secret: the overlooked province has a number of unspoilt beaches, tropical islands, dazzling temples and a national museum. Natural wonders are also plentiful here. There are national parks, wildlife conservation areas, mountains, hiking trails and waterfalls. If you’re looking to get off the backpacker trail and relax on a quiet beach or immerse yourself in nature, Chumphon is definitely worth a stop.
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TOP TIP

While many people only stop in Chumphon for as long as it takes to catch the next ferry, consider spending a few days here. The best way to get to the nearby national parks and beaches is to rent a motorbike to explore on your own.



Go Snorkelling in Mu Ko Chumphon National Park

ISLANDS, CORAL REEFS AND WHALE SHARKS

An enticing marine attraction, Mu Ko Chumphon National Park (tourismthailand.org) has over 40 islands, beautiful beaches, colourful coral reefs and mangrove forests. Often overlooked, the national park is definitely worth a day trip to explore its beauty.

Siam Cat Charter Tours (siamcat-chartertours.com) offers a fantastic one-day snorkelling trip to four islands, with breakfast and lunch on board. The trips vary, and booking on an even or odd day means that different options will be available. Even-day snorkelling trips venture to Ko Mattra, Ko Lak Rad, Ko La Wa and Ko Lung Ga Jiw. You’ll see crab species, snorkel through coral reefs and get close to sea anemone. Odd-day trips visit Ko Ngam Noi, Ko Ngam Yai, Ko Ga Loke and Ko Talu. Scuba-diving enthusiasts will enjoy spotting the elusive whale sharks as well as the moray stingray. Other highlights of this one-day trip include spotting parrotfish and butterfly fish in their natural habitat.

Both tours are an excellent way to explore Mu Ko Chumphon National Park by boat. Be prepared for a full-day adventure as the tour leaves daily at 7am and finishes at 7pm, followed by dinner at a popular local seafood restaurant in Chumphon.


CHUMPHON’S BEST BEACHES

Get acquainted with the mostly desolate beaches of Chumphon. Visit Hat Pharadonphap and nap under the coconut trees or explore the fishing village before enjoying fresh seafood at a beachfront restaurant.

The most popular beach for locals, Hat Sai Ri, is located 20km from Chumphon city centre and is home to the monument of Prince Krom Luang Jumborn Khet Udomsakdi, the founder of the Royal Navy. Hat Thung Wua Laen (Fast Running Cow Beach) is 15km northeast of town is full of various traveller amenities. It’s a popular beach with Thai families on the weekend, so be prepared for crowds. Hat Tham Thong-Bang Boet is a 5km stretch of white sand backed by limestone peaks and pine trees.



PLACES TO EAT IN CHUMPHON

Ban Phuk Phouk

Country-style restaurant with spicy Thai food and local specialities, ample servings and friendly staff. $

Le Betole

Authentic Italian fare and Thai favourites on the beach. Pizzas and burgers are popular. $$

Pirates Terrace

Thai classics, pasta, pizza, coffee and pastries, plus breakfast favourites at affordable prices. $$

History Lessons at the Chumphon National Museum

ARCHITECTURE AND ARTEFACTS

Chumphon National Museum, in the governmental centre, is a fantastic place for history buffs. The museum displays both prehistoric and more recent artefacts, includes a library and is divided into eight sections including Chumphon Today, History of Chumphon and Chumphon During WWII. The museum’s permanent exhibitions are include a combination of contemporary style and local southern architecture. There is also an on-site bookstore and souvenir shop.

The museum is open Wednesday to Sunday from 9am to 4pm and costs 100B. It’s 3km north of the city centre, and despite the posted times, hours can be sporadic. It’s best to call 077-630 758 if you plan on visiting.
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LOCAL PRODUCTS IN CHUMPHON

Drop into the dozens of souvenir shops in Chumphon to sample some of the local specialities. Coffee is big business here, and the province has hundreds of thousands of hectares of coffee plantations, making it the largest robusta-growing province in Thailand. Enjoy a cup of freshly brewed coffee or pick up a bag of beans to take home. Also make a point to sample Chumphon’s local fruit, such as leb mue nang – sweet dried bananas or banana chips. Dried seafood, shrimp paste and locally made fish sauce are also popular souvenirs from the province.




GETTING AROUND

Chumphon’s main bus station is an inconvenient 12km from the city centre, so visit one of the tour centres in town to book buses to Bangkok and Phuket. Minivans are available to Ranong, Surat Thani and Prachuap Khiri Khan and leave from Chumphon Night Bazaar. There are frequent trains from Bangkok to Chumphon, but you’ll need to reserve in advance. The best way to explore the city centre and surrounding area is by motorbike. Daily rentals cost 200B to 300B. Motorbike taxis are easy to flag down and fares start at 30B.

Chumphon is known as the gateway to southern Thailand, and it is a popular spot for those heading to Ko Tao and islands in the Gulf of Thailand. Lomprayah High Speed Ferries (lomprayah.com) has a service from Chumphon 14 times per week (around 1¾ hours).







KO SAMUI & THE LOWER GULF

[image: ]

BEACHES, DIVING, STREET FOOD AND HISTORY


Home to iconic island destinations but also the least-visited region of Thailand, visitors can find both beach bliss and traditional Thai life here.
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The lower gulf features three of Thailand’s most spectacular islands. Ko Samui is the superstar that tempts millions of visitors annually with gleaming beaches, wellness resorts and boutique hotels, but near-neighbours Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Tao are almost as popular in their own distinct ways.

Ko Pha-Ngan draws a younger crowd with its Full Moon parties and jungle raves, but also offers secluded, family-friendly white-sand beaches on the still largely undeveloped east and north coasts. In contrast, Ko Tao is all about adventure sports. The island is one of Southeast Asia’s key diving hubs, as well as an increasingly popular spot for rock-climbing, while at night there’s a buzzing bar scene.

Head south of Surat Thani, the gateway to the islands, and the crowds disappear to the point that you can have a beach to yourself in Ao Khanom, where pink dolphins cavort offshore and there are caves and waterfalls to explore. It’s a great spot to experience traditional Thai life in sleepy seaside villages.

Venture further south and you enter Thailand’s least-seen region, where a rich Muslim heritage influences everything from the architecture to the food. The bustling city of Hat Yai is a favourite foodie destination for local travellers, while nearby Songkhla has a charming and historic old town, as well as beaches where you can enjoy superb sunrises.

[image: jpg]

Diving, Ko Tao | JOHN BACK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

KO SAMUI

Beaches and a marine national park.

KO PHA-NGAN

Hidden bays and Full Moon parties.

KO TAO

Diving, climbing and a banging bar scene.

AO KHANOM

Dolphins, deserted beaches and traditional villages.

HAT YAI

Street food, Muslim heritage and history.



Find Your Way


The islands of Ko Samui, Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Tao sit in the Gulf of Thailand, while the mainland provinces of the region hug the coast as they stretch south to the border with Malaysia.
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Plan Your Time


Hit the beaches for sure, but there’s a lot to see elsewhere on the islands, as well as offshore. If you have more time, consider heading south to the street-food markets of Hat Yai and heritage-rich Songkhla.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Choose between the resorts of Ko Samui, the more laid-back vibe of Ko Pha-Ngan or the outdoor adventures available on Ko Tao, although the islands are close enough to each other to commute between all three.

• Ko Samui is the most-developed and family-friendly island, while Ko Pha-Ngan offers hedonistic parties and remote white-sand beaches. Ko Tao is the baby of the bunch in terms of size and sophistication, but the best for diving and snorkelling.

• Travellers can access the pristine, uninhabited islands of the Ang Thong Marine National Park from both Ko Samui and Ko Pha-Ngan.




Three Days to Travel Around

• Three days on Ko Samui gives you the chance to move between the most-visited beaches of Chaweng and Lamai, where there are quality restaurants of all genres and a busy nightlife scene, and pretty Mae Nam on the quieter north coast.

• On Ko Pha-Ngan, you can flit between the stunning, tucked-away beaches of the east and north coasts, as well as dancing the night away at the Full Moon Party.

• Ko Tao’s principal attraction is diving, but you could also spend a day rock climbing or hiking in the jungly interior.




More Than a Week

• After a few days on the islands, venture south on the mainland, stopping at Ao Khanom for pink dolphin-spotting or Khao Luang National Park, where spectacular waterfalls and flora and fauna unique to the region await.

• Further south is Hat Yai, where Thai, Malay and Chinese influences fuse to create some of the most delicious street food in Thailand, and the mellow old town of Songkhla with its Sino-Portuguese architecture.

• Beyond there lies the Deep South, Thailand’s least-seen region, where the majority of people are ethnic Malay Muslims and Malaysia is just down the road.



Seasonal Highlights

Mid-December to March is peak time. July and August are also popular. Hotel prices drop during the October to December rainy season.

JANUARY

Chinese New Year falls in January or February, and Hat Yai’s large Chinese community celebrates in style.
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MARCH

Ramadan normally begins in March, and runs into April, so this a good time to avoid the Muslim-majority Deep South.
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APRIL

Three days of water-drenched fun as Songkran – the Buddhist New Year – is celebrated across the region.
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MAY

Ko Samui hosts its annual jazz festival, as well as a sailing regatta off Chaweng Beach.
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JUNE

The annual Ko Tao Festival is normally staged mid-June and celebrates environmental achievements with food and live music.
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JULY

Diving and snorkelling off Ko Tao is best in July and August when the visibility is superb: up to 30m.
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DECEMBER

Party time on Ko Pha-Ngan with big crowds coming for the Full Moon bacchanalia and an epic New Year’s Eve.
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KO SAMUI
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Ko Samui attracts almost three million visitors annually, drawn by gleaming beaches lapped by the Gulf of Thailand’s emerald waters, boutique and wellness resorts, fine restaurants and a busy nightlife scene. But Thailand’s third-largest island is big enough for travellers to find their own space, whether you’re in search of beach parties or seclusion.

Enticing strips of sand ring the island, with Chaweng and Lamai in the east and southeast drawing the most visitors. But Mae Nam in the north and Ao Phang Ka in the southwest are also lovely, while the west coast offers glorious sunsets.

Ko Samui was a largely unknown and untouched island paradise until the 1970s. Much of the interior remains tropical jungle, where visitors will find waterfalls, coconut farms and monkeys. And just a boat ride away are the uninhabited, pristine islands of the Ang Thong Marine National Park.
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SIGHTS

1 Ao Phang Ka

2 Ao Thong Sai

see 1 Avani + Samui

3 Ban Hua Thanon

4 Buddha Statue

5 Coconut Museum

6 Conrad Ko Samui

7 Fisherman’s Village

8 Hat Bang Kao

9 Hat Bang Rak

see 7 Hat Bo Phut

10 Hat Chaweng

11 Hat Lamai

12 Hat Lipa Noi

13 Hat Mae Nam

14 Hat Na Thon

15 Hin Lat

16 Lat Wanon

17 Mae Nam Viewpoint

18 Na Mueang

19 Na Thon

see 7 Night Market

20 Tan Ruea

see 19 Traditional Wooden Houses

21 Wat Plai Laem

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

22 100 Degrees East

23 Absolute Sanctuary

see 19 Kiteboarding Asia

24 Samahita Retreat

25 Secret Garden Spa

see 19 Siam Pro Kite

26 Six Senses

27 Tamarind Springs Forest Spa

see 20 Tree Bridge Coffee

EATING

see 3 Melayu Samui Seafood

see 19 Na Thon Night Food Market

28 Sweet Sisters Café

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 28 La Rhumerie




TOP TIP

Samui’s main road loops around the island, hugging the coastline. A motorcycle or scooter is the cheapest and easiest way to get around. But there are a lot of accidents, so wear a helmet and watch your speed.



WHERE TO FIND BUDGET DIGS IN HAT CHAWENG

Pott Guesthouse

Functional, old-school rooms with small balconies set 100m back from the beach. Attached restaurant. $

Timeless Hostel

Dorms are cramped with small lockers, but the common area is fine and the location perfect. $

Socialtel Samui

Pink-themed party hostel offers comfy dorms, a cool pool and bar, and nightly shenanigans. $

Hang at Hat Chaweng

STUNNING BEACH AND NIGHTLIFE

Hat Chaweng is Ko Samui’s standout stunner of a beach: around 7km of sparkling white sand that occupies a big chunk of the east coast. Chaweng is the busiest beach on the island, but it’s also big enough for its different areas to have their own distinct character. The far northern end is rockier and more subdued than the crowded central part, while the far south, known as Chaweng Noi, is the place to head to for a quieter experience.

Chaweng, along with Hat Lamai, is the most commercial and built-up area of Samui. The roads that wiggle back from the central section of the beach especially are a mishmash of restaurants, massage, souvenir and clothes shops, travel and tour agencies, bars and clubs, and accommodation options that range from budget hostels to high-end boutique places. Some are party destinations, with the music pumping from lunchtime, nightly fire shows and not much prospect of sleep for anyone staying within earshot.

But if Chaweng can feel rather charmless, the beach itself is still a winner: a curving crescent of powdery sand fringed with swaying palms and punctuated by rocky outcrops. If you’re looking for a picture-postcard tropical beach, with restaurants and nightlife on your doorstep, Chaweng is a great option (although consider bringing earplugs).

Visitors should note that the waves and swells off Chaweng are often bigger than elsewhere on the island and there are rip tides, too, so swimming is sometimes more hazardous here. The sea is normally calmest from July to October.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN HAT CHAWENG

Lub d

An upmarket and social hostel featuring decent dorms, two pools and a beachfront location. $$

Jungle Club

Supreme views from this popular place perched atop a very steep hill. Great pool and restaurant. $$

Baan Haad Ngam Boutique Resort & Villas

Comfortable rooms and villas in a neatly landscaped garden at the quiet northern end of Chaweng. $$$

Baan Samui Resort

Spacious, wood-floored rooms and beachside restaurant and pool set on a pretty stretch of Chaweng. $$$

Library Hotel

Huge, minimalist, light-filled rooms at this swanky boutique option with an on-site library and excellent restaurant. $$$



WHERE TO STAY IN HAT LAMAI

New Hut

Basic but beachside A-frame huts with air-con at this friendly place with a lively restaurant. $

The Rock

Spacious white bungalows with balconies set on a hillside just beyond Hat Lamai’s southern tip. $$

Rocky’s Resort

Upmarket but laid-back, the stylish and light-filled rooms at Rocky’s come with great sea views. $$$

Chill at Hat Lamai & South Coast

BUSY BEACH AND SECLUDED BAYS

The southeast and south coast of Ko Samui meanders around bays and headlands, offering a mix of beaches that become progressively more isolated the further south you head. Make it to the far south and you’re in the least-visited and most authentic part of Samui’s coastline, although having your own transport is more or less obligatory if you’re staying here.

Hat Lamai is the big-name beach, second only to Hat Chaweng in terms of popularity. It’s not quite as eye-catching as Chaweng, but it’s still a lovely, long strip of sand and better for swimming than Chaweng, especially in the central section, as it’s shallower. Visitors will find the majority of resorts around the middle of the beach, as well as many food and nightlife options. Lamai is quieter at its far northern and southern extremities, where the beach narrows and becomes rockier. A fair amount of rubbish gets washed up along Hat Lamai, due to tidal conditions, although the beachfront resorts do their best to clean it up.

Travel south of Lamai and you come to Ban Hua Thanon, home to Samui’s long-standing Muslim community. There’s no glitz and few tourists here; it’s a working fishing village. But there’s a busy market, a pretty mosque and some good halal eating options, including Melayu Samui Seafood, which has a range of tasty, reasonably priced dishes and an affable owner.

Continue past Ban Hua Thanon and the road twists and curls all the way to the far south of Samui. This is a great part of the island to tour by motorcycle, as it’s mostly flat and the traffic diminishes once you’re off the main road. There are far fewer resorts and less tourist infrastructure, too. Instead, you pass through tiny hamlets separated by rubber plantations and coconut palms, with the sea just out of sight beyond the trees.

Make sure you stop at La Rhumerie in Ban Bang Kao, a French-run distillery set in a garden of towering palm trees that turns out quality rums. Visitors can take a peek at the distilling process or try the rum-tasting menu at the restaurant here. Nearby is Sweet Sisters Café, which has vegan options and is as good a place as any on the island for breakfast or brunch. Hat Bang Kao is just to the south, a rocky, palm-fringed beach that’s great for walking but less good for swimming.

Carry on to the far southwest of the island and you reach Ao Phang Ka, a lonely beach looking out onto a photogenic bay. It’s one of the prettiest spots on Ko Samui – the sunset is great here – although it’s too shallow and rocky for decent swimming. The Avani + Samui resort overlooks the beach, but if you want an even more secluded location try the Conrad Ko Samui, which is a little further south.
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BEST NIGHTLIFE IN CHAWENG & LAMAI

Green Mango

Part-club and part-bar, Green Mango is a Chaweng institution that packs in a younger crowd.

Lava Lounge

Amenable and informal cocktail bar with sofas and a happy hour. Set back from Hat Lamai.

Ark Bar

Beachfront bar in a popular Chaweng resort. DJs get going at lunchtime and don’t stop till late.

Beach Republic

Beachside bar and pool in Lamai with a long list of cocktails and a loyal following.

Paris Follies Cabaret

Long-running and dazzling drag-queen show in Chaweng. Nightly performances at 8.30pm, 9.30pm and 10.30pm.



WHERE TO EAT IN HAT CHAWENG

Laem Din Market

Thai classics, lots of seafood and some veggie options here. Open from 10am till midnight. $

Day & Night of Koh Samui

Sophisticated place with a decent choice of Thai and Western food. Strong wine list, too. $$

Dr Frogs

Spectacular views over Hat Chaweng and a mostly Mediterranean-inspired menu. Good for seafood. $$

World-Class Pampering

TRANSFORM YOURSELF

Ko Samui is an excellent place for spa and wellness treatments, whether you just want a relaxing foot massage or a couple of weeks of high-end detoxing. Yoga and Pilates are also big here, with numerous studios and retreats scattered around the island.

All the luxury hotels have spas that nonguests can use. The Secret Garden Spa at the Four Seasons, set in a jungly garden on a rocky peninsula in the northwest corner of Ko Samui, is one of the best, offering a delightful range of therapies to pamper mind, body and soul, from chakra balancing to body wraps and cocooning rituals.

On the opposite corner of the island in the northeast is the highly rated spa at the Six Senses, where their wellness experts offer personalised treatments in treehouse-like pavilions with gorgeous sea views. The nearby Absolute Sanctuary is one of Thailand’s best-known wellness retreats. Fasting, lifestyle and nutrition packages, as well as meditation, Pilates and yoga, are available in an alluring Moroccan-inspired setting that is a picture of serenity.

Outside the hotels, Tamarind Springs Forest Spa in Lamai is a super-chilled spot with villas and massage studios set in an attractive garden. The steam treatments are especially popular here. There’s also a restaurant on site and residential packages for stays.

For yoga it’s hard to beat the Samahita Retreat, which is secreted away on the south coast, just behind Hat Bang Kao. Samahita trains both novices and yoga teachers and has state-of-the art fitness facilities and a dedicated team of trainers, as well as a pleasant beachside restaurant.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN HAT LAMAI

Lamai Day Market

Hive of stalls selling Isan dishes, curries and pàt tai. Good place to pick up fruit. $

Pure Vegan Heaven

Plant-based breakfasts, burgers, curries and salads. Nice garden. Closed Wednesday. $$

Food Lab

Unpretentious Italian that tempts with homemade pasta and Roman-style pizza. Open 5pm to 9.30pm. $$

Kangaroo

Ever-reliable and deservedly popular place with fine seafood sets, Thai classics and some Western food. $$

La Fabrique

Legendary all-day breakfasts are the draw, as well as excellent bagels, cakes and sandwiches. $$



WHERE TO SHOP ON KO SAMUI

Central Festival

Samui’s biggest mall is located in Chaweng and is packed with midrange brands and restaurants.

Ash Tailor Samui

Recommended tailor for men and women: suits, dresses, jackets and shirts. Find them in Bo Phut.

Baan Ngurn

Jewellery shop in Fisherman’s Village with an array of finely worked silver bracelets, necklaces and earrings.

Sunsets, Waterfalls & Kitesurfing

WEST COAST AND NA THON

The west coast is the most underrated and least-visited stretch of Ko Samui’s coastline. True, it lacks the Instagram-friendly strips of sand that can be found elsewhere on the island, but the west coast makes up for that with beautiful sunsets, secluded coves and easy access to the waterfalls in Samui’s jungle interior. Best of all, there’s far more elbow room here, as many people are staying elsewhere.

Heading up the west coast, most visitors are pleasantly surprised to stumble upon Hat Lipa Noi, a long and narrow white-sand beach that curves around a shallow bay. There’s far less development here, with the beach mostly sandwiched between palm trees and the sea. The middle section is fine for swimming; the southern and northern ends are scruffier and rockier.

Loop inland from Lipa Noi for a taste of Samui’s jungle interior. It’s a different world once you leave the coast, with the roads getting steeper and more basic very quickly and the resorts giving way to thick forest and coconut farms, some of which use macaque monkeys to collect the nuts. Stop off at the tiny Coconut Museum for valuable tips on how to climb palm trees, as well as quirky souvenirs made out of coconuts and their shells.

Heading inland from Lipa Noi also puts you close to some of Samui’s most photogenic waterfalls. You’ll come to little Lat Wanon first, which sees very few visitors. North of here is the more dramatic Hin Lat waterfall, which has pools for swimming, while further south are the Na Mueang waterfalls, Samui’s most-visited gushers. You can swim at Na Mueang 1, while the higher-up Na Mueang 2 is prettier and more isolated. To see the waterfalls in full flow you will need to be here during the rainy season.

Up the coast from Lipa Noi is Na Thon, the only genuine town on Ko Samui. Most travellers know it as the place where ferries to the mainland depart and arrive, but Na Thon also has the best night food market on the island, as well as a strip of traditional wooden houses a block back from the beach road.

Hat Na Thon isn’t a beach for swimming, but from late afternoon onwards it gets busy as locals, visitors and the amiable beach dogs gather to watch the spectacular sight of the sun setting over the islands of the Ang Thong Marine National Park. Hat Na Thon is also the prime spot on Samui for kitesurfing. Kiteboarding Asia and Siam Pro Kite are both based in Na Thon between April and October and offer courses for both novices and pros.

North of Na Thon are secluded bays, tucked-away resorts and very little nightlife. If you want peace and quiet, this is the place to come and, like everywhere else on the west coast, the sunsets are simply stunning.
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KITEBOARDING

Kiteboarding Asia and Siam Pro Kite both also operate on Ko Pha-Ngan. Find them at Thong Sala on Pha-Ngan’s southwest coast from March to October and on the north coast at Chalok Lam between October and February.




MOTORCYCLE RENTAL SCAMS

It’s worth remembering that if you crash your rented motorcycle or scooter, you’ll be paying for its repairs, as well as your medical bills. But even if you escape unscathed from riding Samui’s roads, some shops may claim that you damaged your rental bike and will try to extort cash for imaginary repairs.

The best way to avoid this is to take copious photos of your vehicle when you initially hire it, making sure that the person renting you the bike sees you doing so (they will be less likely to make a false claim if they know you have pictures). If that doesn’t work, keep your cool and contact the tourist police.



WHERE TO EAT ON THE WEST COAST

Beryl Bar

Laid-back Thai restaurant on a rocky beach in the far northwest. Super spot for sunset. $$

Krua Savoey

Specialises in Samui-style seafood. Try the spicy white snapper with basil. Overlooks Hat Na Thon. $$

El Barril

Catalan eatery that offers authentic tapas, as well as some of the best steaks on Samui. $$

Dodge the Crowds at Mae Nam & North Coast

SWIMMING, WATERFALLS AND ZIPLINES

Head to Ko Samui’s north coast if you’re looking to avoid the crowds at Chaweng and Lamai, but don’t want to be a total hermit. Many of the resorts and bungalows here are tucked down tracks leading back from the coast, making them feel secluded. There are, though, plenty of eating and drinking options nearby in Mae Nam or on the main road.

Hat Mae Nam is the principal beach here and it’s one of Samui’s most picturesque: a long and wide crescent that’s fine for swimming and a good and safe choice for kids. At the time of research, it was mercifully free of Jet Skis. For tremendous views looking down on the beach and all the way across to Ko Pha-Ngan, head to the Mae Nam Viewpoint on the road to Na Thon. It’s a hike on foot, but a scooter will whisk you here quickly.

South of the viewpoint is Tan Ruea, a small but dramatic waterfall. But the main draw is nearby Tree Bridge Coffee, where you traverse a rope bridge to a treehouse-like cafe that has amazing sea views and eight short ziplines that are ideal for children or nervous types. The road to the waterfall and cafe is steep and not always easy to drive, but if you book ahead they will pick you up from your accommodation.


BEST PLACES TO STAY & EAT IN MAE NAM & THE NORTH COAST

Shangri-La

Old-fashioned bungalows, but they’re on a lovely, quiet stretch of Hat Ma Nam. $$

Belmond Napasai

Smart seafront villas set in manicured grounds. Yoga, tennis and windsurfing are available. Great service. $$$

Bang Po Seafood

Locals love this place for the unique seafood dishes like horseshoe crab and sea-urchin salad. $$

Homemade Burgers

Decent burgers, sandwiches and breakfasts served in a pleasant garden. Veggie and vegan options, too. $$

Pepenero

Ever-popular Italian place with superb antipasto and pasta, a lovely garden and engaging host. $$



WHERE TO FIND HOSPITALS ON KO SAMUI

Bangkok Samui Hospital

Internationally accredited hospital in Chaweng. Your best bet for just about any medical problem, but not cheap.

Samui International Hospital

Private hospital in Chaweng with English-speaking staff. Has an emergency ambulance service.

Ko Samui Hospital

Public government hospital south of Na Thon. The cheapest option on the island.

Fisherman’s Village, Beaches & Statues

BO PHUT AND THE NORTHEAST COAST

Fisherman’s Village in the northeast of Ko Samui has become one of the island’s hot spots in recent years, as the Chinese-style shop houses that line its long and narrow main street have been converted into boutique hotels, restaurants, shops and bars. The fun night market here, which features street food, clothes, souvenirs, bars and live music, is one of the most popular destinations on Samui and is absolutely rammed during peak season. The market is open Monday, Wednesday, Friday and Saturday.

The village sits just back from Hat Bo Phut, which curls around the northeast coast for a couple of kilometres. It’s great for sunbathing or walking, but the sand is coarser than on other Samui beaches, while the water tends to be murkier. It’s nicest at the far western end.

Just around the headland from Hat Bo Phut is Hat Bang Rak, also known as Big Buddha Beach after the nearby temple whose centrepiece is a giant, gilded Buddha statue. Ko Samui’s most reliable scuba-diving operator, 100 Degrees East, is based here; it also runs excellent snorkelling and kayaking tours. By far the prettiest beach in the area can be found further east at Ao Thong Sai, a cove with a wide but small white-sand beach.

No visit to the northeast is complete without a stop at Wat Plai Laem, home to the island’s most eye-catching statue: an 18-armed representation of Guan Yin, the Chinese Buddhist Goddess of compassion. The statue sits on an island in a lake, rising above the water alongside a temple, and is extremely photogenic.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN BO PHUT, THE NORTHEAST & THE WEST COAST

Treehouse Silent Beach

Compact bungalows set around a garden at this excellent budget choice. Beachfront restaurant. $

Escape Beach Resort

A rare beachfront midrange option in this part of Samui. Comfortable rooms and a pool. $$

Hacienda

Boutique guesthouse in Fisherman’s Village has lovely, bright rooms, sea views and a cute rooftop pool. $$

Hansar Samui Resort

Upmarket option in Fisherman’s Village. There’s a super pool, gym and spa. $$$

Dreamcatcher Hostel

New-ish hostel north of Na Thon with a range of dorms and a beachfront communal area. $

Win Hotel

Seafront in Na Thon with balconies for sunset views and an exterior lift with ocean vistas. $

The Mud

Comfortable and big bungalows above a cove north of Na Thon. Good restaurant. $$



WHERE TO DRINK IN MAE NAM & THE NORTH COAST

About Café

Charming cafe in the heart of Mae Nam with quirky design and good coffee. Closed Wednesday.

Black Rose Café

Driftwood beach bar/cafe at the far west of Hat Mae Nam. Ideal for a sundowner.

Moonshine Bar

Amiable pub with a pool table and a friendly crowd of locals and expats.


BOX JELLYFISH

There are several species of venomous jellyfish in the waters off Ko Samui, Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Tao, but the most notorious is the box jellyfish, so-called because of its cube-like body. Its sting – which contains a potent venom that attacks the nervous system, heart and skin cells – can result in death, with victims frequently going into shock and drowning before they can reach the shore.

Box jellyfish are most prevalent in the October to December rainy season, when heavy seas bring them closer to shore. Some beaches on Ko Samui and Ko Pha-Ngan are now equipped with vinegar, which should be poured onto the area affected by the sting for 30 seconds. Resist the temptation to rub or scratch the affected area.




GETTING AROUND

Red sŏrng·tăa·ou (pickup minibuses) act as public transport on Samui, travelling between the main beaches during daylight hours and serving as taxis at night. Negotiate the price before setting off. It’s also possible to find taxis via the Grab app. Motorcycles and scooters can be hired everywhere from 200B per day.





Beyond Ko Samui
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A pristine marine national park, a quirky island and a traditional town with great street food await beyond Ko Samui.


Travel west of Ko Samui and you enter the Ang Thong Marine National Park, a seascape of uninhabited islands that float like green pearls in an emerald sea. The park is the essential sight beyond Samui, offering jungle hikes, a hidden lagoon, monkey-spotting, snorkelling and some truly spectacular sea views.

South of Samui are the twin islands of Ko Taen and Ko Mat Sum, the latter of which is now an extremely popular day trip thanks to its population of photogenic pigs.

On the mainland is the undervalued town of Surat Thani, the gateway to Samui, Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Tao. Stay here and you’ll be rewarded with fine street food and a popular floating market.
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TOP TIP

Ang Thong Marine National Park, Ko Taen and Ko Mat Sum are best accessed via day tours from Ko Samui.



Sublime Seascapes, Snorkelling & Wildlife

EXPLORE ANG THONG MARINE NATIONAL PARK

The 42 islands of Ang Thong Marine National Park rise dramatically out of the sea 31km west of Ko Samui, their limestone cliffs covered in thick forest and ringed by dreamy white-sand beaches. Covering an area of 102 sq km, 80% of which is water, the park offers an idyllic vision of untouched nature and the views here are simply sublime. There are also ample opportunities for spotting wildlife, both above and underwater.

No commercial boat services run to the park, which is accessed via day tours from Ko Samui and Ko Pha-Ngan. Almost all the tours stop at the same two islands and include an onboard lunch. All tours offer snorkelling and kayaking options, although in truth the snorkelling can be underwhelming as there’s little coral here. If you’re lucky, you may spot sea turtles.

Ko Mae Ko is usually the first stop, a 90-minute journey from Samui. As you approach, you might be able to see the naturally occurring stone arches on nearby Ko Samsao, depending on the tides. Ko Mae Ko’s main attraction is Emerald Lake, a lagoon with an ethereal minty tint that’s hidden in the centre of the island. It’s strictly off-limits for swimming. Instead, climb the very steep staircases to a couple of viewpoints where visitors can look down on the lagoon. Visitors with mobility issues, the elderly and small kids may struggle to get up and down the stairs safely. There’s also a 1km trail leading to Tham Bua Bok, a cavern with lotus-shaped stalagmites and stalactites.

From Ko Mae Ko, tours head south to Ko Wua Talap, the largest island and one of two in the park that are inhabited. The human population, though, is far outnumbered by dusky spectacled langurs – cute black monkeys with white rings around their eyes – who like to come down to the beach to observe visitors when they land. Ko Wua Talap is also a prime spot for bird-watching: look out for sea eagles, oriental hornbills and rock thrushes.

Steep steps cut into the limestone lead up to a viewpoint from which there are simply sensational vistas across the national park; it’s probably the most spectacular vantage point anywhere in the region. But be warned that it’s an arduous one-hour journey up and down: wear proper footwear and take water.

It’s possible to stay in the national park accommodation on Ko Wua Talap, which consists of simple bungalows, or you can hire a tent. There’s also a restaurant.

Tons of tour operators on Samui and Ko Pha-Ngan run day tours to the park, starting from 1300B per person (park admission is included in the ticket price). Samui Island Tours sends a couple of big Chinese junk-style boats to the park every day and is reliable. For something more individual, 100 Degrees East offers highly rated kayaking day trips.

The prime time to visit the park is February to April, when water visibility is at its best. Crashing monsoon waves mean that the park is normally closed between late October and late December.
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BOATS & FERRIES TO KO SAMUI

There are a few options for getting to Ko Samui from the mainland by boat or ferry.

Lomprayah has high-speed catamarans running between Don Sak on the mainland and Na Thon. The slower but cheaper Seatran car ferry also travels between Don Sak and Na Thon, while Raja has ferries moving between Don Sak and Lipa Noi on Samui’s west coast. All three operators have multiple daily sailings and tickets can be booked online.

Another choice is the basic overnight cargo boat that leaves from Surat Thani Town at 10pm, reaching Na Thon around 4am. Watch your bags on this boat.



WHERE TO DRINK ON KO SAMUI’S NORTHEAST COAST

Emerald Irish Pub

Sports bar with a back balcony that has tremendous views across to Ko Pha-Ngan.

Roastery Village

Stylish coffee stop with exposed brick walls and speciality coffees. Also serves breakfasts and cakes.

Coco Tam’s

Prime beachfront location in Fisherman’s Village. Fine but pricey cocktails and the best fire show.

Island Escapes & Pig Heaven

PHOTOGENIC PIGS AND SNORKELLING

If the crowds on Samui have you yearning for the castaway life, consider venturing to Ko Taen and Ko Mat Sum, two barely populated islands that lie a few kilometres south of Ko Samui. Ko Taen offers probably the best snorkelling off Samui, but the stars of the show are the photogenic pigs that wander the beaches of Ko Mat Sum, making the island a mandatory stop for many travellers.

The islands are accessed from the fishing village of Thong Krut in the far southwest, where you can hire your own long-tail boat to bounce across the waves. Alternatively, join one of the many day tours that head to the islands for around 1500B per person.

Tours travel first to Ko Taen, the larger of the two islands. Ko Taen is ringed by coral reefs, some in better shape than others, and on a good day there’s decent snorkelling to be had. It’s also possible to stay overnight at the budget Ko Taen Village Bungalows, which has the only restaurant on the island. Ko Taen has yet to recover from the pandemic’s impact, so the island feels rather run-down. Hopefully, that will soon change.

Visiting neighbouring Ko Mat Sum, now better known as ‘pig island’, has become an essential experience for many Samui visitors, who come to play with the island’s resident pigs, a crew of genial swine who like to paddle in the ocean, laze on the palm-fringed beach and snuffle for the food the tour groups bring. Kids love it and so do Insta-happy older travellers. Truly, this is pig heaven.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN BO PHUT & NORTHEAST COAST

The Hut

Popular, laid-back Fisherman’s Village haunt with an appealing, reasonably priced Thai standards. $

Kama Sutra

Solid Mediterranean-inspired dishes and Thai food. The 2nd-floor dining area has nice sea views. $$

Gusto Italiano

Our pick of the many Italian restaurants in Fisherman’s Village, offering delicious, well-presented food. $$

2 Fishes

Smart, cosy Fisherman’s Village restaurant with an open kitchen and appealing seafood choices. $$$

The Thai Tapas

Ecofriendly fusion restaurant with creative twists on classic Thai dishes. Fine cocktails, too. $$$



WHERE TO FIND COOKING CLASSES ON KO SAMUI

Jungle Kitchen

Teaches traditional Thai cooking in a serene setting south of Bo Phut. Kids are welcome.

Island Organics Thai Cooking Class

Guests learn how to cook four recipes and tour the organic microfarm here.

Smiley Cook Thai

Offers a market tour, before you prepare and eat four dishes. Located south of Bo Phut.

Sail Around Samui

ISLAND CRUISES

Cruising around Samui’s turquoise waters is a fine idea, with a number of operators offering cruises that take in all the islands around Samui, using a variety of vessels. Some cruises travel to Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Tao as well, allowing travellers who aren’t heading there the opportunity to see something of Samui’s near neighbours. And if money is no object, private charters can take you further afield.

Red Baron is an elegant Chinese junk with a distinctive red sail moored at Bang Rak on Samui’s northeast coast that sets sail six days a week to different destinations, including Ko Pha-Ngan, Ang Thong Marine National Park, Ko Taen and Ko Mat Sum, with stops for snorkelling and sightseeing. There are also twice-weekly sunset dinner cruises to Ko Som, a tiny island off the northeast coast. Transfers, meals and drinks are included in the price of the tours.

Another red-sailed option is Red Dragon, a luxurious teakwood vessel with a hot tub and trips to the above destinations. Alternatively, 10 people can get together and hire the boat as a private charter for 62,000B per day. Chantara and Siamtara are smaller junks, but make up for that by the crews sometimes dressing as pirates.

By far the most glamorous option is to hire a yacht for the day or longer. Independence Yacht Charter can accommodate up to six guests on the Independence, a sleek and modern 52ft yacht with an Italian chef, VIP service and a crew who will take you anywhere.
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MOO·AY TAI (THAI BOXING)

Ko Samui is a key venue for moo·ay tai (Thai Boxing, also known as muay Thai). The island’s three stadiums host fights many nights of the week, with upcoming bouts advertised everywhere. In Chaweng, head to Samui International Muay Thai Stadium or Phetchbuncha Boxing Stadium for quality fights. Lamai Boxing Stadium showcases amateur fighters and is aimed more at tourists.

Many foreigners come to Samui to learn moo·ay tai and it’s common to see fighters-in-training jogging around the island’s roads. Recommended gyms include Lamai Muay Thai Camp, the first to train foreigners and licensed by the World Muay Thai Council, and LionHeart Samui on the northwest coast, which offers one- to four-week training packages.



WHERE TO FIND GYMS ON KO SAMUI

Lamai Fitness Retreat

Recommended fitness, weight-loss and detox packages for people of any fitness level.

Elite Gym & Fitness

Chaweng gym that is more expensive than others, but has decent equipment and air-conditioning.

Fitkoh

Up on the north coast, this gym is known for moo·ay tai but welcomes all fitness fiends.

Traditional Thai Town

CITY OF GOOD PEOPLE

Surat Thani was given its name ‘City of Good People’ by Rama VI in 1915, supposedly because of the residents’ devotion to Buddhism. But while the city sees many travellers passing through to and from the islands – which lie 60km to 90km from Don Sak, Surat Thani’s port – few stay long enough to find out if the name is appropriate. That’s a shame because Surat Thani is far more than a mere transport hub, offering those who do linger the chance to experience a traditional Thai town.

Street food is something of an obsession here and the Night Market feels wonderfully authentic, as the largely local clientele peruse a smorgasbord of marinated meats on sticks, fresh fruit juices, noodle dishes, desserts and a host of other options.

Sundays are an especially good time for foodies as there’s also a Sunday Market offering delicious street eats from the late afternoon, while visitors can also snack their way through the Sunday-only Pra Cha Rat Floating Market (which is really a waterside market) on the other side of the Tapi River from the city centre. On any day or night, food stalls also congregate around the bus station and by the night ferry to Ko Samui.

A couple of local temples are also worth checking out. Wat Tridhammaram has a pair of giant Buddhas sitting opposite the prayer hall, or pop into pretty Wat Sai to see its museum of relics (not always open) inside a handsome wooden 1930s building. Around 40km north of Surat Thani is Chaiya National Museum, which showcases treasures from the Hindu-Buddhist Srivijaya Empire, which ruled most of the region from the 7th to 13th centuries.
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STAY SAFE ON SAMUI

Road accidents

These are common on Samui. Inexperienced motorcyclists should note that steep and winding roads, sudden tropical rains, frenzied traffic and sand on roads can be lethal.

Strong currents

Samui seas can be rough even for strong swimmers. Both Chaweng and Lamai experience strong currents and rip tides. Always check conditions before swimming.

Glass on beaches

Look out for glass, and other potentially hazardous rubbish, especially on less-visited beaches.

Stray dogs

Dogs congregate on beaches and around temples. Most are fine, but some can be menacing, so exercise caution. Dog & Cat Rescue Samui Foundation (samuidog.org) accepts volunteers if you want to assist stray hounds and felines.



WHERE TO EAT IN SURAT THANI

Suratthani Vegetarian

Tranquil space with delicious, wholesome, reasonably priced vegetarian food. Open 7am-3pm Monday to Saturday. $

Sweet Kitchen

Easy-going and pleasant place with a mix of Thai and Western dishes. Some vegetarian choices. $

Night Ferry Food Stalls

Food stalls stationed by the night ferry pier. Useful if you’re heading to the islands overnight. $


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN SURAT THANI

Boundary Hostel & Café

Has three simple and clean rooms with a shared bathroom. Fine for an overnight stay. $

Port Hostel

Surat’s best hostel is riverside and close to the night market and bus terminal. $

My Place @ Surat Hotel

Veteran and central budget option has clean, spacious rooms. Helpful staff and next-door cafe. $

Blu Monkey Hub & Hotel

Modern midrange option located in the city centre. Decent-sized rooms, comfy beds and good service. $$




GETTING AROUND

Ang Thong Marine National Park, Ko Taen and Ko Mat Sum are only accessible by boat and are best-visited on tours from Ko Samui. Surat Thani is a major transport hub, with boats to the islands, minivans to the opposite coast and a train station that connects to Bangkok and destinations further south.





KO PHA-NGAN
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Intrepid travellers discovered Ko Pha-Ngan in the late 1970s, when the locals fished and farmed, accommodation consisted of bamboo beach huts and nightlife meant sitting around a fire on the beach. Those innocent days are long gone, but the bohemian spirit lives on through the raucous Full Moon parties that draw tens of thousands of young travellers during peak season.

But there’s far more to Ko Pha-Ngan than beach bacchanals and jungle raves. Visit outside the Full Moon period and the island’s charms come to the fore: the chance to beach crawl your way along the unspoiled coves of the east coast, to hunker down in a wellness retreat, or to dive and snorkel off the north and west coasts.

For all the hype around the Full Moon parties, much of Ko Pha-Ngan remains relatively undeveloped and the beaches are lovely. It’s still very easy to find tropical tranquillity here.
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SIGHTS

1 Chalok Lam

2 Domsila Viewpoint

3 Hat Khuat

4 Hat Rin

5 Hat Rin Nai

6 Hat Rin Nok

7 Hat Sareekantang

8 Hat Than Sadat

9 Hat Thian

10 Hat Yao

11 Hat Yuan

12 Nam Tok Phaeng

13 Thong Nai Pan Noi

14 Thong Nai Pan Yai

15 Thong Sala

16 Wat Phu Kao Noi

17 Wat Samai Kongka

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 1 Apnea

see 2 Chaloklum Diving

see 20 Had Yao Divers

18 Halfmoon Festival

19 Hat Salad

20 Hat Yao

21 Indriya Retreat

see 15 Kiteboarding Asia

22 Ko Ma

23 La Casa Shambala

see 1 Lotus Diving

24 Muai’s Thai Traditional Cooking Academy

25 Orion Healing

see 15 Phangan Thai Cooking Class

see 1 Sail Rock Divers

26 Samma Karuna

see 9 Sanctuary

see 15 Siam Pro Kite

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

27 Amsterdam Bar

see 11 Eden Bar




TOP TIP

Ko Pha-Ngan’s mountainous interior is mainly thick jungle and largely inaccessible. Most of the population and all the major destinations hug the coastline. Hiring a motorcycle or scooter is the cheapest and easiest way to explore, but roads can be treacherous.



WHERE TO EAT IN HAT RIN

Auntie Pon’s Thai Food

Auntie is normally away, but her Burmese staff whip up appealing Thai classics and fruit shakes. $

Om Ganesh

Tasty and reasonably authentic north Indian food at this veteran place. Good for curries and biryanis. $$

Monnalisa

Perennially popular pizza and pasta place in the heart of Hat Rin. Some veggie options. $$

Beautiful Beach & Full Moon Parties

HAT RIN – KO PHA-NGAN’S PARTY CENTRAL

Hat Rin has two distinct personalities. There’s the Hat Rin that’s surprisingly crowd-free for most of the month and home to Hat Rin Nok, which is a candidate for the best beach on Ko Pha-Ngan: a stunning wide strip of powdery white sand enclosed by a bay where long-tail boats bob on the turquoise sea. Then there’s Hat Rin at the time of the Full Moon, when a constant procession of travellers pours in, the music pounds out and every local who can turns their spare room into a backpacker crashpad.

It’s perhaps the fact that Hat Rin is so associated with hosting the Full Moon celebrations every month that leads many visitors to steer clear of it, thinking that it’s party central all the time. But those who do opt to stay here outside the Full Moon period are nearly always pleasantly surprised by the lack of people and how relaxing the place is. Hat Rin also makes a logical base if you’re planning to explore the east coast: long-tail boats can be hired on Hat Rin Nok.

The thin peninsula that is Hat Rin features three separate beaches. The principal one is Hat Rin Nok (also known as Sunrise Beach), which stages the Full Moon parties. But on the other side of the peninsula, there’s also delightful Hat Sareekantang (also known as Leela Beach) and the less impressive Hat Rin Nai (Sunset Beach). Hat Rin Town separates the beaches, but it only takes 10 minutes to walk from one side of the peninsula to the other.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN HAT RIN

Hideout Hostel

Hat Rin’s best hostel. Comfortable dorms with bathrooms, big communal areas and a pleasant vibe. $

Paradise Bungalows

The original Full Moon parties were held here and it’s still popular with revellers. Good pool. $$

Tommy Resort

Beachfront place with tidy poolside bungalows and a busy bar adjacent to the Full Moon madness. $$

Sea Breeze Resort

Sprawling collection of well-maintained rooms on a hillside overlooking Hat Sareekantang. $$

Sarikantang Resort & Spa

Smart cabins set among swaying palms on one of Hat Rin’s finest stretches of sand. $$$



WHERE TO DRINK IN HAT RIN

One Love

Driftwood reggae bar with mellow live music set a couple of blocks back from Sunrise Beach.

Drop In Bar

Cocktails, beers and buckets at this Sunrise Beach old-timer that gets a crowd for Full Moon.

Sunrise

Prime spot for a Full Moon Party warm-up, with a beachfront pool and decent tunes.

Full Moon Madness

BEACH BACCHANALIA

Ko Pha-Ngan’s Full Moon Parties are said to date back to a modest backpacker farewell party staged at Paradise Bungalows on the southern end of Hat Rin Nok in 1988 (although neither the year nor the reason for the party are certain). Today, somewhere between 5000 and 30,000 people show up for the epic dusk-till-dawn dance-a-thon, depending on the time of year, and the parties have become part of popular culture legend, featuring in movies, TV shows and books. For many young travellers (and some older ones), attending a Full Moon Party is an essential part of any trip to Southeast Asia.

The party really gets going after 10pm, when a seemingly endless stream of people start filing through the entrance gate, where you pay the 200B fee (which goes towards beach cleaning and security) and are issued with a wristband allowing you to enter and exit at will. Past midnight and Hat Rin Nok (aka Sunrise Beach) is a heaving mass of Day-Glo–painted bodies and it stays that way for the next few hours. The last revellers stagger off after sunrise.

There’s no single DJ controlling the music. Instead, every bar along the beach plays competing sounds. You’ll hear everything from commercial EDM to trance, techno, hip-hop, drum’n’bass and reggae. Often, it’s the smaller bars in the alleys running back from the beach that play the most interesting selections. Flaming on the beach among the dancing hordes are petrol-drenched fire ropes, which partygoers attempt to jump over. Even if you manage this the first time, the Burmese boys swinging the ropes will just speed up, so invariably you end up singed.

Stalls selling buckets of alcohol – vodka, gin, rum or whisky mixed with Coke and Red Bull – are everywhere, but pace yourself: they’re potent. Be wary of anyone who offers you something stronger; sometimes it’s a set-up, with the vendor reporting the sale to the police and the buyer faced with paying a big fine or jail.

Some naysayers claim that the Full Moon parties are now overly commercialised and aren’t as carefree as they once were. In fact, considering that they can feature tens of thousands of drunk people in very close proximity, there’s surprisingly little violence or unpleasantness.

For a more intimate experience, consider the monthly Halfmoon Festival, which takes place a couple of kilometres inland from Hat Thong Sala, although tickets are expensive. People searching for Ko Pha-Ngan’s underground scene should check out Phanganist (phanganist.com) and look for flyers advertising the island’s regular jungle raves. The parties held at remote Eden Bar on the east coast get a good rep, but travelling there and back – either by long-tail boat or down dodgy forest tracks – can be hair-raising.

Hat Rin experiences a big accommodation squeeze around the Full Moon, so book well in advance. But there’s no real need to stay here, as hostels and many hotels across the island run shuttles to the parties, and extra boats travel between Ko Pha-Ngan and Ko Samui.
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FULL MOON PARTY TIPS

Day-Glo paint

If you get Day-Glo on your clothes, don’t bother washing them; it won’t come out. And if you get paint on your bedding, you’ll be paying to replace it.

Wear shoes

Sunrise Beach is full of broken glass on Full Moon nights.

Swimming

Resist the temptation to dive in the ocean. Swimming in the sea at night while intoxicated is never a good idea.

Avoid driving a motorcycle

The roads are even crazier than usual.

Female travellers

Note that there have been incidences of sexual assault and rape at the parties.

Stick together

Check in on your friends regularly..




KITEBOARDING

Kiteboarding Asia and Siam Pro Kite both also operate on Ko Samui. Find them at Na Thon on the west coast between April and October and Ban Hua Thanon on the southeast coast between December and March.



WHERE TO FIND HELP ON KO PHA-NGAN

Ko Pha-Ngan Police Station

North of Thong Sala. You may be charged a small fee to file an insurance claim.

Ko Pha-Ngan Tourist Police

Has an office by the ferry pier in Thong Sala where there are normally English-speaking officers.

Ko Pha-Ngan Hospital

The best option. For anything serious, head to Ko Samui or the mainland.

Sunsets, Waterfalls & Jungle Treks

THONG SALA AND SOUTH COAST

A series of beaches run up the south coast from Hat Rin to Thong Sala, the island’s principal settlement. These beaches offer great sunset views towards Ko Samui and the islands of the Ang Thong Marine National Park. They are too shallow and rocky for decent swimming, and the water isn’t as clear here as elsewhere on the island. Nevertheless, there are plenty of good accommodation and eating options, and you can also head into the nearby jungle interior to hike to waterfalls.

Inland from Thong Sala is Nam Tok Phaeng, a worthy waterfall that’s impressive in the rainy season. From there it’s a further 15-minute climb up a root-choked path (part of the Phaeng-Domsila Nature Trail) to the Domsila Viewpoint, a rocky perch with superb, panoramic views over Ko Pha-Ngan. You can then backtrack or continue on for a two- to three-hour trek along a jungle trail that loops past other waterfalls before bringing you back. Eagle-eyed walkers might spot wild boars, snakes, deer and monkeys.

Thong Sala – where all ferries arrive and depart – is Pha-Ngan’s busiest town and the place to come for shopping. It’s also the island’s kitesurfing centre, with both Kiteboarding Asia and Siam Pro Kite based here. Thong Sala is home to a couple of popular cooking schools: Muai’s Thai Traditional Cooking Academy and the Phangan Thai Cooking Class, run by affable Chef Oy. Fitness fiends will also find Ko Pha-Ngan’s best gyms in Thong Sala, including moo-ay tai (Thai boxing) ones.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY & EAT ON THE SOUTH COAST

Jungle Vibes

Mellow hostel set in a garden of tamarind trees on the outskirts of Thong Sala. $

Wanderlust Hostel

Thong Sala’s party hostel. Beds are lumpy, but there’s a pool and sauna. $

Tiki Beach

Friendly resort with beachfront rooms, garden bungalows, a restaurant and pool. Daily activities. $$

Divine Comedie

Quirky bungalows with a vague Art Deco feel. Beachfront pool. $$

Phangan Food Court

Thong Sala staple with Thai and Western choices, including veggie and vegan. $

Auntie’s Restaurant

Hole-in-the-wall in Thong Sala serving delicious and authentic Thai classics and seafood dishes. $

Fat Cat

Cosy cafe with super vegan breakfasts and bowls, as well as great pancakes, burgers and salads. $$

Fisherman’s Restaurant

Appealing place that serves some of the best seafood on the island. $$$



WHERE TO DRINK ON THE SOUTH COAST

Viewpoint Café

Great sunset views across to Ko Samui. Good coffee and fruit shakes. Tasty Thai food, too.

Outlaws Saloon

Big and busy pub and restaurant that draws both locals and foreigners. Live music sometimes.

Coco Garden Resort

The beachfront bar here is a laid-back and popular spot in the evenings.

Snorkelling, Wellness & Temples

THE SERENE WEST COAST

The west coast has seen a lot of development in recent years, but still feels far from the party scene. Some of the beaches are too rocky and swampy for swimming, but they make up for that by having the best snorkelling on the island. Hat Salad, Hat Yao (not to be confused with the east-coast beach)

and Ko Ma, a tiny island connected to the northwest coast by a sandbar, are all good spots to strap on a mask and fins.

Hat Yao is the prettiest beach on the west coast, a long stretch of white sand curving around an attractive bay. It’s the most buzzing spot in this part of the island, with a decent cluster of restaurants and cafes, and home to the recommended Had Yao Divers.

There’s little nightlife here, with the notable exception of the popular Amsterdam Bar. Instead, the west coast has many of Ko Pha-Ngan’s finest yoga, wellness and meditation centres. Samma Karuna has a serene, landscaped garden and offers daily sessions of yoga, tantra, tai chi and reiki, as well a host of other wellness options. Indriya Retreat is the number-one spot for the practice of Vipassana meditation, while Orion Healing offers yoga and detox retreats, and La Casa Shambala trains yoga teachers.

Also worth a look in this part of the island are Wat Phu Kao Noi, Ko Pha-Ngan’s oldest temple, which has a historic white pagoda, and Wat Samai Kongka, famous for its gruesome depictions of Buddhist hell: check the sinners being boiled alive in a pot decorated with skulls.


BEST PLACES TO STAY & EAT ON THE NORTH COAST

Smile Bungalows

Simple bungalows and restaurant at the western end of Bottle Beach. $

Mandalai

Beachfront boutique place in Chalok Lam. Big rooms with vast windows. $$

World’s End

The place for breakfast in Chalok Lam. Plenty of vegan and gluten-free options. $$

Cucina Italiana

Homemade pasta and pizza at a charming hole-in-the-wall in Chalok Lam. Closed Wednesdays. $$

Food & Roots

Excellent vegan eatery overlooking Chalok Lam’s beach. Lots of choices. $$




FREE DIVING

Apnea, which has been teaching people to free dive for 25 years, has its main base on Ko Tao. Find it at Hat Sairee.



WHERE TO EAT ON THE WEST COAST

Mama Kop

Simple but tasty curry, noodle and rice dishes served by an authentic Thai mama. $

Pura Vida

Popular Portuguese-run cafe in Hat Yao. All day-breakfasts, fine coffee and vegan options. $$

Pure Vegan Heaven

Lovely garden restaurant with sea views in Ao Hin Kong. Poke bowls, salads and wraps. $$

Secluded Beaches & Diving

NORTH COAST – ESCAPE THE CROWDS

The north coast is Ko Pha-Ngan’s most dramatic stretch of coastline and features some of the island’s most secluded and stunning beaches. Chalok Lam, a fishing village that still feels like a real settlement, has the biggest strip of sand in these parts, the beach stretching either side of a pier jutting out into a picturesque bay. The pier hosts Ko Pha-Ngan’s most authentic Night Market every Sunday afternoon and evening, while Chalok Lam is also home to a handful of restaurants and bars.

Around the headland from Chalok Lam is Hat Khuat, better known as Bottle Beach. This is the most secluded beach on the island and one of the best-looking, accessible only by long-tail boat from Chalok Lam (200B) or by a very poor track that shouldn’t be attempted on a motorcycle. The other option is to trek for 5km across the headland from Chalok Lam through light jungle (you may see monkeys). It’s a reasonably easy hike (bring water) and takes about 90 minutes.

Ko Pha-Ngan’s scuba-diving operators mostly cluster in Chalok Lam, thanks to its proximity to Sail Rock (Hin Bai), a large pinnacle 14km north of Pha-Ngan that’s renowned as the best dive site in the Gulf of Thailand and a veritable beacon for whale sharks. Sail Rock Divers, Chaloklum Diving and Lotus Diving can get you there and to other dive sites in the area; all are long-established outfits. Apnea, also in Chalok Lam, specialises in free diving.


BEST PLACES TO STAY ON THE WEST COAST

Shiralea Backpackers Resort

Bathrooms could be better, but dorms are fine. Big communal area, pool and gym. $

Seetanu Bungalows

Mix of budget (fan-only) and midrange bungalows on a nice stretch of beach. Popular with families. $$

Salad Hut

Beachfront place with 14 well-appointed wooden bungalows at tranquil Hat Salad. Good pool and restaurant. $$

TropiCoco Beach Resort

Sparkly, attractive rooms in a prime spot on pretty Hat Yao. Decent family option. $$$

Kupu Kupu

Sophisticated beachfront resort with huge bungalows, plunge pools and a rated spa. $$$



WHERE TO DRINK ON THE EAST COAST

Big Bang Art Café

On the road to Hat Sadet. There are awesome jungle views from the garden here.

Rubber Garden Café

Friendly cafe inland from Thong Nai Pan Noi. Good for fruit shakes and anything involving coconuts.

Rasta Baby

Relaxed spot in Thong Nai Pan Noi for cocktails, beers and a blast of Bob Marley.

East Coast Beach-Hopping

HIDDEN BEACHES AND BAYS

Curling north of Hat Rin, the east coast is a series of luscious coves and bays backed by jungle that plunges down to fabulous white-sand beaches on which a handful of resorts perch. Most are only accessible by long-tail boat (or some serious hiking), making them feel both hidden-away and exclusive. There’s little nightlife, but the days and nights just seem to slip by, and these beaches are especially popular with families.

Even if you’re not staying here, spending half a day or more exploring the east coast by boat is fun and rewarding. Long-tail boats can be hired on Hat Rin Nok; count on 3000B for a tour of all the east-coast beaches.

Hat Yuan is the first stop around the headland from Hat Rin. It’s an attractive beach that curves around a small bay, although the sand is coarser here. Next door is Hat Thian, a smaller, rockier beach that is home to the Sanctuary, a yoga, meditation and wellness resort with a rated spa. Hat Yao (not to be confused with the west-coast beach) is a longer, much more impressive stretch of white sand that’s completely free of resorts, while bioluminescent plankton sometimes glitter at Hat Than Sadat.

The two biggest and most developed beaches on the east coast are Thong Nai Pan Noi, where high-end hotels such as the Anantara Rasananda reside, and Thong Nai Pan Yai, which has mostly midrange resorts. Separated by a headland, these two gleaming white-sand beaches are long and shallow, so they’re safe for kids to swim in, and they have shops and restaurants, unlike the other east-coast beaches.

[image: jpg]

Thong Nai Pan Yai | CESARE PALMA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST PLACES TO STAY ON THE EAST COAST

Mai Pen Rai

Spacious but simple fan-only bungalows steps from Hat Than Sadat. Good restaurant. $

Pariya’s Resort

Quite smart, pagoda-like bungalows with sunken baths, just back from Hat Yuan. $$

Bambu Huts

A rickety wooden bridge leads to bungalows overlooking Hat Yuan. Super sea views from the restaurant. $$

Longtail Beach Resort

Family-friendly place on Thong Nai Pan Yai with cute, compact, bungalows around a pool. $$

Havana Beach Resort

Solid midrange option on Thong Nai Pan Yai. Sizeable rooms with balconies and a good pool. $$




GETTING AROUND

Blue sŏrng·tăa·ou (pickup minibuses) act as public transport, travelling between Hat Rin, Thong Sala and Chalok Lam during the day. Negotiate the price before setting off. Motorcycles and scooters can be hired everywhere from 250B a day, but Ko Pha-Ngan’s roads have some very steep gradients and sharp curves, so exercise caution.





KO TAO
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Ko Tao may be the baby of the Samui–Pha-Ngan–Tao trinity, but there’s no identity crisis here: Ko Tao is Thailand’s scuba-diving mecca. Every year this tiny, jungle-topped island draws more and visitors eager to spend their days cavorting with sharks and rays in a playground of tangled neon coral, before toasting their success with sunset cocktails on a white-sand beach, and then getting up early the next morning to do it all again.

But underwater adventures aren’t all that Ko Tao has to offer. The island has emerged as one of Thailand’s key rock-climbing and bouldering spots, with routes suitable for both beginners and veterans. Hikers, too, will find sweaty trails to enjoy, but there are also plenty of beaches just to flop on. Then there’s the banging bar scene that rages till dawn. For such a small place, Ko Tao packs in a lot of experiences.
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SIGHTS

1 Ao June Juea

2 Ao Tanote

3 Chalok Ban Ko

4 Freedom Beach

5 Hat Sairee

6 Hat Taa Toh

7 John Suwan Viewpoint

8 Mae Hat

9 Shark Bay

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10 Ao Leuk

11 Apnea

see 11 Ban’s Diving Resort

12 Big Blue Diving

13 Black Turtle

14 Bunker

see 2 Calypso Diving

see 13 Crystal Dive

15 Golden View

see 12 Goodtime Adventures

16 Green Rock

17 Jansom Bay

18 Japanese Gardens

19 Laem Thien

20 Lang Khai

21 Mango Bay

22 Mek’s Mountain

see 12 Roctopus

23 Tech Diving Thailand

24 Twins




TOP TIP

Ko Tao is so small that public transport barely exists here. Almost everyone gets around on a motorcycle or scooter. Much accommodation on the east and south coasts is perched on steep hillsides; great for sea views, but a lot of steps to negotiate.



Sunsets & Nightlife

THE HEART OF KO TAO

The throbbing heart of Ko Tao is Hat Sairee (or Sairee Beach) on the west coast, the longest and most-developed strip of sand on the island. Stretching for almost 3km south to Mae Hat, it’s lined with dive operations, resorts, restaurants, bars, travel agencies and shops. For most visitors this is the place to stay, as Sairee offers a great blend of scenery and action.

Hat Sairee is prettiest and quietest at its far northern end, where there’s a coral reef 30m offshore for snorkelling. The middle of the beach is the most raucous come nightfall, with many of the bars and beach clubs located there, while resorts cluster further south. But wherever you are along Hat Sairee, the sunsets are superb.

Mae Hat is also busy because it’s Ko Tao’s port, with all ferries departing and arriving here. As such, it lacks the charm of Hat Sairee, while the sandy beach, which is split in two by the ferry piers, has too many boats nearby to be swimmable. But it’s fine for sunset viewing. Mae Hat, too, is a working village with a proper market and so it feels rather more real than other spots on Ko Tao.

There are plenty of accommodation options, along with restaurants and a few bars, and it’s just a walk or short motorbike ride to Hat Sairee and the beaches further south. A number of dive operators are based in Mae Hat, and some divers prefer staying there because of the easy access to dive boats.


KO TAO’S DIVING SCENE
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Jim Donaldson runs Big Blue Diving. Originally from New Zealand, he has lived on Ko Tao for 25 years.

Why dive Ko Tao?

Ko Tao is unique. There are very few places in the world where you can dive 11 months a year. And it is beautiful.

Why learn to dive on Ko Tao?

There are no currents really, no dangerous fish and the water is warm. It’s easy for customers to learn and easy for the teachers.

What is the state of the marine life?

I think the break for COVID-19 has prompted loads more marine life: more turtles, rays and sharks. Ecologically, I think the island is probably in better shape than when I first arrived.



WHERE TO EAT & STAY IN MAE HAT

Bam Bam

Long-standing and reliable semi-open-air place that’s good for curries, noodle and rice dishes. $

Islas Tortuga Hostel

Dorms, private rooms and a small pool at this newish place with a relaxed vibe. $

Ananda Villas

Large, modern rooms with comfy beds and balconies – some seafront – close to the ferry piers. $$

Thailand’s Diving Mecca

UNDERWATER ADVENTURES

If you’ve never been diving before, Ko Tao is the place in Thailand to lose your scuba virginity. The shallow bays scalloping the island are perfect for newbie divers: the waters are crystal clear, there are loads of coral reefs and temperatures are bathwater warm. With many sheltered dive sites, waters around Ko Tao can be dived all year round; it’s only during the October to December monsoon months that diving may stop for a day or two if the sea is too choppy.

All that means that you shouldn’t expect to be alone when you’re diving. Only Cairns in Australia issues more annual scuba certifications than Ko Tao and the island is now so popular that local dive operators refer to the ‘champagne effect’, where so many people are diving off the west coast that the sea is just full of bubbles. The local marine life, though, is superb and includes groupers, moray eels, batfish, bannerfish, barracudas, titan triggerfish, angelfish, clownfish (Nemos), stingrays, reef sharks and mighty whale sharks.

The best dive sites are found at offshore pinnacles within a 20km radius of Ko Tao. Chumphon Pinnacle has colourful sea anemones and plays host to schools of giant trevally, tuna and large grey reef sharks (and occasional whale sharks). Green Rock is an underwater jungle gym featuring caverns, caves and small swim-throughs, while Japanese Gardens and Mango Bay are low-stress sites perfect for beginners.

Other top spots include Twins, just off the northwest coast, where moray eels, rays and turtles congregate and there’s a fine coral reef; Sail Rock, perhaps the best place in Thailand to see whale sharks all year round; and Southwest Pinnacle, where giant groupers and barracuda roam. There are also a number of wrecks to dive, as well as cave diving and free diving.

Onshore, there are now around 50 dive operators on Ko Tao ready to teach you the ropes in a 3½-day Open Water certification course. There’s so much competition that prices are somewhat standardised across the island. A PADI (padi.com) Open Water Diver (OWD) certification course or an SSI (divessi.com) OWD certificate will set you back 10,000B to 11,000B. Fun divers should expect to pay 2500B for two dives. Most dive schools will also hook you up with cheap or even free accommodation (only free on the days you actually dive).

Choose your dive operator carefully. How much you enjoy the experience will depend to a large extent on whether you get on with your instructor. Other factors to consider are the size of your diving group and the condition of the equipment. Ban’s Diving Resort certifies more people than any other dive centre on Ko Tao, but Black Turtle, Big Blue Diving, Calypso Diving, Crystal Dive and Roctopus are also all long-running and recommended outfits. For free diving try Apnea, while Tech Diving Thailand offers cave diving.

Snorkellers are usually welcome to tag along to suitable (shallow) dive sites. But tour agencies also offer specific snorkelling tours or do it yourself by checking the many reefs, especially off the east-coast beaches.


FREE DIVING WITH APNEA

Apnea, which has been teaching people to free dive for 25 years, has another base on Ko Pha-ngan. Find them at Chalok Lam on the north coast.




BEST BARS & CLUBS ON KO TAO

Baby Rasta

Resembles a treehouse, only on four floors with hammocks everywhere. Live music and pool.

Chopper’s Sports Bar

A little pricey, but does what it says on the tin and also organises popular pub crawls.

Fizz Beach Lounge

Sink into a beanbag, sip a cocktail and watch the sun go down.

Lotus Beach Bar

One of the most popular hangouts on Hat Sairee, with fire shows, pumpin’ tunes and decent drinks.

Maya Beach Club

The best of the beach clubs, Maya mostly plays deep house and tech house. Gets going early.



WHERE TO FIND COFFEE & ICE CREAM ON KO TAO

This is a Book Café

Tranquil, white-walled place behind Mae Hat’s beach. Coffee, juices and smoothies (and some books).

Zest

Opens at 6am for pre-ferry breakfasts, but has fine coffee and homemade pastries all day.

Permpoon Ice Cream

Addictive homemade ice cream that draws many people back. Vegan options, too.

Boulders & Crags

CLIMB KO TAO

Ko Tao is one of Thailand’s top places for rock climbing, with some climbers claiming it is now second only to Krabi for the range of climbing experiences available here. Many visitors combine a diving trip with some climbing or bouldering. Indeed, at Jansom Bay just south of Mae Hat you can spend the morning climbing by the beach, and then snorkel the crystal-clear waters when it gets too hot to be hanging by your fingertips off a granite crag.

Much of Ko Tao is 200-million-year-old granite and there are any number of decent climbing spots scattered around the coast and the interior. Most beginners are taken to the routes at Mek’s Mountain, 1.5km inland from Hat Sairee. Other popular sites are Golden View, Laem Thien and Lang Khai, all on the east coast. Lang Khai is also a hot spot for bouldering – free climbs up small rock formations – as is Ao Leuk further south.

Goodtime Adventures in Hat Sairee is the oldest rock-climbing operator on the island and developed many of the routes on Ko Tao. It offers a variety of experiences, ranging from a half-day climbing introduction to four-week rock-master courses. If that doesn’t get your adrenaline pumping, it can also take you cliff-jumping.

Novice and veteran climbers should also check out the Bunker, which is southeast of Mae Hat and has Ko Tao’s only indoor climbing gym (open daily 9am to 8pm). It also offers guided climbs for beginners.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY ON THE SOUTH COAST

Deisha View Jungle Hostel

Awesome sea views, but getting here involves climbing a lot of steps. $

Dearly Ko Tao Hostel

Upmarket and well-maintained hostel spread over three buildings. Decent dorms and a pool. $$

Bubble Bungalow

Tidy and reasonably priced bungalows, both air-con and fan, with balconies overlooking Chalok Ban Ko. $$

Carabao Beach Resort

Midranger slap in the middle of Chalok Ban Ko with solid rooms and a pool. $$

Chintakiri Resort

Well set-up rooms, great views, but a lot of stairs. $$



WHERE TO FIND HELP ON KO TAO

Ko Tao Police Station

Located in Chalok Ban Ko, the local cops have a reputation for being relatively helpful.

Ko Tao Tourist Police

No formal office, but there are Thai officers and Western volunteers on the island. Call 1155.

Ko Tao Hospital

Public government hospital in Mae Hat. For anything major, head to the mainland or Ko Samui.

Beaches & Ko Tao’s Best Views

CHALOK BAN KO AND THE SOUTH

Head south of Mae Hat and Ko Tao becomes much quieter, as raucous beach bars give way to mostly midrange resorts, either beachfront or hanging off the hills that loom up above the coast. Chalok Ban Ko is the main beach here, curving scenically around a bay framed by boulders at either end. It’s a shallow beach and at low tide a sandbar appears that you can wade out to for some prime sunbathing.

To the west of Chalok Ban Ko is Ao June Juea, a hidden-away strip of white sand that sees few visitors and is good for snorkelling and sunset views. Travel in the other direction and you come to Hat Taa Toh, a sliver of a beach on the eastern side of the bay. A walkway leads from here to Freedom Beach. This is one of Ko Tao’s most attractive beaches: white sand, backed by palm and casuarina trees, and with decent snorkelling. Note that both Freedom and Taa Toh beaches charge an entrance fee (50B to 100B), as they’re on private land.

From Freedom Beach, a trail leads up to John Suwan Viewpoint (50B), from where there are tremendous vistas across Chalok Ban Ko and all the way to Ko Pha-Ngan on a clear day. It’s a short but strenuous hike to the viewpoint and involves scrambling over some boulders (there’s a guide rope).

On the other side of the headland is Shark Bay (100B), where it’s often possible to spot sea turtles.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT & STAY IN HAT SAIREE

995 Roasted Duck

Thai-Chinese flavours at this popular veteran that specialises in all things roast duck. $

Vegetabowl

Ko Tao’s original vegan eatery serves bowls, wraps and salads. $

Chuchu Thai Food & Pizza

Hot spot for Asian-flavoured pizza as well as Thai standards and Burmese salads. $$

Barracuda Rooftop Restaurant

Serves a renowned seafood platter, as well as fine pan-Asian dishes. $$

Taco Shack Diving Hostel

Big dorms with bathrooms for people who dive in the day and party at night. $

Savage Hostel

Hat Sairee’s finest hostel. Clean and comfortable with a super rooftop pool. $

Simple Life Resort

Ideal location and amenable staff. Rooms are decent-sized and come with balcony. $$

Ko Tao Cabana Resort

Bungalows and villas at this beachfront resort at Sairee’s northern end. $$$



WHERE TO EAT ON THE SOUTH COAST

Mellow Submarine

Soothing breakfast and brunch stop – try the smoothie bowls – a few minutes from Chalok Ban Ko. $

French Market

Authentic and popular French restaurant just south of Mae Hat with imported food and wine. $$

Cape Restaurant & Cafe

Upmarket international dining and a romantic setting overlooking Chalok Ban Ko. Book ahead here. $$$

Hidden Bays & Family Fun

EAST COAST AND INTERIOR

Drive east from Hat Sairee and you enter Ko Tao’s mountainous, jungle-clad interior, where the gradients of the roads seem impossibly steep as they rise sharply before dropping down to the picturesque beaches hidden away on the east coast.

This is by far the least-developed part of Ko Tao, but while it feels like you’re miles from anywhere, it takes no more than 10 to 15 minutes to drive between the west and east coasts. This means that people staying here get to enjoy secluded beaches that see few visitors, while still being in easy reach of the restaurants and nightlife of Hat Sairee.

Families in particular are drawn to the east coast, where the beaches curl around pretty bays bounded by boulders and with colourful coral reefs just offshore. The beaches tend to be small and shallow, so they’re safe for kids to swim in, and they’re each home to just a handful of midrange resorts; there’s very little budget accommodation on this side of the island.

Ao Tanote is our pick of the east-coast bays. It’s a beautiful white-sand beach and the water is deep enough for good swimming. It’s also one of the best spots on Ko Tao for snorkelling.

Hikers will find a number of trails running across the island between Ao Tanote and Hat Sairee and Laem Thian and the west coast. All involve sweaty uphill stretches, but the distances are short: it’s no more than 4km to 5km between the east and west coasts. Bring water and wear suitable footwear.


BEST PLACES TO STAY ON THE EAST COAST

Moondance Magic View Bungalow

Super views towards Ko Pha-Ngan from the 18 well-set-up bungalows at this isolated resort. $$

Mountain Reef Beach Resort

Good family option at the southern end of Ao Tanote. Down a very steep winding track. $$

Montalay Beach Resort

Laid-back resort with good service and a decent restaurant. Just steps from Ao Tanote. $$

Ecotao Lodge

Super-serene spot with smart bungalows and fine sea views from the clifftop pool. $$




GETTING AROUND

Blue sŏrng·tăa·ou (pickup minibuses) run from Mae Hat to Hat Sairee (200B per person) and to Chalok Ban Ko (150B per person). Prices double or more if you want to get to the east coast (especially at night). Motorcycles and scooters can be hired everywhere from 250B per day.





AO KHANOM
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Ao Khanom is a lovely string of long and empty beaches on the east coast of Nakhon Si Thammarat Province where unique pink dolphins cavort offshore. Mostly overlooked by foreigners, the region shares many similarities with the gulf islands: dazzling blue-green waters and white-sand beaches backed by swaying palms and jungle, only without anywhere near the same level of development.

Jet Skis are banned – they disturb the dolphins – there’s hardly a vendor in sight and nightlife consists of gazing at the lights of the fishing boats in the far distance. For visitors in search of solitude and superb sunrises, Ao Khanom is the ideal choice.

While the pink dolphins and beaches are the main draw, there are also waterfalls and caves scattered back from the coast. Much of the area consists of sleepy fishing villages, so a stay here feels more authentic than the tourist-dominated settlements of the islands.
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SIGHTS

1 Hat Khanom

2 Hat Kho Khao

3 Hat Nadan

4 Hat Nai Plao

5 Hat Thong Yi

6 Khanom Town

7 Khao Wang Thong Cave

8 Ko Noi

9 Pancake Rock

10 Samut Chun




TOP TIP

Ao Khanom is very spread out and there’s no public transport, so visitors need wheels or face being marooned in their accommodation. Most resorts rent motorbikes or you can hire one in Khanom Town from 200B per day.



Unique Pink Dolphins

DOLPHIN SPOTTING

Ao Khanom’s number-one attraction is the pink dolphins that roam the coast here. This is the only part of Thailand where these rare and endangered albino dolphins can be seen; there are thought to be around 50 to 60 of the stunning pink-hued mammals in the area. Some locals will tell you that the dolphins are pink because they eat a lot of shrimp, but the more prosaic truth is that they are born grey and turn pink as they age. The coloration is thought to be scar tissue caused by fights and rough games between male dolphins, who are noticeably pinker than females.
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The dolphins move around a vast area; they’ve been seen close to Ko Tao and Ko Pha-Ngan in recent years. But they’re most likely to be spotted off the north and northeast coast of Ao Khanom. The peak time to see them is between November and March, when seas are calmest. Many resorts in the area run half- and full-day dolphin-spotting trips (900B/1200B) or you can hire your own long-tail boat (1500B) for a private tour. Another option is Khanom Pink Dolphin Tours (khanompinkdolphintours.com).

Most tours include a stop at Pancake Rock, a bay on the island of Ko Tha Rai off the north coast of Ao Khanom where the cliffs are made up of strangely layered rock, and neighbouring Ko Noi, a tiny, uninhabited jungle-topped island with an unusual freshwater pool. There are snorkelling and fishing opportunities on the tours as well.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN AO KHANOM

Margarita Beach

Eight bamboo bungalows with balconies strewn around a beachfront garden at Hat Khanom. $$

Hallo Villa

Big bungalows and a pool set in a leafy compound; walking distance to Hat Khanom. $$

Khanom Hill Resort

Slick operation on a nice slice of Hat Nai Plao. Two pools and a popular restaurant. $$

Le Petit Saint Tropez

Well-maintained, stylish rooms set around a pool, just back from Hat Nadan. Top-notch restaurant. $$$

Khanom Beach & Spa

Ao Khanom’s posh option has its own strip of private beach in the middle of Hat Nadan. $$$



WHERE TO EAT IN AO KHANOM

Ao Khanom Seafood

Restaurant in a vast wooden barn overlooking Hat Nai Plao. Every conceivable seafood option. $$

CC Beach Bar & Bungalows

The restaurant/bar here is as lively as it gets in Ao Khanom. Thai and Western classics. $$

Dusty Gecko

Mediterranean and Scandinavian-influenced restaurant in Khanom Town. The best steaks in the area. $$

Beach-Bumming on the Gulf Coast

DESERTED BEACHES, WATERFALLS AND CAVES

A series of superb beaches stretches south for 15km along the coast here. Ao Khanom fills up with local visitors at weekends and on public holidays, but during the week you are likely to be one of just a handful of people on these wide, white-sand beaches backed by jungle in differing shades of green.

They’re glorious to walk on and most are also good for swimming, although note that there are no lifeguards. Early mornings are exquisite, as the sun rises over the shimmering turquoise waters of the gulf and there’s not a sound to be heard bar the birds in the trees.

Ao Khanom’s beaches have a much more rustic feel than their counterparts on the gulf islands. With so few resorts around, the jungle comes right up to the sand and some of the beaches can look a little scruffy (there’s no army of hotel workers to clean up the palm branches, seaweed and coconut shells while you’re having breakfast). Shifting tides and currents can sometimes dump garbage from the islands along the coastline. You may also see the odd barge or dredger anchored just offshore.

A road runs parallel to the beaches, dipping, climbing and bending as it does so, making it easy to beach-hop down the coast. Set back from the road are villages that slumber in the sun and the odd rubber or coconut farm. Look out for the various viewing platforms along the road, which offer vistas across the beaches to the sea.

Start your beach tour at Hat Kho Khao in the north, a long and dreamy curve of white-sand lapped by gentle waves. It’s one of the best beaches for swimming. Next up is Hat Khanom, which is quiet even by the standards of Ao Khanom.

Beyond them is Hat Nadan, a 9km beach that sparkles in the sun and has one of the longest strips of sand in Thailand. Along with neighbouring Hat Nai Plao, this is where the majority of resorts are located. Many have been around a while and some rooms can be a little musty due to irregular use. But all of them have restaurants and most have pools.

Hat Thong Yi is the final stop, south of Hat Nai Plao and around a headland. It’s perhaps the least-visited beach in the area, with no resorts, and essentially feels like your own private hideaway.

While Hat Nadan and Hat Nai Plao have some shops, the main hub in the area is Khanom Town, which is really just an overgrown village, a few kilometres northwest of Hat Khanom. There’s a small supermarket and a few restaurants here, as well as a lively Saturday night market with plenty of street food. Like everywhere else in Ao Khanom, the town is dead by 10pm.


MOTORCYCLE TIPS

In many parts of the lower gulf region – the islands and rural areas like Ao Khanom – hiring a motorcycle or scooter is almost a necessity given the lack of public transport. If you do hire one, always wear a helmet (you can be fined for not wearing them), while inexperienced drivers should take it easy on the speed and stick to main roads.

Note also that while you won’t be asked for an international driving licence when you rent a motorcycle, legally you should have one. If you’re stopped by the police, or involved in an accident, you may have problems without one.



WHERE TO FIND CAFES IN AO KHANOM

Khanom Espresso

Bright and busy coffee shop a couple of blocks back from Hat Nadan.

Frankie’s Café

Great spot for a coffee break or breakfast. Has a nice, shaded 2nd-floor terrace.

Love at First Bite

Cute coffee shop in Hat Nadan that serves delicious sandwiches and bagels made with homegrown ingredients.


WATERFALLS & CAVES

Samut Chun, a couple of kilometres inland from Hat Nai Plao, is the most impressive waterfall in the area. There’s a large aqua-blue pool here that sits at the foot of a series of falls, cascading down a hillside creating smaller, equally beautiful, clear pools just begging to be Swum in, although the water is very cold.

Around 15km west of Khanom Town is Khao Wang Thong Cave, a network of 17 caves and narrow passages that reaches a depth of 150m. It features natural limestone formations that have been likened to dinosaurs, pagodas and lotus flowers. Watch out for bats and wear enclosed shoes with good grip.
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GETTING AROUND

Ao Khanom can be accessed from Surat Thani and Nakhon Si Thammarat. Minivans drop people off in Khanom Town, where either your resort will pick you up or you can hire a motorcycle from 200B per day. Minivans heading in the opposite direction depart hourly from the stop in Khanom Town opposite the school.





Beyond Ao Khanom
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Visitors who travel inland from Ao Khanom are rewarded with a wildlife-packed national park, temples and traditional Thai towns.


Ao Khanom makes up just a small part of Nakhon Si Thammarat, a province that sees few foreign visitors. Its eponymous capital has a long history as a trading power and houses the most important Buddhist temple in southern Thailand. Nakhon is also an archetypal Thai provincial town, with night markets where you might be the only foreigner present.

Around 30km west of Nakhon is Khao Luang National Park, named after the nearby mountain. It’s a jungle playground for a plethora of flora and fauna that is unique to the region, and a great place to strap on your hiking boots and hit the trails that wind past waterfalls and cool streams.
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TOP TIP

Nakhon Si Thammarat’s sights mostly cluster in the centre of town. Sŏrng·tăa·ou (pickup minibus) connect Nakhon with the nearby national park.



Temples, Museums & Markets

TOUR ONE OF THAILAND’S OLDEST CITIES

Always known as ‘Nakhon’, Nakhon Si Thammarat, 85km south of Ao Khanom, is one of Thailand’s oldest cities and was once the centre of a powerful kingdom that controlled much of what is now the south of the country. The gold-coloured statues of the 12 animals of the Thai zodiac atop lamp posts along Th Ratchadamnoen – Nakhon’s main street – represent each of the 12 city states that were tributary to the Nakhon Kingdom.

That history lives on in the temples and museums that dot this charming city, and is also visible at the excellent night market, where Nakhon’s past as a cosmopolitan trading hub is revealed in dishes like kôw mòk gài (chicken biryani) and má·đà·bà (Indian roti stuffed with meat or veg). Another good night market is near the train station on Th Neramit.

Start your Nakhon tour at the National Museum, which houses artefacts from the Stone Age through to the present era and is a mine of information on everything local. Just up the road is magnificent Wat Phra Mahathat Woramahawihaan, whose 77m white chedi (stupa), crowned by a gold spire, looms over central Nakhon. This is the most important Buddhist temple in southern Thailand; don’t miss the hall enclosing a splendid stairway – all red, green and gold – and the museums featuring antique statues from across Thailand.

Near the temple are the remains of the ancient red-brick city walls. Also close by, inside a compound of traditional wooden homes, is the worthwhile Shadow Puppet Museum, which also puts on puppet shows (100B).


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN NAKHON SI THAMMARAT

Norm Space Hostel

There are no dorms at Nakhon’s only hostel, just compact, modern rooms. Nice cafe as well. $

Thai Hotel

Close to the train station, this veteran has been refurbished and offers sizeable rooms. $

Inka Hotel

Comfortable and modern rooms at this newbie and it’s walking distance to the night market. $

Grand Fortune Hotel

Nakhon’s top option. Big and smart rooms with city views and a pool and gym. $$



WHERE TO EAT IN NAKHON SI THAMMARAT

Café Del Heaven

Stylish and ornate coffee and cake stop; check out the chandeliers. Selfie heaven for the locals. $$

Kuang Hua

Old-school Thai-Chinese restaurant open only in the evenings. Locals come for steamed fish or crispy pork. $$

Rock 99 Bar & Grill

A Nakhon institution, serving decent Thai, Western and seafood options in a pleasant courtyard setting. $$

Wildlife, Waterfalls & Hiking

EXPLORING KHAO LUANG NATIONAL PARK

Khao Luang National Park takes its name from the highest peak in southern Thailand, which rears up in the middle of the park. Much of the mountainous park, which is 105km southwest of Ao Khanom, is covered in thick evergreen and bamboo forest through which hiking trails wind past some of the most beautiful waterfalls in the south of the country.

A huge amount of flora and fauna can be found here, much of it unique to the region. There are over 300 species of orchids, while the park is one of the top spots in southern Thailand for bird-watching.

Many animals roam the park: shy Malayan tapirs, Sumatran serows, pig-tailed macaques and different species of langurs, as well as clouded leopards and panthers. Tigers have been spotted in the past, although the rarest animals stay deep in the park’s most remote regions.

Most visitors come here for the waterfalls. Nam Tok Karom is a giant gusher with 19 tiers, the water cascading into a number of pools that are suitable for swimming, and is conveniently close to the park headquarters and visitor centre, as is Nam Tok Tha Pae. There are also caves to explore and it’s possible to hike to the summit of 1780m Khao Luang Mountain, a two-day trip with park-ranger guides.

Basic bungalows are available or visitors can camp. There’s a restaurant at the park headquarters. Sŏrng·tăa·ou (pickup minibuses) from Nakhon Si Thammarat run close to the park.


HAT YAI DAY TRIPS

In the far northeast of Hat Yai is Hat Yai Municipal Park, a huge, green oasis of hilly, landscaped gardens within which are several stunning temples, an observatory, southern Thailand’s tallest Golden Buddha, a boating lake – complete with artificial waterfall – cafes and food stalls, as well as a network of cycling routes. Exploring the park makes for an invigorating escape from city life.

Another easy trip from Hat Yai is to Khlong Hae Floating Market, 5km north of the city, where boats line the banks opposite the nearby temple but most of the good food and souvenirs can be found at the stalls on the riverbank itself. The market is only open at weekends.
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GETTING AROUND

Nakhon Si Thammarat’s train station is a stop on the line that runs from Bangkok to the border with Malaysia, while minivans run to Ao Khanom and beyond. In the city itself, blue sŏrng·tăa·ou (pickup minibuses) travel up and down the main drag of Th Ratchadamnoen for 10B a trip.





HAT YAI


[image: jpg]

Hat Yai is the unofficial capital of southern Thailand and the largest and most cosmopolitan city in the region. Thai, Chinese and Malay Muslim influences blend here, and are evident in everything from the architecture to the wonderful cuisine. Hat Yai’s street eats are as good as anywhere in Thailand and the city is a major foodie destination for domestic tourists.

Surprisingly few foreigners make it to Hat Yai, perhaps put off by the long-running insurgency further south. Instead, this low-rise city is a popular trip for Malay and, increasingly, Chinese visitors. There are few conventional sights, but Hat Yai makes a great stop if you enjoy vibrant street life and markets.

Nearby, too, is historic Songkhla with its beguiling old town and there are a couple of attractive beaches in easy day-trip distance. If you’re heading to or from Malaysia, jump off the train here. You won’t regret it.
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TOP TIP

Hat Yai has largely been spared the violence of the insurgency that consumes the Deep South of Thailand and there haven’t been any incidents here since 2014. Nevertheless, it’s worth keeping abreast of the local news just in case.



Eat Your Way Around Hat Yai

HAT YAI FOOD TOUR

Hat Yai is a major eating destination. Munch your way around the city’s night markets, street-food stalls and restaurants on a food tour. Not only will you sample some delectable dishes, but it’s also a fine opportunity to experience Hat Yai’s street life.

Hat Yai is most famous for its gài tort (deep-fried chicken), which is considered the best in Thailand (many locals claim it’s the best in the world). It’s made with a mouth-watering marinade and should have a thin, crispy crust and come with crispy shallots. Hat Yai is also known for its kà·nŏm jeen (fresh rice noodles served with curry). Top spots to find these dishes include Lee Gardens in the town centre, Greenway Night Market and Asean Night Bazaar. The smaller Cenfest Night Market, by the Central mall, and the food stalls, open every night along Th Thumnoonvithi, are also worth a visit. Look out for pop-up night-market Hat Yai Sidewalk (facebook.com/hatyaisidewalk).

The above are also good places to try local Muslim cuisine: excellent roti and Malay-style curries. The third element of Hat Yai’s cuisine is Chinese flavours; the city has a big Chinese community. Try Chen Long for boat noodles, Betong Chicken Rice for Hainanese chicken, and old-stager Daothiam for a Thai-Chinese breakfast. The absolute hot spot, though, is Chokdee Dim Sum, which serves super-tasty dim sum from 6am.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN HAT YAI

Hybrit Hostel & Café

Decent four-bed dorms at this hostel near the bus station. Downstairs cafe, too. $

Khok Samet Chun Hostel

Amenable hostel in the town centre. Has a cafe and rents motorbikes. $

Tk Thongrak Apartments

Clean, comfortable and compact rooms close to the bus station. Good budget option. $

Red Planet

Plain, modern rooms in a handy central location. Good deals available if you book ahead. $$

Centara Hotel

Rooms are a little tight for the price, but they’re well set up and service is good. $$$




GETTING AROUND

A variety of sŏrng·tăa·ou (pickup minibuses) run around Hat Yai, while motorcycle taxis are useful for short hops. Hat Yai is a stop on the train line that runs from Bangkok to the Malaysian border. Minivans and buses head across southern Thailand, as well as Bangkok, Krabi and Phuket.





Beyond Hat Yai
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Venture north of Hat Yai for a historic town and little-visited beaches, or head south towards Malaysia through Thailand’s least-seen region.


Visitors often assume that Hat Yai is the capital of Songkhla, the province the city sits in. But that honour belongs to much smaller Songkhla, a modest city with an ancient past and an atmospheric old town where the streets are lined with well-preserved historic buildings. A visit here makes for a real contrast with the hustle of Hat Yai, which is just 30km away.

Head south of Hat Yai and you enter the Deep South, where a long-running insurgency pits ethnic Malay Muslims against the Thai state. Unsurprisingly, this is the least-visited part of Thailand, although foreigners have never been targeted. If you’re heading to Malaysia by train, you’ll be passing through the region.
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TOP TIP

Trains originating in Bangkok run via Hat Yai to Sungai Kolok, where you can cross the border to Malaysia.



Old Town, Ancient History & Beaches

EXPLORE SONGKHLA PROVINCE’S HISTORIC CAPITAL

Songkhla, around 30km north of Hat Yai, perches on the western banks of majestic Songhkla Lake and is home to one of Thailand’s best-preserved pockets of historic architecture. As far back as the 10th century, Songkhla’s predecessors were trading with China. By the 17th century, the city and the surrounding area was known as the Sultanate of Singgora, founded by Muslim sultans, and was a hub of commerce, trading with the Thai kingdom of Ayuthaya and the British and Dutch East Indies Companies.

Today Songkhla, the capital of the eponymous province, is one of the most fascinating and heritage-conscious towns in southern Thailand. The narrow streets of Songkhla Old Town are lined with quaint old houses built in the Sino-Portuguese style, traditional wooden buildings and Chinese Buddhist temples. Many of the houses have been artfully converted into cafes, restaurants, quirky shops and the odd art gallery. It’s easy to spend a day or more wandering around here.

Make sure you drop into Hub Ho Hin, a former rice mill that has been converted into a cultural centre – locals come here for dancing – and hosts a small history exhibition. Another essential stop is the National Museum, which is housed in a stunning Chinese-style mansion built in 1878 and has 12 rooms that bring Songkhla’s long history to life with photos, pottery, weapons, maps and some super 10th-century bronzes.

Opposite the museum are the remnants of Songkhla’s city walls, where a night market sets up on Fridays and Saturdays. The old town sits just to the side of Songkhla Lake, where a few cargo boats are normally moored and act as a reminder of the city’s trading past. Songkhla Station, a cafe and restaurant in a restored Chinese house, can organise boat or kayak tours of the lake. It also rents bicycles for 50B an hour.

Head north of the old town and you enter Singha Nakhon, an ancient realm of tombs and forts. These are the remnants of the now largely forgotten Sultanate of Singgora, and enthusiasts could spend days searching out all the historic sites here.

One of the most noteworthy is the Tomb of Sultan Sulaiman Shah, Singgora’s most renowned sultan. The tomb sits beneath the shade of two intertwining trees in a serene cemetery about 5km north of Songkhla Old Town. On the eastern side of Songkhla Lake is Singora Fort 8, the most accessible of a dozen forts in the area. Strategically located at the mouth of the lake, the remains of the fort offer commanding views over the Gulf of Thailand.

After all that sightseeing, relax at one of the many beaches in the area. Hat Samila is close to the old town and famous for its gold-coloured mermaid statue, an obligatory photo stop for domestic tourists. Foreign visitors might be more taken by the white-sand beach itself, which is fine for swimming. Further north, Hat Muang Ngam is a long strip of sand that you’ll likely have all to yourself.
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BIRD’S NESTS & SHARK FINS

Many of Hat Yai’s Chinese restaurants offer bird’s-nest soup and shark-fin soup, both considered to be nutritious delicacies in China and countries with large Chinese communities. Neither actually taste of very much (other ingredients are added to give the soups some flavour), but there are serious animal-welfare concerns surrounding them.

Bird’s-nest soup consists of the hardened saliva of swiftlets, an endangered species. Harvesting the nests is now illegal in parts of China. In Thailand, the swiftlets are essentially factory-farmed in empty buildings.

Shark-fin soup relies on fishers catching sharks and stripping them of their fins, before dumping the sharks back into the ocean to die. We don’t recommend eating either of these soups.



WHERE TO DRINK IN HAT YAI

Lion Bar Hatyai

One of a number of bars on Th Thumnoonvithi, Hat Yai’s nightlife strip. Fine for a beer.

Library Hat Yai

Fun cocktail bar with live music and DJs. The bartenders put on a show, too.

Bumrur

Laid-back and cosy cocktail joint in a converted traditional wooden building. Sofas and good drinks.


GETTING TO MALAYSIA FROM SUNGAI KOLOK

The Sungai Kolok/Rantau Pajang border crossing is the most convenient exit point for foreign travellers heading overland to Malaysia. The Thai border post is open 6am to 9pm and is close to Sungai Kolok’s train station. After completing formalities, walk across the Harmony Bridge to the Malaysian border post.

Arriving in Malaysia is usually straightforward. From Rantau Pajang, buses make the one-hour journey (RM$5) to Kota Bahru, the capital of Kelantan State, from where there are onward bus connections across Malaysia. A taxi to Kota Bahru will cost around RM$70.

It’s also possible to cross to Malaysia at Tak Bai, also in Narathiwat Province, and at Betong, further south in Yala Province.



WHERE TO EAT IN SONGKHLA OLD TOWN

Dark s’mooD

Cafe with great matcha tea and cakes, as well as coffee and gelato. $

SabaiD Songkhla

Friendly restaurant that serves Thai and Western classics. Also has craft beer and cocktails. $

Tae Hiang Aew

Long-established Thai-Chinese place that packs in the locals with its traditional dishes. $$

Thailand’s Ethnic Malay Region

THE MUSLIM-MAJORITY DEEP SOUTH

The Deep South – Thailand’s three southernmost provinces of Pattani, Yala and Narathiwat – feels completely different from the rest of the country. The majority of people are Thai-Malay: ethnic Malay Muslims who speak their own language – a dialect of Malay – and have a fierce sense of regional identity that is expressed in a long-running insurgency that pits ethnic and religious separatists against the Thai state.

Hundreds of years ago, the Deep South was part of the Sultanate of Pattani, which traded across Asia and also held sway over parts of what is now northern Malaysia. Many Thai-Malays look to that history as justification for the Deep South becoming an independent state. Some have been fighting for autonomy since the insurrection first kicked off in 1948. But even self-rule is unacceptable to the highly centralised and deeply Buddhist Thai government.

Hardly any foreigners make it to the Deep South, apart from a few hardy travellers moving overland to and from Malaysia. While foreigners have never been targeted by the separatists, and there’s currently a far lower level of violence than there was at the peak of the insurgency in the 2000s, there is always the chance of being in the wrong place at the wrong time: bombs do go off in public places here.
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The fact that the Deep South is regarded as off-limits – embassies advise against travel to the region – is a real shame because, quite apart from the fascinating history and culture, there are some tremendous beaches. The coastline of Pattani and Narathiwat provinces is lined with wide white-sand beaches that look much like those further north in Ao Khanom. Most locals are welcoming, too, whether Muslim or Buddhist. But few people speak English and there’s very little tourist infrastructure.

Pattani, 100km southeast of Hat Yai, is the biggest city in the region. Its main mosque – Pattani Central Mosque – is the most impressive in the Deep South, with an ornate salmon-pink facade and towering minarets. Nearby is Pattani Night Market, a huge affair packed with food and clothes stalls. To the south of Pattani is landlocked Yala, 120km southeast of Hat Yai, which wiggles its way to the Malaysian border and is Thailand’s southernmost province. The namesake capital Yala is a university town and looks very different to other Thai cities, with big wide streets and a huge circular park at its centre.

Narathiwat Province hugs the coast as it runs towards Malaysia. The capital Narathiwat, 195km southeast of Hat Yai, still has some original Sino-Portuguese shop houses lining the Bang Nara River, which feeds into the Gulf of Thailand here. Further south on the frontier with Malaysia is Sungai Kolok, a scuzzy border town known for smuggling and sex workers that’s 265km southeast of Hat Yai. It’s not the most prepossessing place to enter or exit the ‘Land of Smiles’. But as the main border crossing between Thailand and Malaysia, it’s the one place in the Deep South where you’re likely to encounter foreigners.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN THE DEEP SOUTH

Sekret Hotel

Comfy beds and big rooms. Located 1.5km south of Sungai Kolok’s train station. $

Green View Boutique

The nicest midrange option in Sungai Kolok. Clean and modern rooms with balcony. Some English spoken. $$

Imperial Hotel Narathiwat

Long-running establishment where almost all foreigners stay. Looks its age now, but has a pool. $$

CS Pattani

Safe and secure hotel used by visiting government officials. Good restaurant but rooms are nothing special. $$



WHERE TO EAT IN THE DEEP SOUTH

Haji Hussin King

Serves simple Malay and southern Thai dishes in Sungai Kolok. No English spoken. Picture menu. $

Nasir Buffet

Halal Narathiwat staple with a big menu of Malay, Thai and seafood dishes. $

London Restaurant

Despite the name, this is a Thai-Chinese restaurant in Pattani. Good food and some vegetarian choices. $$


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN SONGKHLA

Sook Son Boon 2

Old-school hotel with acceptable budget rooms near the weekend night market. Some English spoken. $

Yu Café Hostel

Nice hostel with lovely communal areas and big dorms in a converted period building. $

Roo Classic Hometel

Antiques and artefacts (and lots of bikes) are strewn everywhere. Feels like a homestay. $$

Ban Nai Nakhon Boutique Hotel

Six individually decorated rooms at this sweet option in the heart of the old town. $$

Songkhla Tae Raek Antique Hotel

Stylish digs done up in traditional Chinese style on the northern edge of the old town. $$




GETTING AROUND

Minivans connect the towns of the Deep South, while the railway line that runs south from Bangkok stops at Pattani and Yala, before terminating at Sungai Kolok (trains in the Deep South are often delayed). The only airport in the region is at Narathiwat.







PHUKET & THE ANDAMAN COAST
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JUNGLE-CLAD ISLANDS AND THE TURQUOISE SEA


The Andaman Coast is where white-sand beaches, tropical islands, crystalline waters and breathtaking views are all wrapped up in a holiday dream.



[image: jpg]

Great hornbill, Ko Phayam | ARKADIJ SCHELL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Andaman Coast is Thailand’s tropical dream come true, and it is really stunning. Postcard-perfect scenery – white-sand beaches, dazzling islands, patches of untouched nature, towering limestone formations and incredible turquoise hues – cause many travellers to imagine a life filled with endless sun-kissed days and flip-flops. Phuket, the region’s reigning monarch, may be glitzy and overdeveloped, but the island still has pockets of magic and a unique local culture. Head north to experience world-class dive sites, epic viewpoints, charming everyday Thai towns, secluded islands and cascading waterfalls, from Phang-Nga’s national parks all the way up the coast to Ranong.

To the south are hundreds of islands to explore, all the way down to the Malaysian border. The southern mainland is home to the beautiful province of Krabi, with plenty of rock climbing on the wild karst cliffs that characterise the region. Trang, an undiscovered gem, has so much yet to be seen by tourists, and features an incredible food scene that thrives on heaped plates of steamed dim sum, homemade sponge cakes and ridiculously addictive roast pork. Often overlooked, Satun has a rich history and unique local culture due to its Muslim majority population and close proximity to Malaysia. It’s also the jumping-off point to the divine Ko Lipe, one of Thailand’s most remote islands.
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THE MAIN AREAS

RANONG

Mountains, islands and the Myanmar border.

PHANG-NGA

Diving, a beautiful bay and beaches.

PHUKET

History, nightlife, luxury spas and culture.

KRABI

Karst-filled landscapes, beaches and islands.

TRANG

Pristine islands and great local food.

SATUN

Off-the-beaten-track islands near Malaysia.



Find Your Way


The Andaman Coast is easy to navigate thanks to plentiful public-transport options. International airports in Krabi and Phuket make air travel convenient, and the entire coast is connected by boat, bus and minivan.
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Plan Your Time


The Andaman Coast covers a large amount of territory, and there is much to explore both inland and offshore. Choose your destination wisely, and make sure you save some time for the beach.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Choose one of Phuket’s west-coast beaches and use that as your base to explore the rest of the island. Eat fresh seafood at Ko Bon, splash in the waves at Coral Island and visit the Promthep Cape viewpoint at sunset.

• Experience Phuket’s best nightlife at Hat Patong and make sure you wander Th Bangla.

• Hire a long-tail boat and venture to Freedom Beach for snorkelling or head north up the coast to quieter neighbourhoods and discover the local life of Hat Mai Khao.




Three Days to Travel Around

• Spend three days exploring Phang-Nga Province. Head to the famous Samet Nangshe Viewpoint to watch the sun rise over the gumdrop islands scattered throughout Ao Phang-Nga before a quick stop in Phang-Nga Town to refuel with noodles or fried chicken.

• Hire a long-tail boat and sail out into Ao Phang-Nga, making sure you visit James Bond Island.

• From there, head to Ko Panyi, an amazing village of stilt-houses in the middle of the bay. Visit the floating football pitch, and wander the wooden walkways for a glimpse of local life.




More Than a Week

• Jump on the bus bound for Krabi. Stay a night in Krabi Town, stroll the riverside promenade and visit the night market to feast on local delights. Hire a long-tail boat from Hat Noppharat Thara and visit Hat Railay.

• From the mainland, take a minivan to Trang and stay in the city centre. Visit the many local street-food stalls and don’t forget to try Trang’s famous pork dishes.

• Continue heading south to Satun, spend a night in Pak Bara and dine on fresh seafood near the pier before embarking on a speedboat for the delightful island of Ko Lipe.



Seasonal Highlights

The Andaman Coast is lovely year-round, but peak season is busy. In monsoon season (May to September), the region goes quiet.

JANUARY

From November through January, expect sun-filled days and a calm Andaman Sea that’s smooth as glass.
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FEBRUARY

The weather is still nearly perfect, and tourists starts to dwindle. Chinese New Year celebrations happen across the region.
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APRIL

The hottest month sees soaring temps and little rain. Thai New Year (Songkran) is celebrated across the country.
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MAY

The start of the annual rainy season; Phuket and the Andaman Coast grow quiet.
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JUNE

The monsoon season brings choppy seas and plenty of rain through August, though the sun still shines.
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SEPTEMBER

Cooler temps and lingering showers mark the start of the annual Vegetarian Festival, celebrated in Phuket, Phang-Nga and Trang.
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OCTOBER

The last of the monsoon season; travellers can expect both rain and sunshine during this month.
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RANONG
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Ranong is the Andaman Coast’s northernmost province. Thailand’s least populated region is also its wettest, with an eight-month-long rainy season. It may be soggy, but the landscape is also incredibly fresh and green. Misty mountaintops, lush forests and a few secluded islands are the main attractions here, and for the most part, Ranong remains under the radar. Beaches along the coast are few and far between; most visitors come here to cross the border. Ranong Town is a busy river port and just a 45-minute boat ride from Myanmar. A stopover for travellers heading to Ko Phayam, the town is home to steamy hot springs, historical buildings and an incredible amount of delicious street food. Ranong sees relatively few tourists, which adds to its appeal. The daily market is worth visiting, and travellers seeking the ‘real Thailand’ will be sure to love it here.
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SIGHTS

1 Khao Fa Chi

2 Nam Tok Ngao National Park

3 Pornrang Hot Springs

4 Raksawarin Hot Springs & Public Park

5 Ranong Canyon

TRANSPORT

6 Tha Saphan Plaa




TOP TIP

Stay for at least two nights to experience unseen Thailand and get acquainted with local life. Sample the town’s local food, visit the market and head to the hot springs, national park or nearby waterfalls to immerse yourself in nature.



Natural Wonders

HOT SPRINGS AND WATERFALLS

Ranong is famous for its hot springs, and Raksawarin Hot Springs & Public Park is easily reached on foot from the town centre. There are three natural hot springs here, all at a scorching-hot temperature of 65°C (149°F). They’re the only hot springs in Thailand that don’t contain sulphur, meaning it’s possible to drink the water. Soak your feet or visit the hot floor complex, where you can lie down on the floor. The heat can be excessive after 30 minutes. The park also has a hanging wooden bridge above the springs, which is a nice place to take photographs.

Pornrang Hot Springs is 6km south of the town centre and offers several pools with varying temperatures, including a cooler pool for swimming. A further 6km south of Pornrang Hot Springs is Nam Tok Ngao National Park. The highlight of this park is the 300m-high tiered waterfall. Hike the trail to the section of the waterfall where you can wade in the stream, surrounded by dense evergreen forest. Further afield, head to Khao Fa Chi, 33km north of Ranong, to enjoy impressive views across Kra Buri, the winding river that forms a natural border with Myanmar. The sunsets here are stunning.

Picnic in Ranong Canyon

SCENIC DRIVE OUT OF TOWN

Located down a winding, scenic road east of town, Ranong Canyon has steep limestone cliffs and a tranquil emerald lake, the waters only disturbed by hungry carp. Before heading to the canyon, stop at any local food vendor in town and grab your favourite Thai delights to snack on. It’s a great spot for a picnic or just to relax. The drive to the canyon takes you up into the mountains alongside Mae Nam Phoemphon, through tiny villages and past temples perched in the hills. Make sure you take your camera and leave enough time to stop off for photographs and exploration along the way.


GETTING TO MYANMAR FROM RANONG

As long as the border is open, boats to Kawthoung in Myanmar leave from Tha Saphan Plaa pier, 5km southwest of Ranong. Long-tail boat captains will show you to the immigration post and then to their boat (100B per person one-way). Confirm prices are per person or per ride, and whether or not they are one-way or return. You will need a photocopy of your passport, which you can get at the pier (5B).

If you have a valid visa (apply in advance), you can stay in Myanmar for up to 28 days. Otherwise, inform authorities at the Kawthoung checkpoint that you are only a day visitor and don’t plan on staying overnight. This costs US$10.




GETTING AROUND

Two daily ferries travel from Tha Ko Phayam to Ko Phayam (200B, two hours), returning at 8.30am and 3pm. From November to April, speedboats (350B, 45 minutes) run hourly from 7.30am to 5.30pm. Check ranongferry.com before departure.

The bus terminal (Th Phetkasem) is 1km southeast of the town centre. Local blue buses pass the terminal. From here, minivans head to Surat Thani (200B, 3½ hours, 6am and 2pm) and Chumphon (160B, two hours, hourly from 7am to 5pm). Motorcycle taxis can take you almost anywhere in town for 50B.





Beyond Ranong
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A stunning island rife with great beaches, a relaxed atmosphere and laid-back vibe, Ko Phayam is a true secluded paradise.


Rustic and wild, Ko Phayam has a reputation for being Thailand’s last island paradise. While the island is no longer a secret, it still feels like stepping back in time to the Thailand of years ago. There are no big resorts, no modern convenience stores and only in recent years has the entire island joined the power grid. Beautiful white-sand beaches, patches of untouched jungle and amazing birdlife (sea eagles and hornbills) enhance the appeal of this small destination where life moves at a slower pace. For travellers looking for a great escape, Ko Phayam is the ultimate island to relax on while enjoying the sun and spending lazy days on the beach.
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TOP TIP

The best way to explore is to rent a motorcycle. Make sure you venture into the jungle.



Beach Hopping on Ko Phayam

DREAMY BEACHES AND CLEAR WATER

Beach hopping is the main pastime on Ko Phayam. The island has several beaches that are good for swimming, but the three most impressive beaches are Monkey Beach, Buffalo Beach and Long Beach. Take the time to explore all three while staying on the island.

Located in the northern part of the island, Monkey Beach (Ao Kwang Peeb) is an adventure to reach. Bring your own drinks and snacks and plan for a day of relaxation and sunbathing; the beach is isolated and quiet. There is one restaurant that serves Thai food.

Buffalo Beach (Ao Khao Kwai) has golden sand and is the spot to watch sunsets. Lined with a few beach shacks selling food and drinks, this northwestern beach is also home to the iconic Hippy Bar and the Hin Thalu rock formation. Even at its most crowded, Buffalo Beach still feels secluded.

The largest beach on Ko Phayam, Long Beach (Ao Yai) is a long stretch of sand and home to most of the island’s development. Local fishers cast their nets here daily, and the beach is dotted with bungalow accommodation, alfresco bars and a few restaurants. It’s a great spot for swimming, but garbage piles up during the monsoon season.

If the sun gets to be too much, make your way back to the pier and visit Wat Ko Phayam, the island’s only temple overlooking the east coast.
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BEST OF KO PHAYAM

Phayamas Private Beach Resort & Island Brew

Upmarket bungalow accommodation on a private beach with an on-site brewery, delicious pizza made from homemade sourdough and locally sourced seafood. $$$

Flower Power Restaurant & Village

A restaurant and pizzeria with authentic Italian cuisine, Asian favourites (including Thai and Myanmar dishes), bungalow accommodation and a relaxing massage centre. $$

Hippy Bar

With a facade made entirely of salvaged driftwood, this eclectic reggae bar is the spot for sunset drinks and has a small menu of favourite Thai dishes. $




GETTING AROUND

Two daily ferries from from Tha Ko Phayam in Ranong travel to Ko Phayam (200B, two hours), returning at 8.30am and 3pm. From November to April, speedboats (350B, 45 minutes) run hourly from 7.30am to 5.30pm. Ferries and speedboats are less regular in monsoon season. Check ranongferry.com before departure. Motorcycle taxis from the pier to Buffalo Beach/Long Beach cost 60/80B. Walking distances are long, and it’s about 45 minutes from the pier to Buffalo Beach, the nearest bay. Motorbike rental from the shop in the village starts at 250B per day.





PHANG-NGA
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Home to national parks, charming islands, white-sand beaches, waterfalls and ancient caves, the southern province of Phang-Nga offers nature lovers a quieter alternative to Phuket and Krabi. With a diverse selection of activities, including some of the best boating and sailing along the Andaman Coast, Phang-Nga appeals to families, solo travellers and couples looking for a romantic getaway. The gateway to the underwater treasures of the Similan and Surin Islands, Phang-Nga has legendary dive sites, colourful coral reefs and one of the oldest rainforests in the world, Khao Sok National Park, on its doorstep. Less developed with more of a local feel, the towns and villages that tie the province together are filled with culture and history. Lesser-visited islands off the coast have expansive stretches of golden sand and towering palm and casuarina trees, while Ao Phang-Nga, with its imposing limestone formations, is a popular day trip from the province.
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SIGHTS

1 Ao Phang-Nga National Park

2 Hat Khao Lak

3 Khao Lak Town

4 Khao Lak/Lam Ru National Park

5 Ko Khao Phing Khan

6 Ko Panyi

7 Nam Tok Sai Rung

8 Nam Tok Ton Chong Fa

9 Similan Islands Marine National Park

10 Surin Islands Marine National Park

11 Takua Pa

EATING

12 Phu View Restaurant




TOP TIP

Phang-Nga Town, the small provincial capital, is a multicultural melting pot with a laid-back atmosphere. It’s a good base for exploring Ao Phang-Nga, Hong Island and the tiny islands of Ko Yao Yai and Ko Yao Noi. Tours are easy to book in town.



WHERE TO STAY IN KHAO LAK

JW Marriott Khao Lak Resort & Spa

Five-star Thai-style resort on Hat Khao Lak. A wide selection of activities. $$$

Apsara Beachfront Resort & Villa

Nature lover’s hideaway; spacious accommodation; spa, dining and activities. $$

Poseidon Bungalows

Rustic stone bungalows and traditional wooden beach huts in a jungle cove with a private beach. $



TOP SIGHT
Similan & Surin Islands


The Similan and Surin Islands, accessible from Phang-Nga and Phuket, are two of the most magnificent diving and snorkelling destinations in the Andaman Sea. Abundant in marine life, teeming with vibrant coral reefs and accessible only by boat, these are favourites with outdoor enthusiasts, scuba divers and those looking to relax in untamed nature.
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Scan this QR code for more information on experiences and tours to Moken Village.

[image: jpg]



Similan Islands Marine National Park

Similan Islands National Park consists of 11 islands about 70km off the coast of Phang-Nga. Famous among divers, the granite islands amaze with their turquoise water and kaleidoscopic corals, fringed by rainforest and white beaches. Coral bleaching has killed many hard corals and overtourism is a serious concern, but the soft corals and wildlife remain.

With dramatic underwater gorges and boulder swim-throughs, the Similans offer diving at depths of 2m to 30m. From December to April, manta rays are a common sight, and the lucky might spot playful whale sharks as well. There are a variety of other sharks, too – including black-tip and white-tip reef sharks, leopard sharks and zebra sharks – as well as four different species of sea turtles. Visitors can expect to see giant trevally, schools of barracuda, pipefish, scorpion fish and colourful nudibranchs.

Snorkelling is also excellent, though some areas can get crowded. The best sites include Torinla Island, Pakkard Bay, Jaak Bay, Tao Bay, Mae Yay Bay and Mankorn Island.

Hat Khao Lak, where most dive schools are based, is the park’s jumping-off point. The pier and the mainland national park headquarters are at Thap Lamu, 12km south. There’s a visitors centre on Ko Miang. The forest around the visitors centre has some walking trails and great wildlife, starting with a small 400m beach track leading east to a little snorkelling bay.

You cannot spend the night here; tours run from Khao Lak and Phuket.


DON’T MISS

Hiking on Ko Miang

Diving at Richelieu Rock

Snorkelling at Ao Tao and Ao Pak Kaad

Moken Village



Surin Islands Marine National Park

Surin Islands Marine National Park (pictured) consists of five gorgeous islands 60km off the Andaman Coast and 100km north of the Similan Islands. Superbly clear water in never-ending shades of jade and turquoise makes for easy marine-life spotting, with underwater visibility of up to 30m outside the monsoon.

Ko Surin Tai (south) and Ko Surin Neua (north) are the two largest islands. Park headquarters, an information office and all visitor facilities are at Ao Chong Khad on southwest Ko Surin Neua. The park’s dive sites include Ko Surin Tai, Ko Torinla (south) and HQ Channel between the two main islands. Richelieu Rock, a seamount 14km southeast, is also technically in the park and happens to be one of the Andaman’s premier dive sites (if not the best). Manta rays pay visits and whale sharks are sometimes spotted here in March and April. There’s good snorkelling at Ao Tao and Ao Pak Kaad, where you might spot turtles, off east and south Ko Surin Tai, respectively.

Khuraburi on the mainland is the park’s jumping-off point.


WHEN TO GO

The Similan and Surin Islands are open annually from 15 October to 15 May. The best time to visit is February to April when the Andaman Sea is smooth and visibility for scuba diving and snorkelling is nearly 100%. The national parks close during off season due to monsoon winds, choppy seas and torrential rain.



Moken Village

The Moken Village on Ko Surin Tai is home to about 300 people. The Moken – an ethnic group of Malay origin whose name derives from the local word oken (‘salt water’), but who are also known as sea gypsies – used to be nomadic seafaring people, but in the present day thrive on community-based tourism. A visit to the village gives the chance to participate in cultural activities and explore Moken beliefs and traditions.


TOP TIPS

• A quota system prevents overcrowding on the island. Once you know your dates, book a tour with a local operator.

• The best way to explore the islands is to book a minimum three-night stay on a liveaboard boat. These trips visit the best diving and snorkelling spots and include meals.

• It’s not possible to stay overnight on the Similan Islands.

• Camping on the Surin Islands is possible, but visitors must book in advance and register at the national park headquarters on Ao Chang Khad on southwest Ko Surin Neua.





Beach Hopping in Khao Lak

THE REGION’S BEST ATTRACTIONS

Family-friendly Khao Lak is home to famous tourist attractions, local markets and natural beauty. With a 25km-long coastline, beach hopping is a popular activity here. Rent a motorcycle or hire a private driver to visit the most popular ones. Hat Khao Lak, often deserted, is a long stretch of sand popular for quiet walks backed by palm trees. Hat Nang Thang has a lighthouse in the middle that affords superb panoramic views, especially at sunset. Hat Bang Niang is only 1km long, but it’s shady and a popular picnic spot for local families. Hat Pakarang is long and quiet with a wide beachfront. It’s an ideal place for bird-watching. Hat Bang Sak is secluded with clean sand and clear water. It’s the closest beach to Takua Pa.

Khao Lak was devastated during the 2004 tsunami, and there are two memorials worth visiting to understand the impact to the region. Tsunami Boat 813 is located 2km inland from Hat Bang Niang where it washed ashore. If you visit the memorial on Monday, Wednesday or Saturday, combine this with a trip to the lively Bang Niang Market, which sells everything from clothing and accessories to souvenirs and street food.

About 20km from the Khao Lak city centre, Ban Nam Khem Tsunami Memorial sits on the beachfront. The memorials here are a fishing boat and commemorative plaques, in addition to a golden Buddha image that watches over both.

During the wet season from May to October, trek to Nam Tok Sai Rung and Nam Tok Ton Chong Fa waterfalls to cool down in a series of natural pools. You’ll have to trek through the jungle to reach Nam Tok Tong Chong Fa, so make sure you bring sturdy footwear.


PHU VIEW RESTAURANT

Phu View is one of Khao Lak’s most famous restaurants, and for good reason. The view here is simply incredible. Perched atop a hilltop, you can expect a breathtaking 180-degree panorama that overlooks the town and Khao Lak’s rugged coastline. The restaurant is not cheap, with most menu items starting at over 100B, but the food is excellent and the kitchen excels in preparing fusion dishes, international comfort food and authentic Thai favourites. Indulge on massive seafood platters, spicy southern Thai curries, chicken satay with rich peanut sauce and fresh pomelo salad with local herbs. Dining at sunset is epic, though it gets busy; make a reservation beforehand by calling 087 895 5891.



Hiking in Khao Lak/Lam Ru National Park

HIKING AND WILDLIFE TRAILS

Khao Lak/Lam Ru National Park is massive, but much of it is inaccessible. It’s known for its two mountain peaks, Khao Lak and Lam Ru, and has a selection of easy to moderate hiking and wildlife trails to explore. The park is a nice nature escape that the entire family can enjoy. Keep an eye out for bird species such as great hornbills while hiking the trails.

An easy trail is the 1.4km Lamru Viewpoint–Little White Sandy Beach Trail, which follows a coastal path through the forest and includes peaceful beaches and access to the Lamru Viewpoint. A more moderate hike is the Lam Ru–Hin Laad Waterfalls Trail. The 1.3km trail takes you to two waterfalls, Lam Ru and Hin Laad, on a well-marked path through the forest.

The most difficult hike is the 3.9km trek to Nam Tok Ton Chong Fa. This one goes through dense patches of forest and offers the opportunity to spot different bird species and park wildlife, including tapirs. Nam Tok Ton Chong Fa waterfall is impressive, with five tiers cascading through the forest. Avoid this hike during the rainy season (generally May to October), as the trail can be washed out by heavy downpours.

Located about 3km south of Khao Lak, the park is easy to reach by rental car or private taxi. Make sure you wear sturdy footwear, and don’t forget to bring a bottle of water and mosquito repellent.

WHERE TO EAT IN PHANG-NGA TOWN

Khun Thip’s Satay

Iconic eatery that marinates chicken, pork, shrimp and pork intestines for two days before grilling. $

Khanom Chin Pa Son

Thin rice noodles smothered with one of four signature curries; over 20 condiments available. $

Krua Tonfon

Delectable southern Thai cuisine from locally sourced ingredients and family recipes. $$



EXPLORING TAKUA PA OLD TOWN
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Enjoy a leisurely stroll around the charming streets of Takua Pa Old Town, a laid-back place that was once a wealthy trading centre for tin. There are interesting old buildings everywhere, and many of them – an old barber shop, a goldsmith shop and a tailor that sells batik sarong – are still open for business.

Start at 1 Takua Pa Fresh Market on Th Montri 2 and take the time to browse the variety of fruits, vegetables and homemade Thai food packaged to sell. Head north and make a right turn on 2 Th Sri Takua Pa, the cultural street of the town. Make a point to look at the historic Sino-Portuguese architecture before stopping at 3 Auntie Premjit Noodle Shop to slurp up a bowl of traditional Chinese noodles with sweet red pork and crispy wontons. Continue walking until the road ends, turning right and stopping at the 4 Guan Yu Shrine. The shrine is more than 170 years old and is the centre of action during the annual Vegetarian Festival. Decorated with red and yellow Chinese lanterns, it’s a lovely spot for photographs. Backtrack to the corner, turn right and you’ll be on 5 Takua Pa Walking Street, which has been brought to life with lots of beautiful wall murals that depict the town’s identity, all painted by local artist Eakachai Tae Tan. Make a point to stop at 6 Takua Pa Old Town Wall for photographs before continuing east to 7 Bun Tao Kong Shrine. There are plenty of old-style kopitiam serving Thai coffee on this street, so drop in for a snack while exploring.



What to See & Do in Ao Phang-Nga

ISLANDS, CAVERNS AND EPIC SCENERY

Also known as Phang-Nga Bay, Ao Phang-Nga National Park (thainationalparks.com) entices with emerald green water, towering limestone cliffs, half-submerged caves and archaeological sites. There’s a lot to see and do in the bay, and the scenery is epic, making it a wonderful spot for a day trip from Phang-Nga, Krabi or Phuket.

The most famous attraction in Ao Phang-Nga is Ko Khao Phing Khan, which featured in the 1974 Bond film The Man with the Golden Gun. Now referred to as James Bond Island, the rocky spire is wider at the top than the bottom and is a popular photo-op.

Ko Panyi is another famous island in the bay. The small island is comprised of huge limestone cliffs, and its huts, shacks, restaurants and village houses are all built on stilts over the surrounding waters. Don’t miss the floating football pitch built by the village children using scraps of wood and fishing rafts.

Another unique activity in Ao Phang-Nga is taking a guided tour and kayaking through the bay’s many sunken caverns and hôrng (lagoons surrounded by solid rock walls). These caves have shallow warm water and many have openings in the ceilings to let the sunlight in. The silence is eerie; this is a fun way to get up close and personal with the bay’s geological wonders.

The best way to reach Ao Phang-Nga is to hire a long-tail boat or charter a speedboat. Tour counters throughout the province run day trips. Prices vary, so be sure to ask around.


SAMET NANGSHE VIEWPOINT

Don’t miss a visit to Samet Nangshe Viewpoint, Phang-Nga’s most popular panorama. Once an off-the-beaten-path secret, this spot on the west side of the bay is now one of the most popular tourist attractions in the area. Located on privately owned land, Samet Nangshe is a superb 800m-high overlook with breathtaking views of Ao Phang-Nga.

There are two ways to reach the viewpoint: you can choose to tackle the challenging 20-minute climb on foot or you can catch a ride in the pickup that waits at the bottom. While it is not quiet and peaceful at the top, the views are outstanding and make up for it. Admission is required.




GETTING AROUND

The closest airport is Phuket International Airport. Khao Lak is about 100km north; a private taxi will cost between 2500B and 3500B.

Long-tail boats are a popular method of transport for visiting the islands in Phang-Nga Bay. Prices vary by destination, but a long-tail for the day is usually 2000B to 3000B.

Local and national buses run from Phuket Bus Terminal 1 and 2 to Phang-Nga Bus Station. From Phang-Nga, buses continue to the popular destinations in the province before arriving in Surat Thani. Book tickets a day in advance.

Local taxis are readily available and fares start at 100B. Negotiate a rate with the taxi if you need to go further or want to hire the taxi for a private trip. Motorcycle taxis are on every corner. Short trips around Phang-Nga Town or Khao Lak city centre start at 50B. Car and motorcycle rental is available in Khao Lak city centre.





Beyond Phang-Nga
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Discover the unspoilt natural beauty and beaches of Ko Phra Thong and the lowland jungle of Khao Sok National Park.


Phang-Nga has two unique destinations beyond its borders. Ko Phra Thong is a secluded island with brilliant white sand dunes, exceptional beaches and stretches of open grasslands similar to the savannahs of Africa. It’s considered one of the best bird-watching destinations in Thailand, and the legend of the island is as unique as its interior. Centuries ago, it’s said that pirates buried a solid gold Buddha beneath the sand. The statue was never found, and the beaches remain golden. Khao Sok National Park, meanwhile, is an absolutely magical inland destination. Covered with the oldest evergreen rainforest in the world, the park has magnificent karst scenery and a bright emerald lake. Dense jungle, abundant wildlife and stunning landscapes blend for an unforgettable experience.
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TOP TIP

Visit Ko Phra Thong during the popular dry season from November until May; access is easier.



Ko Phra Thong Island Adventure

UNIQUE LANDSCAPES AND DESERTED BEACHES

Secluded Ko Phra Thong’s diverse landscape makes it an interesting island to explore. Located northwest of Phang-Nga Province off the coast, it’s situated between the Similan Islands and the Surin Islands.

Visit the island in November and December to explore its inland savannah. During this time, the fields are an incredible shade of golden yellow. Keep an eye out for sand lizards and kingfishers and the endangered lesser adjutant stork. Most accommodation options on the island have a sunrise tour of the savannah; it’s worth getting up early to see the vast fields come to life.

It’s also worth spending some time beach hopping and discovering the long stretches of mostly deserted beaches on the island. Golden Buddha Beach stretches from the southwest of the island for 10km and is deserted its entire length. Ao Phra Thong faces both east and west and is protected by the outlying Ko Pling islands, which break the incoming waves and shelter the bay.

Visit Ko Phra Thong with no expectations other than immersing yourself in nature and lazing on the beach.


ACTIVITIES & TOURS ON KO PHRA THONG

Horizon Eco Resort (horizonecoresort.com) organises activities and tours for visitors to Ko Phra Thong from mid-October to April. All activities are easy to book from the resort’s front desk or restaurant. Enjoy kayaking from the beach into the mangrove canal at high tide; you might spot monkeys, hornbills and massive crabs in their natural habitat. Take a day trip to Ko Surin and experience excellent snorkelling on a boat tour. Discover the marine life just off the coast of Ko Phra Thong by snorkelling around the islands of Ko Pling and Ko Pling Noi. While coral reefs are few, the marine life is abundant and you’ll get the chance to see many kinds of fish.



WHERE TO STAY ON KO PHRA THONG

Moken Eco Village

Upmarket wooden bungalows with family rooms and a seating area, restaurant and a private beach. $$

Mr Chuoi Bar & Hut

Basic bungalows, Thai restaurant, picnic area, children’s playground and 24-hour front desk. $

Horizon Eco Resort

Simple bungalows with balcony and cold shower, restaurant, beach bar, tour operator and free wi-fi. $

Discover Khao Sok National Park

OTHERWORLDLY SCENERY AND DENSE JUNGLE

Khao Sok National Park (thainationalparks.com) has a huge selection of activities and memorable experiences amid a jaw-dropping backdrop: towering limestone cliffs, massive rock formations and dense evergreen forest. One of the most beautiful national parks in Thailand, this is an excellent destination for nature lovers and those seeking a peaceful escape.

Get up close and personal with the scenic landscape of the park and take a long-tail boat tour on Cheow Larn Lake. The 162-sq-km reservoir was created in 1982 following the construction of the Ratchaprabha Dam. This lake is one of the most beautiful attractions in the region, and a boat tour winds around the massive rocks, stops at small caves and reserves time for swimming in the lake.

If you are feeling adventurous, book a trekking tour through the jungle. Both day and night hikes are available; hikes to see the rare and giant rafflesia flower are also popular when it is in bloom. Make sure you wear sturdy shoes. There are a few hikes that you can do on your own using the map available at the National Park Office, but it’s best to go with a guided tour. The trails are well-marked; expect to see monkeys, bats, gigantic spiders, snakes and hornbills. There are also a number of waterfalls located within the park, with the 7km hike to Nam Tok Ton Kloi being a favourite as you go deep into the jungle and pass several other waterfalls along the way.

Tour counters line the road on the way to the national park; your accommodation can book a tour for you.
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JUNGLE COOKING EXPERIENCE

This cooking class offered by Our Jungle House (khaosokaccommodation.com) in Khao Sok teaches you how to cook in bamboo tubes over an open fire in an outdoor setting. Learn how to start a fire safely and the importance of using the right type of bamboo for cooking utensils and plates. The English-speaking guide will then instruct participants on how to prepare an authentic Thai feast of green curry with BBQ chicken, rice wrapped in forest leaves and cooked in bamboo tubes, and indulgent bamboo pancakes. Once the meal is ready, enjoy your dinner by the riverside or at a dining table in the resort’s restaurant. This 2½-hour experience includes ingredients and drinking water.




GETTING AROUND

It’s only possible to reach Ko Phra Thong by boat, either from Tha Saphan Pla near Ko Surin National Park Pier, 7km north of the town of Khuraburi on the mainland, or from a small boat launch at Bang Det (Mangrove Pier), which is about 5km from the town near the mangrove canals. Expect to pay 1000B for a transfer if you are going to the island on your own. The boat trip takes approximately 1½ hours. On Ko Phra Thong, bicycle and motorcycle rental is available. Motorcycles are 300B per day and bicycles 100B per day.

Khao Sok National Park can be reached from Phuket, Krabi, Khao Lak (in Phang-Nga) or Surat Thani. Buses and shared minivans are available, but it’s best to book a ticket in advance as spaces are limited. Upon reaching Khao Sok National Park, you will be dropped off at the bus station (a small shack) on the side of the main road at the entrance to the park. If your accommodation does not offer pick-up, there are taxis at the bus station. Motorcycle and bicycle rental is available from most accommodation in and around the park; prices vary.





PHUKET


[image: jpg]

The Pearl of the Andaman Sea, Phuket is most famous for its powdery-soft beaches and the vivacious nightlife of Patong’s infamous Th Bangla. A luxury holiday destination with a number of international five-star resorts to choose from, Phuket is also a multicultural melting pot, a hub of local culture and Phuketian heritage, and recognised by Unesco as a City of Gastronomy. It’s an idyllic destination for travellers looking to bask in the sunshine and is suitable for all budgets. To discover the real Phuket, move away from the heavily overcrowded neighbourhoods and head inland. Phuket Old Town is the island’s cultural centre and the best destination for foodies to sample local specialities. When you venture into the local neighbourhoods to experience community-based tourism, visit the island’s most revered landmarks and explore the island’s beautiful temples and shrines, you’ll understand that Phuket is much more than a typical tropical beach town.
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SIGHTS

1 Baan Ar-Jor

2 Baan Bo Rae

3 Big Buddha

4 Coral Island

5 Hat Bang Tao

6 Hat Kata

7 Hat Mai Khao

8 Hat Rawai

9 Ko Bon

10 Patong

11 Phuket Elephant Sanctuary

12 Phuket Old Town

13 Wat Chalong

see 14 Wat Phra Nang Sang

14 Wat Phra Thong

SHOPPING

15 Chillva Market




TOP TIP

Choose your favourite beach – the west coast is the most popular – and use that as your base to explore the rest of the island. There are gorgeous outlying islands to discover, adventure-filled tours to join, and family-friendly activities to keep the little ones happy.



Explore Phuket Old Town

HISTORICAL HIGHLIGHTS

Vibrant Phuket Old Town is teeming with pastel-coloured Sino-Portuguese shop houses, old colonial mansions, Chinese-style kopitiam, fantastic street art and murals, and an unbelievably large selection of coffee shops and hole-in-the-wall eateries. Although the historical district is not huge, this part of town is exciting to explore as the streets are bustling with a blend of friendly locals and international tourists.

The main roads of Phuket Old Town are Thalang, Phang-Nga, Dibuk, Yaowarat, Krabi, Ratsada and Ranong; the hidden alleyway of Soi Romanee used to be the town’s red-light district.

Th Thalang is the heart of all of the action and is lined with immaculately restored colourful shop houses, the delightful Kopitiam by Wilai restaurant and the exotic aromas of Nguan Choon Tong, the oldest Chinese herbal medicine shop in Phuket.

Th Phang-Nga features the charming, hidden Shrine of Serene Light, a beautiful old Chinese shrine with an extravagant exterior; the first hotel in Phuket, Memory at On On Hotel, which was built in 1927; and Khun Jeed Yod Pak, one of the town’s best local restaurants that is famous for radna, a Thai-Chinese noodle dish served with a choice of meat or seafood and slathered in a thick sauce.

On Th Krabi, the Thai Hua Museum showcases the history of the Hokkien Chinese in Phuket and how the tin-mining industry changed the island. The old colonial mansion, Baan Chinpracha, is also on this road next to the elegant Blue Elephant mansion and restaurant.

Highlights of the other roads include museums, mansions and a local Thai food court.

A Night at the Junkyard Theatre

ESCAPISM ON THE STAGE

Phuket’s only eco-theatre, the creative entertainment venue Junkyard Theatre (junkyardtheatre.com) delivers madcap performances inspired by the Thai and expat experience and Phuket’s cultural landscape. Spectators will be dazzled by the collection of quirky musical numbers, intricately crafted sets and comedic dinner cabaret-style acts in this eclectic, over-the-top theatre made from recycled and repurposed items. The Junkyard Theatre exists as a juxtaposition of East and West and is a completely wild culture clash. This amusing parody of Thai culture should not be missed when in Phuket.

A Night at the Junkyard, featuring mature themes and only suggested for audiences at least 16 years of age, is a weekly Saturday-night cabaret show that’s entertaining, outlandish, a bit naughty and totally fabulous. The 2½-hour show includes a three-course menu and starts promptly at 7.30pm. It promises arresting performances and delivers huge laughs. The 2500B ticket includes the show, dinner package and a drink. The locally sourced dinner package centres on contemporary Thai flavours with a twist.

The cast are a talented mix of Thai and Western performers who connect through absurdity and humour. Expect sensational musical numbers, energetic breakdance performances and everything in between. The multilingual cast stages performances in English, Thai and Russian. The set, meanwhile, is the brainchild of the talented father-and-son design duo, John and Zac Underwood, who work their magic at the on-site Underwood Art Factory. The Junkyard is committed to using discarded objects to make their theatrical sets and custom-made kinetic props.


SOI ROMANEE

Considered one of Phuket Old Town’s hidden gems, the attractive alleyway of Soi Romanee was once a red-light district for Chinese labourers who came to work in Phuket during the island’s tin-mining boom. The rough translation of Soi Romanee is ‘naughty with the ladies’.

These days, Soi Romanee is a popular highlight of any Phuket Old Town tour; it’s lined with pastel-coloured Sino-Portuguese shop houses, coffee shops, souvenir stalls and the famous Torry’s Ice Cream, known for its local Phuket ice-cream flavours. A handful of local residents still make Soi Romanee their home, and the fronts of their shop houses are punctuated with small Chinese altars, topped with fresh fruit for the ancestors.



BEST CAFES IN PHUKET

Outstanding Market Goods

Hip gallery space near the downtown fresh market, selling local goods and snacks with a twist.

Paradai Phuket

Take a break in this Peranakan-style shop house and indulge in chocolates with unconventional flavours.

Tian Tian Phuket Dessert Cafe

Authentic dessert spot with Chinese decor and local specialities like oh-aew (sweet iced jelly).



WANDER PHUKET LIKE A LOCAL
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This fun-filled walk starts at 1 Nana Babin, a Thai dessert shop on Th Ratsada. Grab a young coconut pancake to munch on as you meander to 2 Surin Circle Clock Tower, a prominent clock tower with Sino-Portuguese style on a flower-filled roundabout on Th Phuket. Make a beeline across the road and stop at 3 Mee Ton Poe Restaurant. Founded in 1946, this long-running noodle shop is famous for its signature dish, Hokkien mee: thick yellow stir-fried noodles with seafood, pork and vegetable toppings served with an egg on top. The restaurant has been owned by the same family for three generations and is a favourite eatery for locals. Once you’ve slurped your noodles, head to Soi Talingchan, a pleasant tree-lined city street. As you wander, you will pass the green 4 Masjid Yamek mosque before reaching the picturesque green-and-white 5 Our Lady of the Assumption Catholic Church, which is overseen by a Thai Catholic priest. Keep going until you come to the canal, and turn right on Th Takuapa, following it until you reach Th Ratsada once again.

Before crossing the roundabout for Th Ranong, you’ll notice the massive queue outside 6 Phuketique. If you’re in the mood for burnt-butter toast with vanilla ice cream and honey, jump in line. Otherwise, continue on Th Ranong until you see the immense 7 Phuket Town Central Market. This market is a feast for the senses and is filled with hidden shops and street-food stalls. It’s possible to buy a colourful variety of fresh curry pastes here.

Exit the market at the back entrance and look for 8 Mingalar Coffee Shop where you can enjoy homemade Myanmar cuisine such as tea-leaf salad and charcoal-fired flatbread.



Experience Baan Ar-Jor

JOURNEY BACK TO 1936

A homestay, restaurant and museum, Baan Ar-Jor (baanarjor.com) is a testament to Phuket’s Peranakan influence. This beautiful Chinese-colonial mansion sits in a field north of Phuket, close to Hat Mai Khao, and dates back to 1936. Originally built by tin-mining businessman and entrepreneur Tan Jing Nugn, the house was abandoned for over 37 years before the fourth generation of Nugn’s family decided to bring it back to life. The restored mansion is one of Phuket’s most successful heritage homes and offers a unique stay on the island.

A successful businessman born to a Chinese father and a Thai mother, Tan Jing Nugn went to China for his education after his father passed away. Upon his return to Thailand, he started his own tin-mining business, married when he was 27 and had 10 children. He sent his children to study in Penang, Malaysia and then to the US to learn English. Tan Jing Nugn donated many of his assets to Phuket, including land to build schools, temples and a hospital.

The eight-room mansion has been restored to its original colours, walls and floor tiles and is decorated with antiques and heirlooms that showcase the family’s rich history. The small bedrooms are decorated with vintage furniture to keep the mansion’s original style, and every corner is filled with historical detail. Check out Ar-Jor’s working corner, with an original map of Phuket in 1900, before Sarasin Bridge was built to connect the island with the mainland. Visitors are welcome daily from 10am until 9pm, but the best way to experience the mansion is to spend the night (full board for two people is 10,000B).

While you’re here, don’t miss a meal at the Toh-Daeng Restaurant, which was awarded Michelin’s Bib Gourmand (value for money). The menu consists of generations-old recipes that use locally sourced organic ingredients from the surrounding area. Recommended dishes include Phuket lobster, homemade rambutan curry with minced pork and the mole crab. Booking is essential as the restaurant only has 30 seats available.

Dubbed the House of Opportunity, Baan Ar-Jor is extremely involved in the local community. The owners are committed to providing a safe space and support to the underprivileged children in Mai Khao, and all proceeds from the entrance fee (200B per person) are given to the Baan Mai Khao School to support educational purposes. Artwork from the local children is also on display in the museum, and is available for purchase.
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SIMON CABARET PHUKET

The most famous cabaret show in Phuket, the legendary Simon Cabaret (simoncabaretphuket.com) has been entertaining audiences since 1991. Expect an evening of live music, dance and comedy performances, staged by a troupe of highly skilled transgender entertainers. The family-friendly Simon Cabaret is a spectacular display of colour and light, with original performances and extravagant costumes, and a wide range of music and cultural themes from around the world. Entertainers excel at choreography and their fabulous costumes shimmer along with the dance moves. Expect rapid set changes and superb backgrounds during the 70-minute performance. Shows are held daily at 6pm, 7.30pm and 9pm.



FAMILY-FRIENDLY ACTIVITIES IN PHUKET

Andamanda Phuket

Phuket’s largest waterpark with slides of all sizes, pools, restaurants and play areas. All ages.

Blue Tree

Large waterpark in Cherngtalay, with slides, ziplines, paddleboards and boutique shopping.

Baan Teelanka Upside Down House

Inverted house-museum with fantastic photo-ops, plus a garden maze for the little ones.


PERANAKAN PHUKET MUSEUM

Phuket’s Thai-Chinese Peranakan community, locally known as Phuket Babas, is predominantly of Hokkien ancestry and has preserved its unique culture and traditions, remaining a stronghold in the Phuket community. It’s estimated that at least 70% of Phuket’s population has Perankan ancestral roots.

Flocking to Phuket during the tin-mining boom, the Peranakan went on to become one of the wealthiest communities in Southeast Asia. To learn more, visit the Peranakan Phuket Museum (peranakanphuketmuseum.com). Located in the island’s northern district of Thalang, the museum showcases the traditional lifestyle, art, culture and local cuisine, and includes traditional costumes, lacquerware and jewellery.



BEST THINGS TO DO AT HAT MAI KHAO

Mai Khao Marine Turtle Foundation

Protects nesting sea turtles and promotes clean seas. See the turtles daily 9am to 5pm.

Wat Mai Khao

A well-loved neighbourhood temple with a beautiful main hall and manicured grounds.

Sirinat National Park

Covering both Nai Yang and Mai Khao beaches, come here to spot Ridley sea turtles.



TOP SIGHT
Phuket’s Beaches & Islands


Phuket has over 30 outstanding beaches, each with its own identity. Some feel like a secret while others are popular for surfing or family activities. No matter what type of beach you’re looking for, Phuket delivers. The offshore islands are spectacular, too, with vibrant coral reefs and powder-soft sand. The islands are best visited on a day trip with a private long-tail boat.
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Phuket’s Best Offshore Islands

After spending lazy days on Phuket’s best beaches, you’ll eventually feel the call of the offshore islands. From Hat Kata, hire a long-tail boat and head to Freedom Beach. Although it’s not an island, it has a secluded feel and going by boat is easier than hiking the jungle trail to reach the beach. After a day at Hat Nai Harn, grab a taxi to Hat Rawai, where it’s possible to hire a long-tail boat starting at 1500B to visit Ko Bon and Coral Island. Speedboat rental is also available to make the journey to Ko Racha.


DON’T MISS

Hat Kata

Hat Nai Harn

Freedom Beach

Banana Beach



Ko Bon

A short long-tail-boat ride from Hat Rawai, Ko Bon is a small island with two beaches, a jungle-clad interior and a popular alfresco Thai restaurant serving simple dishes and seafood plucked straight from the Andaman Sea. It may not be the most impressive island, but it’s quaint, charming and frequently deserted, even in peak season. Visit Ko Bon to escape the crowds, enjoy a wonderful, affordable lunch and take a quick dip in the Andaman Sea.
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Coral Island

Coral Island is popular for day tours from both Chalong and Rawai in southern Phuket. The island has two main beaches, Long Beach and Banana Beach, and is popular for snorkelling and water sports. It is not a quiet island, but for travellers looking for a fun-filled day, Coral Island does the trick. Make sure you rent snorkel gear and explore the reef just off Banana Beach, which is teeming with tropical fish. Sun loungers, umbrellas and beach chairs are available for rent, and there is a restaurant, beach bar and massage services available. Certain tour companies book Coral Island package tours on the weekend, which brings the crowds. If you want peace and tranquillity, visit the island during the weekdays.


DIVING KO RAYA NOI

The dive sites at Ko Raya Noi are more suitable for experienced scuba divers as the water has great depth. A few of these sites are home to manta rays, and during the peak season whale sharks can be found frolicking the depths of the dive sites.



Ko Raya

Ko Raya (Ko Ratcha; pictured) comprises two islands: Ko Raya Yai and Ko Raya Noi. Both islands have incredibly clear water and are favoured by snorkellers and divers. It’s a great spot for divers of all levels. Easily accessed by speedboat, the islands are busy during the day and peaceful at night. Ko Raya Yai has a few accommodation options and a couple of bars and restaurants. It’s a nice change of pace to stay here for one night or more, and recommended if you want to laze on the beach, swim, dive or snorkel.


TOP TIPS

• The best time to visit Ko Bon, Coral Island and Ko Raya is in the early morning before the crowds of day-trippers show up. You’ll have the waters to yourself, and have more of a chance of spotting marine life and experience the stunning nature in silence.

• All of the long-tail boats from Hat Rawai have snorkelling gear for rent. For those on a day tour, the package should include gear for either snorkelling or diving and generally includes lunch, light snacks, soft drinks and water.





Explore the Hat Mai Khao Neighbourhood

CRABBING WITH THE LOCALS

After visiting Baan Ar-Jor, explore the Hat Mai Khao area and discover community-based tourism experiences in the neighbourhood. The locals here are friendly and love to mingle. There’s no need to worry about a language barrier as you will always be greeted with one of the smiles that Thailand is so famous for.

Activities at Hat Mai Khao include the usual swimming and sunbathing, but you can also try your hand at hunting mole crab. The local fishers can show you where the crabs dwell and help you to catch a few. These crabs are considered a delicacy and are very expensive, selling for 800B per kilo in the market.

A Chef’s Tour

SAMPLE SOUTHERN FLAVOURS

Dive headfirst into Phuket’s diverse local food scene and embark on a lunchtime tour of exquisite southern flavours with the local guides from A Chef’s Tour (achefstour.com). The Phuket Old Town Food Tour showcases the secrets behind the island’s myriad of flavours and visits places known only to locals. Discover Myanmar teahouses and dine on sensational curries served with wood-fired naan, slurp up a bowl of the best Hokkien noodles at a long-running family shop and indulge in freshly grilled pork skewers slathered in a rich creamy peanut sauce before meandering through Old Town’s streets and alleyways to sample a dozen more dishes. Learn more about the island’s unique cuisine including Thai, Malay, Myanmar and Chinese dishes and influences as you discover the history and culture of Phuket. This walking tour is a true moveable feast and suitable for small groups, with a maximum of eight guests.


PHUKET’S BEST LOCAL DISHES

Dining on Thai cuisine in Phuket is a unique experience. The island’s cuisine is a delightful blend of influences, including Chinese, Malay, southern Thai and Myanmar. Don’t miss the chance to snack on some of the island’s local specialities, most of which are not found in other regions of Thailand.

Phuket’s best local dishes include mee Hokkien – Hokkien-style noodles, slathered in a thick sauce and served with red pork, squid and veggies – and por pia, fresh spring rolls stuffed with red or crispy pork, shrimp, lettuce and turnip and splashed with a sweet sauce. Cool off with the famous dessert oh-aew, which is jelly made from bananas, served with shaved ice and syrup.



WHERE TO EAT LIKE A LOCAL IN PHUKET

Lock Tien Food Court

The oldest food court on the island, serving real Phuket specialities including lo ba (deep-fried pork giblets). $

Mor Mu Dong

Located in a mangrove forest, this restaurant is popular for authentic southern Thai dishes. $$

Kopitiam by Wilai

Small restaurant tucked away in the heart of the Old Town on Th Thalang; try the savoury mŏo hong. $$

Must-See Temples in Phuket

THE ISLAND’S RELIGIOUS LANDMARKS

Phuket has many Buddhist temples (wát) and Chinese Taoist shrines. Important symbols of Thailand’s culture and religion, Phuket’s temples and shrines are well worth exploring.

When visiting Phuket’s religious sites, remember that these are sacred places of worship and you should be respectful. Take off your shoes before entering, acknowledge the ‘no photography’ signs and dress appropriately. Both women and men should make sure their shoulders and knees are covered before entering.

Phuket’s most famous temple is Wat Chalong. The temple’s centrepiece is its Grand Pagoda, which is believed to contain a splinter of Lord Buddha’s bone. Inside, the pagoda is beautifully decorated with murals depicting Buddha’s life story; there are a number of large golden Buddha statues.

A small temple in northern Phuket, Wat Phra Thong has a half-buried golden Buddha image that is said to be untouchable. Folklore states that every person who has tried to dig it out has become cursed. It’s one of the island’s oldest temples and worth visiting.

The most revered landmark in Phuket, the Big Buddha is 45m tall and rises above the Chalong and Kata neighbourhoods from a perch on the Nakkerd Hills. With panoramic views of the island, dozens of Buddha images and a relaxed atmosphere, this is a lovely spot to visit.

Wat Phra Nang Sang is rumoured to be over 500 years old. The story goes that the temple was built in honour of a princess who was executed for a crime she did not commit. At her execution, she bled white blood, proof of her purity. This temple is often referred to as the Temple of White Blood, and is extremely detailed.

There are a number of Chinese shrines that are also worth visiting. Jui Tui Shrine, in Phuket Town, is one of the oldest and most respected on the island. The shrine plays a pivotal role in the annual Phuket Vegetarian Festival and has colourful, ornate carvings and red lanterns.

The Shrine of Serene Light, on Th Phang-Nga in Phuket Old Town, used to be Phuket’s best-kept secret as it was hidden from view and could only be accessed through an alley. Today, the shrine is located in a small courtyard surrounded by tall buildings. Make sure you visit the main hall to see 100-year-old murals stained by the burning of candles and incense, the various Taoist deities and the massive platters of fresh fruit.

Bang Niew Shrine is an important place of worship for the Thai-Chinese community in Phuket, and another main shrine for the Phuket Vegetarian Festival. The colourful temple is in Phuket Town, and is easy to spot: look for the massive arch in the shape of a dragon at the entrance.
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PHUKET VEGETARIAN FESTIVAL

The annual Phuket Vegetarian Festival is a colourful nine-day event held in the ninth lunar month of the Chinese calendar, and usually falls in October or November. The festival honours the Nine Emperor Gods and celebrates the Thai-Chinese community’s belief that abstinence from meat and other stimulants will help worshippers obtain good health and peace of mind. The festival is famous for its extreme acts – including firewalking and body piercing – and is not for the squeamish. Participants who act as mediums for the gods practise self-mutilation and self-mortification to ensure purification of the body and mind.



WHERE TO EAT VEGETARIAN FOOD IN PHUKET

Hesan Vegetarian

Authentic Thai vegetarian dishes and vegan mock meats served buffet-style in Phuket Old Town. $

Luk To

A selection of tofu-based dishes served buffet-style or à la carte. No onion or garlic. $

Nong J

Family-owned restaurant in Phuket Old Town with a massive menu of plant-based dishes. $

Explore Phuket’s Night Markets

SHOPPING, FOOD AND ENTERTAINMENT

Phuket is filled with lively night markets where you’ll find a fun, festive atmosphere. There are markets nearly every evening on the island, which makes shopping for souvenirs, fashion accessories or snacks incredibly convenient. Chillva Market is a trendy, colourful shipping-container market; it has an arty atmosphere and is popular with the younger crowd. Chillva has a large variety of fashion and souvenir stalls and an impressive selection of street-food vendors and small restaurants. Nightly entertainment features live music. It’s in Samkong and operates Thursday through Saturday from 5pm to 11pm.

Phuket Indy Market is the best place to shop for locally made arts and crafts from independent traders. It also has plenty of homemade snacks and vendors serving street-food favourites. Live music is another popular draw. Located in Phuket Town, Phuket Indy Market is held Wednesday through Friday from 4pm to 10pm.

Often referred to as the Phuket Weekend Market, Naka Market is a massive place with fashion and accessory shops, souvenir stalls, electronics, secondhand goods and local spa products. The food court here is the place to sample Thai street-food specialities, including fried bugs and grilled chicken skewers. Naka Market is in Phuket Town and open daily from 4pm to 10pm.

The Sunday Walking Street Market in Phuket Old Town, also known as Lard Yai, has a festival vibe among the vibrant shop houses of the district. Enjoy a sampling of Phuket specialities from the street-food vendors, shop for souvenirs or join in with locals singing karaoke before listening to the live band. The Walking Street Market is held Sundays on Th Thalang in Phuket Old Town from 5pm to 10pm.
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BANZAAN MARKET

Located in Patong, Banzaan Market may not have the allure of the island’s more trendy night markets, but this daily fresh market is a favourite of both tourists and locals. Sitting just behind Jungceylon Shopping Mall, Banzaan Market is your gateway to discovering Thai fruits, fresh fish, local vegetables and deliciously sweet Thai desserts. The food on display at Banzaan Market is colourful and fresh, and the market is a fun place to explore early in the morning. You will see local restaurant staff and street vendors sifting through the produce to find the best ingredients for the day. In the early evening, the car park turns into a large street-food market.



WHERE TO EAT VEGAN FOOD IN PHUKET

Soul Phuket

On the Karon beachfront, this arty cafe serves healthy vegan Thai and international cuisine. $$

Vegan Table

Award-winning vegan restaurant serving breakfasts, pizzas, salads, and Asian and international favourites. $$

Vegan Junkie

Award-winning restaurant in Chalong serving vegan comfort and junk food, like dessert waffles and pizzas. $$

Phuket Photography Tours

PROFESSIONAL WORKSHOPS

Discover the best of Phuket photography with Phuket Photography Tours (phuketphotographytours.com). Join a private guided tour or enrol in a workshop and create stunning images in beautiful locations. Dedicated instructors offer guidance as you connect with people from around the world with a series of fun, engaging courses. Landscape photography enthusiasts will enjoy the Andaman Sunrise private tour, which departs Phuket early in the morning and heads to Ao Phang-Nga to capture the sunrise and explore the islands in the bay.

Immerse yourself in the beauty of Phuket’s landmarks with the On Sacred Ground Tour that visits the Big Buddha, sacred temples and shrines around Phuket and teaches the essence of travel photography through capturing the destination, its people, culture, landscape and experiences. The Phuket Culture Walking Tour is ideal for photography enthusiasts of all levels and mixes cultural exploration with photography amid the buzz of daily life in Phuket Old Town.

Enlist in a private photography day tour or workshop and create a tailored photography experience with your instructor, and capture stunning photos of Phuket that will leave a lasting impression. Phuket Photography Tours limits its private tours and workshops to six participants per group for a fun and intimate atmosphere.


INSTA-WORTHY SPOTS IN PHUKET

Phuket is loaded with scenic spots for snapping photographs. Whether you’re strolling the island’s beaches or wandering side streets looking for the perfect Instagrammable backdrop, there are plenty of opportunities to take the perfect selfie or capture a gorgeous sunset to share on your feed. Iconic Instagram spots in Phuket Old Town include the yellow-and-white old Chartered Bank, and the colourful Sino-Portuguese shop houses on Soi Romanee. Karon Viewpoint has epic scenery across the bays of Kata Noi, Hat Kata and Hat Karon. In Patong, visit the energetic Bangla Walking Street before the sun goes down to take a selfie with the famous Bangla Walking Street sign.



PHUKET’S PHOTOGENIC CAFES

Feelsion Cafe

Urban industrial meets vintage at this cafe decorated with family heirlooms and large bright spaces.

Thalang #31

A Chinese-inspired cafe with quirky neon signs on the wall and vintage lanterns hanging from the ceiling.

Bookhemian

A cafe and art space for book and coffee lovers with wall murals and a selection of outstanding drinks.



CYCLING TOUR
Cycling Ko Yao Noi

Ko Yao Noi is a small island in Ao Phang-Nga with less tourism than neighbouring Phuket. Cycling is a great way to explore and learn about the lives of the fishers and farmers here. You can bring your own bike (or motorbike) across from Phuket on the boat or hire bikes when you arrive at the pier or at Feel Phuket Bike & Hike (feelphuket.com), which runs a full-day 22km tour for adults and children.
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1 Tha Manoh

You will arrive on Ko Yao Noi at Tha Manoh pier (from Phuket’s Tha Bang Rong pier), where you can begin your ride.

The Ride: Head north towards the island’s main village.

2 Ko Yao Noi Village

Experience the charm of Ko Yao Noi’s main village, centred on the roundabout at the junction of the island’s main two roads. A lively market during the day sells fruit and vegetables, spices and Thai food. There are a few souvenir shops, street vendors and simple restaurants and cafes. Grab a coffee at Cafe de Iraya or a fresh juice at the Garden Cafe before getting back on the bike.

The Ride: Depart the village on the main road and go off-road and cycle through rice paddies.
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3 Coconut Farm & Restaurant

Get up close and personal with rice paddies and learn about sustainable agriculture at Coconut Farm & Restaurant, a family-owned rice and coconut farm. Admire the water buffaloes from afar and sit down for a chat with the family, while sipping on a fresh coconut. COVID-19 forced the family’s restaurant to close, but a visit to the farm is still educational and fun.

The Ride: Cycle approximately 2km on the narrow coastal roads, where you’ll pass untouched countryside and enjoy the natural scenery of towering palm trees, rubber trees, mangrove forests and rice paddies.

4 Ban An Pao

Stop for a break in Ban An Pao. The locals of this village make their living by fishing and rice farming, and their simple houses are all raised above the water on stilts.

The Ride: Head south, then east across the island to Hat Tha Khao where you can stop for lunch.

5 Ta Khao Beach Bar

Stop at Ta Khao Beach Bar, a small and friendly establishment at Ao Khao. Enjoy a Thai lunch – a fragrant curry or stir-fried noodles – and go for a swim if the weather permits. Relax here for an hour before continuing on.

The Ride: Cycle a 5km paved route along the empty beaches on Ko Yao Noi’s eastern coast.

6 Hat Pasai

The next stop is a crescent-shaped beach, fringed by palm trees, plus with beautiful views of Krabi. It’s free of sun loungers and vendors. At the southern end of the beach are a few local Thai street-food stalls.

The Ride: Cycle west for around 3km back towards the main village. Then turn south to return to Tha Manoh.



Baan Bo Rae Ecotourism

A UNIQUE COASTAL COMMUNITY

A small community about 3km away from Phuket Town, Baan Bo Rae is situated next to the river and surrounded by dense mangrove forests. Most visitors to Phuket only pass through the neighbourhood on their way to Cape Panwa or Ao Yon Beach, but Baan Bo Rae is worth exploring. Kayaking is the biggest attraction here, and along the river’s promenade there are a number of small shops offering kayaks rentals and tours of the mangroves with a local guide. Crab fishing is also an important industry for the fishers of Baan Bo Rae, and it’s possible to arrange a trip to fish for crabs with the locals. Other points of interest in the community include the municipal fresh market and the halal restaurants near the river selling fresh seafood.

A Morning with the Elephants

WALK AMONG GENTLE GIANTS

The Phuket Elephant Sanctuary (phuketelephantsanctuary.org) is the final home for sick, injured and elderly elephants who have spent the majority of their lives working in the logging and tourism industries. The sanctuary’s expansive grounds give these elephants a chance to roam, bathe, forage and socialise in a natural habitat, and a visit here is an awe-inspiring experience that allows guests to walk beside these gentle giants.

A Morning with the Elephants is a 3½-hour pioneering programme that begins with an educational video highlighting the plight of many working elephants in Thailand. After the documentary, guests are introduced to the herd, with a chance to feed the elephants and learn about their unique backstories from the guide.

The tour then ventures into the sanctuary where there’s the opportunity to hike nature trails and experience Thailand’s longest canopy walkway, from which visitors can observe the elephants from a safe and respectful distance. It’s amazing to watch them as they bathe and play in the ponds, or forage through the trees looking for something to eat.

After visiting the sanctuary, return to the Tree Top Lounge for a delicious vegan and vegetarian Thai buffet with complimentary drinks and the chance to purchase souvenirs to support the sanctuary.

The morning programme is suitable for all ages, and costs 3000B for adults and 1500B for children up to age 12. There is no charge for children under 4 years old. Admission includes a lunch buffet, but does not cover the cost of transport to and from the sanctuary. The Phuket Elephant Sanctuary does not allow its guests to bathe or ride the elephants, which makes it the only sanctuary in Phuket that is truly ethical.
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PLA-JA HALAL RESTAURANT

A hugely popular restaurant among Phuket’s local residents, Pla-Ja Halal Restaurant is a wonderful choice for authentic spicy Thai food and fresh succulent seafood. Many dishes contain fish plucked straight from the sea, grilled or baked, plus there’s a variety of classic dishes such as noodle soup, stir-fried noodles, fragrant Thai curries and sweet local Thai desserts. The restaurant is no-frills with simple decor and has a casual, charming atmosphere. Visit this restaurant after exploring Baan Bo Rae. It’s on Th Sakdidej on the way to Cape Panwa, about 150m past Soi Baan Bo Rae.



WHAT TO DO IN CAPE PANWA

Phuket Aquarium

Enjoy a family excursion at the aquarium and explore the fresh-water and ocean habitats.

Ao Yon Beach

Relax at the beach with a drink under the leaning coconut palms or go for a swim in the calm waters.

Night Markets

Visit the night markets located on the beachfront promenade for souvenirs and halal street food.

Art Workshops

EMBRACE YOUR INNER ARTIST

Phuket has a blossoming art scene. Local artists show off their work in galleries and at exhibitions, as well as offering classes. The latter are an inspiring way to unleash your inner artist and hone your creativity.

The Phuket Painting Class (facebook.com/phuketpaintingclass) offers art classes for all levels. A range of mediums are taught, including oil painting on canvas and watercolour. The studio hosts a dedicated kids’ class and accepts small groups for private classes.

In Rawai, Art Studio Green Grey has a ceramics workshop that teaches participants how to work with clay, apply glazes and fire completed works in the kiln. After a week’s time, your creation can be shipped worldwide.

Happy Kids Club (happykidsthailand.com) has a range of art-inspired activities and experiences for children. Workshops are held in both English and Russian.

On Th Phang-Nga in Phuket Old Town, I-Mon Art Gallery (facebook.com/pikanasa) runs a linocut printmaking workshop.

The artists at the Phuket Art Village, a community in Rawai, teach a range of workshops in their own studios in the village, including oil painting, sculpture, mezzotint printmaking, watercolour painting and sketching.

All Phuket art workshops are run year-round and are available for both private and group classes.


THE GIBBON REHABILITATION PROJECT

Nearthe Phuket Elephant Sanctuary, the Gibbon Rehabilitation Project (GRP; gibbonproject.org) is an animal welfare and wildlife conservation project that has been rescuing, rehabilitating and reintroducing gibbons since 1992. The centre’s headquarters is near Nam Tok Bang Pae in Khao Phra Thaeo National Park, Phuket’s last remaining rainforest, and endeavours to improve the lives of gibbons that have been hunted or mistreated. Its main mission is to help illegally captive gibbons find their freedom once again. GRP offers two tours: a one-hour course about gibbon rehabilitation and a 2½-hour gibbon behavioural course with a specialist. You’ll be able to observe gibbons in their natural habitat, but only through bars at a distance of 2m.



BEST ART GALLERIES IN PHUKET

Mr Zen Art Studio

Contemporary artwork by a quiet Thai artist with international recognition; the studio is in the Old Town.

Drawing Room Phuket

A warehouse showroom with paintings, sculptures and installations by owner Isara Thaothong.

Napas Art Gallery

Located in Cherngtalay, this gallery is run by a husband-and-wife team who create distinctive fine art.

Best Viewpoints in Phuket

BREATHTAKING SCENERY AND VIEWS

Phuket has a wide range of stunning viewpoints that are spectacular throughout the day as well as at sunset.

Promthep Cape is the island’s most iconic viewpoint and the best spot in Phuket to admire sunset views. Windmill Viewpoint overlooks Hat Ya Nui in the south, and is the place to see paragliding in Phuket. Black Rock Viewpoint is reached via a challenging trek through the jungle and has views overlooking southern Phuket’s beaches.

Kata Viewpoint is a beautiful panoramic spot, highlighting views of Hat Kata Noi, Hat Kata and Hat Karon. Laem Singh Viewpoint is a small pavilion perched on the side of a mountain road overlooking the difficult-to-reach Hat Laem Singh (currently closed). Panwa Viewpoint is often deserted but showcases sweeping views across Cape Panwa. Khao Rang Viewpoint is high in the hills above town and affords a bird’s-eye view of southern Phuket.
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PHUKET STREET ART

The colourful Sino-Portuguese shop houses lining the streets of Phuket Old Town are not the only attraction here. In recent years, the district has become a hub of street art created by both local and international artists. Most works of art are located close to one another, making it easy to walk from one piece to the next. Artwork that should not be missed includes the mural of King Bhumibol Adulyadej at the intersection of Th Dibuk, and the colourful lion in front of the Chinese shrine on the side of the Khun Jeed Yod Pak Restaurant, on Th Phang-Nga. Near the Phuket Downtown Market, don’t miss the mural by Alex Face that portrays his character Mardi as a market vendor.



BEST SUNSET-VIEW RESTAURANTS IN PHUKET

Boathouse Phuket

Iconic upmarket restaurant in the middle of Hat Kata serving Western favourites and authentic Thai. $$$

Meg Khram Sunshine Restaurant

At the northern tip of Hat Patong, it serves modern Thai accompanied by live jazz. $$

Vanilla Sky

A cosy wine and tapas restaurant with great ambience and striking views overlooking Ao Kamala. $$

Beach Clubbing in Phuket

SUNSET COCKTAILS AND LIVE DJS

A tropical holiday in Phuket isn’t complete without hitting up the island’s best beach clubs for sunset cocktails and an energetic evening of dancing to international DJs. Phuket has an array of beach clubs that all follow the same formula: hip interior, curated cocktails and fantastic music. More upmarket than the ubiquitous beachfront bars, clubs are a great place to visit for a memorable night out.

Catch Beach Club is Phuket’s most luxurious beach club, and it was the first to grace the island. It’s upmarket, trendy and often visited by celebrities looking for an epic night out. Catch, which is on Hat Bang Tao, is famous for its themed parties. Carpe Diem Beach Club is on a quiet stretch of Hat Bang Tao and has a gourmet dining menu, plenty of comfortable seating, an outstanding wine list and often hosts live music and DJs.

Cafe Del Mar is right in the middle of Hat Kamala. Music is the driving force behind the beach club, and there are international live DJs nightly spinning tunes. Grab one of the club’s tropical cocktails and sink into a sun lounger for a night of fun. Pine Beach Bar is Cafe Del Mar’s neighbour. Attached to the InterContinental Phuket Resort, the beach bar has a swimming pool, an enticing menu of creative cuisine and skilled mixologists preparing signature drinks.

Casa Boho at Hyatt Regency is perched above Kamala Bay and nestled into the hill at Hyatt Regency Phuket Resort. Latin flair, a swimming pool and nightly DJs are complemented by a fantastic tapas menu and Mexican-inspired light bites.

Fuga Beach Club is at the northern end of Hat Patong. It’s a tiny beach club with a wraparound terrace, creative cocktail menu, a hip soundtrack of techno music and beautiful views out to the Andaman Sea. Kudo Beach Club is a lifestyle club in the middle of Hat Patong. Featuring a swimming pool, swim-up bar and on-site Italian restaurant, the beach club is the place to listen to up-and-coming DJs while sitting in a private cabana.


RADAR HILL VIEWPOINT

One of Phuket’s lesser-known viewpoints is actually the highest on the island and one of the most attractive. Towering above the Hat Patong neighbourhood, Radar Hill offers panoramic views of the Bang Wad Reservoir, Chalong Bay and the surrounding islands, while on the other side of the hill is a view of Patong that stretches into the Andaman Sea. Radar Hill Viewpoint is actually part of the military-owned weather station, but it’s easily accessible from a narrow artery off Th Chao Fa West. Look for the small green sign indicating ‘Villa Zolitude’ and follow the winding road. Radar Hill Viewpoint is approximately 2km past the hotel.



WHERE TO FIND NIGHTLIFE ON HAT PATONG

Hard Rock Cafe

Located away from the main drag, this iconic bar and restaurant has live music.

Soi Sea Dragon

This is where adventurous tourists head to check out dancing girls and go-go bars.

Paradise Complex

This area caters to the LGBTIQ+ crowd. Friendly, flamboyant bars and cabaret shows.



TOP SIGHT
Community-Based Tourism in Phuket


Meet the locals and immerse yourself in Phuket’s lesser-known communities, far from the beaches and tourist attractions, to truly understand the beating heart of the island. Learn about local culture and folklore, the agricultural and fishing industries, and enjoy unique activities.
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Scan this QR code to book a community-based tour.
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Discover Phuket’s Rich History

Take a deep dive into Phuket’s thriving community-based tourism neighbourhoods and discover the region’s rich history through activities facilitated by local experts and tour guides.

Bang Rong

A small Muslim community of fishers and farmers, the Bang Rong community is in the northeast of Phuket, and its pier is the gateway to the Ko Yao Yai and Ko Yao Noi islands. The town offers an intimate persepctive on the agricultural and fishing industries of Phuket, and how local conservation projects have restored livelihoods and become a profitable enterprise.

The community is surrounded by a dense mangrove forest, which is perhaps the largest remaining in Phuket. In the 1990s the forest was in danger of disappearing, as was the local fish population, so the community rallied together to start a reforestation and conservation project. Today, the mangroves are thriving and the surrounding waters are teeming with fish, shrimp and crabs.

The conservation project has increased local tourism. Bang Rong encourages visitors to participate in their community-based projects firsthand and enjoy the simplicities of local life. You can try batik painting and rubber harvesting, and visit the pineapple plantation. It’s worlds away from the glitz of Phuket’s popular tourist attractions.


DON’T MISS

Community conservation projects at Bang Rong

Batik painting

Rubber-tree harvesting

Pineapple plantation visits

Heroines of the Liphon Tai community

Fishing with a local at Tha Chatchai



Liphon Tai

Historically populated by Chinese immigrants, this small Phuket community is predominantly Buddhist and said to be the part of the island where the Thai heroines, Thao Thep Krasattri and Thao Si Sunthon, sought a safe haven from the Burmese army and encouraged local women to join them in fighting the intruders. The neighbourhood is home to one of the island’s most popular landmarks, the Heroines Monument, which commemorates the two sisters.

The Liphon Tai community is rich in local culture and continues the tradition of nang talung, southern shadow puppetry (pictured). The village holds an annual wai khru ceremony, which honours the puppet master to bring prosperity to the village. This art developed in the southern province of Pattalung, and is revered in Phuket. A visit to the Liphon Tai community is an excellent cultural experience.


SUPPORTING COMMUNITIES

Supporting community-based tourism in Phuket is an excellent way to meet the locals, understand the island’s diverse culture and support thriving enterprises. Proceeds fund local enterprises and conservation efforts to ensure the communities continue to thrive.



Tha Chatchai

The neighbourhood connecting Phang-Nga to Phuket via Sarasin Bridge is known as Tha Chatchai. Essentially a cluster of small fishing villages, this area of Phuket is home to the Tha Chatchai community. The formerly nomadic, seafaring Moken people, often referred to as sea gypsies in Thailand, have made their homes in two distinct villages here. Visiting this community gives insight into the Moken, who have clans scattered across Phuket, and reveals aspects of their nearly forgotten traditional way of life.

The Moken have no written language and speak a dialect that mixes Malay and Thai. Learn to fish with a local villager and witness their unique festivals, including Loy Ruea (the Boat Floating Festival), which pays homage to their ancestors through offerings to keep the villages prosperous and free of misfortune.


TOP TIPS

• You can visit the dedicated tourism neighbourhoods year-round.

• Be mindful of local customs when visiting predominantly Muslim communities.

• Don’t be afraid to engage with locals, even with the language barrier.

• To learn more about the Liphon Tai community or to ask about a visit, email lipontaimoo5@gmail.com or call 081 891 7091.

• Wear comfortable shoes and bring a bottle of water.

• To book a tour at Tha Chatchai, email visitandamanlocal@gmail.com.

• Discover more about Bang Rong at bangrongconnect.com.





Mix Drinks at Chalong Bay Distillery

THE SPIRITS OF PHUKET

Phuket’s first distillery, Chalong Bay (chalongbayrum.com) blends vision and passion to create handcrafted spirits, including rum and gin, using sustainable production methods and the traditional art of distillation. A visit to the distillery highlights the unique skilfullness of the award-winning rum with an informative tour that allows guests to enjoy a complimentary mojito as the history of the distillery is explained.

Feeling thirsty after the tour? Take part in one of the exclusive cocktail workshops featuring three of the distillery’s spirits: Lanna Vodka, Chalong Bay Rum and Saneha Gin. Join Chalong Bay’s expert mixologists and learn how to blend, shake and stir delicious cocktails. Each tour includes a fully stocked bar, the opportunity to mix and sip cocktails and a tasting session of the distillery’s other spirits. The cocktail workshops are lively and promise lots of laughs.
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Reconnect at Jungala Phuket

MEDITATION AND HOLISTIC HEALING

A beautiful health and wellness studio tucked away in the southern part of the island, Jungala Phuket specialises in classes and courses with a focus on Himalayan Singing Bowls. Surrounded by nature, the studio is a place to reconnect with one’s body and mind. Immerse yourself in private sound therapy and healing sessions, or join a chakra awareness meditation.

Jungala Phuket also offers weekly yoga classes, including power, hatha and yin yoga. The studio runs certification courses for travellers interested in becoming sound bath practitioners.

Jungala Phuket is open daily from 9am to 6pm.


PATONG NIGHTLIFE

The Hat Patong neighbourhood is the centre of wild nightlife, and Th Bangla is notorious for its live music, hundreds of hole-in-the-wall bars, scantily clad girls, crowded nightclubs and overall holiday debauchery. A night out in Patong is like venturing to the Wild West. The area itself is dirty and there are a lot of people peddling sleaze, but if you can turn a blind eye and go into it with an open mind, a night out in Patong is sure to be great fun and loaded with memories. The nightlife centre is easily walkable and just a few minutes from the beach.




GETTING AROUND

Getting around Phuket is relatively easy. Markets, restaurants and bars are generally within walking distance, and túk-túks and taxis are readily available; be sure to negotiate your fare first. For those looking to explore the island on their own, it’s easiest to hire a car at Phuket International Airport. Motorcycle rental is available for 200B to 300B per day. Ensure you have an international driving licence and international accident insurance, and wear a helmet at all times.





KRABI
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Krabi is one of the most beautiful provinces on the southern Andaman Coast. Characterised by towering karst formations, patches of untamed jungle, vibrant coral reefs with exotic marine life, white-sand beaches, crystal-clear turquoise waters and lush national parks, it is a favourite destination for families, international travellers in pursuit of a laid-back beach holiday, outdoor enthusiasts and rock climbers. Although busy, Krabi is still a quieter alternative to Phuket and offers a wide selection of adventure activities, cultural immersion and tourist attractions to enjoy and explore. Krabi’s offshore islands are some of the best in the Andaman Sea and are an idyllic hideaway from the crowded beach towns on the mainland. During peak season, the province sees a spike in tourism, but during the rainy season, Krabi is a wonderful place to escape, sink your toes in the sand and take advantage of nature’s tranquillity.
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SIGHTS

1 Hat Ao Nang

2 Hat Railay East

3 Hat Railay West

4 Hat Ton Sai

5 Ko Klang

6 Krabi Town

7 Wat Tham Seua




TOP TIP

Spend at least three days exploring the Krabi mainland and don’t overlook the charming provincial capital of Krabi Town. Stay in Ao Nang; the busy beach neighbourhood is a great a jumping-off point for visits to Hat Railay and the offshore islands.



Explore Krabi Town

MARKETS AND TEMPLES

A bustling town, Krabi is often overlooked by tourists heading to the province’s beaches or islands, but there’s actually quite a lot to see and do here. One of the best things is to meander through one of the abundant local markets. With the scents of fragrant curries and fried chicken filling the air, your stomach will definitely grumble, so make a point to sample the delicious regional food.

Head to the promenade along Mae Nam Krabi to relax on the wooden benches or take a leisurely walk. Visit the giant crab statue, the town’s most popular landmark. Enjoy the picturesque scenery, and don’t miss the two massive rocks, known as Khao Khanap Nam, which tower over the river landscape.

In the centre of Krabi Town, Wat Kaew Korawaram is located on a small hill. This Buddhist temple has a long winding staircase adorned with green and gold snake statues. The white temple is quite beautiful and offers a peaceful respite from the busy city centre.

In the late afternoon, head back towards the river promenade before the sun sets to enjoy fresh seafood at any of the local restaurants.


KRABI TOWN WALKING STREET

The Walking Street is Krabi’s lively weekend market, which takes place from Friday to Sunday in the evenings. The market is popular with the locals and a must-visit for tourists. Spread out over a few streets not far from the riverside and the town’s main shopping district, the Walking Street has a lively atmosphere, with plenty of seating, street-food stalls, souvenirs and live entertainment. The central part of the Walking Street is where the majority of the street-food stalls are located. You’ll find Thai fare such as the perennially popular grilled meat skewers and sticky rice, but there are also vendors selling pizzas and kebabs. Grab dinner, take a seat and enjoy the atmosphere.



WHERE TO EAT IN KRABI TOWN

BangNara Roti

Halal restaurant serving Narathiwat specialities including delicious roti, pan-fried eggs and rice salad. $

River Restaurant & Bar

Stilted venue on Mae Nam Krabi with Thai and international menu items and a live band. $$

Chao Fah Night Market

Street-food night market with dozen of vendors selling classic Thai dishes and international favourites. $

Climb to the Top of Wat Tham Seua

TIGER CAVE TEMPLE

Wat Tham Seua, Krabi’s magnificent Tiger Cave Temple, is a popular attraction not far from Krabi Town. This beautiful temple and sacred site is 278m high and surrounded by ancient trees; you’ll need to climb 1237 strenuous steps up steep, uneven stairs to reach the summit, but the journey is rewarded with exceptional panoramic views of the region.

The Thai-Chinese temple was built atop a complex of small caves, and legend says that tigers used to roam the area; allegedly, there are even tiger paw prints inside one of the caves on the wall. It’s an important Vipassana Meditation centre and throughout the complex there are massive Buddhist statues. Buddha’s ‘footprint’ is also encased at the summit.

The temple is also home to a tribe of macaque monkeys, so watch your belongings at all times. A certain fitness level is required to climb the steps, and it is a sweaty journey to the top. Wear good shoes and bring a bottle of water.
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Swim at Emerald Pool

KHAO PHRA BANG KHRAM NATURE RESERVE

A popular full-day excursion about 65km from Krabi Town, the stunning Emerald Pool is a beautiful place to relax in and go for a swim. Located in the Khao Phra Bang Khram Nature Reserve, Emerald Pool is a natural 2m-wide crystal lagoon fed by a mineral hot spring that gives it its striking emerald colour. To reach the Emerald Pool, follow the 1.4km nature trail on an elevated walkway through the jungle, which overlooks streams and swamps. The scenery is extremely lush, but exercise caution once you reach the pool – the moss-covered rocks can be quite slippery.

At the entrance to the nature trail, there are a number of shops and restaurants. Eat before you head off to explore as it is not possible to bring food into the park. Emerald Pool is busy at the weekends when local families come here to enjoy a swim, but is quiet during the weekdays.


WHY I LOVE KRABI
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Amy Bensema, writer

Krabi is one of the first destinations I visited in Thailand on a whirlwind backpacking trip nearly two decades ago. I fell in love with the scenery and the laid-back vibe. Krabi Town is an excellent place to find your feet and feast on a variety of local Thai food. I always enjoy spending time at Hat Railay; despite its development, it still has a castaway feel as it’s only accessible by boat, and it’s always exhilarating to watch climbers scale the massive limestone walls. Island-hopping is easy from Hat Ao Nang and makes for a great day trip to escape the crowds and go snorkelling.



WHERE TO STAY IN KRABI TOWN

Lada Krabi Residence Hotel

Spacious rooms with full amenities, city views, airport shuttle and tour desk. Central location. $

Brown Hotel

Located in downtown Krabi with cosy rooms, basic amenities and friendly staff. No lifts. $$

Krabi SeaBass Hotel

Clean, comfortable rooms, breakfast and swimming pool. Close to the Chao Fah Night Market. $$$

Climbing in Krabi

A SPORT CLIMBER’S PARADISE

Tropical scenery, awesome food, free-soloing monkeys and surreal limestone formations that are an absolute blast to scamper up – it’s no wonder that the Krabi area is one of the world’s most famous sport-climbing destinations. Hat Railay, Ton Sai and Phra Nang are popular for their bolted routes, which range from desperate horizontal overhangs to glorious multipitch walls and spires that are pure joy to summit. As many climbers know, salty sea air is the enemy of stainless-steel hardware, but the Thai climbing community is actively staying on top of rebolting projects and working on equipping all routes with titanium bolts. If you’ve never climbed before, this is a top-rate place to experience the thrill; you’ll need to sign up for courses with a local school.

If you are a climber but didn’t have the space in your luggage for a rope and quickdraws, these schools can also hook you up with a guided climb. In the past some have even rented gear, though if choose to go that route, inspect it very carefully and proceed at your own risk. Or why not go deep-water soloing instead?

Most climbers start off at Muay Thai Wall and One, Two, Three Wall, at the southern end of Hat Railay East, which have at least 40 routes graded from 4b to 8b on the French system. The mighty Thaiwand Wall sits at the southern end of Hat Railay West, offering a sheer limestone cliff with some of the most challenging climbing routes, graded from 6a to 7c+.

Other top areas include Hidden World, with its classic intermediate routes, Wee’s Present Wall, an overlooked 7c+ winner, and Diamond Cave, for beginner and intermediate climbers. There’s climbing information online at railay.com. It’s possible to climb in Krabi year-round, and the many overhanging walls makes it a nice green-season alternative even when it is raining.

Established in 1994, Hot Rock Climbing School (railayadventure.com) is one of the most reputable organisations in the area and runs courses for all levels, including group and private classes. Krabi Rock Climbing (krabirockclimbing.com) offers courses for all levels with experienced instructors. Half-day and full-day climbing courses are available.
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Thaiwand Wall | KING ROPES ACCESS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


KHLONG THOM HOT SPRINGS

Combine a full-day excursion to the Emerald Pool with a visit to the nearby Khlong Thom Hot Springs and waterfall, another favourite tourist attraction in the area and a nice spot to spend a relaxing afternoon. The 5m-high waterfall has three cascading tiers, and each tier has four to five separate pools that are about 1m to 2m deep.

The pools contain natural diluted sulfur and the lukewarm temperature is perfect for relieving tension and soothing muscle aches. Khlong Thom Hot Springs is about 25km from Emerald Pool and easily accessible by car.



WHERE TO STAY IN HAT RAILAY

Sand Sea Resort

Great location on Hat Railay West with luxurious bungalow and suite accommodation and beachside restaurant. $

Railay Bay Resort & Spa

Spanning Hat Railay’s east and west coasts, the resort offers cottage and private villa accommodation. $$

Rayavadee Resort

Five-star resort with two-storey pavilion and luxury villa accommodation, tropical gardens and restaurant. $$$

Meet the Charming Community of Ko Klang

COMMUNITY-BASED TOURISM IN KRABI

Experience simple, authentic local life on the island of Ko Klang and take part in wonderful community-based tourism activities. Located at the mouth of Mae Nam Krabi across from Krabi Town, this island is like stepping into the Thailand of 20 years ago. There is no overdevelopment, there is only one resort and no one comes here for beaches. Instead, travellers venture here to participate in early-morning fishing excursions, batik painting and model long-tail-boat building as part of a community-based tourism initiative that sustains the island and its villages.

The 5000-strong population is mostly Muslim, and visitors to the island are asked to respect the villagers and their culture. Please dress modestly, remember that alcohol is not allowed on the island and Thai dishes with pork are not available. These simple guidelines do not take away from the cultural experience of the island.

Ko Klang’s natural environment includes mangrove forests, and the interior of the island is a maze of canals. Rice farming is a thriving enterprise on the island, and rice is planted every August and harvested in December. Tourists are welcome to join this activity and get hands-on with the traditional machines used to de-husk and pound rice grains.

The best way to explore Ko Klang is to take a motorbike taxi from the small pier with a local driver who will be happy to provide insight into the community and its way of life. Homestay accommodation is available and there are a handful of fresh seafood restaurants to dine at.


DIAMOND CAVE AT HAT RAILAY

Diamond Cave, known locally as Tham Phra Nang Nai, is a large limestone cave at the far northern end of Hat Railay East. It’s a popular tourist attraction as it’s easily accessible and has spectacular rock formations. During the rainy season, it even has a shimmery pool. A wooden boardwalk leads through a series of illuminated caverns full of beautiful limestone formations. The entrance is through a narrow passageway that opens up to a main cavern. There are a lot of bats in the caves, and total exploration inside takes about 20 minutes.



WHERE TO EAT IN AO NANG

Kodam Kitchen

Simple garden setting and cosy atmosphere with a large menu of excellent Thai food. $$

Cafe 8.98

Lively cafe with health food, gluten-free options, and Thai and international favourites (smoothie bowls). $$

Hilltop Ao Nang

Upmarket hilltop restaurant popular for its fresh seafood items, Thai dishes and fantastic views. $$



TOP SIGHT
Krabi’s Beaches


Discover the beauty of Krabi’s beaches, where a wide array of activities keep even the laziest sun worshipper entertained. From epic scenery to secluded white-sand getaways to beaches with caves and interior jungles ripe for exploring, Krabi has some of the most beautiful scenery in southern Thailand.
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Fun in the Sun

When heading out for a day at any of Krabi’s mainland beaches, there are a few things to remember. Make sure you bring sunblock and a bottle of water, keep your belongings close (especially if there are monkeys on the beach) and don’t forget it’s easy to go beach-hopping by long-tail boat from both Ao Nang and Hat Noppharat Thara. The beachfront at Hat Ao Nang is lined with restaurants and bars, so if you’d like something more peaceful, follow the promenade to Hat Noppharat Thara. It’s about a 10-minute walk and the atmosphere is more peaceful. There are plenty of small local restaurants at Hat Noppharat Thara that are worth dining at as well.


DON’T MISS

Hat Railay

Hat Ton Sai

Hat Ao Nang

Hat Noppharat Thara

Cave exploration at Hat Phra Nang and Hat Railay

Sea kayaking



Hat Railay & Hat Ton Sai

Located on the mainland but only accessible by boat, Hat Railay is surrounded by fairy-tale limestone formations. The beach is excellent for swimming and sunbathing, especially on the west side. Hat Ton Sai is not far from Hat Railay. Although not a hidden beach, it’s best accessed at low tide. The same striking rock formations surround Hat Ton Sai, but its protected bay is the perfect spot for kayaking and stand-up paddleboarding. Both Hat Railay and Hat Ton Sai are well known for their world-class climbing routes. Instead of sunbathing on the beach, sign up for a course, which are available for all levels. Both beaches are jumping-off points to visit islands off the coast, and long-tail boats are readily available to whisk travellers away for the day. To get to Railay, take a 15-minute boat ride from Hat Ao Nang.


SUNSET ESCAPADES

Krabi offers exceptional sunset views, and all the mainland beaches make excellent spots to sit down and relax at the end of the day with a cool drink in hand. If you’re planning a big night out, watch the sunset from Ao Nang or Hat Noppharat Thara. If all you want to do is relax and unwind, Railay and Tonsai’s beaches are the best spots.



Hat Ao Nang & Hat Noppharat Thara

Hat Ao Nang is located in the centre of the namesake tourist town. The beach is 1km in length and good for swimming, with calm waters, and is also backed by a promenade, where you’ll find a range of bars, restaurants and shopping boutiques. It’s a good beach for families as all amenities are close by. Long-tail boats ferry guests to other beaches and nearby islands from Hat Ao Nang.

It’s possible to walk to Hat Noppharat Thara from Hat Ao Nang. The water here is clearer than Hat Ao Nang, and the beachfront is lined with seafood restaurants, street vendors and small beach shacks selling food and snacks. Hat Noppharat Thara is nice at low tide, with outstanding sunset views.

Hat Phra Nang

Hat Phra Nang (pictured) is located off a small winding path from Railay’s walking street. It’s one of the most popular beaches in Krabi and gets crowded during peak season. Sunbathing and swimming are the popular activities here, but rock climbers also scale the large limestone cliff that provides the beach with its backdrop. Phra Nang is home to Princess Cave. The cave has a shrine that is dedicated to health and fertility and is decorated with phallic symbols and statues. The cave is a sacred site and revered by local citizens. You’re welcome to walk inside and take a look, but do not remove anything from the cave.


TOP TIPS

• Do not feed the monkeys. They will steal your belongings and tend to bite.

• Explore Princess Cave, but be respectful. Feel free to make an offering, but do not touch the phallic symbols or lingams.

• Combine rock climbing and beach hopping at Hat Railay and Hat Ton Sai.

• Visit Hat Noppharat Thara for a more laid-back atmosphere.

• Explore the dense mangroves on Hat Railay East.

• Grab dinner and admire the sunset from Hat Railay West.





Seven Islands Sunset Tour

BIOLUMINESCENT PLANKTON AND FIRE SHOWS

If you want a fun multi-island sunset tour, complete with dinner and a fire show, consider a trip with Big Tour Krabi (bigtourkrabi.com), which is located on Hat Ao Nang. Island destinations and beaches include Ko Tan Ming, Puya Bay, Chicken Island, Tup Island, Poda Island, Hat Railay and Phra Nang Cave. Snorkel, relax on the beach, swim with bioluminescent plankton (depending upon the season), enjoy a delicious dinner on the beach featuring halal food and take in an action-packed fire show before heading back to the pier and returning to your accommodation. Depending upon the size of your group, private long-tail boat or speedboat is available.
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KRABI URBAN FOREST WALKWAY

A natural attraction in Krabi Town, the Krabi Urban Forest Walkway is a park that is ideal for nature lovers and a wonderful place to go for a stroll. In the early morning, you’ll spot dozens of different bird species. Previously known as the Mangrove Walkway, it is a must-visit in Krabi Town. The mangroves are a haven for wildlife. As you follow the walkway, keep an eye out for mangrove pit vipers, monocled cobras and water snakes near the roots of the trees. There are also water monitor lizards and gliding lizards in the trees. Kingfishers and sea eagles are easy to spot throughout the day.



WHERE TO STAY IN AO NANG

Kokotel Krabi Ao Nang

Budget accommodation with comfortable rooms, a kids’ play area and rooftop swimming pool. $

Panan Krabi Resort

Spacious rooms with modern amenities, dedicated family rooms, breakfast and two swimming pools. $$

Anana Ecological Resort Krabi

Five-star environmentally friendly place with modern rooms. $$$

Kayaking Krabi

PADDLE THE OPEN SEA

Exploring the coast of Krabi by kayak is an excellent way to discover beautiful beaches and mangrove forests, and also provides the opportunity to see what lies beneath the surface of the Andaman Sea. Freebird Paddle (gofreebird.com), based on Hat Railay, has a variety of guided tours in see-through kayaks. Paddle out during a crystal-clear morning and enjoy the sunshine as you glide above the vibrant coral reefs. Wait until the sunset paints the sky in shades of pastels and join a night tour to experience the eerie glow of bioluminescent plankton. All fitness levels are welcome on these tours, which are two to three hours long.

Snorkelling & Diving in Railay

THE UNDERWATER WORLD

Railay Dive Center (railay-divecenter.com), close to Hat Railay West, runs a variety of diving courses and snorkelling tours. Join excursions around Hat Ao Nang and Hat Railay or venture out further to dive sites around Ko Phi-Phi and the King Cruiser wreck. Two dives cost 3700B; an Open Water dive course is 14,500B. Full-day, multi-island snorkelling trips to Ko Poda, Ko Hong and Ko Kai can be arranged through resorts and agencies from 1200B. If you’re just snorkelling off Hat Ao Nang or Railay, most resorts rent mask sets and fins for around 150B each. Most Ao Nang–based dive operators (where there’s more choice) will pick up from Railay.
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THAILAND’S FIRE SHOWS

Fire shows are a popular form of entertainment on the beaches and islands of the Andaman Coast. Inspired by ancient tribal rituals, daring fire dancers come out at twilight to dazzle onlookers with an array of exciting dances, usually set to the sound of pulsating techno music. These talented performers spin, twist, twirl, dip, do backflips and perform amazing feats to please the crowds. Props are often used to add to the allure of the fire show and can be anything from the traditional poi to chains to a basic stick drenched in fuel and ignited on both ends. Fire dancers are talented, toned and exhilarating to watch.




GETTING AROUND

Krabi Town is walkable. To get to other areas of interest from the town centre, take local pickup minibuses, motorcycle taxis or a private taxi.

Krabi International Airport is 14km northeast of town. International car-hire companies have offices at the airport. A taxi to Krabi Town costs 400B; motorcycle taxis cost 250B.

Ferries, speedboats and long-tail boats run to the Krabi mainland with routes to the off-coast islands. Ferries to the Phi-Phi Islands and Ko Lanta leave from Khlong Chilat Passenger Pier.

Krabi Bus Terminal is 4km north of central Krabi. Buses schedules vary; book a ticket in advance. Travel agencies run daily minivan transport to other tourist destinations in southern Thailand.





Beyond Krabi
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Set sail for the islands and islets off the Krabi mainland, where coral reefs and limestone cliffs await.


The Andaman Sea off the Krabi mainland is dotted with about 200 islands. Some are far out at sea and consist of nothing more than a rocky outcrop with no boat landing. Others are uninhabited with stunning white-sand beaches, characteristic karst formations, exceptionally clear water and vibrant coral reefs. Sun worshippers and partiers are best placed on the Phi-Phi Islands. Ko Yao Yai and Ko Yao Noi are quieter alternatives with not much to do except immerse yourself in nature and enjoy the beach. Ko Lanta appeals to a wider audience and is suitable for all budgets with family-friendly activities and a relaxed vibe. Whichever island you choose, you’ll enjoy your time in paradise.
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TOP TIP

Choose the island that best suits your needs and use that as base camp to explore the other more secluded islands.



What to Do on Ko Phi-Phi

CURVY BLEACHED BEACHES

Known for their phenomenal scenery, the Phi-Phi Islands are most famous for playing a role in the Leonardo Di Caprio blockbuster The Beach. Since then, the islands have reached legendary status among backpackers looking for a pristine paradise and epic beach parties. Six islands in a small archipelago make up Ko Phi-Phi, including Ko Phi-Phi Don, Ko Phi-Phi Leh, Ko Bida Nok, Ko Bida Nai, Ko Phai (Bamboo Island) and Ko Young (Mosquito Island). Ko Phi-Phi Don is the only inhabited island, and while it is overdeveloped and often crowded, it still does have appeal and offers plenty of attractions and things to do.

Trek the well-trodden path to Phi-Phi Viewpoint for stunning panoramic views over the village and Phi-Phi’s two bays. The path is paved, but the hike is strenuous and takes about 40 minutes. There’s a small shop at the top selling drinks and snacks.

Go snorkelling off the divine Bamboo Island. With crystal-clear waters and shimmering white sand, the small island is a popular day trip from Ko Phi-Phi Don. The western side of the island has vibrant coral reefs and is teeming colourful tropical fish.

Hop in a long-tail boat and head to Viking Cave on Ko Phi-Phi Leh. The cave sits at the bottom of a towering limestone formation and has paintings on its walls. It is believed that sailors created the paintings while taking shelter here from a storm.
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Visit Ao Maya, the famous beach on Ko Phi-Phi Leh. Its lush tropical vegetation, crystal-clear waters and white sand make the perfect backdrop. Prior to COVID-19, the beach was overrun with tourists, but conservation efforts have now been put in place and Ao Maya closes every year from August until October.

The Phi-Phi Islands have some prime diving sites, with Shark Point, the Anemone Reef and the King Cruiser Wreck being the most famous. All the dive shops in the village on Ko Phi-Phi Don offer discovery dives, diving courses and day trips to these sites.
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KO PHI-PHI PRIVATE TOURS

Phuket-based Five Star Marine (5starmarinephuket.com) runs a Phi-Phi Island private boat tour that includes stops for photos at Ao Maya, swimming at Pileh Lagoon, a visit to Monkey Beach, a picnic lunch at Loh Lana Bay Beach and snorkelling at Hat Nui. All of these VIP tours are private and customisable and afford the opportunity to explore a selection of Phi-Phi Islands’ most iconic spots at your own pace. Tour packages include insurance, fresh fruit and soft drinks, snorkelling equipment, fins and beach mats.



WHERE TO STAY ON KO PHI-PHI

Phi Phi Hotel

Simple rooms near Hat Tonsai with free wi-fi, satellite TV and mini fridges. Some rooms have balconies. $

SAii Phi Phi Island Village Resort

Luxury resort with bungalows on a white-sand beach, and all the amenities. $$$

Phi Phi Holiday Resort

Bungalows, contemporary studios and pool villas comprise this beachfront resort. Four pools. $$


VISIT LANTA ANIMAL WELFARE

Lanta Animal Welfare (lantaanimalwelfare.com) is a nonprofit charity based on Ko Lanta dedicated to protecting the country’s stray cats and dogs. Lanta Animal Welfare strives to raise the awareness of the plight of homeless, sick and injured animals and encourages people to adopt an animal in need. Book a one-hour tour to go behind the scenes at the facility. The tour starts at Kitty City, a large encasement where it’s possible to meet and cuddle the cats, before moving on to the rescue dogs. You’ll also visit the Intensive Care Unit to understand what goes in to saving the cats and dogs. An entry donation of 250B for adults and 150B for children is requested.



WHERE TO STAY ON KO LANTA

Green Pepper

This central guesthouse has seven rooms with private bathrooms, hot water, air-con and fan. Common areas too. $$

Long Beach Chalet

Boutique resort on Long Beach offering 12 rooms, infinity swimming pool, bar, restaurant and spa. $$

Nirvana Beach Resort

Located near Hat Khlong Nin, this five-star resort has suites and private pool villas. Organic restaurant too. $$$



STROLLING THROUGH LANTA OLD TOWN
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Discover the distinct Chinese influences, local culture, charming tourist attractions and beautiful wooden stilt houses on the water of Lanta Old Town while wandering through the town’s centre on Main St. Once a sea gypsy settlement, over the decades Lanta Old Town transformed into a trading village. These days the rustic old town thrives on tourism, and is an interesting place to visit to mingle with the locals and take photographs.

Start your walking tour at the 1 Lobster Monument, and stroll down the long 2 Old Town Pier, which showcases sea views as far as the eye can see. Backtrack on the pier and return to the town’s main artery and visit 3 Hammock House. Established in 1996, this shop sells vibrant, beautifully crafted hammocks made by the Mlabri people of northern Thailand. Don’t leave without purchasing a hammock as a souvenir. Afterwards, peek into the  4 Chinese Shrine adorned with bright red and yellow lanterns. Purchase fresh locally sourced fruits and vegetables to take back to your accommodation from the local 5 minimart. Grab a leisurely lunch and bask in the antique atmosphere of 6 Pinto, a charming alfresco restaurant on the water that serves up spicy authentic Thai dishes. After your meal, stop for coffee at 7 Sepia House Cafe & Bistro. Before leaving Lanta Old Town, drop into the 8 community museum located close to the town’s entry-point roundabout to learn more about the history of Lanta Old Town and the island’s evolution as whole.



Cooking With Mon

MAKE YOUR OWN CURRY

Established in 2015, Cooking With Mon (cookingwithmon.com) is Ko Lanta’s premier Thai cooking school. Helmed by the extremely charismatic Mon, with the assistance of his lovely wife, the school offers an unparalleled culinary experience. Using fresh, locally sourced ingredients, Mon’s approach is relaxing and fun. He reveals all of his secrets to the cooking techniques and authentic flavours of Thai cuisine as he guides and entertains his students. ‘Cook like a local and eat like a local’ is Mon’s motto, and his classes are entirely hands-on. Everything is made from scratch.

Cooking classes are facilitated upon request. The menu is different every day as the first people who book the class get to choose their three favourite dishes; other guests can join the class if they like the sound of the menu. It’s a unique concept for cooking classes in Thailand, but it works, and courses are often fully booked.

Classes start at 11am and usually end around 4pm. At the end of the class, Mon presents his students with a booklet of all the recipes he’s ever taught to help you continue to hone your Thai cooking skills once you return home. Expect a full-blown party during class as Mon loves to have fun, make jokes and show off his funky dance moves.


A FOUR-ISLAND SNORKELLING TOUR

Lanta 4 Man Long-tail Boat Tour runs a fabulous one-day snorkelling tour to the magical islands in between Ko Lanta and Trang. Depart from Ko Lanta’s Old Town pier and sail to Ko Chuek. Enjoy snorkelling through colourful coral reefs and spotting spectacular varieties of fish. Move to Ko Muk to visit Tham Morakot (Emerald Cave), the popular sea cave with a secret lagoon and private beach. Stop for a sumptuous buffet lunch on the beach at Ko Ngai. The last stop of the tour is at Ko Maa where you can enjoy snorkelling amid the vibrant soft corals. The tour is all-inclusive, but guests need to pay their own national park fees. For more information, call 061 056 4883.



WHERE TO EAT ON KO LANTA

Phad Thai Rock n Roll

Delicious pàt tai varieties, a few favourite Thai dishes and exceptionally spicy curry. $

Pinto Restaurant

Seaside restaurant serving authentic Thai dishes including vegan and vegetarian options. $

Moo Uan ‘The Fat Pig’

This relaxed bistro has Thai and international dishes including heaped breakfast plates and sandwiches. $$

Sea Kayak around Ko Talabeng

SEA CAVES AND SKULL-TACULAR EXPLORATION

Venture off the beaten track and head to Ko Phee and Ko Talabeng for an adventurous one-day kayaking trip surrounded by Ko Lanta’s amazing nature. Talabeng Sea Kayaking (talabengseakayaking.com) facilitates small group tours every day of the week but Friday.

Visit Ko Phee, a small limestone formation that resembles a human skull, off the east coast of Ko Lanta. Explore a cave and its various chambers with the assistance of ropes and tire ladders to reach the ‘eyes’ of the skull, from where there are breathtaking views out to sea.

The next stop is Ko Talabeng, where you’ll enjoy sea kayaking around the small island and through a sea cave. Relax on the beach and enjoy a picnic lunch before stopping at Pra Sart Sea Cave for more kayaking adventures.

This is an active tour and requires a certain level of fitness; it’s not recommended for small children or adults with mobility issues. The price for the one-day kayaking trip is 1300B for adults and 650B for children.
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Silver Jewellery Workshop

WELD, SOLDER AND BRAZE

Located near Hat Khlong Nin on Ko Lanta, Silver Gypsie (silvergypsie.com) is an arty jewellery shop selling handmade silver jewellery inlaid with stunning gemstones. Run by a lovely couple named Jessica and Tak, the shop uses traditional methods to make the jewellery. Take a one-day workshop to create your own piece and learn the different steps of silversmithing, including welding, soldering and brazing as you make your own bracelet or ring.

Bookings for the workshop need to be made one to two days in advance and include lunch, drinks and a lot of fun. The price for one person is 3000B; a workshop for two people is 5800B.


DIVING & SNORKELLING ON KO LANTA

Ko Lanta has some of the most beautiful snorkelling and dive sites in all of Thailand. Immerse yourself in the underwater life of Ko Rok, swim with manta rays in Hin Daeng and Hin Muang, or experience your first dive in the peaceful Ko Haa Lagoon. Phoenix Divers (phoenixdivers-kohlanta.com), in Saladan Village, organises snorkelling trips by speedboat, freediving courses, fun dives, PADI certification and underwater photography courses. The professional staff speak a variety of languages and are committed to environmental protection and conservation in and around Ko Lanta. Phoenix Divers’ courses are all reasonably priced; speedboat prices per day include two dives.



BEST BEACHES ON KO LANTA

Long Beach

The biggest and most popular beach on Ko Lanta, stretching 5km and fringed with towering palm trees.

Hat Khlong Dao

A 2km-long beach in the north of Ko Lanta near Saladan Village; a favourite with families.

Hat Khlong Nin

A great swimming beach in the centre of Ko Lanta, easily accessible from cafes and restaurants.



TOP SIGHT
Ko Jum & Ko Siboya


Neighbouring islands between the Krabi mainland and Ko Lanta, Ko Jum and Ko Siboya are small islands teeming with nature, also boasting isolated white-sand beaches and crystal-clear water. Off the beaten path, both islands have rustic charm and are an idyllic location for a relaxing beach escape away from the crowds. Don’t expect five-star amenities or nightlife.
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Scan this QR code to book a tour to Ko Jum.
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Getting to Ko Jum & Ko Siboya

Ko Jum (pictured) and Ko Siboya are neighbouring islands between Krabi Town and Ko Lanta. Although just a few kilometres south of Krabi Town, they are difficult to reach. In peak season, there are more transport options; the best way to reach the islands is from Krabi Town on the passenger ferry to Ko Lanta. The ferry will stop offshore, and local long-tail boats will then ferry passengers to both Ko Jum and Ko Siboya.

In the off season, take a taxi from Krabi Town to the pier at Laem Kruat, about 40km outside of the city centre. Basic long-tail-boat services go to the to villages of Ko Jum and Ko Pu on Jum Island, as well as to Ko Siboya village. Alternatively, take a long-tail boat from Tha Laem Hin at the end of Long Beach on Ko Lanta to visit Ko Siboya only.


DON’T MISS

Jungle trekking on Ko Jum

Hat Ting Rai

Golden Pearl Beach

Sea kayaking from Ko Siboya

Bird-watching at Mt Pu



Ko Jum Highlights

Ko Jum has nine excellent beaches. The best things to do on Ko Jum, besides exploring the island, are sunbathing and snorkelling. A jungle trek through the island’s interior up Mt Pu is a popular activity and great for bird-watching. The local villages on Ko Jum are filled with friendly folk and have a small selection of nice restaurants serving delicious Thai food. In peak season, tours leave Ko Jum for the Phi-Phi Islands (including Bamboo Island) and Chicken and Poda Islands close to the Krabi mainland.

Ko Jum’s Best Beaches

To visit the beaches, rent a motorcycle, drive slow and take the time to appreciate the island’s beauty. Hat Ting Rai is a quiet northern beach with two luxury resorts. It’s shaded by massive banyan trees and has views over Ao Phang-Nga. Golden Pearl Beach is located on the island’s southwest coast and has several beachside restaurants. Hat Andaman is connected to Golden Pearl Beach. There is basic bungalow accommodation available, and the sunset views are spectacular.

Hat Ao Si has clear water and is a good spot for snorkelling. There are a few resorts and restaurants. Magic Beach is an isolated beach with one small beachside bar near Ting Rai village in the north. It has no other developments.


HAMMOCK CULTURE

Both islands are distinctively charming, and while they each have beaches and outdoor activities, they’re best for perfecting the art of hammock culture. Here, it’s acceptable to lay around in a hammock all day, so find a comfortable spot between two trees with beautiful views and sway the day away.



Ko Siboya

Visitors go to Ko Siboya to take a break from it all and seek tranquillity. The small hilly island is covered in rubber trees, has a dense mangrove forest and is home to a Muslim fisher community. Nature is untamed here: expect to see gigantic, prehistoric-looking water monitor lizards, spiders and snakes; curious cows will return your gaze around every corner.

There is one main beach on Ko Siboya. It is not idyllic by any means, and has many sharp rocks and grey water, but popular activities still run from here, include kayaking, windsurfing or fishing by long-tail boat.

A visit to Ko Siboya is recommended for travellers looking to do nothing but cosy up in a hammock, eat, read and sleep. Two nights is enough on the island.


TOP TIPS

• Spend three days or more on Ko Jum.

• The beaches in the southern part of the island are easy to reach by motorcycle, but the gravel pathways leading north are more treacherous.

• Explore the jungle-clad interior of both islands.

• Stop at all the villages.

• Befriend the locals on Ko Siboya.

• Join a fishing excursion on a long-tail boat helmed by a local fisher.





Day Trip to Ko Hong

THAN NOK KHORANI NATIONAL PARK

A beautiful island with incredible limestone formations, powder-soft sand, a stunning emerald lagoon and a 360-degree viewpoint, Ko Hong is a must-visit when staying in Krabi. Located in Than Nok Khorani National Park, Ko Hong is famous for its stunning scenery. It is a great place to go snorkelling and has postcard-perfect white sand and crystal-clear waters.

A day at Ko Hong is a relaxed day in paradise. Laze on the beach, go for a swim, snorkel and take photographs. Rent a kayak for a leisurely glide through the lagoon or hike the small jungle trail to admire the island’s rock formations. Make sure you visit the Hong Island Viewpoint on the eastern side of the island. Climb the 400 steps to be rewarded with a sensational 360-degree view of the beautiful lagoon and neighbouring islands.

There are a few different ways to visit the island. From the Krabi mainland, you can purchase a ticket for a public long-tail boat at Ao Nang Long-tail Boat Service or you can join a package tour. If you’re in Khao Lak or Phuket, you can take a speedboat to Ko Hong. If you get here using public transport, you’ll have to cover the cost of the national park fees yourself.
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PAK BIA & LAO LADING ISLANDS

If you’re already visiting Ko Hong, make a point to explore further into the archipelago and visit Pak Bia and Lao Lading. These two dreamy islands are easily accessible and generally included in a package tour to Hong Island. Pak Bia consists of two small islands joined by a sandbar and has a few wooden swings hanging from tree branches, but swimming and snorkelling is not the best here as the shoreline is rocky. Lao Lading Island, often called Paradise Island, features a thin strip of sandy beach wedged between two giant limestone formations on either end. More swings hang from tree branches, and it’s a great spot to relax and take in the views.




GETTING AROUND

All of the islands beyond Krabi can be accessed by boat or minivan. The only way to Ko Phi-Phi and Ko Yao Yai and Ko Yao Noi is by boat. Ko Lanta is accessible by both boat and minivan. On Ko Phi-Phi Don, walking is the best form of transport, or use a long-tail boat taxi to visit other parts of the island. Motorcycle rental is available on Ko Lanta and Ko Yao Yai and Ko Yao Noi, and motorcycle taxis make short journeys starting at 30B.





TRANG
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Less developed than Krabi or Phuket, the town of Trang has an old-school vibe and a handful of sightseeing activities worth exploring. It’s most famous for its food, and the city is a jumble of hawker stalls, wet markets, Chinese coffee shops and restaurants serving the province’s famous sponge cake and local-style roasted pork. Beyond the city centre, there are caves, waterfalls and jungle trails in the nearby national parks. Trang also has access to a diverse selection of dazzling islands – the unspoilt island of Ko Kradan was voted the best beach on earth in 2023 – while Emerald Cave just west of Ko Muk is a hidden lagoon. The untouched mainland beaches of Trang are some of the most beautiful on the Andaman Coast and relatively deserted throughout the year. Stay a day or more in Trang to experience the local life before moving on to the islands.
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SIGHTS

1 Hat Chao Mai National Park

2 Hat Pak Meng

3 Hat Yao

4 Kantang District

5 Ko Cheuk

6 Ko Kradan

7 Ko Muk

8 Ko Ngai

9 Trang

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10 Kantang Hot Spring Forest Park




TOP TIP

Don’t miss breakfast in Trang. This southern Thai city is obsessed with the morning meal and vendors open as early as 4am. Enjoy a steaming bowl of rice porridge, noodle soup, freshly made dim sum or local roast pork.





TOP SIGHT
Trang’s Beaches & Islands


Trang’s islands boast some of the most beautiful scenery in southern Thailand, with rubber-tree plantations stretching as far as the eye can see, dream-like scenery and turquoise-blue sea. The islands still have a laid-back charm, plenty of natural appeal, abundant coral reefs and marine life, and a paradise feel. If you only visit one island, make it Ko Muk.
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Scan this QR code to visit Emerald Cave and three islands with this popular one-day tour from Trang’s mainland.
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Natural Treasures

Trang’s beaches and islands are some of the nicest on the Andaman Coast, but without the crowds of Krabi or Phuket. The easily accessible mainland beaches have beautiful scenery backed by dramatic limestone karsts and a local feel, and the islands, despite their growing popularity, retain a rustic charm and have exceptional beaches, abundant marine life, great snorkelling and jungle-clad interiors. For those looking to get off the beaten track and spend lazy days by the beach, Trang’s islands are the perfect place to be.


DON’T MISS

Hat Chao Mai National Park

Ko Cheuk

Ko Muk

Ko Kradan

Ko Ngai

Sapphire Beach

Emerald Cave



Hat Chao Mai National Park

Hat Chao Mai National Park covers the two districts of Amphoe Kantang and Amphoe Sikao. The national park is approximately 47km from Trang city centre, and features a stunning 20km coastline. While touring the coast and islands, you may spot endangered dugongs and rare black-necked storks, as well as more common species such as barking deer, sea otters, macaques, langurs, wild pigs, pangolins, little herons, Pacific reef egrets, white-bellied sea eagles and monitor lizards. The national park headquarters are at the southern end of Hat Chang Lang, just south of where the beachfront road turns inland.

There is a handful of beautiful beaches here with massive limestone rock formations and dense jungle backdrops as well as plenty of land-based activities. It’s a great spot for camping and getting close to nature before hitting the islands of Ko Cheuk, Ko Muk, Ko Kradan and Ko Ngai. Entry to Hat Chao Mai National Park is 200B.
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Hat Yao

One of the beaches located inside Hat Chao Mai National Park, Hat Yao, or Hat Yao, is an often-deserted stretch of sand with a massive limestone formation towering over its southern end. Due to the national park status, there’s not much development on the beach, but it is a popular spot with locals for a picnic and gets busy on the weekends.

Visit this beach for a leisurely stroll, sunbathing, swimming and solitude that is rarely found on more popular Andaman Coast beaches.


TRANG ISLAND HIGHLIGHTS

The Trang Islands are possibly the most beautiful in Thailand. They’re rustic, rugged and home to charming villages. The powdery white beaches are relatively clean, and even during monsoon season there isn’t a lot of rubbish. The locals welcome tourists, but are committed to retaining their way of life, so respect culture and customs while enjoying all the sunshine-filled days these islands have to offer.



Hat Pak Meng

Trang’s busiest, most developed and most popular mainland beach, Hat Pak Meng is 5km long and crescent-shaped. Though the beach is scruffy, the spectacular jutting limestone karsts here rival the best of Railay and Phi-Phi. It’s a great vantage point for sunsets, with views overlooking Ko Muk and Ko Ngai. It’s an extremely popular spot for Thai and other local tourists. There are several small beach-shack and seafood restaurants and the swimming is good as the sea is calm. Tha Pak Meng pier, to the north of the beach, has services for day-trip boat tours to Ko Muk, Ko Chuek and Ko Kradan.

Ko Cheuk

Ko Cheuk is a small karst islet located between Ko Muk and Ko Kradan. Its surrounding waters have plentiful marine life, and shallow and deep water coral reefs make this an excellent spot for snorkelling and scuba diving. Ko Cheuk is a popular day trip from Hat Pak Meng, and visitors stop here for snorkelling before moving on to Ko Muk.

Ko Muk

Ko Muk (pictured) is an island begging to be explored – on foot, bicycle, motorbike or kayak – between lazy days spent on the beach. The principal village by the main pier remains more real than those on many tourist islands, and you’ll be mixing with travellers who are more likely to relish the calm than party all night. It’s an easy hop to most islands in the province, which means there’s a steady stream of package tourists tramping Hat Sivalai and day-tripping over to Tham Morakot from Ko Lanta.

The small island is mellow, covered in untouched jungle and home to friendly locals and a handful of striking beaches. The water is clear, which makes it great for snorkelling. Recently, visitors to the newly renovated pier have had the treat of spotting large sea turtles and a dugong family feeding on the sea grass and frolicking in the water.

Ko Muk’s most popular attraction is Emerald Cave (Tham Morakot). Located on the west coast of the island, the cave is home to a spectacular hidden lagoon with emerald-coloured water and a small stretch of white sand beach. To see the lagoon, expect and adventure that is not for the faint of heart – you have to swim through the cave’s tunnel, part of the way in darkness, before reaching the beach surrounded by lofty limestone walls. Once believed to be a pirate hideout, the cave is exceptionally beautiful. Visit in the early morning before the day-trippers and tour boats arrive.
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Emerald Cave | SEKSUN GUNTANID/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Sapphire Beach

Beyond Emerald Cave, there is a deserted beach that can only be reached by boat or kayak. If you have already braved Emerald Cave and want to extend your trip, Sapphire Beach is a nice add-on. In a kayak, it’s approximately 15 minutes further along the water’s edge from Emerald Cave. Be mindful of choppy water, even in peak season, and keep close to the cliffs. Alternatively, if you hire a private long-tail boat to Emerald Cave, ask the driver to take you to the beach.



Ko Kradan

Beautiful Ko Kradan is simply exquisite, with silky white-sand beaches, pale turquoise shallows and shady, swaying palms. The handful of resorts nestled under the trees along the slender east-coast beach have dreamy views of Ko Muk, Ko Libong and dramatic limestone karsts rising from the sea. The water is clean, clear and inviting, and there’s a small but lush tangle of jungle inland.

Recently voted as the world’s most beautiful beach, the island is covered in jungle and has an abundance of marine life and coral reefs. There’s not even a local minimart, just a smattering of luxury resorts and a chill vibe despite its growing popularity. While it does get busy during the day with boat excursions, it is peaceful and tranquil in the evenings.

Couples looking for a romantic getaway love Ko Kradan, and every year on Valentine’s Day the island hosts the Trang Underwater Wedding Ceremony, where couples say ‘I Do’ beneath the waves.

To get here, it’s a quick 15-minute long-tail-boat ride from Ko Muk.


TOP TIPS

• It’s possible to visit Emerald Cave every month except September. Check the weather and the tides, and visit early in the morning to avoid the crowds.

• On Ko Muk, head to Cashew Nut Bungalow and ask to speak to the owner, Mr Yai. His English is superb and he knows everything there is to know about Ko Muk and the surrounding islands.

• When visiting Ko Kradan, drop into the family-owned Paradise Lost Bungalows. The simple establishment is in the jungle on the way to Sunset Beach and serves fantastic Italian and Thai food.



Ko Ngai

More remote than Ko Muk and Ko Kradan, Ko Ngai is covered in towering palm trees and surrounded by turquoise sea. The soft, sugar-white sand beaches stretches for 2km, and the island has a healthy offshore coral reef that is a haven for many tropical fish. Snorkelling is fun here and the visibility is exceptionally good. Ko Ngai is the perfect place to escape and unwind as there are no streets and no nightlife.

There is not a lot to do on Ko Ngai apart from swimming, sunbathing and relaxing. Bring a good book and prepare to work on your tan.



Trang City Túk-Túk Tour

HISTORIC SIGHTS AND SCENIC LANDSCAPES

Hop aboard a classic túk-túk hua kop (túk-túk with frog’s head) and explore the historic sights and scenic landscapes of Trang’s city centre. Trang has a lot to offer and, while developed, still retains a very local feel. Putter along through the charming streets and take in the popular sights including the Dolphin Statue, the towering Trang Clock Tower and the vintage-inspired decor of the Trang Railway Station, then stop to take a wander down side alleys in search of the city’s famous street art that makes a colourful backdrop to any photo op.

You can also visit well-maintained wooden heritage houses, and wander around the peaceful lake at Kaphang Surin Park and Kaphang Surin Temple, where pigeons tend to chase visitors for birdseed sold by vendors.

Stop outside Madinatul Islam Mosque and admire its beautiful facade and architecture before visiting Kawi Ong Ela Shrine, a small Chinese temple with a striking red roof, and the Trang Church. This is one of the oldest and largest churches in southern Thailand and an impressive landmark. Built in 1915, the church has a bell tower, wooden shutters and a yellow exterior.

The basic city tour lasts an hour and starts at 300B. Various routes are available, and you can negotiate with your driver to visit sights further afield for a more expensive price. The Trang City Túk-Túk Tour can be booked directly with a driver or at your accommodation in Trang.
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Explore the Kantang District

THE OLD TOWN

A coastal district in Trang Province, Kantang once served as a port city and is also known as Trang Old Town. Located 24km from Trang’s city centre, Kantang is the charming hub of Trang Old Town and has an interesting selection of activities and sights to take in.

The Trang Museum, located on main street, houses a small collection of exhibits and photographs dedicated to the fishing industry and the Chinese influence prevalent throughout the province. Entrance to the museum is free and there’s basic information in English.

From the museum, visit the lighthouse that rises above for panoramic views over Old Town stretching to the coast. The iconic statue of the Golden Dugong, also next to the museum, pays homage to the endangered cousin of the manatee, a revered symbol of Trang Province.

Don’t miss Kantang Train Station, one of the oldest train stations in Thailand to preserve its original design. The timber station is painted yellow and brown and has intricate decorations.

Finish the day by dining on fresh seafood at any of the restaurants in town. Try the local speciality of whole fried fish served with a spicy dipping sauce.

The best way to visit Kantang District is to hire a túk-túk or private driver in Trang city centre. Prices vary, so be sure to negotiate. Choose a drop-off and pick-up point with your driver, as the Old Town is easily walkable.


STREET ART IN TRANG

With the blessing of the community, local artists in Trang have turned the streets into a canvas of colour with vibrant wall murals and street-art pieces depicting the city’s history. Most of the street art in Trang can be found in three main locations: Th Ratchadamnoen, Soi Ratchadamnoen and around the city’s municipal park. The most famous of the murals is The Painting of Sri Tang, which can be found at the intersection of Soi Ratchadamnoen and Th Phet Kasem. The mural features a park with trees in blossom and uses a three-dimensional perspective for the appearance of depth. Another famous wall mural is a cartoon showcasing a dugong in a túk-túk hua kop, representing two important symbols of Trang.



WHERE TO STAY IN TRANG

Sleeper House

Private rooms with air-con, dorms, free wi-fi and luggage storage; 1km from the city centre. $

Kachong Hills Tented Resort

Upmarket tented accommodation 20km from Trang city centre; garden, restaurant and free bikes. $$

Ko Muk Sivalai Beach Resort

This resort has beachfront and garden view bungalows with a poolside bar on Ko Muk. $$$

Relax in Trang’s Hot Springs

SOAK THE DAY AWAY

Take a soak in one of Trang’s two natural hot springs, and relax and rejuvenate before visiting more tourist attractions or hopping on an island-bound ferry. The therapeutic springs are the perfect spot to unwind and wash away any lingering pre-holiday stress.

Kantang Hot Spring Forest Park has three natural pools surrounded by tropical vegetation; temperatures are at 20°C, 40°C and 70°C (68°F, 104°F and 158°F). The park also has nine individual hot-spring baths for public use.

The Salt Hot Spring at Ban Khuan Sa has been flowing for over 100 years and is favoured by locals for a long soak to improve blood circulation and soothe body aches. The odour is strong, but there are also freshwater pools to soak in just 30m away.
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DUGONGS IN TRANG

The delightful dugongs are synonymous with Trang and have been adopted as the province’s mascot. Trang is the largest habitat for dugongs in Thailand, and there are approximately 250 of them living off the coast near the islands. A distant cousin of the manatee, the adorable and elusive dugong is often referred to as a sea cow in Thailand. The species is vulnerable to extinction, and floating single-use plastic is a constant threat to its survival. However, it’s still possible to see them at Ko Libong at Point Dugong, a dedicated viewing platform that overlooks an area densely covered in sea grass. Locals say that spotting dugongs is best on a sunny day.



TRANG’S BEST DIM SUM

Ton Cha

Breakfast spot with dim sum, curried vermicelli noodles and roasted pork washed down with Thai iced tea. $

Kai-Nui Dim Sum

Traditional dim sum restaurant with dozens of steamed delights to choose from, plus pork-bone porridge. $

Jeeb Khao Dimsum

Dim sum restaurant known for its jeeb khăo (white dumplings with pork filling); it usually sells out by 8am! $

Sample Local Cuisine

DELICACIES AND DESSERTS

Trang has an outstanding food scene. The local cuisine has a heavy Chinese influence, but there are also fiery southern Thai specialities to sample, in addition to the local roasted pork and delicate sponge cakes. Dining out in Trang is a treat for the taste buds, and with so many markets, street carts and scrumptious hole-in-the-wall eateries, you’ll find yourself snacking your way around the town. There are no organised food tours in Trang, but don’t let that stop you from setting out and exploring all of the delicious food on offer.

Start your day with breakfast at any of the local markets, the earlier the better as some vendors sell out by 7am. The daily Municipal Market is a great place to start. Dive into heaped plates of khăo gaeng (curry and rice) from vendors who sell dozens of varieties. Simply grab a plate of rice and pile on as many curry dishes as you like. Fried chicken, fresh fruit, roti and sweet Thai desserts are also on offer.

If you are looking for a sit-down breakfast dining experience, Alabarb Coffee Shop is the place to get delicious roti flatbreads, curry, Thai tea and coffee. Khun Pum Restaurant is famous for its khanom jeen (rice vermicelli noodles served with fish curry and a variety of pickled vegetables), and Laytrang 2 Restaurant serves a huge variety of local dim sum and Thai-style black coffee with condensed milk.

For lunch, head to Petchrama Food Centre, a local food court with dishes to suit all tastes. Food here is cooked to order, and with so many vendor stalls, it’s possible to eat a large variety of local cuisine at an affordable price. Egg E Egg Egg is the place to go for artisanal coffee and fusion dishes made with eggs and fried oysters.

Don’t miss Trang’s famous sponge cakes. Known across Thailand as Trang cakes, they’re light and springy, with flavours such as pandan, coconut, orange, fresh milk, green tea and jackfruit. Drop into Kuk Ming-Lum Phura Cake Shop, the city’s original shop, to try a sample.

At dinnertime, visit Khao Tom Je Auan, a favourite local restaurant, for steaming bowls of rice porridge, fresh seafood and southern Thai specialities such as gûng sator pàt prík (stir-fried prawn in shrimp paste with stinky beans). Another good dinner option is the fusion restaurant MahaSamutr Cafe, which has fresh seafood in almost every menu item. Richy is a local hot spot for southern Thai dishes. Adventurous foodies will want to try the unique flavours of the crispy ivy gourd salad.


TRANG NIGHT MARKETS

Markets are found in every city across Thailand, but when in Trang make a point to venture to the daily Centre Point Market, the arty Cinta Market or the Trang Walking Street (Friday to Sunday) near the train station to sample popular local delicacies and mingle with the locals. Part of Trang’s charm is that it doesn’t receive much international tourism, and the market is the perfect place to practise your Thai, try your bartering skills and, of course, enjoy a large selection of delicious street food. Trang market vendors are hospitable, curious and eager to partake in conversation even if there is a language barrier.



BEST MASSAGE SHOPS IN TRANG

Kanchana Massage for Health

Thai, foot and aromatherapy massages, plus health and wellness treatments.

Yapa Hattawet Traditional Thai Massage

Certified massage therapists give Thai or Swedish massage, and body scrubs.

Let’s Relax Spa

Leading spa and massage service near Trang Airport with a variety of treatments and wellness packages.


SNACK ATTACK

Trang’s street food is not to be missed, and breakfast is the best time of the day to sample the local speciality of roasted pork. Ban Bua Bok Roast Pork serves crispy pork with salty skin over rice; Trang Moo Yang has crispy pork, dim sum and a selection of pork soups; and Ko Sui Roast Pork is popular for its roasted pork with crispy skin and intense flavour, and also serves dim sum and noodle dishes. All of these restaurants open around 6am and technically stay open until 1pm, but they usually sell out before then. After getting your fill of the pork dishes, visit Benjamit Cake Shop for a fluffy slice of Trang cake.




GETTING AROUND

There are daily flights to Trang airport from Bangkok (Don Mueang); the airport’s 5km south of Trang.

Buses leave from Trang’s New Bus Terminal (Th Phattalung), 3.5km northeast of the centre. There are 1st-class air-con buses to Bangkok (583B, 12 hours) at 9.30am, 4.30pm, 5pm and 5.30pm, and more comfortable VIP 24-seat buses at 5pm and 5.30pm (907B). From Bangkok, VIP/air-con buses leave between 6.30pm and 7.30pm.

Minivans depart from Trang’s New Bus Terminal. From the bus station, minivans leave regularly from 7.30am to 4pm for Pak Meng (80B, one hour), Hat Chao Mai (100B, one hour) and Kuantungku (100B, one hour), sometimes stopping in town just east of where Th Tha Klang crosses the railway tracks.

Only two trains run between Bangkok and Trang: the express 83 and the rapid 167, which leave from Bangkok’s Hualamphong station at 5.05pm and 6.30pm and arrive in Trang the next morning at 8.05am and 10.30am. From Trang, trains leave at 1.30pm and 5.25pm, arriving in Bangkok at 5.35am and 8.35am the following morning. Fares range from 245B for 3rd class to 1480B for 1st-class air-con sleeper; book in advance.

Túk-túk and motorbike taxis congregate at the taxi stand near the train station, charging 40B for local trips. Travel agencies rent out motorbikes (250B per day). Most agencies can also arrange car hire (200B per day). A blue ‘local bus’ runs from the train station to the New Bus Terminal (12B) via Th Sathani.





SATUN
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The southernmost region of the Andaman Coast, Satun is a small, off-the-beaten-path province and the jumping-off point for Ko Lipe and Tarutao National Marine Park. Most visitors simply pass through on their way north to Ko Lanta or south to Pulau Langkawi (Malaysia). Satun’s appeal lies mainly in its delightful islands and beaches, but a day or more on the mainland will reveal cultural attractions, sacred landmarks, caves and waterfalls.

The Satun National Museum is one of the highlights of a visit here. The museum is housed in a beautiful old Sino-Portuguese mansion and showcases the province’s history, culture and way of life. Most residents are of Malay descent and Islam is an important part of daily life. Pak Bara, a small fishing village 60km northwest of Satun, is the gateway to over 100 islands and the transport hub for tourists.
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SIGHTS

1 Pak Bara

2 Phu Pha Phet Cave

3 Satun

4 Thale Ban National Park




TOP TIP

Hire a private guide and go sea kayaking at Prasat Hin Phan Yod, a huge sinkhole on Ko Khao Yai that is part of Satun’s Unesco Global Geopark. The giant rock faces, referred to as a ‘castle with thousands of peaks’, tower high above the emerald sea.



Explore Thale Ban National Park

MOUNTAINS, LAKES AND WATERFALLS

Just a short drive from Satun Town is Thale Ban National Park (tourismthailand.org), a tropical inland nature reserve with mountains, lakes, waterfalls and hiking trails. Spread over 196 sq km on the Thai and Malaysian border, the park is perfect for a leisurely hike; there’s a large pavilion where you can simply relax, as well as a wooden walkway above the waterways. The dense rainforest here is home to a large variety of bird species, reptiles and mammals. The small Nam Tok Ya Roi, located inside the park, can be reached by walking a shady path, and the pool is refreshing for a swim.

Located approximately 30km southwest of Satun Town, Thale Ban National Park is open daily from 8.30am to 4.30pm. Entrance is 200B for adults and 100B for children. The best way to visit Thale Ban National Park is to hire a local driver or private taxi in Satun Town.

Go Underground in Thailand’s Largest Cave

SUBTERRANEAN WONDERLAND

Located in the Khao Banthat Wildlife Sanctuary, Phu Pha Phet Cave is the largest in Thailand and the fourth-largest cave in the world. The interior of the cave spans more than 80,000 sq metres and comprises 20 different chambers, each named after the distinct shape of the stalactites inside. You have to walk up 300 steep steps to reach the entrance to the cave; once inside, wooden walkways with railings connect the various chambers. The most notable chamber is Phu Pha Phet; the formations inside glitter when illuminated by light.

Khao Banthat Wildlife Sanctuary and Phu Pha Phet Cave are approximately a 1½-hour drive from Satun Town. The best way to get there is by hiring a local taxi in Satun Town.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN SATUN TOWN

Nergara Restaurant

Halal restaurant with indoor and alfresco seating that does classic Thai dishes such as green curry, plus an assortment of halal food and desserts, including roti and Thai tea. $$

Nong Nee Restaurant

Modest place with a garden setting offering authentic and spicy southern Thai cuisine with seafood, pork, beef and a list of local beers and spirits. $

Bobby’s Pizza Satun

Simple restaurant serving massive homemade pizzas, calzones, pasta salad and wraps, with friendly staff ready to provide Satun travel tips. $




GETTING AROUND

Buses leave from Satun’s bus terminal, 2km south of town. From Bangkok, there are first-class buses that depart daily for Satun, and the trip takes 16 hours. Minivans depart daily on the hour from Hat Yai for the two-hour trip to Satun. Buses from Phuket depart several times a day stopping in Phang Nga, Krabi and Trang before reaching Satun. Minivans from Trang depart hourly and the trip takes approximately three hours. To reach Pak Bara and the pier jump-off for Ko Lipe, take a minivan or minibus departing for La-Ngu and tell the driver you want to be dropped at the pier. Minivans run from Satun’s bus terminal to Krabi, Trang, Hat Yai and Hat Yai’s airport on average twice daily. Book a ticket in advance.

Satun city centre is easily walkable; you can also rent bicycles (150B per day) and motorcycles (250B per day) from most accommodation places.





Beyond Satun
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Ko Lipe, the Maldives of Thailand, is an exquisite island paradise teeming with jungle and excellent snorkelling and diving.


Close to the border with Malaysia, Ko Lipe is a small island in the Andaman Sea. It’s a bit difficult to reach, but those willing to make the trek will discover the most incredible turquoise hues, coral-rich waters, jungle-clad hills and beautiful stretches of sandy beach. Once an off-the-beaten-path paradise, Ko Lipe has gained popularity in recent years and sadly has become overdeveloped. But despite all that, it is still paradise. Part of Tarutao National Marine Park, the island’s natural beauty has to be seen to be believed. If days of doing nothing but lying in the sun is the type of holiday you’re after, get to Ko Lipe as soon as you can.
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TOP TIP

Spend three days or more visiting Ko Lipe to really get under the skin of island life.



Shopping & Dining on Ko Lipe Walking Street

DINING, NIGHTLIFE AND SHOPPING

The Walking Street on Ko Lipe is the compact island’s main artery. The narrow paved road joins Sunrise Beach with Hat Pattaya and is lined with bars, restaurants and dozens of shops. It roars to life daily at 5pm and is the place to eat, drink and grab a few souvenirs. There are a handful of shops with information about local tours, scuba diving and snorkelling; this is the best place to book a tour at a fair price. The Walking Street is also home to modern conveniences: a pharmacy, ATM and two 7-Elevens.

Shop for local handicrafts at Munay Designs. Filled with boho goodness, the store sells handmade jewellery, high-quality dresses and handbags at an affordable price.

For such a small island, Ko Lipe has a good selection of international restaurants. While meandering the Walking Street, drop into the funky Elephant Ko Lipe to enjoy burgers and pizzas or something from their extensive vegan menu. Paolo Italian Pizza is the place to grab a square-sized slice and share jokes with the charming waitstaff. The upmarket yet affordable The Box is a Spanish restaurant with a variety of tapas and a fantastic wine list. Sit at one of the long tables at Papaya Mom and dig into authentic Thai favourites, but save room for dessert as the mango sticky rice is excellent.

After dining and shopping, head to the Maya Bar to relax in overstuffed bean-bag chairs and sip on a cocktail. From October through May, Maya Bar has DJs, live music and BBQs on Saturday evenings.

It’s easy to reach the Walking Street on foot, but motorcycle taxis will also drop you there for 40B for a one-way trip.

Island-Hopping in Tarutao National Marine Park

EXQUISITE RAINFOREST AND CORAL REEFS

Discover the stunning beauty of Tarutao National Marine Park (thainationalparks.com), a must-visit destination for nature lovers and outdoor enthusiasts. Consisting of 51 islands, with all the requisite beaches, tropical rainforest and diverse marine life, the national marine park is an excellent destination for beach- and island-hopping, diving and snorkelling.

Ko Tarutao is a protected island, and the National Park Headquarters is based here. The island supports a range of wildlife including monitor lizards, macaques, wild boars and sea eagles. Stay a night or more in basic bungalows or a tent and make sure you walk the 20-minute trail to the Tob-Boo Viewpoint. There are more strenuous hiking trails on the island, but you’ll need to go with a park ranger. Bring your own food and water if you plan to stay overnight.

The island of Ko Adang is a 10-minute long-tail boat journey from Ko Lipe. The second-biggest island in Tarutao National Marine Park, it has great beaches and walking trails. The famous Chado Cliff Viewpoint is difficult to reach, but the views are amazing.

Ko Khai is a tiny island famous for its natural stone archway. The island can be visited as part of a day trip from Ko Lipe. Ko Rawi has some of the best snorkelling sites in Tarutao National Marine Park. Ko Hin Ngam is famous for its large grey beach pebbles. According to local legend, the God of Tarutao cursed the pebbles; bad luck will come to anyone who removes them from the island.

Tarutao Divers (tarutaodivers.com), on Ko Lipe Walking Street, runs daily diving and snorkelling trips to Tarutao National Marine Park.


THE SEAFARING PEOPLE OF KO LIPE

The first inhabitants of Ko Lipe were the Chow Lair people, a nomadic indigenous group originally from Malaysia. The story is that King Rama V gifted the island to the chow lair in 1909 in order to stop encroachment from Malaysia. Referred to as sea gypsies throughout Thailand, they speak their own language, Rawi, a combination of Thai and Malay. The Ko Lipe community is currently made up of 700 people and all share the same last name: Haad Thalay, which translates to ‘beach people’. The chow lair have set up a village on the east side of the island and although they’re no longer nomadic, they still take to the sea every day to go fishing, diving and snorkelling.



WHERE TO STAY ON KO LIPE

Castaway Resort

Rustic bungalows on Hat Sunrise with beachfront and garden views, dive centre and restaurant. $

Idyllic Concept Resort

Boutique resort situated in a garden setting on Hat Sunrise. Two pools, full gym and climbing wall. $$

Bulow Casa Grand View Resort & Spa

Beachfront accommodation near Hat Sunrise with luxury amenities and balconies. $$$


THE DARK HISTORY OF TARUTAO NATIONAL MARINE PARK

It’s difficult to imagine being sent to a tropical paradise as punishment, but during the late 1930s, that’s exactly what happened here: some 3000 convicts and political prisoners were imprisoned in internment camps on Ko Tarutao. In those days, crocodiles commanded a presence in the mangroves and malaria was rife. During WWII, the supply lines to the islands were entirely cut off; this resulted in the prison guards and prisoners joining forces to raid whatever ships happened to sail by. The internment camps and prisons were eventually shut down, and the island was granted national park status in the 1970s.



WHERE TO DRINK ON KO LIPE

Sea La Vie Bar

Chill beach bar with cocktails and spirits, a decent menu, fresh fruit shakes and juices.

Zodiac See Sun Beach Bar

Beachfront spot made of driftwood; come here for cocktails, dinner and a 6pm fire show.

Forget-Me-Not Bar

Hidden down an alley; this is a comfortable spot for late-night drinks and conversation.

Spectacular Beaches on Ko Lipe

DREAM A LITTLE DREAM

Powder-soft white sand, swaying coconut palms and turquoise waters enhance Ko Lipe’s dreamy scene. Whether you’re looking to swim, swing in a hammock or simply sink your toes into the sand, don’t miss the chance to live the life of a beach bum. The three most popular beaches on the island are Sunrise, Sunset and Pattaya, but there are plenty of secluded sandy spots to explore.

Hat Sunrise is on the eastern side of the island and is a good spot for snorkelling and witnessing epic sunrises in the morning. It’s less crowded and more bohemian than the other beaches on Ko Lipe.

Hat Sunset is a small beach located on a secluded lagoon. There are a few restaurants and kayaks available to rent. The sunset views here are, unsurprisingly, breathtaking. Hat Pattaya is the first beach you’ll see when you disembark from your ferry or speedboat. This lively strip of white sand has restaurants and vibrant nightlife. Snorkelling is good here, and sea kayaking and beach volleyball are also popular pastimes.

Hat Sanom is off the beaten track and easy to reach by crossing a rickety wooden bridge. Not far from Hat Pattaya, Sanom is tranquil and backed by shady trees. It’s possible to snorkel here, and the turquoise waters are rich with marine life. Hat Billa is small and rocky and located between Sunset and Pattaya. It’s a secluded spot, and outdoor enthusiasts will enjoy its kayaking and snorkelling opportunities.
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KEIRITA’S YOGA

Break up your beach days by beginning or ending another day in paradise with an invigorating yoga class. Keirita’s Yoga (keiritasyoga.com) offers multiple daily classes for all levels at stunning beachfront locations. Classes are available at 6am, 8am and 5.15pm; pre-booking is required. Yoga mats are included, but not towels, so if you expect to work up a sweat come prepared. One drop-in class is 400B; a three-class studio package is 1000B. The 6am outdoor garden class is at Idyllic Concept Resort on Hat Sunrise, the 8am class is at Keirita’s Studio and the 5.15pm outdoor beachfront class is held at the Lipe Beach Resort also on Hat Sunrise.




GETTING AROUND

The two closest airports to Ko Lipe are Hat Yai (Thailand) and Langkawi (Malaysia). Coming from Bangkok, the easiest way to reach Ko Lipe is to buy an all-in-one ticket with AirAsia or NokAir that departs Don Mueang Airport to Hat Yai, where a shuttle will take you on a two-hour drive to Tha Pak Bara pier and the ferry to Ko Lipe.

The ferry departs Tha Pak Bara for Ko Lipe daily between 9.30am and 3pm. During the low season, there is only one ferry at 11.30am. In the low season, speedboats depart Tha Pak Bara for Ko Lipe daily. In the high season you can also reach Ko Lipe by boat from several other islands. Direct speedboats depart from Phuket, Ko Phi-Phi, Krabi and Ko Lanta. Check Phuket Ferry (phuketferry.com) for timetables.

The compact size of Ko Lipe makes walking around the island the best option. Fares for motorbike taxis start at 20B.








TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Thailand. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Thailand and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving


Many visitors enter Thailand via Bangkok’s Suvarnabhumi Airport or Phuket Airport, but international flights also arrive at Bangkok’s second airport Don Mueang, as well as at Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai, Hat Yai, Ko Samui and Krabi airports. There are numerous land and sea border crossings with Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia and Myanmar.
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Visas

Visas are not required for stays of up to 30 days for visitors from 64 countries including the EU and the USA. Thirty-day extensions are available in Thailand or apply for a 60-day tourist visa before travelling.




Onward Travel

In theory, you should have a return or onward flight ticket booked before you arrive in Thailand and you may be asked to show proof of that.




Wi-Fi

Almost all airports in Thailand offer free wi-fi. At land borders, you’ll need to find a nearby cafe or restaurant for your online fix.




SIM Cards

Local SIM cards and data packages are cheap. They can be bought at any airport with international arrivals, and at convenience stores everywhere. Make sure your phone is unlocked and bring your passport.



Public Transport from Airport to City Centre
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LAND & SEA BORDER CROSSINGS

There are over 20 land and sea border crossings between Thailand and Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia and Myanmar, but not all of them are always open for foreigners and some are too remote to be of use to most travellers.

It is normally straightforward arriving or departing Thailand by land or sea; just make sure your passport is valid for at least six months. Note, too, that technically you can only enter Thailand by land twice a year without a visa, a result of the authorities cracking down on foreigners living in Thailand without visas.






Getting Around


Planes, trains, buses or boats are the principal ways to get around Thailand, but you can also hire a car or motorbike.




TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
900–1500B per day

Motorcycle rental
200–500B per day

Bicycle rental
100–500B per day

Bangkok–Chiang Mai sleeper train
768–1646B



Car & Motorcycle

Cars can be rented via international chains or local companies in major cities and at most airports if you have a valid driving licence from your country, though you should have an international licence. Drivers under 25 may be asked to pay a surcharge. Motorcycles can be hired wherever there are tourists.

Bus & Minivan

Buses head everywhere and are reliable and reasonably quick. Beware of bus companies that operate directly from tourist hubs, like Bangkok’s Th Khao San; they’re often a rip-off. Minivans have superseded buses in some parts of the country. They’re not as comfortable but are faster.

NAVIGATING THAILAND’S ROADS

Thailand’s roads are the most dangerous in Southeast Asia, with close to a million traffic accidents a year. Speeding and drink-driving are common, while road rules are routinely flouted. Many visitors hire motorbikes or scooters, but bear in mind that motorcycles are involved in more than half of all traffic accidents. Wear a helmet, be aware that roads on the islands can be in poor condition, and give way to any vehicle bigger than yours.

Air

Budget airlines like Air Asia and Nok Air and an extensive network of airports make it easy and cheap to hop around Thailand by plane. Bangkok’s Don Mueang International Airport is the budget hub and has daily flights to all corners of the country.

Train

All trains out of Bangkok now depart from the new terminus at Bang Sue, apart from a few local and commuter services, heading north to Chiang Mai, south to Sungai Kolok, northeast to Isan and east to Aranya Prathet. Trains are scenic, but slower than road transport.

Boat

Vessels ranging from ferries to wooden long-tail boats connect the mainland with the islands, and also act as public transport along rivers and canals in Bangkok and elsewhere. Boats to some islands are less frequent in the June to October rainy season.


TIP

Download ride-sharing app Grab (grab.com), the Southeast Asian equivalent of Uber, for fares that are sometimes cheaper than regular taxis.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left
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Speed limit is 60km/h urban centres; 90km/h open roads; 100–120km/h highways and expressways

Legally, you should have an international driving licence, and if you’re stopped by police they may ask to see it






Money


CURRENCY: BAHT (B)
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Credit Cards


An increasing number of hotels, shops and restaurants accept credit cards, but the majority of places still accept only cash or digital payments.

Digital Payments


Local banks and digital wallets have embraced paying via phone, but Google Wallet is the only international digital payment system currently accepted in Thailand.

ATMs

ATMs are everywhere and most will accept foreign debit or credit cards, although there’s a local fee of 220B for each withdrawal, as well as the fee that your bank will charge. At most ATMs, 20,000B to 30,000B is the maximum daily withdrawal limit.

Tipping

Tips can go a long way in Thailand.

Hotels 30B to 50B for bag carriers in smart places.

Restaurants Leaving behind small change is appreciated.

Taxis Not expected, but a small gratuity is welcomed.

Service Charges High-end hotels and restaurants add a 10% service charge.


DON’T STEP ON THE KING

Thailand has some of the strictest lese-majesty laws in the world. Insulting, defiling or disrespecting the king is a serious offence punishable by a long prison sentence. When it comes to the Thai currency, this means it is technically illegal to step on banknotes or coins that have fallen on the floor because they all have the king’s image on them. It is also considered disrespectful to keep banknotes in your back pocket: you’re not supposed to sit on the king.




HOW MUCH FOR...

Bangkok Metro or Skytrain
17–47B

Museum admission
100–500B

National park entry
200–500B

Local lunch
50–70B



How to… Avoid Touts & Commissions

In Bangkok and Chiang Mai especially, some túk-túk drivers will offer you a ‘city tour’ that invariably results in high-pressure sales situations in jewellery, silk or handicrafts shops. Others may attempt to steer you towards guesthouses or hotels that will pay them a commission. Be wary of any ‘new friend’ who offers to accompany you on a shopping or sightseeing trip.
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LOCAL TIP

Super Rich, a chain of moneychangers with branches in Bangkok and Chiang Mai, offers better currency exchange rates than the banks, especially if you’re changing Asian currencies into baht.








Accommodation

Boutique Glam

An ever-growing collection of stylish boutique hotels populates Bangkok, Chiang Mai, Phuket and Ko Samui especially. But there are also many budget and midrange places, as well as plenty of four- and five-star options. Hotels are a good deal in Thailand, with midrange rooms available from 800B. Spend more than 1500B and you can be very comfortable.

Budget Digs

There’s been an explosion of new hostels in the most popular destinations since the pandemic, and some now tempt travellers with swimming pools and rooftop bars. Hostels are social with communal activities on offer. Dorms are the principal accommodation. Most hostels also have private rooms, although they cost about the same as a room in a midrange hotel.

Guesthouse Stays

The arrival of budget hotel chains in Thailand means that there are now fewer of the family-run guesthouses that once dominated the accommodation scene. You’re most likely to find them in smaller destinations or towns off the tourist trail. Fixtures and furniture tend to be old-fashioned, but you still get air-con. Expect to pay from 700B a night.

Experience a Homestay

Homestays can be found across Thailand but are especially prevalent in rural areas. They’re a less commercial budget choice, where you stay in a family home and meals are included in the price. Homestays are an excellent way of immersing yourself in the country and are often more sustainable than other accommodation options, as well as benefiting the locals directly.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

Boutique hotel
3000B

Hostel dorm
400B

Homestay
500B and up



[image: jpg]

YAROSLAV HUMENIUK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Get Back to Nature

Thailand has numerous ecofriendly places far from the hustle of the cities and big-ticket destinations, ranging from cabins on the banks of the Mekong River to hidden-away retreats on the islands or in the forests and mountains of northern Thailand. Most national parks also offer basic bungalows or have campsites where you can rent a tent.



HIGH SEASON & BOOKING AHEAD

Thailand’s peak season for visitors runs from December to March, which is when accommodation prices are highest. It is highly advisable to book in advance at this time, both to secure the best deals and to guarantee a room.

You’ll also need to book accommodation in advance if you’re planning to attend any big event, such as the Full Moon parties on Ko Pha-Ngan. Prices drop in the July to October monsoon season, especially on the islands, and great bargains can be found, as long as you don’t mind some daily rain.






Family Travel


Thailand is a great place for family adventures. Thais love kids – some young children can find the attention they attract from the locals a little overwhelming – and playmates for your offspring await everywhere. The combination of beaches, wildlife encounters, outdoor activities, adventure parks, bustling markets and fun museums means that there’s something for every age range to enjoy here.



Sights & Activities

Some museums and attractions offer half-price tickets for children under 12 or free entry for kids under three. Children under three and up to 100cm in height travel for free on the State Railway of Thailand and Bangkok’s metro and Skytrain networks. Older children get discounted fares up to the age of 12 or 14. Buses and boats don’t charge for babies and toddlers.

Getting Around

Pavements in Thailand are often narrow and uneven, or just plain nonexistent, making them a challenge for prams (pushchairs) and strollers. A back carrier to transport tots is a good idea. If you’re renting a car, note that car seats for kids are not always available. An increasing number of cycle shops and bike-tour outfits rent bicycles and helmets for children.


Eating

Some resorts have menus for kids, but most places don’t. Thai food is known for being spicy, but there will always be some child-friendly dishes that staff can recommend. High chairs for toddlers and nappy-changing facilities are rarely available.




Animal Encounters

Kids love seeing Thailand’s many monkeys in action, but remember that they are wild animals and they do bite. Be careful around stray dogs on the islands and in rural areas; they can be aggressive and disease-ridden.




CHILD-FRIENDLY PICKS

Children’s Discovery Museum

Learning is disguised as fun at this Bangkok museum that aims to spark children’s creativity.

Tree Top Adventure Park

An ecofriendly jungle adventure course on Ko Chang where kids over the age of seven can swing through the trees like Tarzan.

Chai Lai Orchid

Children are captivated by the elephants at this ethical community-based project southwest of Chiang Mai.

Aquaria Phuket

New aquarium in Phuket Town with sharks and stingrays, as well as daily feeding displays.



[image: jpg]

SONG PIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

BEST BEACH DESTINATIONS FOR KIDS

Hua Hin The long and wide beaches at this mainland resort town are perhaps the most kid-friendly in all Thailand.

Ko Chang Thailand’s second-biggest island has shallow and gentle seas, ideal for children.

Ko Kut Super-soft sand, lots of coves to explore and waterfalls in the interior of the island.

Ko Lanta Stunning beaches line the west coast of one of the most family-oriented islands.

Ko Samui Hat Chaweng and Lamai have plenty of kids’ activities.






Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

Travel insurance that covers you for theft, loss and medical issues is an excellent idea. Make sure that your policy covers emergency evacuation by air. Some policies specifically exclude ‘dangerous activities’, which can mean scuba diving, hiring a motorcycle or even trekking. If your policy requires you to pay doctors or hospitals directly and claim later, make sure you keep all relevant documentation.



Mosquito-Borne Diseases

Malaria and dengue fever are two potentially fatal diseases that are carried by mosquitoes and present in parts of Thailand. Your best protection is to avoid getting bitten, so use repellent and wear long clothing at night. Malaria and dengue-fever cases spike in the July to October rainy season, but most travellers will experience nothing more than some itchy bites.

Stay Out of Jail

It’s now legal to buy and use cannabis in Thailand, but that doesn’t mean other narcotics have been decriminalised. Possessing or trafficking amphetamines, cocaine, ecstasy, heroin, magic mushrooms, methamphetamines or opium remains very illegal and punishable with prison time, or a death sentence for the most serious smuggling cases.
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TAP WATER

Thais don’t drink the tap water (although the authorities deem it safe) and neither should you. Stick to bottled or filtered water.



SWIM SAFELY
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Yellow flag
Potential hazards in the water
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Green flag
Safe to swim
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Red flag
Unsafe to swim
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Black & white flag
Surfboard and watercraft zone
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Yellow & red flag
Lifeguards on duty

Keep Cool

Most people need a couple of weeks to adapt to the heat and humidity of Thailand. Make sure you stay hydrated by drinking lots of water and avoid doing strenuous activity in the middle of the day. The sun is strong even if there’s cloud cover, so apply a SPF30+ or greater sunscreen and wear a wide-brimmed hat.


VENOMOUS SNAKES & JELLYFISH

Thailand is home to 60-odd species of venomous snakes, but they’re mostly shy and nocturnal – or sea snakes – and travellers rarely encounter them. There have, though, been a handful of fatal incidents in recent years involving venomous box jellyfish off Ko Samui and Ko Pha-Ngan. Some beaches have vinegar stations to treat jellyfish stings. Always check local conditions before swimming.






Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Ask a Thai their favourite thing to do and they will often reply ‘eating’. The locals love their cuisine and all its genres so much that they don’t restrict themselves to three meals a day, preferring instead to graze throughout their waking hours. Street food is available until late at night in big cities and popular destinations, but most restaurants close around 10pm.
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How to… Identify Regional Cuisines

The different regions of Thailand all have their own unique take on food. Part of the fun of travelling here is getting to taste some of those variations. In fact, visitors can identify which part of the country they are in by the dishes they’re being served, so here’s a quick guide to distinguishing regional cuisines.

Southern Thai cooking is the spiciest (and saltiest) cooking style. Seafood plays a major role.

The people of central Thailand favour sweet/savoury flavours and many dishes include freshwater fish, pork, coconut milk and palm sugar.

Northern Thai food is the least spicy and is more reliant on bitter flavours and dried spices. It’s also very seasonal, reflecting the local love of veggies. Kôw něe·o (sticky rice) is the traditional accompaniment (as it is in northeast Thailand, too).


MENU DECODER

A·ròy Thai word for delicious

Bà·mèe Wheat-and-egg noodles

Bèt Duck

Blah Fish

Dôm yam Thailand’s sour and spicy soup

Gaang Curry

Gaang mát·sà·màn A coconut-milk-based Thai-Muslim curry

Gài Chicken

Gŏo·ay đěe·o Noodle soup

Kà·nŏm Thai-style sweet snacks

Kôw Rice

Kôw kăh mŏo Braised pork leg served over rice with greens

Kôw man gài Thai-Chinese chicken rice

Kôw mòk Thai version of biryani, a rice and chicken dish

Kôw něe·o Sticky rice

Lâhp Minced-meat ‘salad’

Mŏo Pork

Nám dèum 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

Pèt Spicy

Pŏn·lá·mái Fruit

Prík Chilli

Ráhn ah·hăhn Restaurant

Sôm-dam Papaya salad

Tôrt Deep-fried

Yam Thai-style salad



Where to Eat


Restaurants Range from hole-in-the-wall eateries to sophisticated places. All cuisines can be found in cities and major tourist destinations; elsewhere it’s mainly Thai food in all its variations.

Food Stalls Street food is delicious, cheap and consumed from early morning to late at night.

Markets Many markets have food stands, so the locals can eat while they shop.

Cafes Thailand has a strong cafe culture and they can be found in all cities and towns.


HOW MUCH FOR...

Cocktail
250–450B

Dôm yam
80–400B

Gourmet dinner
2000–5000B

Noodle soup at food stall
50–70B

Pàt tai
60–120B

Small bottle of local beer in a shop
38–45B

Sôm-dam
70–100B

Thai coffee
25B



How to… Eat Like a Thai

Sweet, sour, salty and spicy are the parameters that define Thai food, and although many people associate the cuisine with fiery heat, virtually every dish is an exercise in balancing these four tastes. This balance might be obtained by a squeeze of lime juice, a spoonful of sugar and a drop of fish sauce, or a tablespoon of fermented soybeans and a strategic splash of vinegar. Bitter also factors into many Thai dishes, and often comes from the addition of a vegetable or herb.

To achieve a favourable balance of four clear, vibrant flavours and textures, a group of people might order a curry, steamed or fried fish, a stir-fried vegetable dish and soup, taking care to balance cool and hot, sour and sweet, salty and plain.

Whether at home or in a restaurant, Thai meals are always served ‘family-style’ – that is, from common serving platters. Put no more than one spoonful onto your plate at a time. Heaping your plate will look greedy to Thais.

To dine the Thai way, use a serving spoon, or alternatively your own, to take a single mouthful of food from a central dish and ladle it over a portion of your rice. A fork is then used to push the now-food-covered portion back onto the spoon before it enters the mouth.
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Chopsticks

Chopsticks are reserved for eating Chinese-style food from bowls or for eating in Chinese restaurants. If you fancy travelling with your own chopsticks, reusable (non-wooden) ones can be bought in most supermarkets or markets.




DRINK LIKE A LOCAL

Thailand has a very distinct drinking culture, although that’s not always apparent in the big cities and major tourist destinations, where Western-style bars and cocktail lounges proliferate.

Elsewhere, you’ll be drinking in local bars. They tend to be big, semi-open-air spaces that cater for groups – drinking in Thailand is a communal activity. There will often be some form of live music and, of course, food to accompany the imbibing.

The drinks will mainly be beer and whisky. Thailand’s most popular brands of beer are Chang, Leo and Singha. Leo is the sweetest and Chang the strongest, while Singha is the most expensive. The most favoured brands of whisky are SangSom, Hong Thong and Mekhong. All are distilled from sugar cane and rice, which means they are technically rum. Very popular in rural areas is lao khăo, which is Thai moonshine and made from fermented sticky rice or molasses.

Rather than buying individual drinks, Thais will order a beer tower and/or a bottle of whisky to share, along with soda water and coke as mixers and buckets of ice. It’s polite to top up your companion’s glasses as well as your own, or to add some ice to their drinks when they need it. A common toast is chone gaow (literally ‘touch glasses’).

Drinking in Thailand is all about having fun, rather than getting smashed. Staggering around drunk, shouting or fighting are all considered a big loss of face. So smile, get used to putting ice in your beer and watch out for those SangSom hangovers.








Responsible Travel

Climate change & travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites off er travellers the option of off setting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to off set the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Respect Thailand’s Hill Peoples

Treks to ethnic minority villages in northern Thailand are perennially popular, but remember that hill peoples have their own distinct cultures and many still follow animist traditions. Talk to your guide about acceptable behaviour in the villages.

Ethical Elephant Encounters

Both the Phuket Elephant Sanctuary and Chai Lai Orchid near Chiang Mai offer the chance to observe pachyderms up close, without any of the circus-like rides or shows that are harmful to their welfare.

Move Off the Tourist Trail

Overtourism is a serious problem in Thailand, with some islands especially suffering from the adverse environmental impact from millions of visitors. Getting off the tourist trail and searching out little-seen destinations is one way of countering that.

Volunteer

There are myriad volunteering opportunities in Thailand, ranging from ecotourism and wildlife projects to assisting migrants and teaching in rural regions. Do some research before signing up to ensure you are joining a reputable organisation.
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Chiang Rai–based NGO PDA Tours offers sustainable treks to minority villages and ploughs the profits back into community projects including HIV/AIDS education, mobile health clinics and village banks.




There are few better ways of touring Chiang Mai than taking a slow, culturally immersive ride by săhm·lór (three-wheel pedicab). Chiang Mai on Three Wheels (chiangmai-alacarte.com) can connect you with a driver and English-speaking guide.



TRAVEL BY TRAIN

The State Railway of Thailand (railway.co.th) heads north, south, northeast and east of Bangkok. Trains won’t get you everywhere, but using them drastically cuts emissions compared with a flight or bus ride.

GET INVOLVED IN FOREST CONSERVATION

Help preserve and restore forests, work with local communities and get involved in wildlife conservation with Conserve Natural Forests, which runs projects in north and south Thailand.

Diving Without Damage

Thailand has world-class dive sites and many come here to learn scuba diving. But with so many divers around, corals and reefs can be damaged and marine life disturbed, so be careful when you’re underwater.

Be a Trash Hero

Join the Trash Hero volunteers who clean up garbage across Thailand, and who partner with communities on education and sustainability projects that aim to reduce and better manage plastic waste in particular.

[image: jpg]

MW SHUTTER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Choose a Homestay

Consider staying with a family rather than in a hotel or hostel. Homestays are generally the most sustainable accommodation option, as well as directly benefiting the locals, and they’re a great way to experience Thai culture.


There are a few bike-tour companies including Chiang Rai Bicycle Tour and Spice Roads Cycling.




Help out on the farm at Muang Pon Homestay Program, a remote homestay south of Mae Hong Son.




Development Leader

Thailand leads all other countries in Southeast Asia in the push to achieve the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, according to a 2022 UN report. The kingdom scored especially well in poverty reduction and clean water and sanitation.




RESOURCES

volunteerworkthailand.org
Nonprofit resource for grassroots-level volunteering opportunities.
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wfft.org
Wildlife rescue centres and conservation projects that welcome volunteers.
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trashhero.org
Volunteer-led movement to rid Thailand of plastic waste.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers


Thai culture is relatively tolerant of both male and female homosexuality. There are prominent LGBTIQ+ scenes in Bangkok, Phuket, Pattaya and Chiang Mai, all of which hold annual gay pride events. With regard to dress, choices of the LGBTIQ+ community are generally accepted without comment. However, public displays of affection are frowned upon.



Nightlife

Bangkok, Phuket, Pattaya and Chiang Mai are by far the most vibrant destinations when it comes to LGBTIQ+ nightlife. In Bangkok, the Silom neighbourhood is busy, with many bars and clubs that attract a mix of locals and foreigners. Chiang Mai has fewer venues, mostly located around the Night Market. In Pattaya, Jomtien is the place to head to, while Patong is the centre of gay nightlife on Phuket. A few other destinations, such as Ko Samui and Ko Samet, have smaller scenes that are limited to a handful of bars.


Phuket Pride Week

Phuket’s Pride Week was first staged in 1999 and is now considered to be one of the best in Southeast Asia, attracting locals and visitors, both gay and straight. Usually held in April, the week features beach parties, cabaret shows, sports events and beauty contests, before it all ends with a parade with floats through Patong and a full-on rave with international DJs.



GAY TRAVEL WEBSITES

Travel Gay (travelgay.com) Comprehensive guide to the gay scene across Thailand.

Utopia (utopia-asia.com) Posts useful information on Thailand for LGBTIQ+ travellers.

Gay Passport (thegaypassport.com) Lists LGBTIQ+ nightlife venues in the most popular destinations.
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GENDER EQUALITY

Thailand passed the Gender Equality Act in 2015, the country’s first law to provide protection from unfair gender discrimination. But while transgender and third gender people are quite visible in Thailand, they continue to face discrimination in the workplace and when dealing with branches of the government.



GENDER ROLES

Perhaps because Thailand is still a relatively conservative place, lesbians generally adhere to rather strict gender roles. Overtly ‘butch’ lesbians, called tom (from ‘tomboy’), typically have short hair and wear men’s clothing. Femme lesbians refer to themselves as dêe (from ‘lady’). Visiting lesbians who don’t fit into one of these categories may find themselves met with confusion.


Drag Shows

Drag artists take to the stage at a number of venues in Bangkok and Chiang Mai, as well as Phuket and Ko Samui, but the performances held in Pattaya – such as the popular Tiffany’s Cabaret Show – are considered the most flamboyant and fun.








Accessible Travel


Thailand has better facilities for travellers with access needs than any country in Southeast Asia, bar Singapore. But navigating Thai cities is a challenge for those with a vision or mobility impairment. Accessing attractions, transport and islands can also be problematic.



Public Transport

In Bangkok, the Skytrain and metro are accessible for wheelchair users. However, long-distance trains are a bit of an access lottery, while buses and boats to the islands are difficult for people with a mobility issue.


Airport

Bangkok’s Suvarnabhumi Airport has decent facilities for travellers with mobility issues, with lift service, accessible toilets and air-bridges for boarding and disembarking planes. At other airports, make sure you advise your airline in advance that you require assistance.




Accommodation

Most midrange and top-end hotels have accessible rooms, but most budget hotels, guesthouses and many boutique hotels lack accessible facilities. However, they will do their best to meet your needs if you’re able to be adaptable.



MOVING AROUND

Given the poor state of pavements (sidewalks) in Thai cities and towns, or the complete lack of them, wheelchair users willing to take the risk and who have nerves of steel often find it easier to take to the roads.

Shopping Malls

All cities and many towns have at least one modern shopping mall, and this is the place to head for hassle-free shopping and eating, as well as an accessible toilet.

Blind Massage

There are several initiatives in Thailand aimed at assisting visually impaired people, including training them in the fine art of Thai massage. You’ll find blind massage places in most major destinations and they are worth supporting.

GETTING TO THE ISLANDS

The biggest challenge with accessing Thailand’s iconic islands is getting safely on and off boats and ferries at sometimes rickety piers. Choosing an island with an airport is often a better option.


RESOURCES

Accessible Thailand Tours (accessible-thailandtours.com) Recommended tours for people with age-, sight- or mobility-related issues.

Wheelchair Travel (wheelchairtravel.org/bangkok) Advice on how to access attractions, hotels and transport in Bangkok.

Disabled Holidays (disabledholidays.com) Information on Thailand for travellers with a disability.

Wheelchair Holidays Thailand (wheelchairtours.com) Tours for both elderly travellers and those with a disability.

Wheelchair Taxi Thailand (transport-disabled-bangkok.weebly.com) Based in Hua Hin, it offers countrywide taxi and tour services.




Few taxis are set up for people with access needs. Many run on natural gas with the tank in the boot (trunk), which limits space for a wheelchair or mobility aid. A small number of fully wheelchair-accessible taxis are available in Bangkok and Hua Hin.








Environmental Issues


Thailand has made positive steps in addressing environmental challenges. Giant new solar farms are part of the kingdom’s drive to be carbon neutral by 2050, while deforestation has been checked and animal conservation efforts are improving. But declining air quality is an increasingly critical problem, especially in Bangkok and northern Thailand.



Deforestation

Natural forest cover constituted about 31.6% of land area in 2019, according to Thailand’s Royal Forests Department, compared to 53.5% in 1961. Forest loss has now slowed to about 0.2% per year and total forest cover is up from 27.4% in 1990. In 1989 all logging was banned. It is now illegal to sell timber felled in Thailand, but this law is frequently flouted.

Flooding

Seasonal flooding is common in some parts of Thailand due to monsoon rains. But high-level, property-damaging floods have increased in recent years, induced in part by climate change. The record-busting 2011 floods resulted in 815 deaths and an estimated US$45.7 billion worth of damage, one of the world’s costliest natural disasters. In 2022, flooding in southern Thailand affected over half a million people, but there were also severe floods in Bangkok and Chiang Mai, while parts of Phuket suffered the worst floods in 50 years.
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Endangered Species

Thailand’s most famous animals are also the most endangered. A century ago, around 300,000 Asian elephants roamed the country. But habitat loss and poaching means there are now estimated to be no more than 3000 to 3700 wild elephants, with another 3500 to 4000 so-called domesticated pachyderms.

Around 150 wild Indochinese tigers stalk remote parts of Thailand. Poachers continue to kill the cats for the overseas wildlife trade, but Thailand has stepped up its tiger conservation efforts and is the only country in Southeast Asia where the wild tiger population is rising.


Going Solar

In 2022, a 720,000-sq-metre floating solar farm opened in northeast Thailand, the first of 15 huge solar farms the kingdom aims to open to achieve its commitment to be carbon neutral by 2050. However, Thailand still derives 55% of its energy from natural gas, and power generation, agriculture and industrial activity continue to account for the largest proportion of the country’s greenhouse gas emissions.
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AIR POLLUTION

On 6 April 2023, the air quality in Chiang Mai was officially rated the world’s worst, beating notoriously polluted cities such as Lahore and New Delhi. Every year between February and April – now known as the ‘haze season’ – Chiang Mai and much of northern Thailand is blanketed in a toxic smog, largely caused by farmers using fires to clear undergrowth and fertilise crops.

But air pollution is now an increasing issue across the kingdom, with choking smog forcing people in Bangkok to work from home and schools to close in early 2023. Air pollution caused around 29,000 deaths in Thailand in 2021, according to a 2022 Greenpeace report.






Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Bars and clubs close for certain religious holidays and during elections, when alcohol sales are banned.

Banks 8.30am–4.30pm Monday to Friday; ATMs 24 hours

Bars 6pm–midnight or 1am

Clubs 8pm–2am

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

Restaurants 8am–10pm

Shops 10am–9pm

Smoking

Banned in indoor places and on public transport, as well as on beaches and in parks. Vaping is widespread, but note that it is technically illegal to bring a vape or e-cigarette into Thailand.


GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
GMT/UTC+7

Country code
66

Emergency number / tourist police
191/1155

Population
71.6 million




Weights & Measures

Metric system, except for land measurements. Gold and silver are weighed in bàat (1 bàat = 15g

Internet Access

Almost all accommodation and airports offer free wi-fi, as do most cafes and many bars



Electricity 220V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Banks, embassies and government offices close for national holidays.

1 January New Year’s Day

February (varies) Makha Bucha

6 April Chakri Day

13–15 April Songkran Festival

1 May Labour Day

4 May Coronation Day

May (varies) Royal Ploughing Ceremony

May/June (varies) Visakha Bucha

3 June Her Majesty the Queen’s Birthday

28 July King Maha Vajiralongkorn’s Birthday

July/August (varies) Asanha Bucha

12 August Queen Sirikit’s Birthday/Mother’s Day

13 October Late King Bhumiphol’s Memorial Day

23 October Chulalongkorn Day

5 December Late King Bhumiphol’s Birthday/Father’s Day

10 December Constitution Day

31 December New Year’s Eve






Language


Standard Thai is actually a dialect spoken in Bangkok and the surrounding provinces. Most Thais understand it – but many speak another dialect.



Basics

Hello. สวัสดี. sà-wàt-dee

Goodbye. ลาก่อน. lah gòrn

Yes. ใช่. châi

No. ไม่. mâi

Please. ขอ. kŏr

Thank you. ขอบคุณ. kòrp kun

Excuse me. ขออภัย. kŏr à-pai

Sorry. ขอโทษ. kŏr tôht

What’s your name? คุณชื่ออะไร. kun chêu à-rai

My name is … ผม/ดิฉันชื่อ... pŏm/dì-chăn chêu... (m/f)

Do you speak English? คุณพูดภาษาอังกฤษได้ไหม. kun pôot pah-săh ang-grìt dâi măi

I don’t understand.  ผม/ดิฉันไม่เข้าใจ. pŏm/dì-chăn mâi kôw jai (mf)

Directions

Where’s...?

... อยู่ที่ไหน. … yòo têe năi

What’s the address?

ที่อยู่คืออะไร. têe yòo keu à-rai

Could you please write it down?

เขียนลงให้ได้ไหม. kěe·an long hâi dâi măi

Can you show me (on the map)?

ให้ดู (ในแผนที่) ได้ไหม. hâi doo (nai păan têe) dâi măi

Signs

ทางเข้า Entrance

ทางออก Exit

เปิด Open

ปิด Closed

ที่ติดต่อสอบถาม Information

ห้าม Prohibited

ห้องสุขา Toilets

ชาย Men

หยิง Women

Time

What time is it? กี่โมงแล้ว. gèe mohng láa·ou

morning เช้า. chów

afternoon บ่าย. bài

evening เย็น. yen

yesterday เมื่อวาน. mêu·a wahn

today วันนี้. wan née

tomorrow พรุ่งนี้. prûng née

Emergencies

Help! ช่วยด้วย. chôo·ay dôo·ay

Go away! ไปให้พ้น. Þai hâi pón

I’m ill. ผม/ดิฉันป่วย. pŏm/dì-chăn Þòo·ay (m/f)

Call a doctor! เรียกหมอหน่อย. rêe·ak mŏr nòy

Call the police! เรียกตำรวจหน่อย. rêe·ak đam·ròo·at nòy

Eating & drinking

What would you recommend?

คุณแนะนำอะไรบ้าง. kun náa-nam à-rai bâhng

Cheers! ไชโย. chai-yoh

That was delicious.

อร่อยมาก. à-ròy mâhk

I’d like (the menu), please. ขอ (รายการ อาหาร) หน่อย. kŏr (rai gahn ah-hăhn) nòy


NUMBERS

1

หนึ่ง nèung

2

สอง sŏrng

3

สาม săhm

4

สี่ sèe

5

ห้า hâh

6

หก hòk

7

เจ็ด jèt

8

แปด Þàat

9

เก้า gôw

10

สิบ sìp



THAI SCRIPT

The elegant characters of the Thai script are a source of fascination for those experiencing the language for the first time. The curved symbols seem to run together but they are all divisible into distinct alphabetical units. There are 44 consonants. Vowels are indicated by symbols that may appear before, after, above, below or even around the consonant.

Tone

In Thai the meaning of a single syllable may be altered by means of different tones. In standard Thai there are five: low tone, mid tone, falling tone, high tone and rising tone. The range of all five tones is relative to each speaker’s vocal range, so there is no fixed ‘pitch’ intrinsic to the language.

Close Relations

Thai belongs to the Tai language group, meaning that it is closely related to a number of languages spoken outside the borders of present-day Thailand. Some of these are Lao (Laos), Khampti (India) and Lue (China). The Isaan dialect, spoken in the northeast of Thailand, is linguistically identical to Lao.


Street Talk

a·ròy – delicious

bāan bāan – nothing special

chon gâew – cheers

fa·ràng – foreigner

gin khâo rěu yâng? – have you eaten?

hi-so – high society

taách – cool/very good

ron mâk – very hot

tíng-tòng – wacky, eccentric

wa ngâi – what’s up




A TOWER OF BABEL

Most of the languages spoken in Thailand belong to one of four major language families: Tai (a subfamily of Tai-Kadai languages), Mon-Khmer (a subfamily of Austroasiatic languages), Austronesian, and Sino-Tibetan.



WHO SPEAKS THAI?

Thailand’s official language is the dialect spoken and written in central Thailand, which has become the lingua franca of all Thai and non-Thai ethnic groups in the kingdom.
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THE THAILAND

STORYBOOK


Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Thai life



A History of Thailand in 14 Places

Venture forth through archaeological wonders, royal legacies and ancient cities

Aydan Stuart

Meet the Thais

Thailand’s reputation as the ‘Land of Smiles’ is true to some extent, but don’t be surprised when we express other emotions

Choltanutkun Tun-atiruj

Protected by Guardians: Thai Spirit Houses

Thailand’s culture of coexistence with its guardian spirits

Choltanutkun Tun-atiruj

It’s Not Too Late to Protect Paradise

How is Thailand dealing with the overtourism crisis, and what can visitors do to help out?

Amy Bensema

How to Approach Hill Tribe Tourism in Thailand

Thailand’s mountain tribes have influenced the region’s culture

Aydan Stuart

Thailand’s Most Popular Cuisine Takes Stock

Isan food is moving in surprising new directions

Chawadee Nualkhair
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A HISTORY OF THAILAND IN
14 PLACES


Venture forth through archaeological wonders, royal legacies and ancient cities, embracing the vibrant past of Thailand in real life locations. Era by era, these historical locations tell a story of Thailand’s evolution from ancient civilisations to modern-day marvels that captivate the mind and share insight into where the Land of Smiles really began.



THAILAND’S STRATEGIC LOCATION in the heart of Southeast Asia has made it a crossroads of diverse cultures and civilisations throughout history. As a geographical centre point for animals and humans, the fertile lands and favourable climate made it a prime location for trade, migration and cultural exchange.

From the time of the dinosaurs to Homo erectus fossils, Homo sapiens migrations and the rise and falls of kingdoms, the land that is now Thailand is home to an enormous amount of ancient and modern historical sites.

1. Jurassic Era, Khon Kaen

THE TRUE ORIGINS OF T-REX

Research and fossil records in Thailand and other regional locations suggest the Tyrannosaurus rex originated right here in Asia. Northeast Thailand is full of fossils, with most dating to the Jurassic and late-Triassic eras, providing the oldest such evidence of dinosaurs living in Southeast Asia.

To see these giant beasts for yourself, Khon Kaen is the de-facto dino destination of Thailand, with the Phu Wiang Dinosaur Museum housing the country’s best dinosaur remains, and the nearby Phu Wiang National Park still displaying actual dinosaur bones in situ, encased in sandstone and dating back more than 130 million years. If you’re dino mad, stop by Kalasin on your way and visit Thailand’s very own ‘Jurassic Park’, the Sirindhorn Dinosaur Museum.

2. Thailand’s First Human, Lampang

ONE MAN’S REMAINS REWRITES ASIAN HISTORY

As Homo erectus first traversed the region during the great migration some 500,000 years ago, one man met an unfortunate demise on the plains of Lampang and was forever encased in rock…until he was discovered by Thai archeologists.

Dubbed ‘Koh Ka Man’ after the town in which he was found, his discovery sparked debate about when the first human migration across the region took place. A model can be found at Lampang Geology Museum along with interesting exhibitions, while evidence of his more recent ancestors can be found at the Pra Thu Pha Archaeological Site, where you can see over 1800 prehistoric paintings that have miraculously survived the elements on a 300m section of exposed cliff face.

3. Neolithic Era, Udon Thani

THE RICE BOWL OF ASIA IS ESTABLISHED

Around 5000 to 4000 years ago, the Neolithic period saw the emergence of settled agricultural communities in Thailand. As people began cultivating crops and domesticating animals, more permanent villages and societies emerged.

The fertile plains and valleys around the Mekong provided ideal conditions for the growth of early civilisations. Ban Chiang archaeological site in Udon Thani offers a glimpse into Thailand’s prehistoric past, with some of the region’s best-preserved evidence of early human pottery, tools and other artefacts. This site is the most important prehistoric settlement so far discovered in Southeast Asia, marking the beginning and showing the development of the wet-rice culture that still feeds the region today.

4. Khmer Era, Buriram

THE RISE AND FALL OF POWERFUL EMPIRES

As messiahs came and went in the Middle East, Southeast Asia turned to metallurgy and cross-continental trade that connected them with neighbouring regions, such as the Indus Valley, China and the Malay Peninsula.

The influence of Indian culture began to spread to Southeast Asia, affecting art, language and religion. Between the 6th and 11th centuries, the Dvaravati and Khmer Empires held sway over great parts of Thailand, leaving behind impressive architectural marvels. Phanom Rung Historical Park in Buriram is where the Khmer empire first left its mark, with Thailand’s oldest Hindu-Khmer temple complex built on the edge of a (now-extinct) volcano. Phimai Historical Park in Nakhon Ratchasima has incredibly preserved Khmer temples.

5. Lanna Kingdom, Chiang Mai

ANCIENT KINGDOM STILL DEFINING NORTHERN THAI CULTURE

In 1296, Chiang Mai was founded by King Mengrai as the biggest and final capital of the Lanna Kingdom, the kingdom of a million ricefields. At Three Kings Monument, marvel at the historical account of traditional life at Lanna Folklife Museum or visit the city’s oldest temple, Wat Chiang Man, for its spectacular chedi encircled by elephants and a Sri Lankan Buddha image said to hold powers to bring rain.

Previous kingdom capitals also include Chiang Saen, Fang, Chiang Rai and Wiang Kum Kam, each home to relics and temples that hold secrets of this impressive kingdom’s past, that by 1557 fell into Burmese rule for over 200 years before being liberated by Siam.
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6. Sukhothai Era, Sukhothai

WHEN THAI CULTURE FIRST EMERGED

Often called the birthplace of Thai culture, the Sukhothai Kingdom marks a significant period in Thailand’s history. Founded in the 13th century, Sukhothai was a centre of artistic and cultural creativity, much of which can be seen in the well-preserved ruins of Sukhothai Historical Park.

For 200 years the kingdom ruled the plains of modern-day Thailand, heralding the invention of the Thai language and the adoption of Theravada Buddhism. To the north, the city of Si Satchanalai stood as defence to the Lanna and Burmese armies, while Kamphaeng Phet sat on the edge of Mae Nam Ping, a major trade route during the Middle Ages.

7. Forgotten Southern Empires, Surat Thani

THE REGION’S LARGEST CULTURAL CROSSROADS

When it comes to Thai history, the southern strip is often relegated to the footnotes. However, the Malay Peninsula (connecting Malaysia, Thailand and Myanmar) was once a key cultural crossroads, with traders and cultures crossing paths in Surat Thani, Nakhon Si Thammarat and Songkhla for over 2000 years.

Learn about the Hindu-Buddhist Srivijaya Empire, which ruled most of the region from the 7th to 13th centuries, at Chaiya National Museum in Surat Thani, which also tells of how Arab traders introduced Muslim beliefs to the region. Neighbouring ancient city Ligor was one of the oldest cities by size in Thailand, with a rich history of war and peace that can be unearthed at National Museum of Nakhon Si Thammarat.

8. Ayuthaya Kingdom, Ayuthaya

THAILAND’S SECOND KINGDOM AND THE ORIGINS OF ROYALTY

Established in the 14th century following Sukhothai’s reign, the Ayuthaya Kingdom quickly became one of the most prosperous and influential kingdoms in Southeast Asia and was officially known as Siam’s second capital. By the 18th century, it had become one of the world’s largest and most cosmopolitan urban areas and a centre of global diplomacy and commerce.

At Ayuthaya Historical Park, you can still see remnants of this once-mighty empire, reflecting its grandeur and international stature. And despite being sacked by the Burmese in 1767, its legacy lived on and the city was reunified by King Taksin who established a new capital in Thonburi and, later, Bangkok.

9. Thonburi Kingdom, Thonburi & Chanthaburi

THAILAND’S ALMOST FORGOTTEN BANGKOK-BASED KINGDOM

King Taksin was the one and only ruler of the Thonburi Kingdom that ruled Thailand in 1767–82. Liberating Ayuthaya from the Burmese earned him the right to rule, and although warfare occupied most of his reign, his attention to politics, unification, economy and welfare earned him respect. The King Taksin Monument in the centre of Wong Wian Yai roundabout is a tribute to his reign. After just 15 years on the throne, he was executed by a lifelong friend who subsequently founded the Chakri dynasty that rules Thailand to this day.

10. WWII, Kanchanaburi

MORE THAN THE BRIDGE ON THE RIVER KWAI

Thailand was neutral during WWII until it was invaded by the Japanese, who persuaded the nation to join the Axis Powers. Thailand maintained its sovereignty (mostly) in exchange for allowing Japanese troops to invade British-held Malaya and Burma from its land.

Kanchanaburi became a Japanese stronghold during the war, with many places bearing witness to the era. Hellfire Pass Interpretative Centre pays tribute to the history of Death Railway, built by Allied prisoners of war and forced local labour. Kanchanaburi War Cemetery honours those who died. In the city, a train can be caught across the Bridge on the River Kwai (made famous by the film of the same name).

11. Revolution Era, Bangkok

ONE KING, 10 COUPS, 17 CONSTITUTIONS

Thailand has seen its fair share of coup and revolution during the last hundred years, the first being the Siamese Revolution of 1932 that effectively ended 700 years of absolute monarchy, replacing it with a constitutional monarchy and parliamentary system. After five coups d’état, a violent crackdown by Thai police and right-wing paramilitaries against leftist protesters at Thammasat University in 1976 became known as the 6 October massacre. Today, the October 6 Museum Project hosts an annual commemoration of those events at the university (military officials permitting) with lectures, discussions, film screenings and performance art. In total, the reign of King Bhumibol Adulyadej witnessed 10 coups and 17 constitutions.

12. Cloak & Dagger (& Silk), Bangkok

BIZARRE AND FASCINATING STORIES OF JIM THOMPSON

In ’50s and ’60s Bangkok, American businessman Jim Thompson entered Thailand’s elite, becoming one of Asia’s most famous Westerners. He wore many hats, as an architect, a retired army officer, a one-time spy, a silk merchant and a renowned collector of antiques. Yet he was most famed for single handedly reinventing Thailand’s silk industry and lifting thousands of Thailand’s poorest out of poverty through progressive employment. Although mysteriously disappearing while hiking Malaysia’s Cameron Highlands, never to be found again, his legacy lives on at House by the Klong – a mansion made by Thompson using parts of old up-country houses – now home to the Jim Thompson House museum.

13. Death of the King, Bangkok

THE MOST PIVOTAL MOMENT IN RECENT THAI HISTORY

On 13 October 2016, the world’s longest-reigning monarch, King Bhumibol Adulyadej, passed away aged 88 and a year-long period of mourning was announced.

For months, entertainment venues remained closed, while anything ‘joyful’ was avoided and TV was replaced with 24-hour coverage of the late king and royal events.

After the cremation in Sanam Luang (an open park designed for royal ceremony near Th Khao San), the king’s remains and ashes were taken to the Grand Palace and enshrined at the Chakri Mahaprasat Throne Hall, the Royal Cemetery and Wat Bowonniwet Vihara Royal Temple. Almost every province is home to a memorial or museum dedicated to the king and his legacy.

14. Ancient City, Samut Prakan

SEE ALL OF THAILAND’S HISTORY IN ONE PLACE!

The Ancient City in Samut Prakan is often called the ‘world’s largest outdoor museum’, and is home to near-to-life-size replicas of Thailand’s most famous historical and architectural landmarks. The park is designed to mimic the map of Thailand, with the addition of land dedicated to the Buddhist heavens of Survanabhumi and ancient lost civilisations of gods and deities, complete with mythical serpent temples and towering godly stupas. It’s a great way to get all your history in one fell swoop if you can’t face travelling across plains and mountains to find it.
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MEET THE
THAIS


Thailand’s reputation as the ‘Land of Smiles’ is true to some extent, but don’t be surprised when we express other emotions – we aren’t always smiley. Choltanutkun Tun-atiruj introduces her people.
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OF THE ROUGHLY 70 million people living in Thailand’s 77 provinces, the nation’s capital, Bangkok, has a population of over 10 million. The rest of the country is nothing like Bangkok, and Bangkok is nothing like the rest of the country. However, you’ll be able to find a little piece of each province of Thailand in Bangkok, as many Thai people have had to move here for job opportunities. These people speak different dialects and eat different types of cuisine from all over the country.

Because Bangkok’s traffic is pretty bad, we are always late, and the bad traffic is commonly used as a reason (or excuse) for our lateness. Never expect a Thai person to be on time. In fact, if a Thai person ever shows up on time, ask them if everything is OK.

The Thais are not at all confrontational. Confrontation is considered rude, and we don’t believe in rocking the boat; we prefer to just let all of those waves of emotion float underneath the surface, without expressing them. We keep everything in, and we put on our best smiles when talking to people, even if we’re not happy with them (hence the ‘Land of Smiles’ moniker). But trust me when I say that you don’t want to hear what we say behind closed doors!

It’s pretty normal for you to see us trying to play with toddlers, even if we’ve never met them before: we want to hold babies and snap photos of them! This is nothing to worry about. We just find babies cute, that’s all.

The Political Climate

Thailand has had 13 successful coups in its history, and the country is trying to ensure that everyone can coexist: younger Thais are fighting for a better future and discarding old beliefs; older Thais are trying to maintain the old ways.

Thais love to take care of their guests and make sure that they’ve eaten. A typical Thai family wouldn’t appear as affectionate towards each other as a typical Western family would. But a mother asking if you’ve eaten yet and making sure there’s food in the kitchen before she leaves for work? That’s considered the equivalent of saying ‘I love you’.

There are so many ways to address another person in Thailand, and all of these ways are based on age; ‘P’ is used to address someone who’s older than you; ‘Nong’ is for someone younger; ‘Naa’ is for someone younger than your mum; ‘Ar’ is for someone younger than your dad; ‘Paa’ is for a female and ‘Lung’ is for a male who is older than both your mum and dad. You’ll hear these words used to address people (usually in conjunction with the addressee’s name) on a daily basis. Confusingly, their use doesn’t always reflect age. Someone older than you might call you ‘P’ for the first time without knowing your name. This is done to imply in a low-key way that they respect you.


KRENG JAI

There’s a term in Thai that we Thais struggle to find an English equivalent for, and that term is kreng jai. It’s an adjective used to express a trait of consideration with a hint of shyness, arising mostly out of the fact that you don’t want to trouble the other person. For example, it’s late, and you’re leaving a house party. A friend offers you a ride home, even though she doesn’t live in the same area as you. In response, you say, ‘No, it’s OK, I’ll get a taxi. I’m kreng jai.’ This is a truly classic trait of the Thais. If I’m being honest, the ‘Land of Smiles’ doesn’t resonate so well with me. We have other emotions, and honestly, none of us are smiley all the time – but kreng jai? It definitely lies at the core of each of us.







PROTECTED BY GUARDIANS:
THAI SPIRIT HOUSES


Thailand’s culture of coexistence with its guardian spirits. By Choltanutkun Tun-atiruj
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IN A TYPICAL Thai household, the family living in it may not be the only ‘people’ there – you might find other beings living in the house, too.

San phra phum (spirit houses) are the miniature houses commonly seen outside of homes, buildings and public spaces in Thailand. They are typically built on a raised platform in the traditional Thai architectural style, with intricate details and vibrant colours. If you take a closer look inside these spirit houses, you will see the tiny figurines of chao thi (guardian spirits) and their servants, and sometimes animals, too. These houses are an integral part of Thai animistic beliefs and are used to provide a place for the spirits to reside.

In Thailand, san phra phum are deeply rooted in the country’s spiritual beliefs and cultural traditions. However, they are not considered religious objects in the same way as temples or shrines; rather, they serve as a means to establish a harmonious relationship with chao thi who have been living in the area long before the current residents. For example, if someone is building a house or already living in a certain area, they have to maintain a good relationship with the resident chao thi.

Purpose & Offerings

The purpose of san phra phum is to provide a dedicated space for the guardian spirits to live and receive offerings. We believe that spirits play a significant role in our daily lives, so maintaining a harmonious relationship with them is essential for good fortune, protection and prosperity. The spirit houses act as a physical representation of this relationship and serve as a focal point for offerings and prayers. Spirit houses can be found on private property and land, and you can also find larger communal spirit houses in public spaces, such as temples, markets and parks. These larger spirit houses are maintained by the community and serve as spaces where people can come together to make offerings and pay their respects.

Offerings made to chao thi often include flowers, fruit, incense sticks, candles and small food items. These offerings are believed to please the spirits and ensure their benevolence towards the occupants of the property. It is customary for Thai people to make these offerings on a regular basis, typically in the morning or evening. Different chao thi like different offerings. Sometimes, you’ll come across san phra phum with traditional Thai dresses hanging out in front; on other occasions, you’ll see animal figurines. As well as the dresses and figurines, for some reason – and this is what you’ll see absolutely everywhere – chao thi only ever want to have Fanta Strawberry (the red one) as their drink of choice. Some theories as to why this is the case? Many Thai people migrated here from China, where the colour red is seen as being lucky, while in Thai culture, the colour red is associated with blood, signifying both fertility and sacrifice. This explains why the drink is so common in the spirit houses and shrines throughout the country. However, these are just two of the very many theories, and we will never know for sure why chao thi only want this drink!

NOBODY REALLY KNOWS FOR SURE WHO WAS THE FIRST PERSON TO START PRAYING TO THE TREES. BUT ONCE YOU BEGIN TO SEE OFFERINGS BEING PLACED IN FRONT OF A TREE, KNOW THAT IT IS NOW SACRED AND THAT IT HAS TO BE RESPECTED
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Doll’s Houses, Trees & Spooky Stories

Because san phra phum (and the little figurines inside) look so much like doll’s houses, most Thai children are told a spooky story, often by their grandparents, that if they ever play with or take any of the offerings from the spirit houses, bad things will happen to them. And not just typical ‘bad things’ – children are told that the spirits will find them and ‘break their neck’. This story has been passed down from generation to generation, and it ensures that no one messes around with the spirit houses, especially children. However, chao thi are good spirits: they are meant to protect you and your home from bad spirits. And since they’re good, maybe try not to bully them or take away their food.

Apart from the spirit houses, you may also come across trees with strips of colourful fabric wrapped around the trunk, traditional Thai dresses hanging off the branches and an open bottle of that Fanta Strawberry, complete with straw (never forget the straw), on the table in front, as well as some Thai desserts. These trees are also considered to be sacred, as they are said to have spirits living inside them. Nobody really knows for sure who was the first person to start praying to the trees. But once you begin to see offerings being placed in front of a tree, know that it is now sacred and that it has to be respected. Period. The rules for san phra phum also apply here: you should never take any offerings from the sacred trees – those cute animal figurines are not free for you to take home as a souvenir. The exception to this rule is stray dogs and cats, who don’t know any better. When they eat the food offerings of a spirit house or sacred tree, they are forgiven.

Another spooky story about the san phra phum that has been told for generations? This one is about incense: the Thais believe that if you can smell incense but can’t see an incense stick burning near you, it means a spirit is visiting you or is right next to you. This ‘spirit’ can be anything from a guardian spirit to a bad spirit or a deceased loved one. You might not be able to see them, but they are there – in the smell of the incense. There’s no need to be scared: you should just talk to them and ask them what they want, or tell them that you’ll make offerings for them at the temple so that they don’t have to keep showing up.

We will never be able to explain all of these traditions and stories. But just like in the real world, where we have real relationships with real people, we should also try to maintain a harmonious relationship with these guardian spirits – for love, protection and prosperity.





IT’S NOT TOO LATE
TO PROTECT PARADISE


How is Thailand dealing with the overtourism crisis, and what can visitors do to help out? By Amy Bensema
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FOR TRAVELLERS LOOKING to escape the daily grind and enjoy a sun-kissed holiday, there’s no debating: Thailand’s 1430 islands make it one of the most popular spots to unwind in Southeast Asia. And when it comes to dazzling seas and magnificent beaches, there’s no better destination than the Andaman Coast. If you’ve been dreaming of ditching the nine-to-five and trading in your loafers for flip-flops, it’s entirely possible you may never return home after you arrive. Indeed, it’s not unusual for first-time travellers to Thailand to fall head-over-heels in love: with the country’s landscape, its unique culture, the fantastic food and the hospitable people.

And then there’s that carefree island lifestyle, with its ‘anything goes’ attitude. Unfortunately, it’s this particular attitude, combined with a lack of cultural awareness, that has been causing trouble in paradise.

The Price of Paradise

When it comes to protecting the places we love, the stakes couldn’t be higher. Unspoiled, off-the-beaten-track islands can become overrun in a single season, especially when a steady influx of tourist footprints leads to unregulated development. A number of islands off the Andaman Coast, once considered Thailand’s last real paradise, are now facing the problems that come with rapid overdevelopment. Hotels and guesthouses have spread across once vacant stretches of land, straining natural resources to such an extent that fresh water often runs dry, especially during the peak season, when there’s little to no rainfall for several months.

Name-brand convenience stores often replace the small mum-and-pop shops, resulting in native islanders losing their livelihoods. Rubbish is another problematic issue. Most of these islands have no landfill or recycling facilities, and rubbish often piles up for weeks at a time before a boat from the mainland can come to retrieve it.

The problem isn’t just that the rubbish heaps look unsightly and smell bad, but that they also attract pests, like rodents and snakes. In an attempt to combat the situation, large piles of rubbish are often burned, which then introduces pollutants to the atmosphere.

It’s also worth remembering that holidays on these islands don’t come cheap, and even the most budget-friendly accommodation falls in Thailand’s midrange category. Because cooking essentials are often shipped in from the mainland, dining out is also expensive. Needless to say, if you want smashed avocado on toasted sourdough for breakfast, you’re going to pay through the nose for it.

How Much Tourism is Too Much Tourism?

Love ’em or hate ’em, today’s social-media influencers are pros when it comes to creating buzz. But what happens when an influencer claims to have discovered a ‘hidden gem’ or a ‘secret beach’, and the beach in question is a tiny island that’s completely unprepared for being showered with attention? Unsurprisingly, the consequences can be overwhelming. To be sure, many of Thailand’s islands thrive on tourism, and if people were to suddenly stop visiting, a large part of the local economy might collapse. But too much tourism is not always a good thing.

Take Ao Maya as an example. Located on Ko Phi-Phi Leh, the bay became famous as the setting for the Hollywood blockbuster The Beach, starring Leonardo DiCaprio. In the years that followed the movie, droves of tourists, sometimes numbering up to 8000 per day, flocked to the bay on speedboats from Krabi and Phuket – unironically in search of an idyllic paradise. The result was horrific. The beach at Ao Maya became littered with food wrappers, plastic bottles and cigarette butts. And that’s not even considering all the damage that speedboats caused by dropping anchor on the bay’s fragile coral reefs.

In 2018, the Thai government made a groundbreaking decision to close Ao Maya in order to allow the ecosystem to recover. The result? Nature took over and marine life like the blacktip reef shark returned to the waters. Ao Maya reopened in early January 2022 with new rules and regulations in place to combat overtourism. Now, the bay closes two months every year for conservation purposes; so far, these efforts have been a success.

Be a Better Tourist

It’s not too late to protect this swath of paradise. We just have to be better tourists. We should all continue to visit Thailand’s magnificent islands, especially the ones that are more difficult to reach, like Ko Lipe and Ko Phayam. Even with overdevelopment, these islands remain truly exceptional. There are beautiful beaches and dense jungle interiors to discover, and the water that surrounds them is some of the clearest you will see in Thailand. Needless to say, the snorkelling and diving sites here are fabulous. However, when visiting these places, it’s important to also be mindful of the problems that overdevelopment brings.

Remember that you are a guest here; be kind to the locals and support them when you can. Buy affordable, delicious meals from a street-food vendor instead of dining out at an international chain. Get your daily essentials from a mum-and-pop shop where possible. And while it might be fun to barter at a big market in Bangkok, it’s important to remember that prices for almost everything on the islands are fixed, so there’s no need to haggle with local vendors in the hopes of scoring a deal.

Also be mindful of your rubbish, especially when going on day trips that focus on snorkelling in the national parks. Do not litter; plan on packing out your own rubbish and throwing it away only after you return to your accommodation. Conserve water and electricity: all the accommodation options on these islands will offer in-room tips and tricks. These are put in place to conserve the natural resources on the island, not to deprive us of air-conditioned comfort while staying at a beachfront bungalow.

Lastly, enjoy your time on the mainland and the islands, but remember: this is a paradise that could easily vanish if we don’t do our best to protect it.





HOW TO APPROACH
HILL TRIBE TOURISM IN THAILAND


Thailand’s mountain tribes have deeply influenced the region’s culture. As tourists, we can foster support for, not exploitation of, their communities. By Aydan Stuart



WHILE VISITING NORTHERN Thailand (and parts of northeastern Thailand, too), you’ll likely hear of the rich and varied tribes that populate the remote, mountainous regions. Better known as hill tribes (Chao Khao in Thai), this term is used by tribespeople, authorities and organisations to collectively define the nine official ethnic minorities living in the north. But dig under the surface and you’ll discover a thriving world of unique communities rich in culture and eager to share their way of life with the world.

Since the introduction (then eradication) of opium in the region, many hill-tribe communities have turned to tourism or agriculture – relying on the tourist dollar or government coffee programs to support their families and maintain their traditions. According to the International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA), the estimated hill-tribe population in Thailand is just under one million people, accounting for 1.5% of the total population.

While the ethics of visiting hill tribes is often a matter of debate, great efforts have been made in recent years to return autonomy and profits from tourism to the hands of the tribes themselves, supporting what otherwise is a generally persecuted and restricted group of people.

Owners of the Mountains

When national boundaries in Southeast Asia were redrawn during the colonial era, many hill tribes were divided. This created a bureaucratic nightmare for many remote villages, with no country accepting them as their own. As a result, you can find many tribes, such as the Lua, Karen and Akha, living on both sides of the borders of Thailand, Myanmar and Laos – most without any identification or official citizenship status.

As a result, many tribespeople in Thailand are victims of official discrimination, with citizen applications being left unprocessed for decades. Without documentation, these people are unable to leave their village without prior consent and have no access to state education, legal employment, healthcare or benefits. With no chance of work, tourism and agricultural trade have become some of the few things that allow them to earn enough money to survive. Yet despite these obstacles, most Thais treat hill tribes with the utmost respect. In fact, the word hill tribe in Thai translates to ‘owners of the mountains’.
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Not All Wooden Huts

One big misconception about hill tribes today is that they still live in wooden huts deep in the jungle. And while this may be true for some villages, a growing number of traditional hill-tribe communities have upgraded to more modern housing, connecting to running water and electricity, enjoying greater employment opportunities as a result.

While villages like Huay Pu Keng are more traditional, other hill-tribe destinations like Baan Jabo, and the Karen village supported by Chai Lai Orchid, sport concrete housing and look just like any regular Thai village.

But regardless of the village style, virtually all travel operators offer tours and treks that interact with hill tribes. To be sure of authenticity and to respect those you visit, ask the operator to identify the tribe and share some background about their culture and traditions. This a good sign they know what they’re talking about. Organisations and NGOs like the Mirror Foundation (themirrorfoundation.org) and PDA Tours (part of nonprofit Hilltribe Museum & Education Centre in Chiang Rai) can arrange culturally respectful tours that incorporate volunteering and education.

Nine Tribes of Northern Thailand

Nine so-called ‘hill tribes’ are officially recognised in Thailand: the Hmong, Karen, Lisu, Mien, Akha, Lahu, Lua, Thin and Khamu. Generally speaking, they often follow a way of life more closely connected to nature, using but not abusing the natural resources around them. While many tribes have strong animist and ancestral belief systems, there are an equal number who now follow Christianity, likely a result of a zealous Western missionary effort across the region during the mid-20th century.

The Karen are by far the largest indigenous tribe in Thailand (with almost 20 times more in neighbouring Myanmar) and are often the most settled. And while most are now in permanent housing, they still follow traditions that leave forests as undisturbed as possible. The Karen tribe has a number of sub-distinctions, including the famous ‘long neck’ tribe and the forest-sustainable tribe of ‘Pga k’nyau’. It’s important to note that the long neck tribes are almost all refugees in Thailand, fleeing persecution from their homeland of Myanmar.

The Hmong tribe originates from China and can be easily identified at the Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai night markets thanks to their colourful costumes and elaborate silver jewellery. There are two divisions:Blue, referring to the tribes that historically practised cannibalism, and White, in reference to tribes who rejected the practice.

Akha were once the leading opium producers in the region, thriving from the high-profit trade and adhering to a strict rule not to take the drug themselves. Today, they’re better known for corn and coffee production, the crops hand-harvested by women dressed in elaborate headdresses.

The Lisu hail from a Tibetan past and are known for passing down their history and tradition in the form of song. Although not the most numerous, they are very entrepreneurial when it comes to tourism.

The Lahu are another Tibet-origin tribe that is today divided into five subgroups: Red, Yellow, Black, White and Sheleh. They are strongly independent but also open to modern developments and are often found running tourist homestays in Mae Hong Son.

As one of the largest ethnic minority groups in Laos, it’s surprising to learn that fewer than 10,000 Khamu people live in Thailand, clustered on the border in Nan Province. Often isolated, this tribe mostly trades and interacts with larger tribes nearby, such as the Hmong.

Mien are a sub-sect of the Yao peoples of southern China, migrating to Thailand over centuries. Mien people speak their own language, but their culture and beliefs are closely tied to their Chinese ancestors, sacred Taoist-origin texts written in Chinese still handed down through generations.

Both Lua and Thin tribes hail from Laos, straddling the hills that make up the natural border between the two countries. Traditional villages display a ‘spirit gate’ to protect them from all evils coming from the outside world, and during the pandemic, many villages closed all entrances for the duration to protect their communities.
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By Tribes for Tribes

While the existence of ‘human-zoo’ type villages cannot be ignored, the number of makeshift villages constructed purely for busloads of tourists has significantly declined after the pandemic forced profiteers out. Today, most tourist-friendly hill-tribe villages are run, managed and maintained by their own community, with funds and profits shared among those who need it most.

Majoh, a long-neck Karen tribesperson living in Mae Hong Son, fully supports her village being open to tourists. ‘Aside from bringing in more money than hunting and gathering ever could, inviting tourists to visit our village means we can uphold our traditional way of life and not be forced to take illegal labour jobs in the cities,’ she says. ‘The money we earn can pay for education and healthcare, and generally uphold our community.’ Organisations such as DoiSter and Thai LocalistA (both searchable on Facebook) also reflect this understanding, being run by (or working directly with) hill tribes and tribal leaders looking to better establish a more sustainable connection between curious tourists and open-armed locals.

Themed tours and out-of-the-way visits have been designed in a way that shares opportunity, allowing visitors to get to know the mountain tribes’ way of life and learn traditional crafts, while sharing their experiences, trading language and enriching each other’s lives. And while the plight of the hill-tribe peoples is far from over, tourism is one of the most effective ways to support these groups directly and help their communities thrive.





THAILAND’S MOST POPULAR CUISINE
TAKES STOCK


Once seen as a simple jumble of grilled meats and spicy salads, Isan food is moving in surprising new directions. By Chawadee Nualkhair
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IT IS NEARLY impossible to walk down a Bangkok street without encountering a chicken thigh grilling over hot charcoal, or a vendor assiduously pounding on a green papaya salad with a mortar and pestle. For a people who like to characterise northeastern Thailand as a provincial backwater, Bangkokians sure do like the region’s food. Most gatherings involve an Isan dish or two, and even food-industry surveys show Isan food to be the most popular food in Thailand. Although Thailand’s most populous region is also its poorest, the food from there is pretty much inescapable.

Most people, even in Thailand, think of Isan food as an unchanging monolith, a collection of dishes notably crowned by its most popular offerings, the ‘holy trinity’ of gài yâhng (grilled chicken), sôm·đam (green papaya salad) and kôw něe·o (sticky rice). Emblematic of the types of flavours that people all over the world associate with Thai cuisine – spicy, salty, sour and a little sweet – Isan food is a bona-fide crowd pleaser, easy to eat and to enjoy. It’s little wonder, then, that Bangkok is home to a mushrooming number of Isan eateries playing Isan music, displaying Isan fabrics and even including lôw kŏw (Isan moonshine) on their menus.

The funny thing is that ‘Isan food’, as the world knows it – or even as Bangkok knows it – is not the cuisine that you encounter when you are actually in northeastern Thailand. It is definitely less sweet, as Isan food is not meant to have any sugar in it; it’s probably also less tart, as Isan salads often only include lime when Bangkokians are the customers. It might be funkier, leavened with the taste of plaa rah (fermented anchovy sauce), believed to be adopted from the Khmers. It might not even be as spicy, as most Isan-ers, including acclaimed chef Weerawat ‘Num’ Triyasenawat of Samuay & Sons in Udon Thani, remember Isan food as being less fiery and more ‘refreshing’ in their childhoods. They also remember it being, well, less ‘Isan’. Instead, the region is a patchwork quilt of identities (much like Thailand itself), knit from the local tribes who have called the area home for centuries.

‘In terms of history, we don’t have deep roots such as them,’ said chef Num. ‘These lands were developed from indigenous people.’

In the upper northwestern edge of the region, bordered by the Mekong River, the people rely on the local seafood filched from the water. That means making use of plaa kŏng, or freshwater fish, like soldier river barb, sheatfish and red-tail catfish, slathering them in salt and grilling them over an open flame, or mincing the meat finely and adding herbs and spices before serving the salad lightly poached or raw. In the true north and along the eastern Mekong, Vietnamese influences predominate, brought to life by the migrants who fled across the border to escape French rule.

But the prevailing influence, evident throughout the region, is that of Laos. Along the highways that criss-cross Isan are hand-painted signs promising lâhp (minced-meat salads), gôy (raw minced-meat salads) and tŏm (clear soups devoid of coconut milk, an uncommon ingredient in Isan cooking). Nám tok, meat ‘salads’ made with a fistful of chillies and local herbs like sawtooth coriander, liberally pepper menus, while mòk, minced meats that are wrapped in banana leaves and steamed over flames, can be found at every food market. Accompanying these dishes, typically laid out on a pakaao, or tray, is a vast selection of fresh seasonal greens plucked from nearby forests, some meant to add their flavours to the fray (wild guava leaves) and some meant to lessen the sting of the chillies (cucumbers and Thai eggplant).

Even the choice of ingredients themselves are subject to change; every recipe in Isan is nothing if not flexible. Although many provinces are verdant and fresh, a big swath of the southern and central areas is arid and dry, difficult to farm in the non-rainy seasons. If that means making your sôm·đam out of green banana, corn or cucumber, so be it; if that means taking your seasoning from tangy red ants or protein from local crickets, that works too. Indeed, at every night market in Isan, the bug vendor is often the most swamped, as customers make their choices, the bugs are crisp-fried in a wok, and then seasoned with chilies, lime juice and lemongrass.

But as popular as the current incarnation of Isan food is, both at home and outside the region, there are people who are seeking to move it forward, using the very elements that once painted the cuisine as ‘primitive’. Chef Num incorporates fish-sauce-like cricket garum, Laotian smoked chillies that recall chorizo, and mang man, glossy ants that sell for up to 2000B a kilo. At Kaen in Khon Kaen, chef Paisarn Cheewinsiriwat includes a selection of Isan ‘eau de vies’ in his tasting menus, showcasing a type of moonshine typically served near motorcycle-taxi stands , served with a side of pickled mango or water olive to chase away the bite.

Northeastern Thailand is also making its mark on the national cuisine in other ways. Although frequently characterised as ‘drought-stricken’, Surin Province is also where some of the best rice in Thailand is grown. In the province of Khon Kaen, Thai-Japanese cows are being reared for their Wagyu beef. In the north, farmers grow what some consider to be the tastiest mangoes in the country. If nothing else, Isan at least has its food, and ample time with which it can eventually rule the world.
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“Muang Chiang Mai’s walls contain hundreds of temples and relics, while bustling night bazaars, organic markets and the soothing ambience of Mae Nam Ping all add to the allure.”
AYDAN STUART
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“Do you dream of seeing herds of wild elephants roaming through the forest in their natural habitat? At Kuiburi National Park, the experience is almost always guaranteed.”
AMY BENSEMA
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Northern Thailand

RUGGED MOUNTAINS, CULTURAL WONDERS

Laid-backand dynamic, northern Thailand is home to soaring, jungle-covered
mountains. It's here you will find Thailand’s mosticonic waterfalls, rushing
rivers and mysterious caves. The north hosts a mosaic of ethnic minorities and
treks to their villages reveal Thailand's roots, just as a visit to the ancient city
of Sukhothai offers insights into how Thailand the nation emerged.

Chiang Mai Province . .
Chiang Mai
THE ROSE OF THE NORTH +
- ) ) Province
This is northern Thailand's beating heart, where Northeastern
ancientand modern cultures intertwine. It's also Thailand
a food lover's destination. Beyond Chiang Mai's Northern
venerable city walls lie superb vistas, from lime- Thailand THAILAND'S HIDDEN
green ricefields to mystical forest temples. Here, HEARTLEAND
you can also get up close with Thailand’s national Thenortheast might be
animal at ethical elephant sanctuaries. Thailand's best-kept secret.
The most populous region is
Northeastern a.};ogtiﬂls-se(\e’p ftrontier wherde
q ai, Laotian, Vietnamese an
. Thailand Cambodian influences left
Central Thailand their mark. Known as ‘Isan’,
, thisisa mixof jungle, peaks
EXPLORE THAILAND'S MOST UNDERRATED REGION Ceqtral and farmland, while the mighty
An area of enticing contrasts with ancient cities and Thailand Mekong snakes along its far
national parks. Ayuthaya, once the royal capital of Siam, easternboundaries. There are
isa virtual open-air museum, while Lopburi’s ancient national parks, temples and
Khmer temples and palaces are overrun by sacred Bangkok & ruins, and you might be the only
macaque monkeys. Kanchanaburi has national parks, fround o Ko Chang & the visitor.
remote villages and WWiII sites. Fewer foreigners travel Eastern Seaboard
here, so you can experience a more authentic Thailand.
Hua Hin &
the Upper Gulf :
PP Hua Hin & the Bangkok & Around Ko Chang & the
CHARMING COASTAL TOWNS AND
NATURAL WONDERS Upper Gulf SOUTHEAST ASIA'S MOST Eastern Seaboard
Domestic tourists flock here for long, SEDUCTIVE CAPITAL BEAUTIFUL BEACHES AND NATURE
wide beaches, fine seafood restaurants Ban9k°kW°W§V'5[‘°r5 W"h b Popular with locals, the eastern
and national parks. Hua Hin is a mix of city unbeatable combination of glittering seaboard has islands and superb
sophistication and seaside holiday town, temples and royal palaces, restau rants, seafood, and you canimmerse yourself
while family-friendly Pranburi and Prachuap markets and megamalls, spas offering in provincial Thai life. Ko Chang has
Khiri Khan are popular with travellers. For a world-class pampering, and cocktail beaches, forest and fishing villages,
different experience, ancient Phetchaburi bars atop skyscrapers with dizzying while its tiny neighbours Ko Kutand Ko
has temples and royal palaces, and PANCIAMIC VIEWS. D mentlonfhe Wai offer a castaway experience. On
Thailand's largest national park nearby. thriving LGBTIQ- scene, the live music, the mainland, historic town Chanthaburi
parksAandA an}?l.lus; beyon? ﬁzngkﬁk,too, is known for its gems and fruit, while
areriverine islands, canal-side villages i .
Phuket & the and floating markets. Trat's wooden shop housesare a

Andaman Coast

Phuket & the Andaman Coast

BEACHES, JUNGLE-CLAD ISLANDS, TURQUOISE SEA
Phuketis Thailand's largest island, but beyondits superb

Ko Samui &
the Lower Gulf

reminder of old Thailand.

Ko Samui & the Lower Gulf

BEACHES, DIVING, STREET FOOD AND HISTORY

beaches, flashy resorts and world-class restaurants are
other drop-dead gorgeous islands like stunning Ko Lipe,
family-friendly Ko Lanta and backpacker favourite Ko Phi-
Phi, as well as rock-climbing hub Railay and marine national
parks. Off the islands are sleepy Thai towns and national
parks packed with wildlife, waterfalls and caves.

This region is home to three of Thailand’s most spectacular
islands. Superstar Ko Samui has beaches and wellness resorts,
Ko Pha-Ngan hosts the world-famous Full Moon parties and
Ko Taois paradise for scuba-divers and rock climbers. Nearby
Ang Thong Marine National Park has wildlife-rich islands. On
the mainland, there are pink dolphins and near-empty beaches
at Ao Khanom, and night markets at Hat Yai.
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TRAIN

Traintravel is a bargain around

Hua Hin and the upper gulf. The
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Kanchanaburi

Amecca for
war-history buffs,
Kanchanaburiis home
tothe infamous Death
Railway and is packed
full of waterfalls,
mountains and
riverside resorts.

CAR

If you're in the mood fora
road trip, there's no better
region in which to do it, with
affordable car rentaland

plenty of scenery-filled roads.

Thailand's ancient capital, replete with
beautiful architecture and traditional
markets ina charming riverside setting.
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CAR

There are many online car-
rental services that you can
easily contact, or services that
come with a private driver a
quick Google away. If you're
inthe mood to do a road trip,
there’s no better regionto doit.

TRAIN

The State Railway of
Thailand may not be the most
glamorous, but it might be a
safer way to travel compared
to vans or buses. It's rustic, for
sure, and could take longer, but
atleast you can walk around
and stretch your legs.

BUS & VAN

There are many minivans or
buses that travel to these
provinces in the eastern region.
The bus terminal in Bangkok
is also super easy to get to,
located right next to Ekamai
Skytrain BTS stop. Drivers can
sometimes think they are in
the Fast and Furious movies,
though.

Ko Chang

The second-largest island in Thailand

off ers both jungle life and civilisation
l separated by two sides of the island.
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Wat Pho

A Walk Through the Big
Buddhas of Wat Pho

The logical starting place is the main
wi-hdhn (sanctuary), home to Wat Pho’s

centrepiece, the immense 1 Reclining
Buddha. In addition to its enormous size,
note the 2 mother-of-pearl inlay on the
soles of the statue’s feet. The interior walls

@PhraUbosot

Built during the reign of Rama , the imposing
boht (ordination hall) as it stands today is the
result of renovations dating to the reign of Rama

111 (r1824-51).
of the wi-hdhn are covered with murals
that depict previous lives of the Buddha,  gastemn sv:l“l:'é':nm

and along the south side of the structure wichdhn

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 3 stone giants who guard the gate-
way to the rest of the compound. Direct-
ly south of these are the four towering 4
royal chedi.

Continue east, passing through two con-
secutive 5 galleries of Buddha statues
linking four wi-hahn, two of which con-
tain notable Sukhothai-era Buddha stat-
ues; these comprise the exterior of 6 Phra
Ubosot, the immense ordination hall
that is Wat Pho’s second-most notewor-
thy structure. The base of the building is
surrounded by bas-relief inscriptions, and
inside is the notable Buddha statue, 7 Phra
Buddha Deva Patimakorn.

‘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 8 massage pavilions.

Interspersed throughout the eastern half
of the compound are several additional mi-
nor chedi and rock gardens.

@Phra
Buddha Deva
Patimakorn
Onanimpressive three-
tiered pedestal that also
holds the ashes of Rama
Iis this Ayuthaya-era
Buddha statue originally
brought to the temple by
themonarch.

g
§
El
i

© SIOVNI ALLID/1¥OSWI NOZSIN

©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.

Northern
wihdhn

@Massage
Pavilions

Ifyou're hotand footsore, the two
air-conditioned massage pavilions
are awelcome way to cool down
while experiencing high-quality
and relatively inexpensive Thai
massage.

Western wi-hdhn

© SIOWNIALLID/I0UNOS IOVNI

Thal
Massage
Inscriptions

©sStone

Glants

These huge granite
¢ figures - depictions
range from Chinese
operacharacters to
MarcoPolo - originally
arrivedin Thailand in the
19th century as ballast
aboard Chinese junks.

Crocodile
Pond

b4
£
g
g
2
El
F
H
2
H

@Reclining Buddha

Modelled around a brick core 46m long and 15m
high and finished in plaster and gold leaf, Wat
Pho's Reclining Buddhais an imposing reminder
of the Buddha's passinginto nirvana (the
Buddha's death).

Q@Royal Chedi

Decoratedin coloured tiles
ina classic example of
Ratanakosin style, these four
chedjare meant to represent
thefirst four kings of the
Chaki dynasty.

Phra
Mondop

Main
wichahn

© SIOVAIALLID/VNISILYA 33NV

@ Mother-of-Pearl Inlay

The 108 auspicious (4k:sém, physical
characteristics of the Buddha, are depicted on
the soles of the feet of the Reclining Buddha.
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@ Murals of the Ramakian ©Emerald
These wall paintings, which begin at the eastern side of Wat Buddha

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

Despite the name, this
diminutive statue (it's only
66cmtall is actually carved

§
H
El
%‘
V,

H fromnephrite, a type of jade.

; Explore Bangkok’s

g X 2 o Premier Monuments to

g - - an

§ @XKinaree Religion & Regency

H These graceful half-swan, half-women creatures from q 5 2

B Hindu-Buddhist mythology stand outslde PrasatPhraThep  L1C first area tourists enter is the Buddhist
° Bidon. temple compound generally referred to as

‘Wat Phra Kaew. A covered walkway sur-
rounds the area, the inner walls of which
are decorated with the 1and 2 murals of
the Ramakian. Originally painted dur-
ing the reign of Rama I (r 1782-1809), the
murals, which depict the Hindu epic the
Ramayana, span 178 panels that describe
the struggles of Rama to rescue his kid-
napped wife, Sita.

After taking in the story, pass through
one of the gateways guarded by 3 Yaksha
(guardian demons) to the inner compound.
The most important structure here is the
4 Boht (ordination hall), which houses
the 5 Emerald Buddha.

Head east to the so-called Upper Ter-
race, an elevated area home to the 6 spires
ofthe three primary chedi. The middle
structure, Phra Mondop, is used to house
Buddhist manuscripts. This area is also
home to several of Wat Phra Kaew’s note-
worthy mythical beings, including beck-
oning 7 Kinaree and several grimacing
8 Hanuman.

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
9 Chakri Mahaprasat. Built in 1882, the
exterior of the hall is a unique blend of
OBoht Western and traditional Thai architecture.
(Ordination Hall)

This structure is an early
example of the Ratanakosin
school of architecture, which

combines traditional stylistic
holdovers from Ayuthaya with

@ TheDeath
of Thotsakan
The panels progress
clockwise, culminating

atthe western edge of Sorombhiman Amarindra Hall
the compound with the

death of Thotsakan,

Sita's kidnapper, and

his elaborate funeral

procession. Prasat Phra
Thep Bidon

Dusit Hall

Phrasi
Ratana

:
3
g
8o

/47 AOONVO'D OTNOULIA

@TheThree more modern touches from

Spires eYaksha China and the West. 8%
The elaborate seven-tiered Each entrance to @ ChakriMahaprasat L
roof of Phra Mondop, the the Wat Phra Kaew g This structure is sometimes referred 2
Khmer-style peak of Prasat compound s watched H @Hanuman toas farang si chd-dah (Westerner B
Phra Thep Bidon, and the over by apair of vigilant 3 Rows of these mischievous monkey deities ina Thai crown) because each wing z
gilded Phra SiRatana chedi and enormous yaksha, H from Hindu mythology appear to support is topped by amon-dop: a spire 3
are thetallest structures in the ogres or giants from ] the lower levels of two small chedi near representing a Thai adaptation of a 3
compound. Hindu mythology. H Prasat Phra Thep Bidon. Hindu shrine.
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Chiang Dao
A serene mountain town
nestled between lush,
dense junglesand sheer
mountaincliffs that is best
known forits caves, hot
springs anda calming,
slow-life atmosphere.

Dol Inthanon

accessible.

MYANMAR ‘o

(BURMA) A

Ascend into the mountains and
scale Thailand's highest mountain
- where misty forests and majestic
waterfalls make for a natural
wonderland that’s surprisingly

)
P

Farflungto the north
of the province, with
Shan-influenced
temples and scenic
border mountains that
guarantee authentic Thai
experiences.

Muang Chiang Mail

Rich in historyand oozing culture,
Chiang Mai is the hub of the north.
With so much on offerinsucha
smallarea, it's no surprise people
return again and again.

"

he best way to explore Chiang hfaﬂé
~ on two wheels, giving you the freedom i A %
f discovery without the headache}id'ﬁl’hé ubiquitous re}fr\lck of ChiangMai
fusing bu;'timétables. Ifyou head
untains, modern scooters
e enough power to get you most
es, but beware overzealous police

rr,\éy getabad rep for ripping tourists |
off, butit's stillone of the best ways to /’
{_get around. [t’s also the most willing
todrive out of town to harder-to-reach .,
’I places, fora price of course. \

Inthe city, Grab taxis (dghnl.oad the
Grab app when you arrive) are the
cheapest fom@tra/nsponﬁhigng/ -
Mai taxis (098 823 7385) still need to
be calledin advance and often charge
more; while rental cars are cheap, easy
a}ad convenier]t.

-
LS

>
/

v §





EPUB/images/20-beyond-ko-samui-tha19.jpg
Ang Thong
Marine National :
Park  KoSamui

Ko Taen ee Ko Mat
Sum

'Surat Thani





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2262705617.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_401544964.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1276519705.jpg





EPUB/images/15-beyond-mae-hong-son-tha19.jpg
PangMapha

TumWua
Mae Hong Son @ Forest Monastery

Baan Rak Thai

Khun Yuam

Mae Sariang





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1608738877.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1405885754.jpg





EPUB/images/14-beyond-kanchanaburi-tha19.jpg
Uthai Thani

Suphanburi

Kanchanaburi

Ratchaburi





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1075219007.jpg





EPUB/images/54-1.jpg
Chatuchak
Weekend
Market

Northern Bangkok

Thewet & Dusit
Thanon
Khao San
Ko Ratanakosin ©
: Banglamphu
& Thonburi Eann
] Wat Wat Saket & ,
Phra Keew Suthat & the Golden Mount Baan  Siam Square, Pr.atunam,

Grand. . & Wi Phloen Chit &
rand. s :
Palace = Jim Thompson it Ratchathewi

House

I
Wat Pho © S?[/gre
Chinatown _ Thanon
(] Yaowarat
Chao py,
s
Riverside, Silom
& Lumphini it
Park
SkyWalk at
King Power 5
Around Bangkok Mahanakhon
€ Blue Elephant
Thai Cooking <5'
School
Tha Kha

l & Floating Market (¢7m)

FROM THE AIRPORT

Bangkok's two airports, Suvarnabhumiand Don Mueang, are in
the far eastern and northern suburbs respectively. Both have
rail and bus links to the city centre and various neighbourhoods
around town. A taxi from either airport to the city centre takes 45
minutes to an hour.

SKYTRAIN & METRO

The elevated BTS skytrain and the underground MRT metro run
from 6am to midnight and are the easiest and fastest way to get
around. There are currently two BTS lines and three MRT lines,
with more set to open in the future. Tickets cost 17B to 47B.

TAXI

Taxis are everywhere and cheap, or find one on the ride-sharing
app Grab. Most drivers use their meters. If they don’t, get another
one. Motorbike taxis, their drivers identifiable by orange vests,
are useful for short hops, but you probably won't get a helmet

to wear.

TUK-TUK

Bangkok's iconic tuk-tuk congregate wherever tourists can be
found. Expatriates never use them - you're exposed to pollution,
heat and noise and the drivers are notorious for overcharging.
But most visitors try them at least once. Make sure you negotiate
the price first.

Thanon Sukhumvit

2km

®
oo
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