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The Kingdom of Thailand, covering an area of 514,000 square kilometers, lies in the heart of Southeast Asia, roughly equidistant between India and China. It shares borders with Myanmar to the west and north, Laos to the northeast, Kampuchea to the east and Malaysia to the south. Topographically the country is divided into four distinct areas: the mountainous North, the fertile Central Plains, the semi-arid plateau of the Northeast, and the peninsula South distinguished by its many beautiful tropical beaches and offshore Islands.


Orientation

Metropolitan Bangkok covers 1569 sq km (612 sq mi) of southern Thailand, sitting smack in the middle of the most fertile rice-producing delta in the world. A network of natural and artificial canals crisscross the city, feeding to and from Thailand's hydrological lifeline - the broad Chao Phraya River - which snakes through the city providing transport for passengers and cargo.

Bangkok is divided in two by the main north-south train line. Old Bangkok, where a large proportion of the city's temples and palaces and its Chinese and Indian districts are found, lies between the river and the railway. East of the railway, comprising the main business, tourist and sprawling residential districts, is 'new' Bangkok. Of course, outside of these general classifications, Bangkok sprawls in all directions with a mixture of commercial, industrial and residential areas.

Bangkok international airport is in the Don Muang district, about 25km (15mi) north of the city centre. Buses, taxis and trains all service the airport-city route.



Off the Beaten Track

Ayuthaya

About 86km (53mi) north of Bangkok is the former Thai capital of Ayuthaya. By the end of the 17th century it had a population of over a million people and many foreigners claimed it was the most illustrious city they had ever seen. These days, the city is really only of interest for its many ruins and museums, but it''s definitely worth a visit if history is your bag. Along with its two impressive museums - Chao Sam Phraya National Museum and Chan Kasem Palace) - the city''s large collection of temples and ruins have been declared World Heritage sites by UNESCO.

Ancient City

Ancient City (Meuang Boran), to the south of Bangkok, is billed as the largest open-air museum in the world. Over 100 of Thailand''s most impressive monuments are rendered slightly less impressive in this 80-hectare (200-acre) collection of scale models. The grounds follow the basic shape of Thailand itself and the monuments are placed accordingly. If you''re an architecture buff on a brief stay, or just a lover of these sorts of educational theme parks, Ancient City is well worth the trip out of town. The attraction is 33km (20mi) south of the Thai capital, near the coast of the Gulf of Thailand. Depending on traffic, it can take as long as two hours to make the trip.

Ko Kret

In the middle of the Chao Phraya River at Bangkok''s northern edge is Ko Kret, one of Thailand''s oldest Mon settlements. From the 6th to the 10th centuries, the Mon people dominated Thai history and culture, and their ancient crafts still draw visitors from around the world. Pottery is the main claim to fame of the Mon and visitors to the island can visit the Ancient Mon Pottery Centre, which displays a wide variety of local earthenware. There are also plenty of opportunities to watch potters go about creating these fine examples of traditional handicraft.



History

Before becoming Thailand's capital in 1782, Bang Makok or 'Place of Olives' (now Bangkok) was an outlying district of Thonburi, a town founded as a trading post in the mid-16th century. Due to its proximity to Siam's capital, Ayuthaya, the town also developed military significance. In the 18th century, a fortress was built on the banks of the Chao Phraya and a great iron chain hung across the river to block unwelcome arrivals.

The long-running Chakri Dynasty was founded in the late 18th century. Shortly after, in 1782, King Rama I moved the capital to Bangkok on the other side of the river, believing it was an easier location to defend. Using thousands of Khmer prisoners of war, city walls were built, the canal system was expanded, and new temples were erected by artisans from Ayuthaya. When the construction of the new capital was finished in 1785, it was given a new name: a tongue-twister comprising 164 letters which referred modestly to divine gems, unconquerable lands and divine shelters. The name was mercifully shortened to Krung Thep ('City of Angels'), but the city is still known by its old Bangkok moniker to most of the outside world.

The first half of the 19th century in Bangkok saw a frenzy of temple building under the rule of Rama III, while the definitive moment of his successor's turn at the throne was the construction of the city's first road alongside the river in 1861. More roads were soon added and well before the turn of the century, horse-drawn carriages and rickshaws had replaced watercraft as the favoured mode of urban travel. The city kept growing in all directions in the first decades of the 20th century and numerous roadways were added to carry the new motorised forms of transport.

In 1932 Thailand established a constitutional government and Bangkok became the hub of a vast but still expanding public service. In WWII the Japanese briefly occupied parts of the city and following the war Bangkok quickened its pace towards modernisation. From the mid-1960s the city became a favourite 'rest and recreation' spot for foreign troops involved in the Vietnam conflict and the sex trade continues to this day in the form of various nightclubs and massage parlours. After riding a double-digit economic boom through the 1980s, Bangkok was hit hard by the economic crisis that swept Asia in 1997 - a crisis that came with warning signs which few local and international observers chose to acknowledge.

The negative effects of this large-scale economic setback are now ebbing away, however. Today Bangkok can be found reprising its role as the financial hub of mainland South-East Asia, luring a mixture of Asian and Western investors. The city continues to expand and the vibrancy of its entrepreneurial, carnal and spiritual streets continues to attract hordes of visitors.



Getting There & Away

The government bus company (Baw Khaw Saw) and a number of private bus companies do milk runs to neighbouring countries. Although the private buses are more expensive, in reality they are no more comfortable or faster than the government buses - they just have the air-con turned up to 'Arctic high' to provide the illusion of cool luxury. But both bus companies lose out to the State Railway of Thailand, which is both efficient and inexpensive. Most trains leave Bangkok from Hualamphong station.



Getting Around

Bangkok international airport is 25km (15mi) north of the city; the Don Muang domestic airport is only a short walk south of the international terminals. Buses run at regular intervals from Bangkok international to three major drop-off points in the city and cost around US$2, while trains leave from the nearby Don Muang station and zip into the main Bangkok station every 15 to 30 minutes.

Negotiating public transport around Bangkok can be bewildering at first but once you've nailed it, you'll find that most places in the city are easily accessible. The easiest and most novel way of getting around is via the river or canals (khlongs), although many of the waterways have been replaced with roads. The cheapest form of public transport is the bus system and it's probably worth the extra couple of baht for vehicles of the air-con variety, but you should be wary of being 'razored' (ie having your bag quietly slashed, and wallet removed, by dexterous thieves). The brand-spanking-new Bangkok Transit System (BTS) is a light elevated-rail system that crisscrosses the city, with all lines converging at Central Station.

The new light rail system is an overdue and desperate attempt to alleviate Bangkok's nightmarish traffic problem: the city is famous for its motorised jams and sheer volume of traffic. If the congestion doesn't faze you, you can hire cars and motorbikes, but you'd probably be better off hiring a taxi or tuk-tuk. If you're particularly desperate or have nerves of steel, hiring a motorcycle taxi is a possibility but the trip can often take on a Kamikaze quality.
TRANSPORTATION
SkyTrains operate 0600-2400, running every 3-5 minutes during the rush hour and every 10-15 minutes off peak. Tickets should be purchased from automatic ticket machines, with prices costing 10-40 baht across seven zones. Passes can be bought for 10, 15 and 30 journeys, costing 250 baht, 300 baht and 540 baht respectively
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BUS

The Bangkok Mass Transit Authority runs a comprehensive and highly complex bus system. This operates across the city 0500-2300, with fares on regular buses ranging from 3.50 baht to 5 baht and on air-conditioned buses from 6 baht to 16 baht. The air-conditioned red and grey microbuses (operated by private operators) cost 30 baht for a single journey with a guaranteed seat. The yellow and orange Euro II air-conditioned buses fares range from 8 baht to 18 baht
BANGKOK CITY ATTRACTION
PALACES 

Vimanmek Royal Mansion
Located on Ratchawithi Road behind the National Assembly, this is the world’s largest building made entirely of golden teak. Removed from Ko Sichang in Chonburi province, it was rebuilt in the Dusit Palace in 1900 by the command of King Rama V. 

Many rooms currently maintain the atmosphere of the past. A guided tour is provided to visitors. Most of the buildings in the same compound are now used as museums. The outstanding one is Abhisek Dusit Hall, which exhibits H.M. Queen Sirikit’s collection of handicraft masterpieces created by rural people. The other displays various items and art objects including H.M. King Bhumibol’s photography, paraphernalia of rank and portraits, ancient cloth, clocks, and royal carriages.

The compound is open daily from 9.00 a.m. – 4.00 p.m. Admission fee is 50 baht. Proper attire is required. Traditional Thai dancing commences daily at 10.30 a.m. and 2.00 p.m. Call 282-7111,281-6880 for more information. 

TEMPLES (WAT) 
Wat Mahathat
This old temple on Na Phra That Road was built in the reign of King Rama I. It houses Mahachulalongkorn Buddhist University, one of the two highest seats of Buddhist learning in Thailand and also offers meditation classes for foreigners. 

Wat Ratchabophit
This temple is located on Fuang Nakhon Road near Wat Pho. Built by King Rama V in 1869, it was in keeping with tradition that each monarch constructed a temple to mark his reign. The temple is a mixture of local and western styles, showing an awakening interest in new construction design.

Wat Suthat 
This temple on Bamrung Muang Road is famous for the excellent murals created in the reign of King Rama III. The vihara (preaching hall) should be seen for its collection of gilded Buddha images. A huge door with intricate carving, which is the masterpiece of King Rama II, once belonged to this temple and is now kept in the National Museum. In front of the temple is the Giant Swing or Sao Ching Cha, where a Brahmanic ceremony had taken place until the early 20th century. Many nearby shops stock a very comprehensive range of Buddhist religious supplies. 

Wat Thepthidaram
Located on Mahachai Road, this temple was built in the reign of King Rama III with a mixture of Chinese architectural styles. Sunthon Phu, one of Thailand’s greatest poets, had resided in this temple during his monkhood from 1840-1842.

Theatre
Classical dramas are very colourful and expressive and these are held on the last Friday and Saturday of each month at the National Theatre (see above). The Bangkok Playhouse, on Phetchaburi Road (tel: (02) 319 7641), puts on modern plays each week on Friday, Saturday and Sunday nights. The Chalerm Krung Royal Theatre, on Charoen Krung (New Road) (tel: (02) 222 0434), has regular performances of plays and musical dance dramas. For those fascinated by the infamous 'Ladyboys' or katoeys of Bangkok, there are two performances each night at the Calypso Cabaret in the Asia Hotel on Phayathai Road (tel: (02) 215 0808), which are always packed out.

Meditation 
Meditation is one of the most popular aspects of Buddhism, practiced regularly by numerous Thais and laymen as a means of promoting inner peace and happiness. There are meditation centres in Bangkok which offer a class in English for foreign visitors who wish to find out more about Buddhism and Buddhist meditation. 

· The International Buddhist Meditation Centre in Wat Mahathat. Tel. 02 623 6325 

· The World Fellowship of Buddhists. Tel. 02 251 1188 to 90 

· Buddhist Association of Thailand. Tel. 02 281 9563 to 64 

· Association ofor the Science of Creative Intelligence. Tel. 02 258 3257 

· Young Buddhist Association of Thailand. Tel. 02 413 1706 

HISTORY
The capital city of Thailand, is not known by the name Bangkok to Thai people, the actual name in Thai is Krungthepmahanakorn Amornrattanakosin Mahintrayu thethaya Mahadilokpob Noparat Rajataniburirom Udomrajanivej Mahasatharn Amornpimarn Awatarnsatis Sakatadtiya Wisanukamprasit, which is interestingly enough registered in the Guiness Book of Records as the city with the longest name! But fortunately for us it is abbreviated for daily use to Krungthep, or Krungthep Mahanakorn, meaning City of Angels. As for the word Bangkok, this was derived from Bang Kork, and refers to the original site which is only a very small part of what is today called Bangkok by westerners. 
The city was created in 1782 when King Rama I moved the capital from Thonburi across the Chao Phraya River, with the river serving as a natural line of defense against the ever-threatening Burmese invaders. Back then Bangkok was still only a small village, with canals instead of streets. Today it is a vibrant, thriving metropolis of over six million people - approximately 10 percent of the total population of Thailand, combining both Bangkok and Thonburi. 
Elevated expressways, a belt highway, numerous pedastrian overpasses, flyovers for some of the busiest intersections, extensions of some of the major streets and computerised traffic signals have done much to take care of what is, at times, horrendous traffic. However, in spite of its modernization, Bangkok is still probably one of the most beautiful cities in the world. The Grand Palace, home of the kings of Thailand until a couple of centuries ago, the Temple of the Emerald Buddha, countless other temples and fine museums, Dusit Zoo, the Weekend Market, Chinatown, many excellent hotels and restaurants with truly international cuisine, reasonable prices, widely-spoken English and other European languanges and, perhaps most important of all, the friendly, smiling gentle people, all help to make the City of Angels a charming place to visit and stay. 
Indeed Bangkok has become a very modern city in every sense of the word, however you will still find that many of the fascinating ways of the original settlers are still in vogue - adding to the charm of the city. For example yo uwill still find food vendors, what we call Thai Fast Food, plying virtually every street of the city serving up a quick and economical meal to office workers, laborers and millionaires alike. Water taxis and water buses still ply the river and canals serving commuters from suburban residential areas to the inner city, and for those who simply want to get from A to B using the fastest mode of transport, after the motocycle taxi of course. Floating markets are still a normal way of obtaining daily needs of the people living along, or even on these waterway. So, as you see, Bangkok may be a big city, but our Thai culture and customs are still very evident everywhere you look. 

GENERAL INFORMATION
Clothes
Light, loose cotton clothing is best. Nylon should be avoided. Sweaters are needed during the cool season evenings or if visiting mountainous areas or national parks. Jackets and ties are required in a few restaurants and nightclubs. Neat clothes are required for entering temples or palaces. 

Currency
There are 100 satangs in 1 baht. (B=baht) Notes are issued in denominations of B1000 (gray), B500 (purple), B100 (red), B50 (blue), B20 (green), and B10 (brown). There are 10, 5 and 1 baht coin, and 50 and 25 satang. Most foreign currencies and travelers cheques are easily changed at banks, hotels or moneychangers. All major credit cards are widely accepted throughout the kingdom. 

Electricity
The electric system is 220 Volt AC (50 cycles). There are many plugs and sockets in use. Travelers with shavers, tape recorders and other appliances should carry a plug-adapter kit. 

TRAVEL TIPS
Tipping
Tipping is not a usual practice in Thailand although it is becoming more common. Most hotels and restaurants add a 10% service charge to the bill. Taxi drivers do not require a tip, but the gesture is appreciated. 

Bargaining
Fixed prices are the norm in department stores, but at most other places bargaining is to be expected. Generally, you can obtain a final figure of between 10-40% lower than the original asking price. Much depends on your skills and the shopkeeper's mood. But remember, Thais appreciate good manners and a sense of humor. With patience and a broad smile, you will not only get a better price, you will also enjoy shopping as an art.

Language
Thai is a tonal language belonging to the group of Ka-Tai languages, the five tones are monotone, low, falling, high, and rising. This can be a rather complicated language for the visitor; however, English is quite widely understood, particularly in Bangkok where it is almost the major commercial language.

DO'S & DONT'S
The Monarchy 
Thai people have a deep, traditional reverence for the Royal Family, and a visitor should be careful to show respect for the King, the Queen and the Royal Children.
