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	a Foreword

	 

	 

	You hold in your hands a temple map 

	— an illustrated walking guide 

	designed to lead you thru the treasures

	of basic Buddhist architecture 

	in one of Bangkok’s oldest central neighborhoods.

	 

	It is also an historical guide & an academic work

	& a curated photo collection 

	created to showcase the enduring beauty

	of Thai culture & its great spiritual wealth.

	 

	This guide follows three itineraries.

	 

	The first is quite short, it covers four temples

	& may best be considered half a map.

	 

	It also ends where the second map begins;

	so they are easy to connect.

	 

	The second map covers ten temples

	plus a smaller hidden shrine

	— so 11 locations in all.

	 

	The third map covers eight temples.

	 

	The whole route is incredibly walkable

	& leads thru one of Bangkok’s most exciting

	neighborhoods from the street.

	 

	And this guide will take you thru it all

	— map by map & temple by temple

	with anecdotes & biographies

	histories & legends, fast facts & postcards

	wildlife & rare sacred gold.

	 

	 

	* * *
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	Welcome to Chinatown

	 

	 

	a.k.a. Sampan Thawong

	 

	Like its near neighbors Phra Nakorn & Dusit 

	Sampan Thawong is one of 5o khet districts

	which comprise larger Bangkok.

	 

	It is the smallest of the 5o khet

	but has the highest population density

	of any district by far.

	 

	It was among the first areas settled in what is now Bangkok

	& is home to one of the world’s largest Chinatowns.

	 

	Not only were Chinese merchants in the area

	before the new capitals of Thonburi & Bangkok 

	— they were here before Ayutthaya.

	 

	The Chinese first settled in the region to trade 

	— mostly along the Chao Phraya river

	during the Sukhothai era

	i.e.; well before the 12th century.

	 

	Again, they have been in the Bangkok area

	for nearly 1,ooo years now

	& they have clearly left their mark.

	 

	About 1/7 of the buildings in Sampan Thawong

	are designated landmarks;

	creating a distinct historic air & feel.

	…

	 


the World of Sampheng Lane

	 

	 

	Many buildings here date to the late 17oos;

	an era of great expansion under Thailand’s King Rama I.

	 

	As the king developed a new walled-in island capital

	— known as Koh Ratan Kosin

	he moved the communities he found nearby

	a few kilometers south, off the island.

	 

	The new neighborhood Sampan Thawong was born

	centered around Sampheng Lane

	[now Wanit I Road].

	 

	At the time, many of the relocated groups

	were Chinese & Vietnamese immigrants

	— largely coolies & sailors & dockworkers & laborers

	who loaded ships & stocked riverfront warehouses.

	 

	By name, they included: Hakka & Hokkien

	Hainanese & Teochew & Cantonese.

	 

	[*. Notably, the Teochew community

	later produced the Great Thai King Taksin.]

	 

	Most came from China’s far southeast;

	fleeing famine & natural disasters.

	…
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	Today Sampeng Lane — the original main street

	remains narrow & crowded as ever.

	 

	It is still only 4-5 meters wide             [!]

	& just 1 kilometer long                   [!!]

	but stuffed with more than 1oo shops       [!!!]

	& visited by thousands daily                  [!!!!]

	 

	Many shophouses are also run by descendants 

	of the original immigrant owners.

	 

	[*. Tho ironically, many have lived in Thailand so long

	they no longer speak the original Chinese dialects].

	 

	Nonetheless, Sampeng Lane remains Old World;

	a straight path of crowded spaces & tiny alcoves 

	& narrow paths knotted in a labyrinth of alleys

	bundled right up to the river.

	 

	It is a ‘walking only’ pedestrian district

	— often wide enough for one person only

	& too tight for scooters [tho they still try].

	 

	It’s a mad crowd of market stalls

	surging with a chaotic & even frantic pace;

	cluttered & shoulder-to-shoulder

	take-no-prisoners hectic 

	 

	… so tight you can reach both arms out

	& grab red & gold souvenirs

	with both hands at once

	 

	… bargaining skills required

	 

	…  protect your wallet 

	& watch for pickpockets.

	 

	It is truly incredible to think this

	was once Chinatown’s original street.

	 

	It isn't even big enough for a car.

	. . .

	 

	 

	Today, Yaowarat Road has claimed the crown

	of Chinatown’s main thoroughfare.

	 

	It was developed by King Rama V in the 189os

	more than a century after Chinatown was founded.

	 

	He purposefully cut it larger & wider

	& it even boasted Bangkok’s tallest building.

	 

	The king also added another main artery nearby

	— Bangkok's first paved road

	known as Thanon Charoen Krung.

	 

	Loosely: ‘Street of the Prosperous City.'

	 

	Yaowarat Road, meanwhile parallels the river 

	[more or less] with a feng shui dragon curve

	cut into it for extra fortuitousness.

	…

	 

	 

	And wherever you find yourself in Chinatown

	all the standards & classics are here:

	 

	… charismatic old godown warehouses

	& skyscrapers with neon signs

	where the river rolls along

	 

	… roaring city street echoes

	& market touts & commerce

	& gutteral dtuk dtuk grumbles

	 

	… concrete & sheet metal & thatch roofs

	canal boats & khlongs

	& the day’s first fresh fish catch

	 

	… wholesalers & dockworkers

	unloading truck beds

	& overburdened motorcycles

	squeezing between laborers

	pushing dollies

	 

	… hidden opium dens

	& seedy brothels

	& gambling parlors

	 

	… an area infamous for underworld

	& a significant portion of the world’s heroin

	& every type of extortion

	& petty crime & gang fighting

	& violence & street murders

	 

	… a hive of activity any time of day or night

	overwhelmed with thick crowds

	& goods wildly sold

	 

	… long avenues of red shops

	with daily gold prices

	scrawled in white paint

	on the windows

	 

	… electronics & metalwork shops

	cloth wholesalers & porcelain emporiums

	 

	… not-so-hidden pawnshops

	with fake watches & gems & jewels

	& designer bags & sunglasses

	 

	… heaps of medicine herbs

	& dehydrated meats

	& dried fruits

	& shelf after shelf

	after shelf of tea

	 

	… jade carved statues

	of taoist gods & zodiac animals

	& teak dragons

	& pottery

	& porcelain

	& silk

	 

	 

	& then more still

	 

	… dragon dances with bass drums

	 

	… oolong & jasmine tea shops

	with Chinese-language newspapers

	& birdcages on the eaves

	 

	… breakfast stalls with thin drinks

	& boiled rice & fry bread

	 

	… bodegas stuffed floor to ceiling

	with everything & nothing

	eager for bargaining

	 

	… long rows of vendors;

	with artistically stacked fruit

	colorful, fresh & fragrant

	 

	… neon signs in the sky

	& blazing red & gold on the walls

	 

	… shadowy alley outlets

	where you can dip off the road 

	& wander down a soi

	into Chinatown’s nefarious

	& mysterious back lanes

	 

	… & find just about anything

	 

	 

	— to be continued —

	 

	 


Academic Notes

	 

	 

	* a NOTE on Temples in the Map

	 

	Chinatown boasts many beautiful temples

	which are also incredibly old.

	 

	It is something you might not notice

	in passing, or even on first inspection

	but many date to the Ayutthaya era, or before

	[i.e. 250+ years old / preceding Bangkok].

	 

	These include:

	Wat Patum Kongka

	Wat Sampan Thawong

	Wat Bophit Phimuk

	Wat Phlapplah Chai

	Wat Phra Pirent

	& perhaps Wat Jakrawat

	 

	[*. The Buddha statue Sukhothai Traimit

	also spent time in Ayutthaya

	& even predates that kingdom].

	 

	These temples are also generally older

	than those found in other parts of the city.

	 

	e.g.:

	1. Koh Ratan Kosin — developed late 17oos // early 18oos

	2. the Dusit Royal District — late 18oos // early 19oos

	3. the rest of Bangkok — heavily 2oth century

	 

	Chinatown is thus about on par with Thonburi

	in re; collected temple antiquity.

	 

	Unlike Thonburi tho, many of the temples

	in Chinatown were populist;

	simple civic neighborhood temples

	built for blue collar working communities.

	 

	 

	* a NOTE – on Chinese Buddhist Temples

	 

	If you have visited Buddhist temples

	in other parts of Thailand

	[or even other parts of Southeast Asia]

	you will notice Chinatown’s are quite different.

	 

	Notable design elements include:

	. octagon floor plans

	. circular doorways

	. carved dragons

	. Taoist shrines & statues

	. ornate ceremonial gates

	. incense sand pits

	. & red fortune sticks

	you shake in cups

	to get sheets of advice like:

	 

	Just like a full moon, covered by cloud

	for some moment, then shine again.

	Past conduct will produce reasonable results.

	Future work will be improving.

	Good lucks approaching.

	…

	 

	 

	You will also see hybrid temples.

	 

	I.e.; Buddhist temples which include 

	architecture, art & stylistic elements

	drawn from both Chinese & Thai cultures.

	 

	Some excellent examples:

	. the Guan Yin Temple

	. Wat Bampen Cheen

	. Wat Mangkorn Kamalawat

	 

	Wat Bampen Cheen, in particular

	is the oldest standing Chinese monastery

	in the entire Kingdom.

	 

	Meanwhile, Wat Mangkorn Kamalawat

	— aka the Dragon Lotus Temple

	is perhaps the most important & prominent

	Chinese-Buddhist temple in Thailand.

	 

	 

	* a NOTE – One Thing Not to Miss

	 

	If you only visit one sight, the best one

	is the world’s largest solid gold Buddha statue.

	 

	The aforementioned Sukhothai Traimit

	is a staggering 5.5 tons of pure gold 

	& sits at Wat Traimit.

	 

	 

	* a NOTE – on Sacred Residents

	 

	Yaowarat is home to two special sects of Buddhist monks.

	 

	Dhamma Yutitika Nikai are a reformed sect of Theravada Buddhism.

	 

	Also known as Dhamma Yut — or Thammayut

	they were founded by King Rama IV

	& are effectively indigenous to Thailand.

	 

	They can be found at:

	Wat Sampan Thawong

	& Wat Kanma Tuyaram

	 

	Annam Nikaya [อนัม นิกาย] are Mahayana Buddhists.

	 

	The order was founded about four centuries ago in Vietnam

	& came to Thailand in the late-Ayutthaya era.

	 

	They can be found at:

	Wat Chayaphumi

	Wat Mongkoln Samakhom

	Wat Lokanu Kroh

	& Wat Gusoln Samakorn

	 

	You may not see either type of monk

	— or even recognize them if you do

	but in the historical drama of the neighborhood

	they are important characters.

	 

	 

	* a NOTE – on Getting There

	 

	1. Chinatown has three subway stops

	 

	On the eastern end, the MRT’s Hua Lamphong station

	is not far from Wat Traimit & Bangkok’s old train station.

	 

	In the middle, the Wat Mangkon station

	is located on Charoen Krung road.

	 

	And on the west side, Sam Yot station

	touches Koh Ratan Kosin.

	 

	 

	2. Three Chao Phraya river piers service the neighborhood.

	 

	N4. Tha [ท่า] Harbour Department / Marine Depot — the very southeastern end of Chinatown, on the edge of downtown

	 

	N5. Tha [ท่า] Rachawongse— in the central heart of Chinatown

	 

	N6. Tha [ท่า] Memorial Bridge — just outside Chinatown’s far west side, near the Phra Poklao Bridge

	 

	 

	3. And of course, this is dtukdtuk territory.

	 

	 

	– end –

	 


 

	 

	 

	Map 1

	 

	Wat Traimit south

	 

	



	

— a Map of Southern Chinatown —
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	the Map Key:

	1. Wat Traimit

	2. Wat Uphai Raja Bamrung

	3. Wat Patum Kongka

	4. Wat Sampan Thawong

	



	

— Your Route should look like this —
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the Map Guide

	 

	 

	As noted, this is only half an itinerary;

	it covers four temples.

	 

	But Chinatown is a very confusing place

	[e.g.; following Songwat to Songsawat]

	& it is perhaps best to start slow.

	 

	Further, Wat Traimit is the first temple featured here

	& it is a global landmark

	& a major tourist destination

	& often also quite crowded.

	 

	So it is good to have a little extra time.

	 

	Lastly; if you get thru all four temples quickly

	there’s no shortage of quarters

	in Chinatown to explore.

	 

	Or you can move on to the first temples

	listed in the long second map.

	 

	 


to Begin

	 

	 

	1. Wat Traimit

	 

	Take the MRT subway to Hua Lomphong station.

	 

	Wat Traimit is just a short walk from there.

	 

	As noted, it’s a major landmark & anyone can point you there.

	[Often, you can even follow the crowds.]

	 

	You will cross a khlong canal

	& probably make your way down Tri Mit Road.

	 

	But you will know the temple when you see it.

	It dominates the neighborhood skyline.
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2. Wat Uphai Raja Bamrung

	 

	After youre finished exploring Wat Traimit

	make your way slighlty southwest.

	 

	You’ll find a huge traffic circle.

	 

	Look for the enormous Chinese decorative gate.
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	This gate is an excellent landmark

	— not just for this map

	but for all explorations in Chinatown.

	 

	If you can find it, you can find Wat Traimit

	& by extension, the subway.

	…

	 

	With the temple over your right shoulder

	& the red decorative gate directly in front of you

	take a hard left from Tri Mit Road.

	 

	This is Charoen Krung Road;

	another excellent Chinatown landmark.

	 

	Follow Charoen Krung Road two blocks south.

	 

	Wat Uphai Raja Bamrung will be on your right.

	 

	



	


[image: Charoen Krung Circle 1] [When you hit this traffic circle you are ¾ of the way there.]

	 

	[image: Wat Uphai gate 1a]

	 

	[image: Wat Uphai gate 2a]

	[The gates of Wat Uphai Raja Bamrung.]

	 


3. Wat Patum Kongka

	 

	You’ll need to backtrack slightly for the next temple.

	 

	Boomerang [back] north on Charoen Krung Road

	& take a left at Songwat Road; just a few minutes’ walk.

	 

	Songwat Road will bend slightly along the river

	& Wat Patum Kongka will be on your left.
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4. Wat Sampan Thawong 

	 

	When you’ve finished exploring Wat Patum Kongka

	get back on Songwat Road & take a hard left.

	 

	At the second intersection, take a right.

	 

	This is a little trickier than it sounds

	because the intersection is enormous & vacuous.

	 

	[image: Vaccuous 1a]

	[image: Wat Sampan 1][Wat Sampan Thawong will be on your left.]

	 


*. End Note

	 

	When you’re finished exploring Wat Sampan Thawong 

	take a left out the main gate.

	 

	Song Sawat Road will dump you right onto Yaowarat Road;

	at the first major [busy/wide] intersection.

	 

	This is an ideal location to continue adventures in Chinatown.

	 

	It also links to Map 2.

	 

	* * *

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	the TEMPLES

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Wat Traimit

	 

	



	


__ a POSTCARD __
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	The Buddha statue was quite beautiful

	& quite large & also quite old

	& moved several times between cities.

	 

	It was from ancient Sukhothai

	& at one point had sat at the great Wat Mahathat

	in the center of ancient Ayutthaya.

	 

	After that, it moved downriver to Bangkok

	& then was shuffled around town, too.

	 

	It had been in at least three cities

	& probably six temples.

	 

	And tho it was clearly a majestic relic

	historically renowned & many centuries old

	it was only made of lime & concrete.

	 

	It was never among the kingdom’s great Buddha statues;

	on par with Phra Kaew & Phra Bang & others.

	 

	Until one day in the 195os when it was moved yet again.

	 

	This time, it was shuffled from Wat Chotinaram 

	— near the Chao Phraya river, where Asiatique now sits

	to Chinatown’s Wat Traimit.

	 

	[* Today, Wat Chotinaram has become Wat Phraya Krai].

	 

	And this time the workers were not nearly careful enough

	& the crane dropped it & the statue fell over

	& there was an enormous crash.

	 

	The workers could not believe what they saw.

	 

	Thru the dust & crumbled stone

	spilled a fine & exquisite glow.

	 

	Thru the flaking stone of the cracked seam

	they saw dark but brilliant gold.

	 

	And when the lime skin was peeled away

	a solid gold Buddha was revealed.

	 

	Five & a half tons of precious gold

	four meters tall & all 18 carat shine.

	 

	It is more than 7oo years old at least;

	& dates, presumably, to the reign

	of King Ram Kamhaeng the Great.

	 

	Today the statue is known as Sukhothai Traimit

	— honoring its first home & its last one.

	 

	It was also presumably hidden away

	& tucked into its shell

	& then painted over to protect it

	from the Burmese invading Ayutthaya.

	 

	Today it sits as no.1 

	—  the world’s largest solid gold object

	& the religious artifact with the highest raw value.

	 

	 

	* * *
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	a HISTORY

	 

	 

	King Rama III built the temple around 1832

	as Wat Sam Cheen — or temple of the Three Chinese.

	 

	The name honored the primary donors 

	who contributed properties

	& raised funds to construct the temple.

	 

	About a century later, in 1939

	it became Wat Traimit Witthayaram.

	 

	It was made a royal temple in 1956.

	 

	It was during this last renovation

	when the Buddha statue was damaged

	& its secret identity revealed.
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	on the grounds

	 

	 

	A world famous Buddha statue

	at a major neighborhood crossroads

	near the old train station

	& on a subway stop.

	 

	Wat Traimit is a landmark & a guidebook fixture

	& an icon, in gentle orange & vivid yellow 

	& striking gold & pale blue.

	 

	The temple is crowded even in the early morning

	& is wave of tourists hit throughout the day.

	 

	The monastic community is also large

	& monks are a steady fixture;

	leading tours in many languages

	& distributing medallions

	& giving holy water blessings

	with tied wrist strings.

	 

	Tho the temple complex is large

	it is still effectively just a city corner.

	 

	The wat includes:

	. a wiharn chapel

	. several shrines

	. multiple schools

	. meeting halls

	. a handful of kuti monk residences
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	Beginning in 2oo6, Wat Traimit was also redesigned

	& effectively rebuilt with a new centerpiece.

	 

	A towering palatial white marble peak was added

	& a number of surrounding buildings were removed

	like old rinds from a piece of fruit.

	 

	It was one of the last major temple projects

	undertaken by King Rama IX.

	 

	



	images/image7.jpeg





images/image13.jpeg





images/image12.jpeg





images/image4.jpeg





images/image8.jpeg





images/image10.jpeg
hi 3

s MR
e =





images/image2.jpeg





images/image11.jpeg





images/image6.jpeg





images/image14.jpeg





images/image1.jpeg
by Willy T horn
s Wl

e iy 3 -
a Bangkok Temple Tridbre Map* W :

o CHitatown —






images/image16.jpeg





images/image15.jpeg





images/image18.jpeg





images/image9.jpeg





images/image5.jpeg





images/image3.jpeg





images/image19.jpeg





images/image17.jpeg





