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​Introduction
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​My books in the “The Retire in Thailand” series are geared towards people who are contemplating retiring to or living in Thailand, to inform and help them decide whether Thailand is the right choice for them. This book in my “Just Another Day in Paradise” series is aimed at anyone who would like to take an exciting road trip through Thailand. The book encompasses a three-week road trip from Bangkok through the beautiful rural areas of Northwestern Thailand and is the second book in the series

​My first book “A Three-Week Road Trip Through Southern Thailand” covered a three-week road trip south from Bangkok to Phuket, not just the usual places where most tourists who come to Thailand visit, such as the islands of Koh Samui, Koh Phangan and Phuket or tourist towns such as Pattaya, Krabi and Hua Hin but the places in between that many of the tourists never get to see. The final book in the series will cover a three-week road trip through Eastern Thailand.

I have been visiting Thailand since 1983, when a ship that I was working on docked in Phuket’s Phang Nga Bay, and I immediately fell in love with the country and its people. I now call Thailand my home, and I have lived here since 2017, when I decided to retire here, something that I suspected I would do during my first visit all those years back in 1983.

Northwestern Thailand is so different from Southern Thailand. To start with, the area is landlocked with no beaches whatsoever. Many tourists come to Thailand for the beaches and the nightlife, but Thailand has so much more to offer than those sometimes-overrated crowd pleasers. North Thailand may be off the beaten track for most tourists, but it is the real Thailand, not the Thailand many tourists see when they visit The Land of Smiles.

​​Over the years of visiting and living in Thailand, I have travelled extensively throughout this wonderful country, and in that time, I have come to know the best places to visit both as an expat resident and as a tourist, not just the usual places in the south of the country where most tourists spend their holidays. To help you plan your road trip, this book will cover the best places to visit on a three-week itinerary starting in Bangkok, then heading north to take in much of what the enchanting and captivating Northwestern areas of Thailand have to offer. With the exception of Chiang Mai, which is Thailand’s 2nd most popular tourist destination after Bangkok, and because northern Thailand is landlocked with no beaches, the area is off most tourists' radar, and Northern Thailand is virtually ignored by many tourists who come here. This makes it a great reason alone to take a road trip north of Bangkok rather than south, because you will be off the usual tourist route and get to see the real Thailand, not the touristy side most tourists see. Traveling north, you will also save money as you are paying what the local Thais pay, not what the tourists heading down south will pay in places like Phuket, Koh Samui, and Krabi. I have limited the itinerary to three weeks, as the global average vacation length is around 20 days per year. But if you have the time, I seriously encourage you to take longer, as three weeks in Northwestern Thailand does not even scratch the surface of the things to see or do there. Having said that you may be surprised by how much you can see and do in Thailand even with only three weeks to explore the Northwestern areas, that is if you do your planning and research before you leave your own country because even with just three weeks you can comfortably visit nine or ten destinations without feeling like your trip has been too rushed if it is planned correctly. As in my last book on Southern Thailand, this book on Northwestern Thailand is not written in stone, and you can stay longer in places that may interest you more and less time in places that don’t interest you so much. Or you can take a longer holiday than three weeks in the itinerary and take your time to enjoy it and stay longer in the places that interest you more, which I strongly encourage if you have the time and money. This is just a guide, and there are many more interesting places and towns you will pass on your journey north that may be more exciting or appealing depending on your holiday preferences.

​​Thailand is an immense country with over 500,000 square kilometres of land and 76 provinces. If you're only coming for three weeks, I suggest you focus on Northwestern Thailand (Northwest of Bangkok), with two or three nights in Bangkok on arrival to take in the capital. This will help you narrow down the destinations that you may want to visit and limit the time that you spend travelling around the country. Perhaps you may want to do Northwest Thailand first, then Northeastern or Southern Thailand on your next visit to Thailand. Or if you have the time and money, take a few months' sabbatical and do it in one trip. 

​As in my first book, I am going to assume that you are starting your Thailand trip in Bangkok. Most people flying internationally land at Suvarnabhumi Airport in Bangkok, but there are also international airports throughout Thailand in places like Phuket, Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai, Koh Samui, Pattaya (Rayong), and Krabi, though sadly since Covid and the decline of tourism within the country, some of those airports now have limited international flights, though recently I have noticed that tourists are starting to arrive in numbers again. Unlike my first book on Southern Thailand where I suggested that you fly into Bangkok and hire your car on a one-way rental with the drop-off point being Phuket International Airport at the end of the vacation on this road trip, I suggest that you do a round driving trip from Bangkok and return the car to Bangkok before flying home, this way you will be able to take in much more of the towns and cities without zig-zagging across Northern Thailand. But if you prefer, you could hire the car in Bangkok on a one-way basis, visit all the areas in this book while heading north, then drop the car off at Chiang Rai Airport before flying back to Bangkok to catch your flight home. If you decided to do that, your itinerary would be.
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​​It’s not the destination, it's the journey. 
Ralph Waldo Emerson
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BEFORE YOU LEAVE HOME​

​ADVANCE PLANNING. 

​​I have been travelling the world since I was 3 years old, and in that time, I have learnt so much from making many mistakes, mistakes that, over the years, have cost me time and money. Travelling can be thrilling and exhilarating, but it can also be a nightmare if you don’t plan your trip properly. Here are a few tips to help you plan your trip and make your three weeks of travelling through Thailand exciting and memorable, because research and planning can make the difference between a fantastic holiday and a mediocre or bad holiday. 

​​PLAN YOUR ITINERARY CAREFULLY. 

​​Check out the best season to plan your travel. This is very important as the seasons can greatly impact a holiday. Some people just want to laze on the beach or by the swimming pool every day, so there would be no point in coming to Thailand in the wet season. Other people just want to visit at the most economical time of the year because they want to make their holiday dollar stretch much further, so with the wet season being the cheapest time to travel around Thailand, it would be the best time to come. Also, remember that seasons change, and the weather you think you will get might not be. I went back to the UK some years ago to visit family, and I booked it for August when the English weather should have been at its best, and it rained the whole time I was there. I went back again in October, at the end of autumn, to save money on flights and hotels, and the weather was beautiful. I suppose the moral is “You pay your money; you take your chances.” 

​​DURATION OF YOUR TRIP. 

​​The itinerary in this book is for 3 weeks, but that is just a suggestion. It would be far better to stay much longer in those towns on the itinerary, or add more towns to your trip. It costs a lot to fly to Thailand, so it is much better to spend as much time here as you can to get extra value and experience more from your holiday. 

​​PLAN YOUR BUDGET AND TRY TO STICK TO IT. 

​​Always make a written budget for your trip and try to stick to it as much as possible, but be sure to include more than your estimated expenses in your travel budget. Although you would have planned your budget from this book and online websites, there are always undefined expenses that pop up during any trip. You don’t want to spoil your trip because of money pressure. Therefore, it is advisable to budget your trip expenses towards the higher end so that you are prepared should an unforeseen setback arise or if you decide to splurge on something you see or take an unplanned excursion. 

​​ACCOMMODATION AND FLIGHT BOOKINGS. 

​Do lots of online research. Depending on the kind of accommodation that you are seeking. luxury, affordable, or budget, always compare any bookings with different websites. For example, when booking a hotel, always check three or four online sites, such as Booking.com, Agoda.com, and Hotels.com, to compare prices, as they can differ dramatically. Also, it’s a good idea to contact the hotels directly for a quote. 

​There are many airline booking apps, such as Sky Scanner and Traveloka, to check airline prices, but also go directly to the airline's website to look for any specials that they may have. Flight prices can fluctuate a lot, especially during the peak seasons, and just because it’s not a peak season in your country, it doesn’t mean that it’s not a peak season in Thailand, so you will need to check both countries' seasons. Also, keep in mind that when booking a flight, the day of the week you’re travelling or even the time of day can make a big difference to the cost, so if you can be flexible, it may be cheaper. If you are sure about your holiday plans, you may book cheaper non-refundable tickets; otherwise, it would be advisable to book refundable tickets if you are booking your flight in advance, in case your circumstances change. 

​​Another thing to consider is the public and Buddhist holidays in Thailand when travelling, which can considerably raise flight and hotel prices, and because of Thailand’s Buddhist beliefs, there are many of them, as many of their holidays are Buddhist. 

​​

​
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​PACK DILIGENTLY! 

​​It is best to pack light. Even though you might feel the need to pack everything, follow the thumb rule “Less is More”. Depending on the time of year and the season you’re travelling, you may need a jumper or jacket, as Northern Thailand can have cooler days and nights than down south. You should also bring a light raincoat. Clothing is very cheap in shops like Tesco Lotus and at local markets, and you can pick up a decent T-shirt for about 150 baht and a pair of shorts for 300 baht, so maybe it would be a good opportunity to leave some of your old clothes at home and buy some new clothes when you arrive. 

​​THE WEATHER. 

​​When planning your trip, you will need to take the weather in Thailand into consideration. The best time to come for the weather is between November and March, but that’s when it's winter in Europe, and countries like the USA and Canada, and many people from those countries come to Thailand to escape their freezing winters, so it’s the high season, and prices of flights and hotels are higher. Unlike most countries in the world, which have four seasons, Thailand has three: extremely hot, mildly hot, and rainy hot. The weather patterns are characterized by two monsoon seasons, and as a result, Thailand's weather tends to be defined by three seasons: the wet season (May to October), the cool season (November to February), and the hot season (March to May). Being such a large country, the weather patterns can vary from province to province. For instance, the hot season is more prevalent in the north of the country, where temperatures are more changeable throughout the year. In areas such as Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai, the average temperature usually peaks at around 37° in April, with minimal breeze and relatively little rainfall, whereas the hot season is less pronounced in the southern part of the country, with temperatures peaking closer to 33 °C in Phuket. On paper, November to March is the best time to visit Thailand because there is very little rain but as I said it is also the most expensive time to visit and if you don’t like crowds, it is also the busiest time of the year, so if you're willing to risk the rain to avoid the crowds and want to pay less for your accommodation May to October might be the best time to come. 

THE WET SEASON

During the wet season, the weather is dominated by the southwest monsoon, which brings warm, humid air from the Indian Ocean, resulting in abundant rain throughout these months. Rain does tend to fall on most days, but tends to come in short bursts of an hour or two in the afternoon or overnight, with the heaviest rain falling between September and October

THE HOT SEASON

The hot season is most notable in the north of the country, where temperatures are more changeable throughout the year. Whereas in central and southern Thailand, it’s a little cooler

THE COOL SEASON

The cool season brings a significant change in weather conditions, with the north-east monsoon altering the prevailing wind directions. This brings in cool, dry air, resulting in cooler temperatures and more comfortable humidity. This also means less rainfall, and it is this combination that makes the cool season arguably the best time of year to visit much of Thailand. During the cool season, on the west coast of Thailand, the Andaman Sea is also at its calmest which makes it a perfect time to visit the west coast resorts such as Phuket, Krabi and the Ko Phi-Phi islands whereas areas like Ko Samui or Ko Chang, the cool season sees this area hit by the northeast monsoon with more rain between October and January and generally peaking in November.

​​In summary, the best time to visit Thailand is between November and March when the weather is cooler and drier. However, it is also prime tourist season, and hotel and flight prices will reflect this because of supply and demand. The worst time to visit Thailand depends on your personal preferences. If you don’t like the heat, April and May are usually the hottest months of the year. If you don't like rain, it's best to avoid August and September. However, it is also the cheapest time, and hotel and flight prices reflect this. 
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​*TRAVEL TIP. Check if you need a visa before travelling to Thailand.

The visa requirements are different for many countries; some nationalities do not need visas for a stay of less than 30 days, some nationalities can obtain their visas when they arrive at the airport, and some nationalities must obtain a visa in advance​​​​​​​​
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I wrote this book about taking a three-week holiday in Northwestern Thailand to help holidaymakers see as many interesting places as possible within that fixed time frame. I chose three weeks as that would be the minimum time you would need to see this beautiful area of Thailand, so this is just a guide, and for some people who may want a more relaxing holiday, they may want to take a longer holiday than the three weeks specified. Unlike my last book which covered a 3-week one-way car hire road trip down to Southern Thailand starting in Bangkok and ending in Phuket with the option of either flying back to Bangkok to head home or flying directly home from Phuket, this book is a little different with-it being a round trip from Bangkok and returning to Bangkok to drop off the vehicle before flying back to your home country.

Northwestern Thailand has so much to see and do, so if your holiday time frame does not allow you enough time, because you prefer a slower, more relaxed holiday, perhaps you could do the trip over two visits to Thailand to give you more time to relax and also take in more of the surrounding areas. It would depend on the type of holiday that you’re looking for. Also, you may decide to spend more time in say Bangkok to see more of this exciting city and miss out on staying somewhere like Phitsanoluk or you may not like big cities so much if so you could drop staying in Bangkok for those nights and spend more time in Kanchanaburi or Sai Yuk National Park, it's entirely up to you as this is just a guide for three weeks and you can add or subtract as many days that suit your holiday requirements and also add any other towns that may interest you or you can drop towns from this itinerary that may not interest you.

*Any prices in this book I have kept in Thai Baht

​

THAILAND INFORMATION

Capital...Bangkok

​Population...72 million (21st most populous in the















	​​​To drive in Thailand, you are required by law to hold an international driving license. Many people rent cars in Thailand using their driving license from their home country, and most of the time, the rental company will rent a vehicle to you with that license. However, if you're stopped by the police, you may be fined. But Thailand, being Thailand and having very lax driving laws, they usually let you drive on to your destination after paying a 500 baht “fine”, but you may also come across a rare policeman who sticks by the rules. 

	​If you like listening to music while driving. Bring your own CDs. Radio stations in Thailand usually only play Thai music, news, and current affairs programs. Also, there is no national radio station that provides a strong signal throughout the country. The radio reception you pick up varies from town to town and drops out once you leave that town's area. All cars rented by reputable rental companies have CD players, but make sure it is working before driving away. 

	​You can rent a sat-nav system with most car rental companies, but I suggest that you also download Google Maps to your phone as a backup should the sat-nav stop working. 

	​You may decide that you would prefer to rent a motorbike to do your big trip. I have driven all around Thailand on my motorbike, a tiny but reliable 105-cc Honda Moove. I love driving my motorbike around Thailand rather than a car because of the freedom that it gives me. But driving a motorbike in Thailand obviously comes with many risks, and the dangers have been well documented over the years, so it’s not the place to ride a motorbike unless you are a competent motorbike rider with a lot of motorbike riding experience. If you decide to drive a motorbike on your trip, make sure you have the proper international motorbike driving license, not an international car driving license. Most motorbike rental companies will rent you a motorbike on a car driving license as in their eyes the onus is on the person renting the motorbike to know the driving rules in Thailand it’s not on the company renting the motorbike to you to inform you, if they did that, they would not rent many motorbikes because the majority of people who enter Thailand as tourists and rent a motorbike don’t have the required motorbike driving license. The problem you will have is if you are pulled over by the police, and you may be fined. After paying your 500 baht fine, they usually let you drive on your merry way... so no big problem there. But where you will have a real problem will be if you are involved in a road accident and you are hospitalised. If this happens, the chances are your travel insurance will reject the claim as you were not licensed to drive a motorbike, as you were driving the motorbike on a car driving license. I see in the news reports here in Thailand all of the time where ex-pat tourists have been badly injured in motorbike accidents and their insurance disallows the claim and their families are appealing for money through online funding sites such as GoFundMe to get their family members hospital bills paid and for them to be repatriated back to their home countries for treatment as their travel insurance claim had been denied. 
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