
  
    Bang Khun Phrom Palace

    (Bank of Thailand)


    In addition to the Dusit Palace, the prodigious King Chulalongkorn (Rama V) also ordered the construction of Bang Khun Phrom Palace on the riverfront around the turn of the twentieth century. In addition to the palace building, he also ordered the construction of the "Newlyweds Mansion" (Tamnak Haw) in 1903 for the just-married Prince Paribatra.


    The Prince and his bride lived in the palace grounds until they went into exile after the 1932 revolution overthrowing the absolute monarchy. The palace came into posession to the finance ministry, and was in turn rented to the Bank of Thailand. In 1998, Tamnak Haw was moved to the grounds of Vimanmek Mansion in Dusit. But the main palace building is still in the grounds of the Bank of Thailand. The palace building now houses the museum of the Bank of Thailand, displaying, for the most part, the history of Thai coins and bank notes, as well as the history of money in general in Southeast Asia. There is also a large room dedicated to the late Prince Paribatra as well. It's quite a fascinating display, and the building itself is absolutely beautiful, inside and out.


    The museum is open Monday to Friday, except holidays, from 9:00 am until 4:00 pm. Admission is free. You must dress appropriately (men in full length pants, no tank tops, etc.) and bring some form of picture identification (passport) to leave at the front desk. Although there are a few entrances to the large compound, the one handiest for the museum is off the road running under the Rama VIII bridge. The nearest Chaophraya Express Boat pier in regular use is Tewet.
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    Bank of Thailand area map


    The new building next to the old palace is also worth a look. It's one of the few really good examples of modern architecture in Bangkok.
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    Ananta Samakorn Throne Hall

    Arts of the Kingdom Exhibit


    This huge ornate Italianate building dominates the royal plaza at the end of Ratchadamnoen Avenue, as it was meant to. The building was built in 1912, and for a time after the 1932 coup which ended the absolute monarchy, it housed the Thai parliament. The building has a spectacular interior, and used to only open to the public once a year, on Children's Day (the second Saturday in January).


    Now, the magnificent structure houses the permanent Arts of the Kingdom exhibit, which displays all the traditional crafts of the country, as cultivated by Her Majesty the Queen. The exhibit is open 10:00 am to 6:00 pm Tuesdays to Saturdays. Closed on Mondays, New Years and Songkran. Admission is 150 Baht, although if you visit the Grand Palace, you also receive free admission to the Arts of the Kingdom within seven days. No photography is allowed inside.


    The large paved plaza in front of the building is where the annual Trooping of the Color is held every December. In late March or early April, the plaza is also the scene of the annual Red Cross fair, which spills into the adjacent Amporn Gardens exhibition center.


    Note that the building is often mis-labeled on tourist maps as the Abhisek Dusit Throne Hall. That comparatively tiny building is located behind the Ananta Samakorn Throne Hall in the Dusit Palace complex, which also includes the Vimanmek Mansion.
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    Bangkok Art and Culture Center


    The Bangkok Art and Culture Center was opened early in 2009 after many delays, arguments, and a last minute name change. The idea started as the Bangkok Modern Art Museum, but was changed to the Art and Culture Center just before it opened.


    Even after it opened, it seemed nobody was quite sure what to do with the place, and it stood somewhat empty and deserted for several months. It is slowly but surely coming to life, with a somewhat odd mix of private shops and galleries complementing the show galleries.


    Admission to the center is free, although some exhibitions may require a fee in the future.


    There are several private art galleries, designer boutiques, music studios and related shops on the first three floors. The main galleries are on the upper floors.


    Getting to the Bangkok Art and Culture Center


    The Bangkok Art and Culture Center is easy to reach using the Skytrain elevated train system. Alight at the National Stadium and follow the crowds to the exits towards MBK Center. The bridge entrance to the Art and Culture Center is opposite to the bridge entrance to MBK.
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    Royal Barges Museum


    Tucked away just inside a canal across the river from the Grand Palace is the Royal Barge Museum. Here are displayed just eight of the over 50 barges that make up formal processions. That may seem like a lot, but during the Ayutthaya period, when the river was the main means of transport, royal barges apparently numbered in the thousands. The Abb de Choisy, in his account of the first French embassy to Siam in 1685, writes of the embassy traveling upriver in hundreds of barges, some of which were the King's own.


    That was then. When the Burmese sacked Ayutthaya, all the barges were burned. Rama I, who established the new capital in Bangkok, had new barges built in the image of the old ones. By this time, the barges were reserved largely for ceremonial use, most especially the annual katin ceremony in October or November. The king and royal family would travel down-river in a procession of barges nearly a kilometer long to Wat Arun, where they would give new robes to the monks.


    The use of the barges was largely discontinued after the coup of 1932 which overthrew the absolute monarchy. Most royal properties, including the barges, were confiscated by the civilian and military governments that came to power after the coup. To make matters worse, many of the barges were bombed by the Japanese during World War II.


    His Majesty discovered the barges in their sorry state some time after ascending to the throne after the war. He had the barges restored and also re-started the annual katin ceremony. However, as the boats have gotten increasingly fragile, the barges are only bought out on very special occasions.


    The barges on display vary in size and function. The most important of all is the Suppanahong, or 'Golden Swan,' with its figurehead prow in the shape of a huge golden swan. The barge was built by King Rama I, but then had to be rebuilt by King Rama V. Next to it is the Narai Song Suban with King Narai riding a Garuda on its prow. This barge was built to commemorate the king's 50th anniversary on the throne. Around the sides and back of the warehouse are display cases with oars, flags and other paraphernalia of the procession ceremonies.


    Admission Fee


    Admission to the museum is 100 Baht per person. If you want to take pictures, there's an additional fee of 100 Baht for a camera. The museum is open 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. every day. The museum is closed on New Year's Eve (31 December), New Year's Day (1 January) and Songkran (13 to 15 April).


    Getting There


    The best way to get to the museum is by boat. If you take the regular Express Boat service, the nearest stop is Pinklao Bridge Pier, although this involves a long winding walk along a narrow concrete walkway over the swampy land. As you leave the pier, veer left to walk away from the river on the left side of the bridge. The path to the museum is relatively well marked, but it's still easy to get lost. That can be part of the fun. The Barge Museum is also a standard stop on most long-tailed boat canal tours, which can be booked at the major tourist piers such as Chang or River City.
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    Chinatown Museum & Temple of the Golden Buddha


    At one end of Chinatown, in what was once an otherwise unremarkable temple of Wat Traimit, sits the world's largest solid gold Buddha image. Made of about 83% pure gold and weighing in at five and a half tons, the 15-foot tall seated image is worth millions of dollars at today's gold prices.


    The image has a colorful history, which is recounted in a free pamphlet distributed with your paid admission.


    The Golden Buddha was cast sometime in the 13th century and is an excellent example of the gracious Sukhothai style that is still very much in favor to this day. At some point, it was covered in plaster and lacquer, most likely in an attempt to hide the valuable icon from thieves or looters.


    The disguise was so good that everyone apparently forgot about what was hidden beneath. A member of King Rama III's court had the statue moved to Bangkok and installed in a temple near where the Oriental Hotel is today. That temple fell into disuse and was completely abandoned around 1931.


    The true nature of the Golden Buddha wasn't discovered until it was moved to its present location at Wat Traimit in 1955. When the image was being hoisted into its new home, the ropes broke, dropping the statue. Some of the plaster was chipped off, revealing the gold underneath. Bits of the plaster are on display in the interpretive center below the chapel.


    The statue now sits in a new (opened in early 2010) chapel perched high atop a
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    Bangkokian Museum


    The Bangkokian Museum is a small collection of structures and artifacts that seeks to preserve a bit of pre-WWII Bangkok. The collection is all the work of a single family with a remarkable history.


    The various exhibits are displayed throughout three buildings. The first structure is a home built in 1937. The style is very western, as was popular at the time. You will note the high ceilings with carved panels at the top to let out hot air and keep the rooms cool. The house is displayed much as it was in the 1940s, with much of the original furniture and fixtures.


    Behind this house is another two-story structure that was built in 1929, although it originally stood in another plot of land. It was moved to this location when the family decided to consolidate their collection into a museum for the city. The house originally served as a clinic, with living quarters above. Most of the things on display are from the 1920s, including the fixtures and utensils in the small pharmacy on the second floor.


    The third building resembles an old warehouse. On the ground level are the old kitchens as well as some other displays of small scale animal husbandry and other miscellaneous artifacts. The second floor houses a large display about the history of Bangkok and the area that is mostly in Thai.
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    Area map for the Bangkokian Museum


    The Bangkokian Museum is located on Charoen Krung Soi 43. The nearest landmark is the central post office on Charoen Krung. Soi 43 is the intersection nearest the post office. Walk up the street, under the expressway, and the museum is on your right. The museum is not far from the Royal Orchid Sheraton hotel, so the easiest way to get here is to take the Chaophraya Express boat to the Siphraya Pier, or the free shuttle to the hotel, and then walk to the museum. The museum is open Wednesday to Sunday from 10:00 am to 4:00 pm. Admission is free.
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