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 Introduction

For any first-time visitor to Bangkok, there
are certain "must see" sights that you have to visit. While "the
Big Mango" is home – literally – to hundreds of museums as well as
assorted palaces, temples and other tourist spots, there are three
destinations that most will say you need to visit to have "done"
Bangkok: The Grand Palace, Wat Po (a.k.a. The Temple of the
Reclining Buddha) and Wat Arun (a.k.a. The Temple of Dawn.)

There was a time when the only easy way to
get to these sights was to join a tour group. Sadly, all three
places still tend to have too many bus-loads of tourists, but
things have gotten quite easy for independent travelers who want to
see these sights on their own. The introduction of the elevated
train system in 1999, joined by the subway in 2003, means that it's
now possible to easily get from just about any hotel to the river,
where the regular boat service can get you to all three of these
sights, while giving you a flavor of the 'old' Bangkok along the
way. See "Getting Around" for more details.

All three of these sights have their genesis
in the relocation of the Thai capital to Bangkok more than 200
years ago. That move was the result, albeit somewhat indirectly, of
the fall of the old Siamese capital at Ayuthaya, about 70
kilometers north of Bangkok. Beginning in 1760, relations with
Burma, which had always been problematic, deteriorated into open
war. In 1767 Ayuthaya fell to the Burmese, who razed much of the
city and carted off many of its treasures.

After the fall of Ayuthaya, a general and
provincial governor who had taken the name of Taksin raised an army
to fend off the Burmese, and established a new capital in Thonburi.
His palace was – and still is – next to Wat Arun, which was called
Wat Chaeng at the time. King Taksin enlarged the temple and gave it
royal status.

Taksin was assisted in expelling the Burmese
by another general named Chakri. Unfortunately, around 1782, King
Taksin became extremely paranoid, to the extent that the privy
counsel decided to remove him from the throne and crown Chakri as
the new king of Siam, becoming King Rama I.

Chakri decided to move the capital across the
river, to the small village of Bang Kok ("Olive Village"). After
moving the mainly Chinese residents to where Chinatown still stands
today, Rama I built the Grand Palace and laid out the rest of the
capital based on same principles as guided the old plan of
Ayuthaya.

The Grand Palace was built just to the north
of an existing temple, today commonly known as Wat Po. The new King
enlarged the temple and installed many of the religious relics that
were recovered from Ayuthaya.

In addition to the "top three", for this
guide, I've selected a mix of lesser-known sights, along with some
of the more well known places that many people may not realize are
accessible by mass transit. First up is a collection of traditional
Thai houses moved from other parts of Thailand and reconstructed in
what was once a cabbage farm, hence its name, Suan Pakkard, or the
"cabbage patch" palace.

Another, more famous, collection of Thai
houses was put together by American Jim Thompson, otherwise known
as the "king of Thai silk", the man who revived what was at the
time an endangered cottage industry. The museum established around
his former home has grown to include not only an outlet of
Thompson's trademark silk shops, but also a restaurant and
exhibition space.

Shopping is what the next stop is all about.
Bangkok's sprawling weekend market is a 30-year old institution,
that nonetheless is constantly changing. While it isn't for
everyone, the market does offer something for every need.

For spiritual needs, Bangkok residents visit
any one of the city's thousands of Buddhist temples. Chinatown's
Wat Traimit is home to a five-plus ton golden Buddha image. The
temple can be the start of an exploration of Chinatown, with all
its varied scenery.

A singular curiosity is also what draws
people to another temple. Wat Yannawa is a 200-year old temple set
by the river celebrating the Chinese contribution to early Bangkok,
with a building shaped like a typical "junk" vessel of the
time.

Take to the river to see Bangkok from a
different perspective. A little ways up one of the many canals that
empty into the river is the shed housing the Royal Barges. The
ceremonies the barges were built for are now quite rare, so the
only way you're going to see them is to visit the museum set up in
the storage shed.

You can choose to visit these sights in any
order. Even during the so-called 'cool' season, mornings are the
best time to do sight-seeing. Afternoons can be quite hot, even in
tourist season, so plan your days around sight-seeing in the
morning and afternoons by the pool or shopping indoors.

 Temple Etiquette

Most of these places are active religious
temples of worship, among the most important temples in Thailand.
As such, they deserve, and in fact demand, the same level of
respect that you would give to any religious place in your own
country. While Thailand has gained a bit of a reputation as a place
where "anything goes" and the Thais can indeed exude an attitude of
live and let live, they are in fact a rather conservative society
where a certain level of public modesty is expected.

While you can be forgiven for wanting to
dress casual on your vacation, you should keep in mind that there's
"casual" and then there's "inappropriate". What's appropriate dress
for visiting a temple in Thailand is pretty much the same as it
would be for a religious place in your home country. So, before you
leave your hotel or guest house to visit a Thai temple, you might
simply ask yourself if you would feel comfortable visiting a
church, mosque or synagogue back home dressed as you are.

While all this talk about appropriate dress
is mostly about respect for another culture, you must keep in mind
that there is a strict dress code for visitors to the Grand Palace
(see note). "Fashion police" check each potential visitor to the
palace, and refer any tourist who doesn't pass muster to the rental
booth near the entrance, where they can rent proper dress. If the
possibility of wearing clothes that several other people may have
worn the same day doesn't bother you, keep in mind that it's also
possible that the rental center can run out of things to cover your
naughty bits at any time, and then you'll have no choice but to
call off your visit completely.

Aside from clothing malfunctions, the other
points to keep in mind about visiting temples are also all about
respect. Buddha images are all highly revered objects, and should
never be climbed on or handled inappropriately. Also worth noting
is that monks are never supposed to come in direct contact with
women. If a woman needs to give something to a monk, she must place
it on a surface in front of the monk, rather than handing it to
him.

 When to Go

All of these sights are open all year round.
Traditionally, the tourist "high season" is from October to March,
when the weather is relatively cool and dry. This is when most
people visit Thailand, and so hotel rates are higher (by as much s
50%) than they are the rest of the year. It was long held that the
rainy season, which lasts roughly from May to September, was the
'worst' time to visit. The truth is that the monsoon season is not
all that bad a time to come to Thailand. The rain comes in heavy
thunderstorms that usually burst forth in the late afternoon. You
will generally get good notice that rains are coming, if you keep
your eye on the sky, and the rains usually only last an hour or so.
The rest of the day is usually clear and dry. You may even have
clear blue skies in the morning, only to be followed by heavy rain
in the early evening. The absence of big crowds, coupled with lower
hotel rates, makes the rainy season a good option.

[image: tmp_9dc7ef8257c3057ccde8940726c6a32a_ES9XWV_html_55b89de0.jpg] Average Monthly
Rainfall for Bangkok (mm)
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No matter what time of year you visit
Bangkok, the best time of day to visit these sights is, generally
speaking, in the morning. Mornings are the coolest time of day, and
since the bulk of these sites are outdoors, it will be less trying
to see them before the heat of the afternoon sets in. Each of these
places is open by 8:30, so you can get an early start, then cool
off by the pool in the afternoon.

* * *


The Grand Palace

NOTE: There is a
strict “dress code” for
visiting the Grand Palace. The
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