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    How to Use this Rough Guide ePub

   
   
   This Rough Guide is one of a new generation of informative and easy-to-use travel-guide eBooks that guarantees you make the most of your visit – before, during and after your stay. Use this eBook both to plan your trip and explore your destination when visiting. So, before you depart, check out the illustrated Introduction, plan your itinerary using the wealth of suggestions on offer, or simply browse the guide and be inspired.

   
   The best way to explore this guide is to begin at the main table of contents. The first section of the eBook gives you a flavour of the destination, with must-see sights and suggested itineraries. This is followed by: the Basics – essential practical information; the best sights, area by area; listings on everything from hotels and restaurants to festivals; and Contexts, the history of the destination and its presence in popular culture. 

   
   Shorter contents lists appear at the start of every section in the guide, and are designed to make chapter navigation quick and easy. You can jump back to these by tapping the chapter-heading links that sit with an arrow icon at the end of every article. 

   
   Every area of the destination has a clear and beautifully presented map. Depending on your hardware, you will be able to double-tap on the maps to see larger-scale versions fill your screen. 

   
    As you use this guide, you’ll notice that some entries are marked by a small Rough Guides “running man” icon; this denotes the “authors’ picks”. You can select your own favourites and create a personalized itinerary by bookmarking the sights, venues and activities that are of most interest, giving you the quickest possible access to everything you’ll need for your time away. 
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Introduction to Bangkok
The headlong pace and flawed modernity of Bangkok match few people’s visions of the capital of exotic Siam. Spiked with scores of high-rise buildings of concrete and glass, it’s a vast flatness which holds a population of at least nine million, and feels even bigger. But under the shadow of the skyscrapers you’ll find a heady mix of chaos and refinement, of frenetic markets and hushed golden temples, of early-morning alms-giving ceremonies and ultra-hip designer boutiques.
Bangkok is a relatively young capital, established in 1782 after the Burmese sacked Ayutthaya, the former capital. A temporary base was set up on the western bank of the Chao Phraya River, in what is now Thonburi, before work started on the more defensible east bank, where the first king of the new dynasty, Rama I, built his fabulously ornate palace within a protective ring of canals. Around the temples and palaces of this “royal island”, there spread an amphibious city of shops and houses built on bamboo rafts moored on the river and canals.
Ever since its foundation, but with breakneck acceleration in recent years, Bangkok has attracted internal migration from all over Thailand, pushing the city’s boundaries ever outwards in an explosion of modernization that has seen the canals on the east side of the river concreted over and left the city without an obvious centre. The capital now sprawls over 330 square kilometres and, with a population forty times that of the second city, Chiang Mai, and four-fifths of the nation’s automobiles, it’s far and away the country’s dominant city. In the make-up of its population, however, Bangkok bucks world trends, with over half of its inhabitants under thirty, so helping to consolidate its position as one of Asia’s liveliest and most fashionable cities.
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What to see
Rama I named his royal island Ratanakosin, and it remains the city’s spiritual heart, not to mention its culturally most rewarding quarter. No visit to the capital would be complete without seeing the star attractions here – if necessary, the dazzling ostentation of Wat Phra Kaeo and the Grand Palace, lively and grandiose Wat Pho and the National Museum’s hoard of exquisite works of art can all be crammed into a single action-packed day.
One of the other great pleasures of the city is a ride on its remaining waterways; the majestic Chao Phraya River is served by frequent ferries and longtail boats, and is the backbone of a network of canals, floating markets and waterside temples – including the striking five-towered Wat Arun – that remains fundamentally intact in the west-bank Thonburi district. Inevitably the waterways have earned Bangkok the title of “Venice of the East”, a tag that seems all too apt when you’re wading through flooded streets in the rainy season.
Bangkok began to assume its modern guise at the end of the nineteenth century, when the forward-looking Rama V relocated the royal family to a neighbourhood north of Ratanakosin called Dusit. Here he commissioned grand European-style boulevards, built the new Chitrlada Palace (still used by the royal family today), had his charming, teakwood Vimanmek Palace reconstructed nearby, and capped it all with the erection of a sumptuous new temple, Wat Benjamabophit, built from Italian marble. When political modernization followed in 1932, Dusit was the obvious choice of home for Thailand’s new parliament, which now sits in Parliament House.
Bangkok’s commercial heart lies to the southeast of Dusit, where sleek glass towers and cool marble malls lend an air of energy and big-city drama to the districts of Silom, Siam Square and Sukhumvit. These areas shelter a few noteworthy tourist sights, too, best of which is Jim Thompson’s House, a small, personal museum of Thai design. Shopping downtown varies from touristic outlets selling silks and handicrafts to international fashion emporia and boutiques showcasing Thailand’s increasingly desirable home-grown contemporary designs. For livelier scenes, explore the dark alleys of the bazaars in Chinatown or the Indian district, Pahurat, or head out to the enormous, open-air Chatuchak Weekend Market. Similarly, the city offers wildly varied entertainment, ranging from traditional dancing and the orchestrated bedlam of Thai boxing, through hip bars and clubs both downtown and in the backpackers’ enclave of Banglamphu, to the farang-only sex bars of the notorious Patpong district.
North and west of the city, the unwieldy urban mass of Greater Bangkok peters out into the vast, well-watered central plains, a region that for centuries has grown the bulk of the nation’s food. The atmospheric ruins of Thailand’s fourteenth-century capital Ayutthaya lie here, ninety minutes’ train ride from Bangkok and, together with the ornate palace at nearby Bang Pa-In, make a rewarding excursion from the modern metropolis. Further west, the massive stupa at Nakhon Pathom and the floating markets of Damnoen Saduak are also easily manageable as a day-trip, and combine well with a visit to the historic town of Phetchaburi, famous for its charming old temples. Riverside Amphawa is similarly evocative and makes a perfect escape from the city, with its genuine floating markets and traditional canalside neighbourhoods. An overnight stay at Kanchanaburi is also well worth the effort: impressively sited on the River Kwai, it holds several moving World War II sights, including the notorious Death Railway.
Rat or raja? >
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Rat or raja?
There’s no standard system of transliterating Thai script into Roman, so you’re sure to find that the Thai words in this book don’t always match the versions you’ll see elsewhere. Maps and street signs are the biggest sources of confusion, so we’ve generally gone for the transliteration that’s most common on the spot; where it’s a toss-up between two equally popular versions, we’ve used the one that helps best with pronunciation. However, sometimes you’ll need to do a bit of lateral thinking, bearing in mind that a classic variant for the town of Ayutthaya is Ayudhia, while among street names, Thanon Rajavithi could come out as Thanon Ratwithi – and it’s not unheard of to find one spelling posted at one end of a road, with another at the opposite end. See also an introduction to the Thai language.



< Back to What to see

When to go
Bangkok’s climate is governed by three seasons, though in reality the city sits firmly within the tropics and so enjoys warm days and nights year-round. The so-called cool season, which runs from November to February, is the most pleasant time to visit; days are invariably bright and clear, and temperatures average a manageable 27°C (though they can still reach a broiling 31°C at midday). This is high season for the tourist industry, so rooms and flights are at a premium and well worth booking in advance; prices shoot up further for the Christmas and New Year period. March sees the beginning of the hot season, when temperatures can rise to 36°C, and continue to do so beyond the end of April. During these sweltering months you may find yourself spending more money than at other times, simply in order to secure the benefits of air-conditioning, whether in hotel rooms, restaurants, taxis or buses. The daily downpours that characterize the rainy season can come as a welcome relief, though being hot and wet is a sensation that doesn’t appeal to everyone. The rainy season varies in length and intensity from year to year, but usually starts with a bang in May, gathers force between June and August, and comes to a peak in September and October, when whole districts of the capital are flooded. Rain rarely lasts all day however, so as long as you’re armed with an umbrella there’s no reason to reschedule your trip – and you’ll get more for your money, too, as many hotels and airlines drop their prices right down at this time of year.
City of Angels >
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City of Angels
When Rama I was crowned in 1782, he gave his new capital a grand 43-syllable name to match his ambitious plans for the building of the city. Since then 21 more syllables have been added.
Krungthepmahanakhornboworn-ratanakosinmahintarayutthaya-mahadilokpopnopparatratchathani-buriromudomratchaniwetmahasath-anamornpimanavatarnsathitsakka-thattiyavisnukarprasit is Guinness-certified as the longest place name in the world and roughly translates as “Great city of angels, the supreme repository of divine jewels, the great land unconquerable, the grand and prominent realm, the royal and delightful capital city full of nine noble gems, the highest royal dwelling and grand palace, the divine shelter and living place of the reincarnated spirits”. Fortunately, all Thais refer to the city simply as Krung Thep (“City of Angels”), though plenty can recite the full name at the drop of a hat. Bangkok – “Village of the Plum Olive” – was the name of the original village on the Thonburi side; with remarkable persistence, it has remained in use by foreigners since the 1660s, when the French built a short-lived garrison fort in the area.
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20 things not to miss
It’s not possible to see everything Bangkok has to offer on a short trip – and we don’t suggest you try. What follows is a subjective selection of the highlights, from extravagant palaces and frenetic markets to tranquil neighbourhoods and cutting-edge shopping, plus great day-trip destinations around the city. 

01 The Grand Palace  • Sheltering Thailand’s holiest temple, Wat Phra Kaeo, and its most sacred image, the Emerald Buddha, this huge complex is a beautiful kaleidoscope of strange colours and shapes.
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02 Thanon Khao San  • Legendary hub for Southeast Asian backpackers: the place for cheap sleeps, baggy trousers and tall tales.
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03 Ayutthaya  • Razed by the Burmese, the old capital is a grassy, brooding graveyard of temples, an hour to the north by train.
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04 Wat Arun  • The Temple of Dawn looks great from the river – and even better close up.
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05 63rd-floor sundowner  • Fine cocktails and jaw-dropping views, especially at sunset, at The Sky Bar and Distil.
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06 Songkhran  • Thai New Year is the excuse for a national waterfight – don’t plan on getting much done if you come in mid-April, just join in the fun.
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07 Jim Thompson’s House  • An elegant and very personal museum of Thai crafts and architecture.
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08 Contemporary design  • Traditional East meets minimalist West.
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09 Cycling the city  • Venture beyond the downtown gloss on a bicycle tour through the capital’s rural fringes.

[image: ]

10 Vimanmek Palace  • This elegant late-nineteenth-century summer palace was built from golden teakwood, without a single nail.
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11 Thai cookery classes  • Insider tips on everything from five-star cuisine to fruit-carving and vegetarian curries.
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12 Erawan Shrine  • The full spiritual monty: Buddhism, Hinduism and animism, dancing, lottery tickets and enough jasmine and gold to knock you out.
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13 Wat Pho  • This lavish and lively temple is home to the awesome Reclining Buddha and a great massage school.
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14 Traditional Thai Puppet Theatre  • The last troupe of its kind, this is the only authentic form of Thai dance-drama performed to a high standard every night of the week.

[image: ]

15 Chatuchak Weekend Market  • Bangkok’s top shopping experience features over eight thousand stalls selling everything from hill-tribe jewellery to designer lamps.
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16 Thai boxing  • Nightly bouts at the national stadia are accompanied by live music and frenetic betting.

[image: ]

17 Traditional massage  • Combining elements of acupressure and yoga, a pleasantly brutal way to help shed jet lag, or simply to end the day.
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18 A boat trip on the Thonburi canals  • The best way to explore the city’s old-fashioned waterside communities.
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19 National Museum  • The cornucopia of Thailand’s artistic heritage, ranging from sculptural treasures to fantastic royal funeral chariots.
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20 Muang Boran Ancient City  • Escape from the city to this attractively landscaped open-air museum, which features beautifully crafted replicas of Thailand’s finest monuments.
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Getting there
At the time of writing, all international flights into Bangkok are using the capital’s new Suvarnabhumi Airport (coded “BKK”); there is however talk of resurrecting the old Don Muang Airport (“DMK”) for low-cost flights in the future. See By air for more information about both airports.
Air fares to Bangkok generally depend on the season, with the highest being from approximately mid-November to mid-February, when the weather is best (with premium rates charged for flights between mid-December and New Year), and in July and August to coincide with school holidays. You will need to book several months in advance to get reasonably priced tickets during these peak periods.
Flights from the UK and Ireland >
Flights from the US and Canada >
Flights from Australia and New Zealand >
Flights from South Africa >
Airlines >
Airline offices in Bangkok >
Travel agents and tour operators worldwide >
Travel agents and tour operators in Bangkok >
From neighbouring countries >


Flights from the UK and Ireland
The fastest and most comfortable way of reaching Bangkok from the UK is to fly nonstop from London with Qantas/British Airways, Thai Airways or Eva Airways, a journey time of about eleven and a half hours. These airlines usually keep their prices competitive, at around £500/730 plus tax in low season/high season. Fares on indirect scheduled flights to Bangkok are always cheaper than nonstop flights and start at £380/550 plus tax, though these journeys can take anything from two to twelve hours longer.
There are no nonstop flights from any regional airports in Britain or from any Irish airports, and rather than routing via London, you may find it convenient to fly to another hub such as Frankfurt (with Lufthansa), Zurich (with Swiss), Abu Dhabi (with Etihad) or Dubai (with Emirates), and take a connecting flight from there. Return flights from Newcastle upon Tyne with Emirates, for example, with good connections in Dubai, currently start at around £530, including taxes. Flying from Dublin via Amsterdam with Aer Lingus and China Airlines costs around €800.
< Back to Getting there
Flights from the US and Canada
There are no nonstop flights from North America to Bangkok, as Thai Airways recently abandoned its “ultra-long-haul” services from New York and Los Angeles and now only flies from LA via Osaka (5 weekly). However, plenty of other airlines run daily flights to Bangkok from major East and West Coast cities, with only one stop en route; it’s generally easier to find a reasonable fare on flights via Asia than via Europe, even if you’re departing from the East Coast. From New York expect to pay around US$1150/1350 return in low season/high season, including taxes; from LA US$950/1150. Air Canada has the most convenient service to Bangkok from the largest number of Canadian cities; from Vancouver, expect to pay around Can$1450/1600 in low season/high season; from Toronto, Can$1650/1825. Cheaper rates are often available if you’re prepared to make two or three stops and take more time.
Minimum flying times, including stopovers, are twenty hours from New York or Toronto (westbound or eastbound), nineteen hours thirty minutes from LA, eighteen hours from Vancouver.
< Back to Getting there
Flights from Australia and New Zealand
There’s no shortage of scheduled flights to Bangkok from Australia, with direct services from major cities operated by Thai Airways, Qantas/British Airways, Jetstar and Emirates (around nine hours from Sydney and Perth), and plenty of indirect flights via Asian hubs, which take at least eleven and a half hours. There’s often not much difference between the fares on nonstop and indirect flights, which start from around Aus$700/1200 (excluding taxes) in low/high season from Sydney and most major eastern Australian cities. Fares from Perth and Darwin are up to Aus$100/200 cheaper.
From New Zealand, Thai Airways runs nonstop twelve-hour flights between Auckland and Bangkok, charging from NZ$1100/1700 (excluding taxes) in low/high season. Qantas/British Airways and Emirates flights from Auckland make brief stops in Sydney, adding at least a couple of hours to the trip, and other major Asian airlines offer indirect flights via their hubs (from seventeen hours): fares for indirect flights also start at about NZ$1100/1700. From Christchurch and Wellington you’ll pay NZ$150–300 more than from Auckland.
< Back to Getting there
Flights from South Africa
From South Africa, Thai Airways, code-sharing with South African Airways, operates three nonstop flights a week from Johannesburg to Bangkok, taking eleven and a half hours and costing around ZAR10,500 return in low season or ZAR12,000 in high season, including taxes. Otherwise, you’ll be making a stop either in the Middle East or in Hong Kong or Southeast Asia, with fares starting at around ZAR7500/10,000 in low/high season.
< Back to Getting there
Airlines
Aer Lingus www.aerlingus.com 

Air Canada www.aircanada.com 

Air New Zealand www.airnewzealand.com 

Bangkok Airways www.bangkokair.com 

Berjaya Air www.berjaya-air.com 

British Airways www.ba.com 

Cathay Pacific www.cathaypacific.com 

Emirates www.emirates.com 

Etihad Airways www.etihadairways.com 

EVA Air www.evaair.com 

Firefly www.fireflyz.com.my 

Jetstar www.jetstar.com 

Korean Air www.koreanair.com 

Krabi Airline www.krabi-airline.com 

Lufthansa www.lufthansa.com 

Malaysia Airlines www.malaysiaairlines.com 

Qantas Airways www.qantas.com 

Qatar Airways www.qatarairways.com 

Silk Air www.silkair.com 

Singapore Airlines www.singaporeair.com 

South African Airways www.flysaa.com 

Swiss www.swiss.com 

Thai Airways www.thaiair.com 

Tiger Airways www.tigerairways.com 

Rough Guides online
Find everything you need to plan your next trip at www.roughguides.com. Read Rough Guides content on destinations worldwide, make use of our unique trip-planner tool, book transport and accommodation, check out other travellers’ recommendations and share your own experiences.
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Airline offices in Bangkok
Aeroflot 02 251 0617–8; 

Air Asia 02 515 9999; 

Air Canada 02 670 0400; 

Air France 02 635 1191; 

Air India 02 653 2288; 

Air New Zealand 02 235 8280–3; 

Bangkok Airways 1771 or 02 265 5555; 

British Airways 02 627 1701; 

Cathay Pacific 02 263 0606; 

China Airlines 02 250 9888; 

Druk Air 02 237 9201–3; 

Emirates 02 664 1040; 

Etihad 02 253 0099; 

Eva Air 02 269 6288; 

Finnair 02 634 0238–9; 

Garuda 02 679 7371–2; 

Gulf Air 02 254 7931–4; 

Japan Airlines 02 649 9500; 

KLM 02 635 2400; 

Korean Air 02 635 0465–9; 

Lao Airlines 02 236 9822; 

Lufthansa 02 264 2400; 

Malaysia Airlines 02 263 0565–71; 

Pakistan International (PIA) 02 234 2961–5; 

Philippine Airlines 02 633 5713; 

Qantas Airways 02 627 1701; 

Royal Brunei 02 637 5151; 

Singapore Airlines 02 353 6000; 

Sri Lankan Airlines 02 236 8450; 

Swiss 02 204 7744; 

Thai Airways 02 356 1111; 

United Airlines 02 353 3939; 

Vietnam Airlines 02 655 4137–40. 

< Back to Getting there
Travel agents and tour operators worldwide
Creative Events Asia Thailand www.creativeeventsasia.com. Wedding specialists for everything from paperwork to the ceremony and guest accommodation.


Flight Centre US 1-866/967-5351, Canada 1-877/967-5302, UK 0870/499 0040, Australia 13 31 33, New Zealand 0800/243 544, South Africa 0860/400 727; www.flightcentre.com. Guarantee to offer the lowest international air fares.


North South Travel UK 01245/608 291, www.northsouthtravel.co.uk. Competitive travel agency, offering discounted fares worldwide. Profits are used to support projects in the developing world, especially the promotion of sustainable tourism.


Origin Asia Thailand www.alex-kerr.com. Cultural programmes that teach and explain Thai arts such as dance, music, martial arts, textiles, flower offerings and cooking. Courses last from one day to a week and are held in Bangkok.


STA Travel US 1-800/781-4040, UK 0871/2300 040, Australia 134 782, New Zealand 0800/474 400, South Africa 0861/781 781; www.statravel.com. Worldwide specialists in independent travel. Good discounts for students and under-26s.


Telltale Travel UK 0800/011 2571, www.telltaletravel.co.uk. Tailor-made tours that aim to offer as authentic an experience as possible, with accommodation mainly in upscale homestays in Bangkok and beyond.


Trailfinders UK 0845/058 5858, Republic of Ireland 01/677 7888, Australia 1300/780 212; www.trailfinders.com. One of the best-informed and most efficient agents for independent travellers.


Travel Cuts US 1-800/592-CUTS, Canada 1-866/246-9762; www.travelcuts.com. Popular, long-established specialists in budget travel, including student and youth discount offers.


USIT Republic of Ireland 01/602 1906, Northern Ireland 028/9032 7111, with branches in Athlone, Belfast, Cork, Dublin, Galway, Limerick and Waterford; www.usit.ie. Ireland’s main outlet for discounted, youth and student fares.
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Travel agents and tour operators in Bangkok
Asian Trails 9th Floor, SG Tower, 161/1 Soi Mahadlek Luang 3, Thanon Rajdamri 02 626 2000, www.asiantrails.net. Sells flights and tours and runs scheduled and private transfers from Bangkok hotels and the airport.


Diethelm Travel 12th Floor, Kian Gwan Building II, 140/1 Thanon Witthayu 02 660 7000, www.diethelmtravel.com. Especially good for travel to Burma, Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam.


ETC (Educational Travel Centre) Ground floor, Royal (Ratanakosin) Hotel, 2 Thanon Rajdamnoen Klang, Banglamphu 02 224 0043; 180 Thanon Khao San, Banglamphu 02 629 1885; and 5/3 Soi Ngam Duphli 02 286 9424; www.etc.co.th. Sells air tickets and Thailand tours.


Jysk New Road Guest House, 1216/1 Thanon Charoen Krung, between Sois 34 and 36 02 630 6994–8, www.jysktravel.com. A reliable agent for train, bus and air tickets, as well as their own unusual tours.


Olavi Travel Opposite Gullivers’ Tavern at 53 Thanon Chakrabongse, Banglamphu 02 629 4711–3, www.olavi.com. Sells air tickets and budget transfers.


Royal Exclusive 9 The Place, 18/2 Thanon Chan 02 676 4182–7, www.royalexclusive.com. Good for travel to Burma, Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam, and also sells air and train tickets.


STA Travel 14th Floor, Wall Street Tower, 33 Thanon Suriwong 02 236 0262, www.statravel.co.th. The Bangkok branch of the worldwide chain is a reliable outlet for cheap international flights.


Thai Overlander 407 Thanon Sukhumvit, between sois 21 and 23, 02 258 4778–80, www.thaioverlander.com. Helpful place selling flights, train tickets and day-trips.


Six steps to a better kind of travel
At Rough Guides we are passionately committed to travel. We feel strongly that only through travelling do we truly come to understand the world we live in and the people we share it with – plus tourism has brought a great deal of benefit to developing economies around the world over the last few decades. But the extraordinary growth in tourism has also damaged some places irreparably, and of course climate change is exacerbated by most forms of transport, especially flying. This means that now more than ever it’s important to travel thoughtfully and responsibly, with respect for the cultures you’re visiting – not only to derive the most benefit from your trip but also to preserve the best bits of the planet for everyone to enjoy. At Rough Guides we feel there are six main areas in which you can make a difference:
• Consider what you’re contributing to the local economy, and how much the services you use do the same, whether it’s through employing local workers and guides or sourcing locally grown produce and local services.
• Consider the environment on holiday as well as at home. Water is scarce in many developing destinations, and the biodiversity of local flora and fauna can be adversely affected by tourism. Try to patronize businesses that take account of this.
• Travel with a purpose, not just to tick off experiences. Consider spending longer in a place, and getting to know it and its people.
• Give thought to how often you fly. Try to avoid short hops by air and more harmful night flights.
• Consider alternatives to flying, travelling instead by bus, train, boat and even by bike or on foot where possible.
• Make your trips “climate neutral” via a reputable carbon offset scheme. All Rough Guide flights are offset, and every year we donate money to a variety of charities devoted to combating the effects of climate change.
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From neighbouring countries
Sharing land borders with Burma, Laos, Cambodia and Malaysia, Thailand works well as part of many overland itineraries, both across Asia and between Europe and Australia. Bangkok is also one of the major regional flight hubs for Southeast Asia.
The main restrictions on overland routes in and out of Thailand are determined by visas, and by where the permitted land crossings lie. See also guide to Thai Visas. Details of visa requirements for travel to Thailand’s immediate neighbours are outlined below, but should be double-checked before you travel. Contact details for Asian embassies in Bangkok are given on Embassies and consulates. Many Khao San tour agents offer to get your visa for you, but beware: some are reportedly faking the stamps, which could get you in pretty serious trouble, so it’s safer to go to the embassy yourself.
From Burma
At the time of writing, there is no overland access from Burma into Thailand and access in the opposite direction is mostly restricted to day-trips. There are, however, numerous flights between Bangkok and Burma, and tourists who intend to enter Burma by air can buy four-week tourist visas at the Burmese embassy in Bangkok for B800; apply to the embassy and you can collect the next day.
From Cambodia
At the time of writing, six overland crossings on the Thai-Cambodian border are open to non-Thais, but regulations are changeable so check with the Cambodian Embassy in Bangkok and consult www.talesofasia.com/cambodia-overland.htm and www.thaivisa.com for travellers’ recent experiences. All Cambodian borders open daily from 7am to 8pm. Numerous flights operate between Bangkok and Cambodia.
Visas for Cambodia are issued to travellers on arrival at Phnom Penh and Siem Reap airports, and at all land borders; you need US$20 and two photos for this. If you do need to buy an advance thirty-day visa, you can do so online or from the Cambodian Embassy in Bangkok. This costs about B1000; apply before noon and you can collect your visa the following day after 5pm.
The most commonly used land crossing is at Poipet, which lies just across the border from the Thai town of Aranyaprathet and has public-transport connections with Sisophon, Siem Reap and Phnom Penh. There are two trains a day from Aranyaprathet to Bangkok (about 6hr), departing at 6.35am and 1.35pm, and two in the opposite direction, departing Bangkok at 5.55am and 1.05pm. Tuk-tuks will take you the 4km between the train station and the border post. Buses also run from Aranyaprathet to Bangkok’s Northern (Mo Chit) Bus Terminal (at least hourly until 7pm; 4hr 30min). In Aranyaprathet you’ll need to take a tuk-tuk from the bus station to the border. It’s also possible to buy a through-ticket to Siem Reap from Bangkok from almost any travel agent in Banglamphu for B400–600 but this option is dogged by scams (including a visa “service charge” scam, described in detail at www.talesofasia.com/cambodia-overland-bkksr-package.htm), can take up to ten hours longer than doing it independently, often travels via the less convenient Pailin or O’Smach border crossings instead, and nearly always uses clapped-out buses or even pick-ups, despite the promised “luxury” bus.
The other main border crossing is from Koh Kong (with transport to and from Sihanoukville and Phnom Penh) across the Dong Tong River estuary to Hat Lek near Trat on Thailand’s east coast; this is the fastest option if you’re travelling nonstop from Bangkok to Cambodia. Minibuses run from Hat Lek to Trat, 91km northwest (1hr–1hr 30min; B120), where you can pick up a bus straight to Bangkok’s Eastern or Northern Bus Terminal (4hr 30min–6hr). In the reverse direction, buses run frequently from Bangkok to Trat, where minibuses depart for Hat Lek every 45 minutes between 6am and 5pm.
From Laos and Vietnam
Tourists can cross into Thailand at five points along the Lao border, all of which have frequent bus connections with Bangkok’s Northern (Mo Chit) Bus Terminal: Houayxai (for Chiang Khong; 10 daily buses to and from Bangkok; 13–14hr); Vientiane (for Nong Khai; frequent buses to and from Bangkok; 11hr; and 3 trains daily; 11–13hr); Khammouan (aka Tha Khaek, for Nakhon Phanom; frequent buses to and from Bangkok; 12hr); Savannakhet (for Mukdahan; frequent buses to and from Bangkok; 11hr); and Pakxe (for Chong Mek; daily buses to and from Bangkok; 11hr). In addition there are numerous flights between Bangkok and Laos.
Visas are required for all non-Thai visitors to Laos. A thirty-day visa on arrival can be bought for US$30–42 (depending on your nationality), plus one photo, at Vientiane, Louang Phabang and Pakxe airports, and all the above-listed land borders. Or you can buy one in advance from the Lao Embassy in Bangkok (B400–1700 if collected the following day, or an extra B200 to collect it within the hour).
If you have the right Lao visa and Vietnamese exit stamp, you can travel from Vietnam to Thailand via Savannakhet in a matter of hours; you’ll need to use Vietnam’s Lao Bao border crossing, west of Dong Ha, where you can catch a bus to Savannakhet and then another bus across the Mekong bridge to Mukdahan. All travellers into Vietnam need to buy a visa in advance. Thirty-day visas can take up to four working days to process at the embassy in Bangkok and cost B1000.
From Malaysia and Singapore
Travelling between Thailand and Malaysia and Singapore has in the past been a straightforward and very commonly used overland route, with plentiful connections by bus, minibus, share-taxi and train, most of them routed through the southern Thai city and transport hub of Hat Yai. However, because of the ongoing sectarian violence in Thailand’s deep south, all major Western governments are currently advising people not to travel to or through Songkhla, Pattani, Yala and Narathiwat provinces, unless essential (and consequently most insurance companies are not covering travel there). This encompasses Hat Yai and the following border crossings to and from Malaysia: at Padang Besar, on the main rail line connecting Butterworth in Malaysia (and, ultimately, Kuala Lumpur and Singapore) with Hat Yai and Bangkok; at Sungai Kolok, terminus of a railway line from Hat Yai and Bangkok, and at adjacent Ban Taba, both of which are connected by road to nearby Kota Bharu in Malaysia; and at the road crossings at Sadao, south of Hat Yai, and at Betong, south of Yala. (The routes towards Kota Bharu and Betong pass through particularly volatile territory, with martial law declared in Pattani, Yala and Narathiwat provinces; however, martial law is not in effect in Hat Yai itself nor the districts of Songkhla province through which the Bangkok–Butterworth rail line and the Hat Yai–Sadao road pass.) For up-to-the-minute advice, consult your government travel advisory.
Nevertheless, the provinces of Trang and Satun on the west coast are not affected, and it’s still perfectly possible to travel overland via Satun: by ferry to Satun’s Thammalang pier from Kuala Perlis (45min) or the island of Langkawi (1hr), or by air-con minibus between Kangar and Ban Khuan. There are five daily buses from Satun to Bangkok’s Southern Bus Terminal and the journey takes sixteen hours.
In addition, there are numerous daily flights from Malaysia and Singapore to Bangkok.
Most Western tourists can spend thirty days in Malaysia and fourteen days in Singapore without having bought a visa beforehand, and there are useful Thai embassies or consulates in Kuala Lumpur, Kota Bahru, Penang and Singapore.
< Back to Getting there
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