Overview of  Phuket

Phuket, Thailand's largest island with the shape of an irregular pearl, is 21 kilometers wide and 48 kilometers long. Driving from one tip to the other will cost you not much more than one and a half hours.

Unspoiled stretches of fine white sand are found along the entire west coast of the island. Each sun-drenched beach has a character and charm of its own, and is separated from its neighbors by picturesque headlands and backdrops of wooded hills. Lapping the shore are the sparkling warm blue waters of the Andaman Sea. The landscape is dominated by lush green hills, coconut groves and rubber plantations.

Visitors from around the world flock to this cosmopolitan, world class resort paradise escaping the harsh winters of Europe and the teeming cities of Asia. 

The "cool season," from November into March is wonderful, with breezy and clear days and fragrant, cool nights the perfect escape from winter. The "hot season" from March to June is warm and the seas are calm. The rainy season is a little more virulent here from June through October and the Southwest monsoon rains. From November through April, says the official Thai government long-range forecast, Phuket should have 26 sunny days per month. May through October should feature 20 sunny days per month. While most often it's only a cool, late afternoon shower, there can be rainy days on Phuket. Seas are likely to be quite rough and challenging during the monsoon season. Swimmers should be very cautious and vigilant, while these waves are sought after by a growing number of surfers and other water sports enthusiasts on the windward Andaman coast. 

The soil is rich and resplendent with myriad tropical fruits. Pineapples, coconuts, cashews and rubber are produced commercially, among others. Prawn farming is significant on the East and South coasts. Fishing and fish processing make a large contribution. The markets are brimming with every kind of fresh seafood from local waters. Construction is also very big on Phuket hotels, housing estates and shopping centers along with the remaining road improvement projects to help eliviate traffic due to the island boom. 

BEACHES

Located in the sparkling waters of the Andaman Sea just 70 minutes flying time south of Bangkok, Thailands most popular beach destination has everything that you could possibly offer.  Maginificent resort beaches that offer you action or if your looking for a quiet retreat that as well. The most popular destinations are Patong Beach, Karon and Kata Beaches.

Not many years ago, Patong Beach was a remote island village on a long crescent beach. Today, Patong Beach is Phuket's most famous beach and one of the most developed beach resorts in south east asia. Almost three kilometers long, the beach itself consists of beautiful white sand and is set in a deep oval bay, ringed by lush green mountains. Despite the higher level of development here the ocean remains clear and clean.

Behind the new beach promenade, the coast line is almost solidly lined with hotels, ranging from simple guesthouses to luxury international resorts together with other services such as restaurants, shops, banks and tour operators. At night, this is the center of all nightlife activity on Phuket. It centers around the main east-west street of Soi Bangla, and here you find go-go bars, beer bars, restaurants and discos. A good time can be had by all.

Patong Beach is a public beach and there are no closed or reserved areas for any of the resorts. The beach chairs and umbrellas, however, are rented from private vendors for a small fee. Many other services are available on the beach such as traditional Thai massage, drinks, ice cream, fruit salad, etc. At the south end of the beach, you can hire a longtail boat for transportation to the neighbor beaches like Freedom Beach or just to have a great view of the town. A full range of water activities is available here, from jet skiing to parasailing behind a speedboat. If you seek an adrenaline rush, this is the right place for sure.

Only ten minutes by tuk tuk from Patong Beach lies Karon Beach. This beautiful, four kilometer stretch of white sand is seldom crowded even in high season.

This makes Karon Beach a good choice for a more peaceful style of vacation, with fine resorts  near the beach with magnificent views on the hills overlooking the bay. In the southwest monsoon season from May to October there are occurring sometimes strong undertows and it is recommendable to look out for warning flags. The waves at this time of year on Karon Beach can become big enough for surfing. The southern end of Karon Beach has the most surf activity and there are surf boards for hire. 

NIGHTLIFE

Patong Beach is the center of all tourist oriented nightlife in Phuket. There, located within a radius of half a kilometer around Soi Bangla, are over 150 bars and small pubs. The pubs, bars and go go bars of Patong Beach are the most popular nighttime destinations on the island. They give the town its unique flavor of a lively, fun place until long after the sun goes down. Patong Beach features some great discos too. Two of them, the Banana Disco and the Shark Club, are also located on Soi Bangla. Another one, the Safari Pub, is on the hill towards Kata Beach. 

Lined up next to each other in long rows around Soi Bangla, the bars and pubs of Patong Beach are probably the most popular nighttime destination for most visitors. Most of the bars are small and simple with stools or benches and some kind of roof. The music can be loud and often very mixed as each bar has its own stereo system. The volume of music can make conversation difficult but a fun time is to be had by all. The atmosphere is easy and relaxed as it is very easy to take a seat in one of the many bars or pubs and enjoy people - watching as there is always a sea of human beings moving around you. In season Phuket is awash with people from many different countries and Patong Beach in particular becomes a very cosmopolitan place. 

People who finish a days diving, sunbathing or sightseeing enjoy congregating in these places to meet and party on into the night. There is a wide variety of bar sports to play with any of your new found friends. Games such as banging a nail into a tree stump with a special hammer are quite popular and can get quite funny after a couple of beers. Connect Four, Backgammon or the Thai version of Ka Plunk are also in vogue. Some of the slightly larger bars have pool tables  and dart boards, giving the opportunitiy do something more than just drink.

In Patong Beach, the heartbeat of Phuket nightlife, there are also many Go Go Bars, most of them located around Soi Bangla. If you are not familiar with Go Go Bars from TV documentaries or Hollywood movies, here you find a short introduction into what Go-Go's are all about.

A Go Go Bar is a place, where you can watch girls dancing to energetic music clothed in nothing more than a string bikini. These girls are not totally nude, as this is officially prohibited by Thai law. The girls may interact with the customers during the time they are not dancing. They are not owned in any way by the bar and if they want to share their time with the guest, it is their decision to make. 

If you enjoy the company of a particular lady and would like her to accompany you perhaps to dinner or a disco, it is customary to pay the bar a small fee, since if she accompanies you, she is no longer assisting the bar by providing entertainment. Anyway, if you have an open mind, visiting a Go Go Bar will surely give you a unique insight into this aspect of tourist entertainment.

Located immediately south of Karon Beach around a rocky headland and a little cove is Kata Beach, a little village with the unobtrusive resort of Club Med occupying the center of the beach. The bay is winged by smaller hotels, resorts, restaurants, bars and boutiques. One of the highly recommended resorts in this location is the family-oriented Pop Cottage.

Kata and Kata Noi, its smaller cousin to the south, are quiet beaches. Crystal clear waters and a wide choice of recreation together with lots of elbow room are the highlights of the Kata area.

This is the beach of choice for snorkeling and diving because it remains shallow for about thirty meters from the shoreline. Koh Poo, the small island off the north end has a lively coral reef that offers excellent views of the marine life in the region. 

Other beaches of note are Kamala Beach, Laem Sing Beach wchich is two beaches north of Patong. This beach is a great destination for those heading away from the main resort beaches of Phuket. 

THINGS TO DO AND PLACES TO SEE

There are many things to see and do in Phuket and they won't cost you an arm and a leg. If you fit yourself out with a map and some transport, albeit a car or jeep for hire, motorcycle, of just hiring a tuk tuk for the day.

If you head south to the hills overlooking Nata Noi beach you'll be rewarded with a breathtaking view of Kata and Karon beaches from the Viewpoint lookout. Driving further south again and you'll end up in Cape Promthep, which shows you all the tropical splender of an asian sunset if you come there at this time.

You could then head back and across to Wat Chalong, where you can explore Phuket's most famous buddhist temple, you'll marvall at the colors and architecture and feel the Thai culture in all its splendor.

After this you're close enough to check out the Marine Biologiocal Research Center at Cape Panwa before going on to Phuket Town. In Phuket Town, on Thalang Road you'll feel the history of the sino portugeses influence in all the old buildings standing here. This is obvoiusly not for everybody so Phuket Town is also a good place to grab Burger King/McDonalds and go shopping at Robbinsons. A final stop at Khao Rang Hill view afford you excellent views of the city.

If you head out of Phuket Town towards the airport and turn right at the Heroines monument, you be on your way to the Gibbon Rehabillitation Center as well as the Bang Pae waterfall. You can round your journey off with a liesurly drive back through Thalang where you can head out to the Ton Sai waterfall before winding your way back through Bang Tao, Surin and Kamala where most of Phuket Muslim Community lives in small townships.

You could also head out to Phi Phi Island for a day or an overnight trip. This is truely a must see on anyones trip to Phuket.

ACTION SPORTS

For those of you who want a little more than just sitting by the pool and reading a book, Phuket has some outstanding action and adventure activities to participate in. Imagine sea canoeing through the magical hongs of Phang Nga Bay, Scuba Diving in the Andaman Sea, Horse Riding along the beaches and Elephant Trekking through Phuket's verdant jungle folige, there is Sailing, Deep Sea Fishing, Bungy Jumping, Playing Golf..... the list is endless.

Phuket has it all. In the daytime on the main beaches you can hire a jet ski, go para gliding or just take a stroll and soak up the sun and atmosphere. This place has something for everybody to do and participate in.

GETTING AROUND

Public Transport does exist in Phuket but it does not adhere to regular schedules as it does in most western countries, making the Tuk Tuk (Thai mini taxi) the most common way to get around Phuket. Tuk Tuks operate in all the beach centers and depending on your negotiating skills - will charge from 20 Baht to 400 baht depending on the distance. Open air buses are cheaper however they only travel from the beach centers to Phuket Town itself.

A more flexible way to get around is to hire a car or Suzuki jeep - which brings out another problem - most of the cars or jeeps for hire on the roadside are not insured. If you do hire a car or jeep we strongly recommend that you do so through a reputable car hire firm such as Budget, Avis, Hertz or Viva.

Motorcycles are readily available and easy to hire in Phuket. However, they will never be insured and with the accident statistics in Phuket as high as they are, we strongly recommend that you resist this temptation. Bicycles and mountain bikes can be rented in Patong and Phuket Town. 

SHOPPING
You’ll probably be simply amazed, possibly aghast at the unbelievable selection of shopping opportunities on Phuket, especially in Patong. Almost anything you’d find in Bangkok, you’ll find here and so much more. Clothing, resort ware and designer label products are here along with their not so authentic versions. There are narrow streets that have the character of an Arabian Suk, or bazaar with a choice of products to match - Soi's Permpong II and III in Patong Beach are good examples.  Every Thai handicraft from all regions of Thailand can be purchased in Patong. Tailor shops can fit you and create that perfect silk suit, or shirt, dress or skirt in 24 hours and at unbelievably low prices. 

Phuket is the source of Pearls and Tin and you’ll find outrageous pearls at bargain prices and many locally produced items of pewter.  Liapo fibre handmade handbags, a Southern specialty, are also abundant. Gold nielloware a Thai product originally intended for court use and historically made only by special order but can be found at many locations along with the sensuous green tones of originally royal crockery stoneware, Celadon. Thais adopted the ancient Chinese craft of Celadon and developed a unique tradition of their own which is now world famous.

Exquisite Khon masks are not simple souvenir products. They are works of art. The masks of demons and monkeys, characters in traditional Thai Kohn dramas, require the most meticulous craftsmanship.

Legendary Thai silk reflects the rich diversity of the culture and its various ethnic origins. Each has their own weaving and dyeing style and technique. Thai people of Lao origin (Tai Lao) living in the south of the region are renowned for their Mut Mee and Khit silk, usually made into tubular skirts, or Phasin. In Southern Thailand, Pum Riang silk is produced by Thai Muslim villagers who apply traditional weaving patterns to Japanese silk. The Yok Nakhon cotton from Nakhon Si Thammarat is equally distinctive. Batiks and Patae skirts glow with the brilliant colors of Malay-influenced designs.

Baskets There is a Thai basket for every purpose, for measuring and carrying coconuts, winnowing rice, transporting pigs to the market requires a specific basket, rearing silkworms, storing clothes and packing charcoal and this is just to mention a few. Thais have developed distinctive basketry, outstanding in its style and processes of creation. 

Every Seashell and seashell product you have ever imagined is displayed in a large number of shops. Authentic Antiques and items to accent any décor, a large choice of superior Wood carvings, indoor and outdoor Bronze wares, Teakwood furniture, Porcelain, Buddha images, Pottery, Paintings and countless other decorative items can also be found in Patong, Phuket Town as well as in establishments on the highway North of Phuket Town towards the airport and on the road to Patong. 

Silver, gold and jade items, colored gems and diamonds and very finely finished jewelry products come from a highly sophisticated Thai gem and jewelry industry. Most reputable stores will give you a certificate of authenticity and value with every purchase that you make. 

