Thailand – General Information

There is more visible historical evidence of past eras in Thailand than in any other South-East Asian country, so if you're interested in ruins, temples and deserted cities, this is the place to go. For pure holiday-making magic, Thailand's islands and beaches are working definitions of heaven and as for urban delights, the huge metropolis of Bangkok, although it can alarm with its chaos and scale, tends to so charm visitors with its energy and cultural treasures that the steamy soupy diesel mixture which passes for air in this city is more than forgiven. 

Thailand is an easy country to travel in, with efficient transport, cheap accommodation and a delicious national cuisine. The Thais are renowned for their friendliness and hospitality to strangers. Although they're often depicted as fun-loving, happy-go-lucky folk (which they often are), they are also very strong-minded and have struggled for centuries to preserve their spirit of independence.

Area: 517,000 sq km

Population: 60.5 million (growth rate 1.4%)

Capital City: Bangkok (population 7 million)

The People: 75% Thai, 11% Chinese, 3.5% Malay, + Mon & Karen minorities

Language: Thai

Religion: 95% Buddhism, 4% Muslim

Government: Democratic Constitutional Monarchy

Prime Minister: Chuan Leekpai

Head of State: King Bhumibol Adulyadej (Rama IX)

Visas: Most visitors can stay for 30 days without a visa

Health risks: AIDS, cholera, dengue fever, Japanese encephalitis, malaria, rabies

Time: UTC plus seven hours

Electricity: 220V, 50 Hz

Weights & Measures: Metric with local variations (see the conversion table.)

Tourism: 7.7 million visitors in 1998

Budget Meal: US$1-2 

Restaurant Meal: US$5-8 

Cheap Room: US$5-10 

GETTING HERE

Most travellers fly into Bangkok's Don Muang International Airport. Departure tax on international flights is 500 baht. The city centre is quickly accessed now via the elevated tollway. If you are taking a taxi, use only the official desks inside the airport terminal or the public taxi desk immediately outside the door. An airport bus service runs on three different routes. You can also take a train, accessing the station via the footbridge which leads to the Airport Hotel.

Thailand shares borders with Malaysia, Myanmar, Laos and Cambodia. Overland travel from Malaysia is popular and there are four border crossings between the two countries: two on the west coast, one in the centre, and one on the east coast. It is not possible to buy through-fare tickets for rail journeys between Bangkok and Kuala Lumpur or Singapore, but the trip can be made on express trains via the Thai-Malaysia border at Pedang Besar. The journey usually requires an overnight stop in Malaysia, at Butterworth. The Eastern & Oriental Express is the luxury way to travel, with prices commensurate. An increasingly popular way to visit Laos is via the Friendship Bridge across the Mekhong River. Nong Kai is the name of the town on the Thai side of the river, and the bridge connects with the Lao capital of Vientiane. Land crossings into Myanmar and Cambodia are very limited, do not offer the opportunity to travel beyond the immediate locality of the crossing point, and are prone to the occasional abrupt closure.  

ENVIRONMENT

Thailand's geography is diverse. The east coast borders the Gulf of Thailand and the west coast is on the Andaman Sea. The country is divided into four main zones: the fertile, central plains of the Chao Phraya River; the poorer region of the north-east plateau; the fertile valleys and mountains of the north; and the rainforests of the peninsula in the south. Thailand's highest peak is the 2,596m Doi Inthanon in Chiang Mai province. 

A quarter of Thailand is covered by monsoon forest or rainforest, and the country has a huge array of fruit trees, bamboo and tropical hardwoods. There are more than 850 resident and migratory species of birds and dwindling numbers of tigers, leopards, elephants and Asiatic black bears. There are 66 national parks and 32 wildlife sanctuaries, covering 11 percent of the country.

CLIMATE & CLOTHING

Climate: Thailand enjoys a tropical climate with three distinct seasons: hot from March through May, wet from June to September, and cool from October through February. The average annual temperature is 28 degrees C (83 degrees F). 

What To Wear: Light, loose cotton clothing is best. Nylon should be avoided. If you do not pack enough light clothing, prices within Thailand are very low. Sweaters are needed during the cool season evenings or if visiting mountainous areas or national parks. Jackets and ties are required in only a few restaurants and nightclubs. Neat clothes are required for entering temples and palaces: specifically, no shorts.

RELIGION

Theravada Buddhism is the religion for more than 90 percent of Thais, and it casts a strong influence on their daily life. Buddhism first appeared in Thailand during the 3rd century BC at Nakhon Pathom, site of the world's tallest Buddhist monument, after the Indian Buddhist Emperor Asoka (267-227 BC) dispatched missionaries to Southeast Asia to propagate the newly established faith. Besides moulding morality, providing social cohesion and offering spiritual succor, Buddhism has had a profound influence on Thai art. Thailand's temples are a major artistic attraction for visitors.  

There are few Buddhist families in Thailand in which at least one male member has not studied in a monastery. It has long been a custom for males over twenty to be ordained for a period ranging from five days to one month. This usually occurs during the annual Rains retreat, a one-month period during the rainy season when all monks forego travel and stay inside their monasteries.

Apart from their monastic purpose, the temples serve other purposes such as the village hostelry, community news centre, employment and information agency, school, hospital, dispensary and village hall. Despite the strength of Buddhism within the country, Thais have always believed in the ideal of religious freedom. Thus there are sizeable minorities of Muslims, Christians, Hindus and Sikhs, who freely pursue their respective faiths.

HISTORY

Thailand is very much an ethnic melting pot. The earliest civilisation is believed to have been that of the Mons in central Thailand, who had brought a Buddhism-based culture from the Indian sub-continent. In the 12th century a Khmer culture began moving in from the east, around the same time as the Sumatran Srivijaya culture was moving northwards and people from southern China were migrating south. The first Siamese capital was built at Sukhothai. Chiang Mai was also an important centre at this time. Ayuthaya later became the capital, and flourished to become one of the greatest cities in Asia.

The Burmese invaded Siam in the 16th century, and again in the 18th century. On the latter occasion they destroyed Ayuthaya, but were driven out with surprising speed and thoroughness by General Taksin, who then claimed the Siamese crown for himself, the previous king having been slaughtered in the invasion. Taksin decided to move the capital downriver to Thonburi, but within a short time he had been removed from power and in 1782 the current Chakri dynasty was founded by King Rama I. The new king moved the capital across the river and gave it one of the world's longest place names, usually abbreviated by the Thais to Krung Thep, the City of Angels. The site of the city was originally named Bang Makok, meaning Place of the Olive Plums, and has ever since been known amongst foreigners as Bangkok.

For much of the 19th century, Siam was in the midst of a power game being played by the European countries attempting to colonise this part of Asia. The British were in India and Burma, the French in what are now Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam, and the Dutch in the archipelago that subsequently became Indonesia. Siam remained independent by deftly playing off one European power against another. Despite its proud independence, however, it remained an absolute monarchy until 1932, when a peaceful coup converted the country into a constitutional monarchy. In 1939 Siam became Thailand, the Land of the Free. During World War II the Thai government allowed Japanese troops to occupy Thailand. After the war Thailand was dominated by the military and experienced almost twenty coups and countercoups interspersed with short-lived experiments with democracy.

Democratic elections in 1979 were followed by a long period of stability and prosperity as power shifted from the military to the business elite, partially a sign that the threat of a communist takeover from within, or by a neighbouring country, was diminishing. Certain sections of the military were however unhappy with the power structure and corruption of the civilian Chatichai government, and overthrew it in 1991. Bloody demonstrations shocked the world during much of the following year, until the reinstatement of a civilian government in 1992 with Chuan Leekpai at the helm. This coalition government collapsed in 1995 over a land-reform scandal, to be replaced by the government of Banharn Silpa-archa. Dogged by accusations of corruption from the outset, Banharn was forced to resign a year later. Ex-general and former deputy prime minister Chavalit Yongchaiyudh then headed a dubious coalition that was to usher in the economic crisis of July 1997, sparking off regional turmoil. Chavalit was ousted later that year, to be replaced by Chuan Leekpai, once again at the head of a coalition.

Chuan this time held his government firm, despite the devastating recession which saw businesses closing, unemployment soaring, and much national hardship as the International Monetary Fund stepped in with a bailout package which included many unpopular austerity measures. Within months of coming to power, the Chuan administration had ratified a new constitution which forces transparency into government, and makes it considerably harder for corruption and vote buying to flourish. As the 20th century drew to a close, Thailand was enjoying a new mood of political maturity, and the more optimistic observers were saying that the new century was heralding in a responsible and democratic form of government that would soon ensure Thailand took its place amongst the more stable members of the global community.

FESTIVALS

Many festivals are linked to Buddhist or Brahman rituals and follow a lunar calendar. 

New Year, Songkran, is celebrated in mid-April by 'bathing' Buddha images, paying respects to monks and elders by sprinkling water over their hands, and generally tossing a lot of the H2O in the air for fun. Expect to be soaked unless you want to party-poop in your room. 

The Plouging Festival: The sowing and harvesting of rice has given rise to a cycle of festivals. To kick off the official rice-planting season in early May, the king participates in an ancient Brahman ritual in a large field in central Bangkok. 

A Rocket Festival is held in May in the country's north-east, using a volatile mixture of bamboo and gunpowder to convince the sky to send rain for the new rice season. The rice harvest from September through to May leads to joyous local celebrations throughout Thailand. 

The Vegetarian Festival in Phuket and Trang during which devout Chinese Buddhists eat only vegetarian food runs for nine days from late September to early October. Merit-making processions are the most visible expression of this festival, but there are also ceremonies at Chinese temples.

The Elephant Roundup in Surin in November is an elephantine festival popular

with the kind of people who enjoy watching pachyderms play soccer.

Loy Krathong Festival. This is Thailand's loveliest festival when under the full moon, Thais float Krathongs, a samll lotus-shaped banana-leaf boats containing a lighted candle, glowing incense, a flower and small coin away onto rivers and waterways, to pay honor to the water spirits, and to wash away the previous year's sins. 

THAI CUISINE

Thai food has in recent years become one of the world's favourites. Not only does it offer an adventure in flavours, but it is also very light and healthy. Seafood is readily available, as are red meats and fowl. 

Vegetarian food has a popular place in the local culture. Hot and sour cooking styles, curries, and various noodle and soup dishes form the basis of a Thai meal, in which most of the dishes are served simultaneously. Seasoning is an important part of the process, with garlic and chillies blending with lime juice, lemon grass and fresh coriander. Galanga root, basil, ground peanuts, tamarind juice, ginger and coconut milk are other common additions. Fish sauce usually accompanies a meal, and rice is generally the base. Look out too for the snacks and appetisers which can be had from street and market stalls. Thailand makes its own distinctive whisky from rice and molasses, and is an enthusiastic brewer and consumer of beer. 

