Bangkok

After three airplanes, 1 bus and a car ride coupled with two 3-hour layovers, we arrived in Bangkok.  We started out on Friday April 22nd  and after 27 hours arrived early Sunday (April 24th) morning.  Three cheers for Thai customs.  This was the most efficient entry we've had into any country we've visited to date.  When the lines got too long (and it was midnight when we arrived) new booths would open up to accommodate the crowd. 

We got up early that same morning to meet our guide (“Good Old Charlie” as he asked us to call him) for our ½ day  which turned out to be a shorter 2 hour city tour and a visit to a gem store where, miracle of miracles, Fern didn't buy anything!

It was a balmy 97 degrees on Sunday coupled with high humidity.  All in all, weather.com reported the temperature felt like 120 degrees.  I can vouch for the fact that it was certainly oppressive.  Our guide told us that April is the hottest month of the year in Bangkok.  We really know how to pick ‘em, eh?

Our hotel, the Peninsula, is reputed to be one of the best in the city.  We are ensconced for three nights in a little suite which we were given when the hotel ran out of regular rooms.  I could get used to living like this! We’re on the 18th floor with a fabulous river view facing east.  All the other major hotels are located across the river.  So, the Peninsula provides a ferry boat to take you to the other side.  It’s about a 3-minute ride and the boat runs from morning until midnight.  Breakfast is a buffet   included with the room.  Most unusual is the wide assortment of fruit that appears on the breakfast buffet.  I recognize most of the fruit and all of it is labeled.  Aside from the cantaloupes, papaya and customary fresh fruits there are some fruits that look like porcupines and others that appear to have tentacles and some that look like they could eat you!  There are also dried fruits and stewed fruits and others that are stewed with herbs and spices - yummy. The rule of thumb throughout Asia is don't eat it if you can't peel it, boil it, or stir fry it.  And, if it doesn't come in a sealed bottle  don't drink it.  Forget ice.  If you want something cold it needs to come out of a refrigerator.

On Sunday, we visited a couple of historic temples  Wat Trimitr with its famous golden Buddha, Wat Po with an enormous reclining Buddha, and Wat Benchamabopit, the marble temple complex with amazing porcelain pagodas. 

In the afternoon, we wanted to visit the National Museum (we are museum people) which meant finding our own transportation.  There are basically four ways to get around in Bangkok  three of them taxi variations and the last the sky train.  The first and safest is the metered taxi where you can actually see the fare.  The second is the non-metered taxi where you negotiate the fare or more likely get ripped off.  The third and cutest, is a little tuk tuk, which is like a carriage top planted on a 3-wheel motorcycle.  This vehicle competes for the same space as all the two-ton cars on the road and is, as one would guess, totally open.  We opted for the nice, air-conditioned, metered taxi (taxis are cheap about $1 to $2 US) as the tuk tuks we saw looked like they hadn't been cleaned in months. We also went to a museum via the sky train.  Judging from the traffic, which on weekdays looks like DC at the height of rush hour, the sky train was the best bet.  It doesn't go that far, but it took us where we wanted to go and was easy to figure out.  Stops are announced in both Thai and English.

Back to museums (cultural and art) which we love because they often give you great information about the country and the people.  In addition to our own Smithsonian, we've visited some wonderful museums in England, Germany, Mexico, France, Japan, Korea, and China, etc.  So, we were eager to see this one, too.  On a scale of 1-10 (with 1 being disappointing and 10 being wonderful), the Thai National Museum ranks between 1 and 2.  Don't believe what the tour books say  that’s all hype.  

Jeff saw a wonderful exhibit of Thai artifacts in a museum in San Francisco last month which piqued our interest.  It’s apparent that all the good stuff is “on travel” because there wasn't much to see in the National Museum.  The Museum itself is a converted palace, badly in need of renovation, which sprawls across several buildings.  Between the lighting  which is clearly inadequate in most places  and the lack of air-conditioning and explanations, it was very disappointing.  The one interesting exhibit was a small, air-conditioned room with gold artifacts and jewelry encased in glass and surrounded by a cage of thick, steel bars.  Now that’s a security system!

Getting back to the hotel was another adventure.  The cab drivers, all very polite and some with limited English, are all perplexed by the location of the hotel.  We carry maps and, of course, the hotel card, but still, our cab drivers (both times) stopped to confer with colleagues as to the best way to get to our hotel or to the ferry landing on the other side where we could catch the ferry to go across.  At one point there were four cab drivers and Jeff all conferring over our map  which begs the question, How many Thai cab drivers does it take to… you get the picture!

On Monday, with the temperature a balmy 118 degrees in the shade (97 plus the humidity index) the intrepid explorers went to the Grand Palace complex to see the Temple of the Emerald Buddha and all the other magnificent buildings in the complex. These buildings are coated in gold leaf or done with the most elaborate mosaic  glass and teacup fragments  and the streets are lined with incredible bonsai trees.

We saw the actual Grand Palace through a gate  tourists are not allowed in and our guide pointed to where “Miss Anna” of Anna and the King of Siam fame, actually lived.  Not far was the courtyard where her slate blackboard still hangs on the wall as a reminder of her classroom for the emperor’s children.

In the afternoon we visited the Jim Thompson complex, a museum dedicated to the man who revived the silk industry in Thailand.  Boring tour and especially so in the oppressive heat.

So ends our stay in Bangkok.  We leave very early tomorrow morning and look forward to our next stop, Chiang Mai.

