Chiang Mai

A short, uneventful (55 minute) flight from Bangkok brought us to Chiang Mai where we added an extra ½ day touring to our itinerary.  We opted for shopping – a Teak factory, a laquerware factory, and a silk factory.  Helped the Thailand economy.

Chiang Mai is a much prettier place than Bangkok, not as much traffic, but also very hot.  We’re north of Bangkok and further away from the equator, but it was still 99 degrees today and at 6 in the evening, with the humidity high, it feels like 107.  

We’re staying at the Four Seasons Resort, out of town in a quiet and beautifully landscaped area.  We have our own little “bungalow” with a private porch where we could sit outside if we wouldn’t melt. The hotel provides lots of bottled water, and we are consuming it at record rates. There’s also a working rice paddy in the center of this complex and a family of water buffalo that live here.  Jeff also saw a snake.  

A shuttle from the hotel takes guests into town to visit the famous night market and the resort provides trams that take guests to and from their rooms if you’re tired or don’t want to encounter a water buffalo or snake.   

The Chiang Mai night market is everything that it was advertised to be.  You can  buy several things - fruits, vegetables, flowers and of course, a whole range of “flea market” quality products, spices and a few original crafts – but very few. Bargaining is the name of the game.
For our stay in Chiang Mai it was 98 degrees one day and 100 degrees the next.  Thank goodness for air conditioning.  Some may believe that the Internet is the greatest invention of the 20th century, but I would put it second to air conditioning! 

Our last day in Chiang Mai and we did four things.  We traveled first for a short visit to an orchid and butterfly farm.  The Thais refer don’t distinguish between moths and butterflies and the farm has several species of butterfly and the Atlas moth – a huge one (see picture). Several more were emerging from their cocoons when we visited.  The orchids were gorgeous.  

We then journeyed to see the elephants.  The description of this event given to us by the company that arranged the tour and what we read in guidebooks is a bit misleading.  I thought we’d see were elephants pretending to do “logging” as they did in the old days – almost no logging in Thailand due to deforestation problems.  Instead, we got a real treat – an amazing elephant “show” where the elephants performed tricks just like the circus.  But, there was one unique wrinkle.  These elephants also paint pictures – yes, real pictures - that the gift shop sells for 2000 baht  ($50 American dollars).  The elephants also played harmonicas, soccer, took bows, and in general were very lovable – for big beasts.  After the show, people bought bunches of sugar cane and bananas for 20 baht each (about 50 cents) and fed the elephants.  I fed them before the show.  They politely grab the food from your hand. 

From the elephant show we went to visit the Meo hill tribe who live in squalor and abject poverty. Don’t know the point of including this visit on a tour as it was not interesting and very depressing.  Other hill tribes were too far out for a visit and would probably have been more interesting.

Our last stop was a famous Chiang Mai Buddhist temple – Doi Suthep – up in the mountains.  There are over 300 steps to climb to get to the temple – or - you can take a cable car.  Three guesses which path we chose!  Magnificent temple.  95% of Thailand is Buddhist sand there are temples and “shrines” all over the country.  We saw a large group of young male children who were on summer vacation (too hot to go to school now) and were “monks in training”.  This is encouraged for all male children at some point.  The children shave their heads and wear the traditional orange robes and sandals typical of monks.  The children are asked to follow only 10 commandments while their ordained counterparts (males over 21) have over 250 teachings or commandments they must adhere to.  Temples and other museums, etc. charge admission to foreigners, but are free to monks. 

People here work all hours and stores and restaurants are open long hours to accommodate these working schedules.  Both in Chiang Mai and in Bangkok we saw people pushing carts to a street corner or to a position next to several others.  The carts had hot plates and the explanation (we thought people didn’t have kitchens so they cooked outside) is that everyone who is able works such long hours there is no time to cook.  So, others have made a business out of providing meals.  People do have kitchens and on Sundays they cook or go out.  Some of these cart owners also provide a bench or a table and chairs or have fancier plates to put the food on.  Gives a new meaning to the concept of fast food at an outdoor restaurant.

One more trip to the night market brings this trip to Chiang Mai to an end.  Tomorrow we meet our guide at 5:30 a.m. – yes that’s pretty early – to catch a flight to Siem Reap – via Bangkok airport – where we will visit Angkor Wat – the main reason for this trip altogether.

