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t was 1.30am on a Tuesday 
morning, and from the top-
fl oor bedroom of my beachside 
apartment on Soi 8, the 
caterwauling of a terrible bar 

singer penetrated my headspace. I rolled in 
my sheets, yearning for rest after the traffi  c-
plagued journey from Bangkok. Below on the
street, beer-bar girls were still luring 
customers with their familiar mating calls. 
As hotels go – depending on whether you are 
entirely nocturnal – this one had either the best 
or worst location imaginable, encircled as it 
was by the infamous Walking Street, Pattaya 
South Street and Beach Road. 

I’d hardly expected Pattaya to present some 
idyllic vision of urban sophistication – after all, 
it became a red-lit magnet for American GIs as 
far back as the Vietnam War (U-Tapao airport 
was a military base for US bomber planes 
fl ying to northern Vietnam and Laos). But a 
stroll down Walking Street was all I needed to 
understand why the best hotels are outside the 
city centre. I realised quickly that unless you 
come expressly for the brazen carnality that 
unfolds here every single night, the best way to 
experience Pattaya was to get out of its centre 
as soon as possible.  

In a bid to avoid the saucy sois, I became a 
regular at Racha Khaotom Pak Bung Loy Fah 
on Second Road, a Thai street-food specialist, 
where for hours I’d tuck into fuss-free meat 
dishes like khao moo krob (crispy pork belly) 
and watch a sea of humanity drift along the 
pavement – Western, Asian, young, old, male, 
female and just about everything in between 
– and plot my next day’s exodus from the neon- 
and pheromone-soaked madness.  

Fortunately, an altogether more enriching 
world lay not far away. It took just a 15-minute 
walk from the beach to get to Naklua Road – 
past the Dusit Thani hotel, which was hosting 
the “World Tapioca Conference” – and the 

premises of Pattaya Bike & Boat Tours, a 
company that arranges strictly alternative 
day trips out of the city. Richard Smit, a 
Dutch expat who survived a hedonistic stint 
in Thailand’s capital, organises and leads the 
tours with partner Carolien Hoff man. “We 
had to leave Bangkok,” confessed Richard, 
“so coming here made sense. It is not far. The 
beaches are incredible – and no one knows 
about them!”  

I’d opted for the aptly named Colours of 
Pattaya tour, and the fi rst port of call on this 
three-man mountain-bike trip – myself, Richard 
and a laconic Belgian – was the Redemptorist 
School for the Blind, founded in 1986 by late 
American missionary Raymond Brennan and 
Aurora Lee Sribuapan, a blind, US-educated 
Thai who’s now the principal. It is a humbling 
experience to walk into a class of children who 
can only hear you approaching, only to see 
them smile back and say hello. The courtyard is 
dominated by a bronze statue of “Father Ray,” 
a fi tting tribute to a man who provided not just 
education but lasting prospects to a group still 
marginalised in Thai society. 

Soon we were gazing over dense shrubbery 
at the wondrous Prasat Mai, the Sanctuary 
of Truth, the brainchild of tycoon Lek 
Viriyaphant. “Khun Lek” made his fortune 
from importing European household goods 
and vehicles, but his fascination for ancient 
Thai culture led him to kickstart this homage 
to Buddhism and Hinduism, and two other 
historical theme parks – Muang Boran 
(“Ancient City”) and Erawan Museum, both 
located in Samut Prakan province. Building 
began in 1981, yet the Sanctuary is not due for 
completion until 2025; it is made entirely of 
wood, with not a single metal nail, and inside, 
carvers were busy shaping intricate devotional 
fi gures. It’s hard not to feel transported by the 
temple’s seashore setting and splendour – if 
this is pastiche, it’s of the most respectful kind 

– and also by the ambition and unique method 
of its construction.         

We pedalled northwards along the coastline 
and onto an unnamed fi shing pier. Trawlers 
bobbed in the waves, painting a panoply 
of vibrant colours; halfway up the jetty, a 
rudimentary shack housed a micro-community 
of Burmese fi shermen. So where do these fi sh 
end up? I couldn’t ask in Burmese, but the next 
stop provided the answer anyway: Pattaya’s 
mini-Chinatown centres on Lan Pho Na, a wet 
market next to a modest park, where lunch-
break workers mingle in a milieu so congenial 
you’d barely believe the hormone-crazed 
hullabaloo of Walking Street occupies the same 
two-mile radius.      

After stopping for lunch next to Na Kluea’s 
canal network, we sped past homes adjacent 
to the khlongs and into the hinterland. Around 
Naklua Road, development seems rife: 
Russian real-estate fi rms are springing up, 
small businesses opening and condos under 
construction. But this provincial district is 
marked by verdant fi elds, the odd shop, tiny 
railway station or cute house painted like a 
Battenberg cake – and even here, a host of 
idiosyncratic stop-off s. 

There was Sawangboriboon Rescue, an 
ambulance service that doubles as a Chinese 
temple and community centre, where grisly 
photos of traffi  c accidents line the walls; a 
derelict wooden temple that could have rivalled 
Prasat Mai, but was never completed; and 
fi nally, hidden away in Bang Lamung, one of 
Thailand’s most famous pugilistic academies, 
founded by a muay Thai legend who trained 
57 champions. Kru (Master) Yodtong Senanan 
set up Sityodtong International Boxing Camp 
in Rayong in 1959, but relocated here as the 
school’s popularity grew. The anteroom 
doubles as a shrine to Yodtong, who died in 
2013 but remains vastly popular; after hitting 
the THB56 million jackpot in the lottery a 

i

At Viharnra Sien, a temple 
complex outside Pattaya, 

Shaolin warriors jostle for 
space with characters from 

Eastern mythology on a 
chessboard-like rooftop 
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My guide Shriti and I follow 
Babbanji’s trajectory, 

exploring the world of the 
newly arrived migrants 

who live and work on the 
city’s pavements. We meet 
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decade ago, he donated most of his winnings to 
social causes.

 The tour was over by 2pm, leaving ample 
time to head south to Jomtien before sundown 
and take in more of the tranquil side of this 
wildly eclectic coastline. Some families opt to 
stay in Jomtien – the roads are traffi  c-free, the 
beaches far more comfortable than Pattaya’s 
main strip, and the countryside spectacular. 
Best of all is Silverlake Vineyard, the brainchild 
of actress Supansa Nuangpirom, which has 
produced its own “New Latitude” reds, whites 
and rosés since 2002. I sampled the shiraz 
for THB320 at the Wine & Grill, and though a 
little timid in fl avour it’s surprisingly heady at 
13.5% ABV. Bizarrely, some tourists come here 
and drink lager, which is like buying a ticket to 
a tennis match, then watching soccer on your 
iPad. But you could forgo the drink purely for 

the scenery;  looking out over the impeccable 
gardens and Huai Tu reservoir, you can almost 
imagine you’re in Napa Valley. Music festivals 
take place here each year, and the allure for 
promoters and punters is clear. 

Minutes down the road, Khao Chi Chan – 
the world’s biggest carved Buddha at 109m, 
known as Buddha Mountain – was made of 
gold and engraved into the karst stone at a cost 
of THB156m. Curious as to how it got there, 
I asked my driver who built it; he murmured, 
“I think the King makes everything.” In a way, 
he was right – it was recommended by His 
Majesty, and laser-etched onto the rock face in 
1996, his golden jubilee year. 

From there it’s a short hop to Nong Nooch 
Tropical Botanical Garden along Thailand’s 
unfeasibly long Sukhumvit Road, which 
stretches from Bangkok to Cambodia. Tigers 

Left: Nong Nooch Tropical 
Botanical Garden; (above) 
shiraZ with a view at 
Silverlake Vineyard 

Left: The well heeled and 
well keeled congregate at 
Ocean Marina Yacht Club; 
(below) early morning at 
Koh Larn

Oddities
Prasat Mai (Sanc-
tuary of Truth)
Na Kluea, Bang 
Lamung

Khao Chi Chan 
(Buddha 
Mountain) 
Km 163 Sukhumvit 
Rd (visit late after-
noon), Na Jomtien

Viharnra Sien
Km 160 Sukhumvit 
Rd, Na Jomtien 

Nong Nooch 
Tropical Botanical 
Garden
Km 163 Sukhumvit 
Rd, Na Jomtien

Indulgence
Sukkee Beach 
Resort 
Samae Beach, Koh 
Larn, +66 38 434 
189; sukkeebeach 
kohlarn.com

Silverlake Vineyard
31/62 Moo 7, Na 
Jomtien (last entry 
to growing area and 
gardens 5pm); silver 
lakevineyard.com

Beaches
Samae Beach
Koh Larn

Dongtan Beach
Jomtien Saineung 
Rd, Jomtien 

Wongamat Beach
Naklua Soi 18, 
Naklua Rd 

Nam Rin Beach
Ban Chang, Rayong 
province (45km 
from Pattaya)

Phala Beach
Ban Chang, Rayong 
province (50km 
from Pattaya)

Sport
Thai Polo & 
Equestrian Club
111 Polo Dr, Moo 9, 
Pong, Bang Lamung; 
thai-polo-club.com

Ocean Marina 
Yacht Club
274/1-9 Moo 4, Km 
157 Sukhumvit High-
way; oceanmarina 
yachtclub.com  

Siam Country Club
50 Moo 9, Pong, 
Bang Lamung; siam 
countryclub.com

Sityodtong 
International 
Boxing Camp 
Nong Prue, Bang 
Lamung

A weekender’s guide to 
exploring Pattaya 
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and elephants are among the inhabitants, 
but there’s an alternative zoo of animals 
fashioned from clay pots, sticks, topiary and 
cast iron – zebras, tapirs, pandas, raccoons. 
Its landscaped gardens have specifi c themes, 
such as the pleasingly symmetrical French 
Garden, which holds a host of Thai-style 
mini-wats. It’s all insanely arbitrary, yet the 
displays hold a gaudy, over-the-top charm 
that’s a recurring theme in Jomtien.   

In a similar, endearingly eccentric vein, 
Viharnra Sien holds exhibits from the 
1974 excavation in Xi’an which unearthed 
the terracotta warriors. At fi rst glance the 
museum seems sensible enough, if broad 
in scope – artefacts from Buddhist sects 
across the ages, classical Thai ephemera, and 
Chinese antiquities. Then you walk outside 
and a chessboard-like rooftop unfolds, 
populated by granite warriors, saints, beggars 
and characters from Chinese folklore. Like 
Prasat Mai and Nong Nooch, it’s about 
everything and nothing all at once; and while 

you’re awestruck at how it was put together, 
you’re slightly baffl  ed as to why.   

Skirting yet more cultural re-creation at 
Pattaya Floating Market (where tourists sit 
in stilt houses and get served food by ladies in 
boats) and Mini Siam (essentially, Legoland 
without the bricks), I decided to end the 
journey at Bali Hai Pier with a speedboat 
crossing to Koh Larn, the nearest getaway 
from the mainland. After 15 minutes riding 
the churning waves, the island reared into 
view – its hilly topography covered in forest, 
its entry point the alluring Samae Beach. The 
soft white sand felt wonderfully soothing on 
the sole (and the soul) after days of tramping 
through the city.

In the name of balanced reporting I spent 
my fi nal night back where I’d started: the 
inner-city sois stuff ed with pokey go-go clubs, 
beer bars and karaoke pubs. The unrelenting 
procession of haranguing mamasans and 
working girls makes Bangkok’s twin sois of 
sin, Nana and Cowboy, appear laughably tame 

Hotels
Dusit Thani Pattaya
Beach Rd, Bang 
Lamung, +66 38 425 
611; dusit.com 

OZO Pattaya
236/26-1 Moo 10, Soi 
15, Second Rd, +66 38 
103 777; ozohotels.com/
pattaya

Food & drink
Racha Khaotom Pak 
Bung Loy Fah
325/63-65 Second Rd

Katesiree House
33/68 Moo 10, Soi 
Buakhoa, +66 38 720 
865

Anytime Cafe
172/1 Moo 10, Beach 
Rd, +66 38 710 271; 
anytime-cafe.com

CentralFestival mall
 333/99 Moo 9, Bang 
Lamung; centralfestival.
co.th

Rimpa Lapin
Na Jomtien 36, Km 160 
Baan Amphoe; rimpa-
lapin.com

The Glass House
5/22 Moo 2, Na Jomtien 
Soi 10; glasshouse-
pattaya.com

Ristorante Italiano da 
Guilio & Nan
Second Rd, across Soi 
Pattayaland 1, +66 80 
101 5100

Travel agents
Pattaya Bike & Boat 
Tours 
157/58-59 Naklua Rd, 
+66 86 788 8007; 
pattayabikeand
boattours.com 
(email c.hoff man@
pattayabikeand
boattours.com)

Malee Travel
216/56 Moo 10, Central 
Shopping Arcade, 
Second Rd, +66 38 411 
746; maleetravel.com  

Good to know

Lan Pho Na wet market sells 
the catch of the day 

Million Years Stone Park 
at Nong Nooch Tropical 
Botanical Garden
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and small by comparison. Breaking for a moment’s 
peace by the sea, I sat staring into the (mostly red) 
lights twinkling around the Gulf of Thailand. 

Central Pattaya’s libidinous carnival made me 
appreciate my journey back to Bangkok via Rayong 
province all the more: in the lovely village of Ban 
Chang I spent an idle morning at Nam Rin Beach, 
an intimate hangout with a tiny garden, and the 
larger Phala Beach, where the sea is clearer and the 
sand more accessible. 

    I understood now why Bangkokians and 
farangs holiday here in favour of Hua Hin. There’s 
the calm of Jomtien, Naklua’s countryside and 
Baan Amphoe. There are the positively upmarket 
outposts of the sprawling Thai Polo & Equestrian 
Club, the Ocean Marina Yacht Club and Siam 
Country Club, one of Thailand’s best golf courses. 
You can sample modern fusion fare at Rimpa 
Lapin overlooking the cliff s, savour international 
gastronomy in the romantic Glass House, or 
indulge in authentic Italian at Guilio & Nan. 
Comforts and curiosities come aplenty in this 
corner of Chonburi, and there’s far more to Pattaya 
and its outskirts than the lurid nightlife for which 
it’s most famous.   

Catch a few chukkas at the 
Thai Polo & Equestrian Club 
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The notorious Walking 
Street leads from the main 
beach to Bali Hai Pier  
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