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seducfw hores are once agam lurll’lngSItOIfS (and developers). LAU REL DELP"
. heads to mystical Phang Nga Bay and beyond to find a resort mecca in recovery. -




at Thailand's

 Yao Nol. 0pPOSITE: Sunrise
 aver Phang Nga Bay,
offthe Andaman coast.




ORNING'S HAZE WAS JUST LIF
from Phang Nga Bay, and the soft glow of the beach’s fine white
sand had changed abruptly to an almost daunting glitter. On
the horizon, the Andaman Sea was a color I'd neve
where between aqua and jadeite; it reminded me of thic
of glass, cle 1d yet seemingly impenetrable. Long-tail boats,
their primary colors faded, were tied up along the beach, which
was enclosed by towering limestone cliffs streaked red, gold
and black by iron oxide and carbon deposits. Shrubbery and trees
clung improbably to the weathered, pocked stone of the cliff
face. Just offshore, serrated islets rose from the sea like a school
of giant serpents leaping across the horizon, interrupted here
and there by whimsically anthropomorphic rock formations
silhouetted against the ever more azure sky.

1 stood swaying giddily on the sand. A man from the resort’s
water sports team ran over and pressed a cold bottle of water
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into my hand, no doubt imagining I was faint from jet lag. But 1
n't. I was simply overcome by the view

I've been in and out of Thailand all my life, and it's been a
long, happy love affair. I've spent time in the northwest, where
centuries-old hill tribes still populate the country:
central region, where small bands of elephants roam fre
national parks; and in the northeast, where ruins remain, not
only of the first Thai capitals but of magnificent Khmer temples.
I've experienced Bangkok, one of Asia’s most fascinating citie
and one of its most rapidly, tumultuously expanding metropo-
lises. But friends who had vacationed on Phuket—some who
lounged about like rajas at the island’s first luxury resort, Aman-
puri, others who checked into backpacker digs and paid extra
for hot water—came back raving about its white sand beaches,
clear water, balletically arched palm trees and friendly people.

still, I'd had little interest in unwinding on Thailand’s beaches
when there was so much else to discover. Thai crafts are unpar-
alleled; in the northeast you can find villages where women
weave silk on handlooms after the rice harv d create rattan
baskets so delicate, they appear to be made of fabric. The food is
exquisite, the architecture inspiring—so why leave all this to lie
on the sand? Now stounding to me that someone who
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knew Thailand as well as I did would only after several decades
make her first visit to the Andaman coast. No wonder I was woozy
from the view of Phang Nga Bay.

THAILAND'S ANDAMAN COAST LIES ALONG THE WE
of the country's tail, which stretches south down the Malay Pen-
insula. To the north and east, the Andaman Sea itself is cupped
by Myanmar (Burma); to the southeast, Thailand borders it. Only
a narrow channel separates Phuket, Thailand's largest island
and the coast's most famous destination, from the mainland,
and here the coast veers sharply east, then south, forming Phang
Nga Bay. The bay is vast: 154 square miles stippled with limestone
islands, islets and rock towers that appear so powerful, so prime-
val, they silence even the locals.

Millennia ago, the whole area, including much of the land
around the bay, was underwater; when the sea receded, limestone
that formed from coral reefs fused into islands in the water and
mounts on the land. Over centuries, wind and rain chipped away

SIDE

ABOVEFROM LEFT: Lychees at the Maharaj Market, in Krabi town; children
on Panyi Island. 0pPosITE, FROMLEFT: A gold-domed mosque on Panyi
Island; the sandspit walkway between Poda Island and Chicken Island.

at the limestone and created the odd formations and jagged
peaks. Everywhere 1 look, I'm dazzled by this prehistorie land-
scape. Some of the islands have long white beaches, others
pockets of sand in hidden coves, and several are connected at
low tide by sandbars. Caverns in the rock are curtained by stalac-
tites, and high on the cliffs, swiftlets build nests as valuable on
the Chinese market as gold. I know of no place else you can find
such awe-inspiring mainland beaches and be within minutes by
boat of hundreds more.

European voyagers have turned their ships toward these dra-
matic shores since the days of the ancient Romans. Chinese min-
ers first came to Phuket in the 19th century, to work the tin mines;
they made their fortunes, then stayed on. Emigrants from Myan-
mar, escaping political turmoil at home, recently began arriving
to work at the ever-expanding array of resorts. And all these people
have made, and are making, their mark. Phuket town still has
mansions and mixed-use structures called shop houses built in
Sino-Portuguese style. The island’s population, largely fishermen,
farmers and tourism-industry and rubber-plantation workers (the
last tin mines closed a dozen years ago), is mostly Buddhist, though
the mainland south of Krabi has a Muslim majority, a legacy of
14th- and 15th-century Arab traders who converted the huge swath










of Indonesian islands and the Malay Peninsula. On Panyi, an
island in Phang Nga Bay, some 500 sea Gypsies reside in houses
on stilts. The Gypsies, who may have come from India centuries
ago and who traditionally spend their entire lives at sea, today
divide their time between fishing and running overwater restau-
rants that serve lunch to tourists. One of their specialties: massa-
man curry, a version of Thai curry enhanced with pumpkin seeds,
cardamom and einnamon, all introduced by Arab traders.

FOR MY WEEKLONG INTRODUCTION TO THE ANDAMAN
coast, I'd booked myself at three of the region’s best resorts,
each revealing a different aspect of the area: one on the mainland,
one on an island in the middle of the bay and one on Phuket's
northwest shore, The first, Rayavadee, just outside the town of
Krabi, occupies a small peninsula where three towering lime-
stone mounts form cliffs that frame three beach coves. It was
here that I caught that initial glimpse of the bay, and after I got

ABOVEFROM LEFT: An outdoor bamboo shower ata villa at the Six Senses;
local flora on Panyi Island. oPPosiTE, FRoM LEFT: Chicken Island,

in Phang Nga Bay; a member of the Rayavadee staff delivering fresh
flowers to the resort’s pavilions.
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over my light-headedness, 1 waded out to the resort’s launch to
embark on a few hours of snorkeling.

“We call that one Chicken Island,
Bomb, pointing at a karst formati;
lands we were approaching. He was a sinewy, good-looking Thai
who worked as a divemaster and snorkeling guide at the resort.
“The guests say it's maybe more like a turkey; but we don’t have
turkey, so we call it Chicken,” I cocked my head and looked at the
rock column. It was definitely shaped like poultry, but then, it
could also have been something fiercer, like an eagle. Every karst
formation in Phang Nga Bay evoked a different image, and as
more and more people arrive here on direet flights from all over
the globe, with their own sets of references, I can see imagina-
tions—both perverse and more tame—running wild.

Rayavadee's motorboat, gleaming ostentatiously as it swept
past the modest long-tail boats, dropped us to snorkel just off
Bamboo Island, behind two islets connected by a sandbar. The
steady stream of boats bringing tourists to this popular snorkel-
ing spot is taxing the coral—which suffered in the 2004 tsunami
as well—and Bomb apologized, guiding me farther out, where
fewer people ventured. There we saw clown fish explode out of
waving anemones, puffer fish staring up at us. Sea snakes curled

id my guide, nicknamed
1 jutting from one of the is

For more stories on Thailand, log on to townandcountrytravelmag.com.



by like ribbons in a breeze. Bomb had a laminated chart of all the
region’s fish, and he pointed to species after species as we swam,

When I explored the resort later, 1 found the land as spec-
tacular as the bay. Rayavadee's two-story pavilions are reached
by paths that meander beneath the cliffs and old-growth trees,
from which gentle white-masked monkeys called langurs peer
down at passing guests. Just outside the pavilions’ manicured
gardens, the land remains dramatically rugged, alive with the
sounds of birds and monkeys and, at dusk, the din of cicadas. 1
spent the afternoons gathering, from the table outside my pa-
vilion, shards of vases that had held floral arrangements; a band
of petulant macaques daily mistook the flowers for food and
smashed the vessels in frustration. It wasn't exactly a safari, but
staying in a place where nature had not been subdued in the
interests of luxury was immensely satisfying.

Outside Rayavadee’s pavilions, the

AFTER A FEW DAYS, | JOURNEYED UP THE COAST, PASSING
rubber plantations and groves of papaya trees on my way to
the Six Senses Hideaway Yao Noi, set in the middle of the bay
on an agrarian island that is accessible only by boat or helicop-
ter. At a wine-tasting dinner my first night, I met a vacationing
British couple who turned out to be old friends of old friends,
and they invited me to see a tree on an islet they'd stumbled on
in their daily long-tail foi onthe n the center of many of
the islets are lagoons; some of the; n be reached through
at low tide, others simply by walking from the beach through
collapsed caves and rapidly forming mangrove forests. Dead in
the center of one islet, my new friends had found the mother of
all banyan trees rising like a skyscraper over squat shrubs, its
roots practically forming rooms. It was too immense to photo-
graph, fcontinued on page 100; see page 96 for Native Intelligence)

can

land remains dramatically rugged.

Itwasn’t exactly a safari, but staying in a place where nature had
not been subdued in the interests of luxury was immensely satisfying.



Rayavadee resort,
bracketed by Nammao
Beach [right foreground)
and by Railay and

Phra Nang beaches (in
the distance).
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When calling the telephone
numbers below from the United
States, except for those that are
toll-free, first dial 011-66.

WHEN TO GO

High season on the Andaman
coast runs from November
through April, when the skies
are clear, the temperatures
are relatively mild (averaging
eighty degrees) and the sea is
calm. The rainy season—
rainfall is heavier in this area
than in central Thailand—
begins in May and lets up by
October. March is a nice time to

visit: resorts are less crowded,
and the weather is still good.

GETTING THERE

Thai Airways (thaiairways.com)
flies to Bangkok from L.A. and
has excellent onboard service.
‘There are flights all day long
from there to Phuket and Krabi
towns, the gateways to the coast.

MAP BY LUCINDA ROGERS
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WHERE TO STAY

The interiors of the 98 two-story
pavilions at fifteen-year-old
Rayavadee are starting to look a
bit dated. But the buildings
themselves remain quite
luxurious: mine had an enclosed
garden and a plunge pool; its
bathroom was designed around
awhirlpool bath and equipped
with coconut and herbal soaps
for every mood. The Thai-owned
and -operated twenty-six-acre
property has a superb spa
(treatment rooms have tables set
on brass monkey’s legs) and

four restaurants, among them

a beachside Thai eateryand a
casual yet romantic fish place in
a stone grotto. The hotel's
boutique sells work by Thai
artisans as well as clothing and
jewelry from Bangkok's best
designers. Even with a
Carlton about to open nearby
Rayavadee will always have the
most coveted location in Krabi

provinee: on a peninsula with
three beaches, limestone
cliffs (with rock climbing!}and
a dense mangrove forest.
Pavilions from §663, villas from
82,145, including breakfast and
transfers. 214 Moo 2, Tambol
Ao-Nang, Amphur Muang, Krabi;
800-745-8883; rayavadee.com.
Open for just a year, the Six
Senses Hideaway Yao Noi has
a small ecological footprint.
The fifty-four wooden villas and
two larger lodges with thatched
roofs are outwardly rustic but
offer luxe amenities, like stocked
wine refrigerators, full-size
private pools and decadent
multilevel bathrooms
with outdoor showers. Many
are composed of separate
structures for living and sleeping
and have sweeping eastern
views of Phang Nga Bay. Guests
can choose between Thai and
Mediterranean dishes in the
open-air dining spot and Asian

fusion in the more formal glass-
floored restaurant, built on
stilts over a stream. (The hillside
spa, it should be noted, does

not measure up to Six Senses’
world-renowned reputation for
quality.) A meal plan is available,
as the nearest restaurant isa
long-tail-boat ride away. Villas
from §985, lodges from $7,455. 56
Moo 5, Tambol Koh Yao Noi,
Amphur Koh Yao; 800-5917480;
sixsenses.com.

Trisara, which opened in late
2004, is the most classically
elegant of the three resorts

d. [ stayed first in one of
the sixteen residential villas,
Number 6, a striking example
of modern Thai architecture;

it has discrete structures for
living, dining and sleeping built
around terraced swimming
pools. Each residence (with as

Ivi

many as five bedrooms) has
acookand a maid all to itself.
Later I stayed in a resort villa—
one of thirty-nine ocean-view
villas cascading down the
hillside—with dark-wood decor,
an infinity pool and a bathroom
that ran the width of the
building, plus an outdoor
shower. Each window revealed a
vista as carefully composed as

a painting: of a statue or bas-
relief surrounded by gleaming
tropical foliage or bright flowers
and the ocean beyond. Service
is close to perfect; the staff once
arranged for a baby elephant

to present a young woman with
her engagement ring. Unlike at
more isolated resorts, Trisara’s
guests can visit any of Phuket’s
numerous restaurants; on the
property there is also a Thai-
Mediterranean place that hasa
great wine selection. Double
rooms from 8795, villas from $1,175.
60/1 Moo 6, Srisoonthorn Rd.,
Cherngtalay Talang, Phuket; 76-
310-100; www.irisara.com. ~L.D.







THAILAND'S GOLD COAST

(continued from page 93) so we took turns
ing in the root folds, our bodies dwarfed
instoppable nature.
on Yao Noi began at first light,
when 1 propped myself up on my pillows,
swept aside the gauzy mosquito netting
and watched dawns as vivid as sunsets rise
behind the undulating silhouettes of islets
in the bay, a view that transformed as the
mists lifted and the light changed. When
I wasn't exploring the mystical bay, 1 lazed
beside my private pool and within the two
thatched-roof villas containing my living
room and bedroom. At night I joined my
British friends on a white-upholstered sun-
ken banquette outside the bar, where we
were at eye level with ponds filled with
purple water lilies but still able to watch
the light fading across the bay.
I'was on a boat heading for a marina on
Phuket's southeastern tip long before I
was psychologically ready to leave Yao Noi.
The resort had arranged for a car to then
drive me clear across Phuket, past more
rubber plantations and villages without

billboards or traffic, far from the central
west coast, where most resorts are located
and where crowded honky-tonk Patong
Beach was shattered in the tsunami. In
time the driver turned onto a corniche
running along the sapphire Andaman
Sea and leading to the posh, serene north-
west coast. Here the landscape was classic
ocean-side idyll: palm trees, luscious white
sand, rolling wavi

It's been four years since the tsunami,
and it’s hard to believe that this stunning
coastline was ever the site of so much de-
struction and tragic loss of life. But what

began as valiant reconstruction seems to
have devolved into endless new construc-
tion. Smart developers have realized that
there's gold on these beaches. Everywhere
you look on Phuket, signs tout the arrival
of resorts, condos, vacation villas. Krabi,
the mainland’s former wild co: prov-
ince, is dotted with fresh development.
And Khao Lak, the mainland coast north
of Phuket—once so sleepy, it was where
people from the laid-back island went to

unwind—is turning into a solid row of re-
sorts, from budget backpacker lodges to
high-design mecc

My last hotel, Trisara, was a series of
walled hillside villas with traditional red-
tiled Thai roofs ending in lyrical upward-
curving eaves; all overlooked the s
below. The grounds are like those of a
country club—no marauding monkeys
here. Instead 1 found interiors decorated
with elegant silks, carved woods, vases of
tuberoses and bowls holding lotus flowers
with artfully folded petals. Everywhere 1
turned in my pool villa, there were deta
1 hadn't seen on my first look: stone carv-
ings, fuchsia flowers floating in jars, an
orchid atop a towel. My bathroom had a
banquette opposite the tub, in case as I
bathed Iwanted to discuss the state of the
world with someone.

For all the resort’s formal elegance, how-
ever, guests were dressed in shorts and flip-
nd cheerfully helloed one another as
ndered the property. Even Type A's
were stripped of anxiety in this serene re-
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Viking Life takes you into local

kitchens for a true taste of culture.
Through a partnership with The
Culinary Institute of America, our
culinary adventures offer the most
in-depth and tantalizing experiences
possible. Don't follow recipes. Live
them. Visit thevikinglife.com/tct or cal

1-800-961 mation.
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LMNYONE CAN EXPLORE EUROPE. A FORTUNATE FEW
DO SO ABOARD A 5-STAR FLOATING HOTEL.

Europe’s Premier River Cruise Line

1-800-308-8235

www.deilmann-cruises.com

treat, where every whim was satisfied.
Wherever I walked on the grounds, some-
one in a uniform was eager to do my bid-
ding; without my having to ask for a taste,
staffers even shared their fruit candy with
me. One afternoon 1 bounced along the
floating pier and fed the fish some bread,
then swam out to the pontoon, where I fell
asleep as the swells rocked me. At T
this is considered a busy day.

I had thought my time in Phang Nga Bay
was over, but Trisara partners with Lime-
stone Adventures, a charter company that
has an armada of yachts in a marina on the
other side of Phuket, and I had one last
chance to cruise the bay. We stopped on an
empty beach for a lobster picnic and a long,
lazy float in clear waters, watching stingrays
dart across the white sand floor below.

After the cruise, a Singaporean expat I'd
met took me on a whirlwind tour of the is-
land, including Phuket town. A few shop
houses have been renovated and are now
stylish boutiques and restaurants, but as
the island’s commercial center, this town
remains outside the tourist’s orbit. The

original works of art, one crewmember
2 7- to 14-night cruise that
{am, Berlin,

traffic and somewhat gritty streets don't
lure vacationers, though one restaurant,
Ka Jok See, is where expats and guests from
some of the better resorts go for good
food, then stay for music and sociali
that last into the small hours. Our little
outing included a detour to the edge of
town and a hilltop park with sweeping
views that reminded me of how big the
land is and how much of it is still separate
from the tourism business—but also how
short-lived all that may be, since even the
interior is sprouting vacation villas.

We ended up a short distance from Tri-
sara at a beachside restaurant in a resort
complex, where we had a drink and watched
sunburned towheaded children race up and
down the sand. In the distance was the ir-
ritating roar of Jet Skis. The restaurant had
massive open aquariums full of fish and
shellfish ready to be selected for dinner;
and just outside, inevitably, was the dust
and hammering of luxury condominiums
nearing completion.

As we drove through diminishing light
back up the winding, hilly coastal road, we

g

caught glimpses of the darkening sea
through the trees. It made sense that so
many people want to come here and that
for entrepreneurs, this is the Gold Coast.
But I hoped that at some point someone
would say, “Enough.” As we topped a hill,
wooden gates swung open, but instead of
the expected mansion, I saw a parking
compound for construction equipment,
the vehicles' oversized tires surrounded by
pools of creamy frangipani blossoms. We
had to laugh; even with all the develop-
ment, there were still stunning spots to
spare for bulldozer parking.

That night I sat at a candlelit table on
the restaurant deck, looking out at the sea.
On the beach below, a wedding party was
beginning to disperse, and one by one the
couples posed before the radiant sunset.
Just as the cicadas’ dusk concert was sub-
siding, a waiter in a crisp uniform brought
me my last bowl of massaman curry. In the
morning I would fly home, halfway around
the world. But right then, all I could think
of was why it had taken me so long to get
to this extraordinary place. ®

WINTER 2008 101



	Town&Country Travel_Winter 2008_Cover copy
	Town&Country Travel_Winter 2008_Features Page copy
	Town&Country Travel_Winter 2008_Page 86 copy
	Town&Country Travel_Winter 2008_Page 87 copy
	Town&Country Travel_Winter 2008_Page 88 copy
	Town&Country Travel_Winter 2008_Page 89 copy
	Town&Country Travel_Winter 2008_Page 90 copy
	Town&Country Travel_Winter 2008_Page 91 copy
	Town&Country Travel_Winter 2008_Page 92 copy
	Town&Country Travel_Winter 2008_Page 93 copy
	Town&Country Travel_Winter 2008_Page 94 copy
	Town&Country Travel_Winter 2008_Page 95 copy
	Town&Country Travel_Winter 2008_Page 96 copy
	Town&Country Travel_Winter 2008_Page 97 copy
	Town&Country_Winter 2008_Page 100 copy
	Town&Country_Winter 2008_Page 101 copy

