Bangkok Basics

The brilliantly chaotic and thrilling capital of Thailand is the epicenter of Indochina and one of the most rewarding and inexpensive cities in Asia. 

This is one of those modern Asian megalopolises where ancient rhythms and a modern beat find common ground, skyscrapers compete with golden temple spires to define the sprawling skyline, and besuited businessmen on their way to work pause to light joss sticks before impassively smiling Buddhas.

Though it'll probably cost you about a grand to get there (after you add taxes and fees on to your airline ticket), once you're in Bangkok, your costs will be practically non-existent. 

The prices in Bangkok can't be beat, from spicy $1 meals and $10 hotel rooms set around breezy courtyards to full body massages for under $7, private canal tours for $10, and a parade of golden Buddhas for free. Here's a quick overview.

Getting There

Flights to Bangkok can be had for under $600 from the West Coast, under $800 from the East Coast (>> full story...). Packaged vacations, bundling airfare with five nights in a hotel, start around $850 per person (>> full story...). 

Eat

Full meals, including a bottle of Pepsi, run as low as 85¢ in the simple restaurants patronized by local folks, where little wooden tables are set on cracked tile floors under whirling ceiling fans, and a chef stationed at the front window—wielding smiles and a meat cleaver—offers just two or three versions of roasted chicken in a spicy sauce piled high over plump rice. 

These sorts of down-home eateries are located all over the city, especially in the streets around the daily markets, but even at fancier restaurants—ones with full menus and English-speaking waiters—dishes rarely run more than $2 to $4. For reviews of a few of my favorite restaurants, click here (>> full story...).

Sleep

For hotels, peruse the prices at Precision Reservations (www.precisionreservations.com), which can often put you into famous five-star riverside properties such as the Peninsula or Shangri-La for as little as $163. 

Not that you have to go posh. At last check, Precision Reservations was offering 80 hotels for less than $50 for a double room—and 23 of those came in at under $25. For reviews of my favorite Bangkok hotels in every price range, click here (>> full story...).

See

You could spend all day browsing Bangkok's Buddhas for free (>> full story...), but the two most famous do charge minimal admission fees. 

Wat Phra Kaeo, in the glorious Grand Palace, is a complex of pinnacled golden stupas, two-story demon statues, and elaborately painted temples including the bot of the 500-year-old, two-foot-tall Emerald Buddha, the most venerated in all of Thailand (>> full story...). 

The 20-acre temple compound of Wat Pho across the street is home to the 150-foot-long Reclining Buddha and Thailand's most renowned massage school (>> full story...).

TK Jim Thompson House >> full story...

TK National Museum >> full story...

Experience

Would-be Thai masseuses and masseurs flock from all over the country—indeed, the region—to be trained in the fine art of Thai massage at the renowned school in the Wat Po temple complex. For less than $7, you can get a foot massage or full body massage—and for $190, you can even take a five- to ten-day course and earn your own certificate  (>> full story...).

Many tourists get suckered into taking group tours of Bangkok's rivers and extensive canal system, but if you know where to go, you can bargain your own private tour in a longtail boat for less than $10 (>> full story...).

Thailand's also a great place to get your Christmas shopping done early, its street markets, bazaars, and shops a treasure chest of handicrafts, sculptures, and clothes spun from the finest silks (>> full story...).

