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SMALL IS BEAUTIFUL: OFF-THE-GRID 

LIFE WITH THE COMMUNITIES OF 

PHUKET’S OUTLYING ISLANDS
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Why Jinan 

should be your 

next Chinese 

street-food 

destination 
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Our ultimate 
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The spectacular 

“sardine run” tops 

Cebu’s sea views 
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warriors get to grips 

with Chiang Mai
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karst 
a spell 

56 t i g e r a i r . c o m

S i m o n  N .  O s t h e i m e r  w o r d s  J a r r a d  S e n g  p h o t o g r a p h y

Any visitor feeling 
suff ocated by the 
dubious charms of 
Patong will fi nd an 
entirely diff erent Thai 
experience awaiting 
on the outlying 
islands of nearby 
Phang Nga province, 
whose sleepy 
villages come with a 
traditional lifestyle, 
rocky sea views and 
a complete getaway 
from Phuket’s 
overdevelopment 
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M
ention Phang Nga and 

you may think of James 

Bond Island, a small rock 

outcrop in these parts that was 

featured in 1974’s The Man with 

the Golden Gun. But there’s much 

more to this stretch of unspoiled 

coastline than a 007 cameo. The 

province has resisted the rampant 

development seen in Phuket 

directly to the south, remaining 

a sleepy backwater full of small 

villages awaiting discovery – such 

as Takua Pa.

Once upon a time, Takua Pa 

was one of the most important 

settlements in southern Thailand. 

Ships from China, Arabia and India 

sailed upriver to this small town to 

trade in rubber and tin. Eventually, 

as the waterways silted up and the 

economics no longer made sense, 

it faded slowly into history. 

That’s why it feels like such a 

personal discovery when you 

happen upon the pretty rows of 

Sino-colonial shophouses.

“The people in Takua Pa still live 

as a small community,” says Paritta 

Wangkiat, who grew up in here, 

and still travels back for important 

occasions such as October’s 

Vegetarian Festival. “They share 

things like food, and still have 

faith in their ancestors’ traditions. 

 
Clockwise from 

above: Phang Nga 
Bay's allure lies in its 
rugged beauty, its 

fl oating villages and 
the local residents 
going about their 
daily lives as they 
have for centuries

People who work in other areas will 

return home to join in these rituals 

– unlike Phuket, where festivals 

often have a commercial slant.” 

In many ways, Takua Pa is a 

microcosm of Phuket’s Old Town, 

but there are no hipsters here. 

Instead of cafés serving gourmet 

coff ee, you have corner restaurants 

selling the traditional sock-strained 

variety. For six days of the week, 

it’s so sleepy that a wander around 

town will have you wondering 

if anyone still lives here. But on 

Sunday, the place comes alive with 

a weekly “walking street”, full of 

stalls selling local delicacies and 

assorted cultural performances. 

The best part is that all of the bustle 

is not geared towards tourists in 

the slightest – in other words, none 

of this is for show. 

“It used to be a lively city,” says 

Wangkiat. “But now young people 

have left the town for jobs. Most of 

the houses on the street are shut 

down. It was kind of depressing to 

see Takua Pa become this way, but 

over the last few years the town 

has seen progress. Small groups of 

tourists can now be seen visiting, 

and the Sunday walking street has 

been organised. For me though, 

the best thing about Takua Pa is 

that it’s not urbanised, so you can 

still breathe clean air.”

Down the road from Takua Pa 

is a new tourist attraction opened 
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this year that is also extolling the 

benefi ts of a clean environment – 

the Samed Nang Chee Viewpoint. 

As evidenced by the pretty 

Instagram posts that keep cropping 

up in our feeds, it promises 

spectacular panoramas of the 

rocky outcrops of Phang Nga Bay. 

It’s good at all times of the day, 

but the viewpoint is becoming 

popular as a place to catch the 

sunrise, and watch the limestone 

island shapes emerge from the 

dark. Stargazers, too, fi nd the 

constellations especially brilliant at 

night, as the viewpoint has minimal 

light pollution.

“What do I love about Phang 

Nga? The views, for sure,” says 

Kritchaya NaTakuathung, whose 

family has lived in the province 

since 1790. Her surname indicates 

Kick it in a 
kayak

John Gray’s 
Sea Canoe
Run by fervent eco-

warrior John Gray, 

known locally as Ling 

Yai (“Big Monkey”) for 

his large frame and 

abundant facial hair, 

this is the best way to 

see the bay – try his 

signature Hong by 

Starlight tour.

seacanoejohngray.com

Little Amazon
On this guided kayak 

tour through mangrove 

forests outside of Old 

Takua Pa, you catch 

glimpses of snakes and 

monkeys, as well as the 

waterways that once 

brought the ancient 

town its fame.

facebook.com/

tk.amazon

that they settled in the Takuathung 

district. In the centuries since, 

several generations of her family 

have been governors of the 

province, and they still own many 

plantations in the area. “It’s a much 

bigger province than Phuket, with 

less traffi  c, fresh and clean air, and 

lush tropical landscape. It off ers 

beauty from two diff erent worlds: 

green land and blue sea.” 

The latter is especially important, 

as NaTakuathung explains that 

among all of Thailand's 77 

provinces, Phang Nga has the 

highest number of islands – 155 

altogether. “The scenery is so 

diverse,” she says, “with tropical 

rainforest containing ancient trees, 

too many beautiful beaches and 

islands to count, and picturesque 

paddy fi elds. Most importantly, the 

 Samed Nang Chee is becoming popular as a 
place to catch the sunrise, and watch limestone 

island shapes emerge from the dark 

P h u k e t

 
The views of Phang 

Nga Bay change 
throughout the 

day depending on 
the light, providing 
the opportunity for 

great photos
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way southern Thai people lived 

a century ago is still the same in 

many aspects. This type of local 

life is something we don’t really see 

anymore in Phuket.”

Out in the middle of Phang Nga 

Bay is a village that is fi ghting to 

retain these local traditions in the 

face of tourist arrivals. Founded 

as a fi shing community, tourism is 

now the main source of income 

for islanders in Koh Panyee, a 

remarkable island with a shiny new, 

golden-topped mosque, where all 

of the homes are built on stilts over 

the ocean. While its eastern edge is 

now lined by seafood restaurants, 

serving up quick dishes for tourists 

in a hurry, the heart of the water-

bound settlement has managed to 

retain its unique spirit – between 

the shops and restaurants, you 

glimpse swimming kids, parked 

boats and shoals of fi sh. 

Wandering the narrow footpaths, 

avoiding the spray as longtails 

come and go, you are able to 

appreciate the sense of isolation 

that has made this such a tightly 

knit community. Like much of 

Phang Nga, it’s a place where 

life carries on as it always has – 

once all the day-trippers have 

gone home. 

Phang Nga 
photo-ops 

Sarasin Bridge
If you look to the west from the 

770m-long Sarasin Bridge, built 

in 1967 to connect Phuket to 

mainland Thailand, the open 

waters of the Andaman Sea 

beckon. On the other side of the 

bridge, which was converted 

into a popular tourist attraction 

in 2011, are a clutch of small fi sh 

farms and abandoned boats.

Dairy Hut Farm
Families with young children in 

tow will defi nitely fi nd the Dairy 

Hut Farm & Seafood Restaurant 

a treat. Part petting zoo, part 

photo opportunity, the adjoining 

restaurant has an excellent menu 

of aff ordable Thai and Western 

dishes, and you can order fresh 

shellfi sh straight from the 

bubbling tanks.

facebook.com/

dairyhutfarmphangnga

Wat Suwan Kuha
This temple is on the tourist 

minivan trail for two reasons: 

roaming packs of cheeky 

macaques, which you can feed 

with the bananas and nuts sold by 

the dozen or so vendors parked 

here; and a highly atmospheric 

cave temple that’s home to a 

large reclining Buddha. It is 

the latter that makes this stop 

especially worthwhile.

P h u k e t

 
Take a longtail boat 
ride to the heart of 
Koh Panyee for a 
glimpse of its soul

t i g e r a i r  f l i e s

To Phuket daily
tigerair.com

 Koh Panyee has a shiny new, 
golden-topped mosque, and all of its 

homes are built on stilts over the ocean 
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