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Bangkok, among the world’s
top-visited destinations in 2019
before the COVID-19 pandemic
abruptly halted all international
travel, has been ranked among the
world’s best cities by Travel+
Leisure, CNN and other reviewers.
With its waterway-laced cityscape,
plentiful street food and consistent
reputation for warm kindness
among the people, such accolades
are easy to understand.

Its Thai name is Krung Thep
(City of Angels) — an abbreviation
of its official ceremonial name that
takes the award for the world’s
longest place name, with 168
letters. Bestowed by Kings Rama I
and IV, the name recounts a
glorious history of jewels, royalty
and immortal divinity.

With around 400 wats (temples)
dotting the metropolis, each with
its own spectacular colors and
unique architecture, the grandeur
of the city’s name is well-earned.
Wat Arun, which is fronted by two
fantastical demon-like protector
statues, is a stunning example of
temple construction. Overlooking
the Chao Phraya river, which cuts
from north to south through the

city in snake-like formation, the
temple features a central pagoda
encrusted with ceramic tile
fragments from China that were
reportedly salvaged from a British
shipwreck.

Although Thailand (known
formerly as Siam) is predom-
inantly Buddhist, many temples —
including Wat Arun — are closely
influenced by the Hindu religion.
This is rooted in the region’s
connection to the Khmer Empire,
a historical rival of the Siamese
Ayutthaya Kingdom. Buddhism
also exists side-by-side with
animistic folk religions, found in
daily traditions such as the colorful
spirit houses placed in front of
local homes and establishments
that are adorned with elaborate
offerings to attract good fortune.
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One inn that beautifully displays
this melange of religious and
cultural influences is Ariyasom
Villa, a boutique hotel situated in
Bangkok’s quiet backstreets. Built
in the 1940s and accented by rich
teakwood floors, its grounds house
both Hindu statues and a Buddhist
meditation hall. The inn serves
creative vegetarian cuisine, and its
full-service spa offers intensely
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relaxing massage treatments under
a sala (open-air pavilion) that
overlooks a spacious swimming
pool. Its lush gardens were
designed by Harvard-educated
landscape architect Khun Pariya
Sheanakul, who runs Ariyasom
Villa together with her British
husband.

“Our inn encompasses both
traditional Thai and Western
architecture, along with a fusion of
religious elements,” said Khun
Pariya, whose grandfather is
Ariyasom’s original owner. She
added, “The meditation energy
here, and genuine feeling of
looking after our guests like family
members, makes it warm and
welcoming.”

Indeed, we were graciously
pointed toward must-see city
highlights including the Jim
Thompson House, just a short
boat ride away along the Saen Saeb
khlong (canal) running just behind
the inn. Thompson, a U.S.
businessman who is credited with
bringing Thai silks to the global
market before his mysterious
disappearance in 1967, procured
an extensive collection of artwork
and antiques. These are displayed
in his atmospheric former home,
which comprises six teakwood
houses, along with silk-weaving

replicas and an eclectic gift shop.

Also recommended by the
Ariyasom team was a visit to
Lhong 1919, a collection of
restored rice storage warehouses
located along the Chao Phraya
river at the former trading port for
Chinese ships. Now a stylish
complex housing art galleries,
shops and cafes, the renovation
uncovered murals dating back to
the mid-1800s that were integrated
into its present-day facade,
providing fascinating insight into
the history of local Chinese
immigrants. Also onsite is the
Mazu shrine, where seafarers once
prayed for safe passage, and where
Bangkok’s Chinese community
continues to worship today.

A short water taxi ride down-
river along the Chao Phraya is The
Dome at lebua, a collection of
luxury bars and restaurants inside
the State Tower, where guests are
invited to indulge amid “celestial
views” under the stars. Founded by
Indian entrepreneur Deepak Ohri
as the world’s first vertical dining
destination, its numerous
high-end offerings include a
cocktail bar for every taste, along
with two Michelin-starred res-
taurants.

Mezzaluna, one of the Michelin-
awarded establishments, offers a
fusion of Japanese-inspired French
cuisine. The kitchen is presided
over by Chef Ryuki Kawasaki from
Murakami, Niigata Prefecture,
who studied in both Tokyo and
France. He worked at the res-



taurants of legendary chefs Paul
Bocuse and Joel Robuchon before
spending five years in Las Vegas
and finally landing in Bangkok.
“Deepak Ohri gave me free rein
of the kitchen, so I've focused on
integrating different essences in
order to create my own style,”
Kawasaki explained. “I specialize
in seasonal cooking, but since
Bangkok doesn’t have distinct
seasons, the staff didn’t really
understand the concept,” he
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added, chuckling.

Kawasaki is extremely animated
as he discusses his cooking
inspirations, his eyes dancing as he
describes four different ways to
prepare asparagus. His signature
dish is a delightfully crunchy and
tender Murakami A5 wagyu beef,
grilled over bincho charcoal and
served alongside black truffle discs.
A third Michelin star is in
Kawasaki’s plans, and as Bangkok
reopens to travel, his restaurant is
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one to watch for.

In any case, although Bangkok is
presently reeling from the
pandemic, it will — if its name is
any indication — bounce back
with its signature invincible vigor.
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