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15PHRA BUDDHA SETHAMUNI 
IMAGE
Cast in 1839 from confiscated opium boxes
Wat Suthat Thepwararam
146 Bamrung Mueang Road, Phra Nakhon
Daily 8am–6pm 
Dress code: conservative. It is best to wear long trousers or a skirt below the 
knee, shirts or tops with a respectable neckline and sleeves that reach the elbow 
or below. Ripped jeans, shorts, short skirts and tight trousers, including leggings, 
may not be worn. Shoulders must not be showing. See-through clothes must not 
be worn.

Wat Suthat, which was consecrated in 1807, is one of the most 
impressive but overlooked temples in the city. It was designed to 

represent the centre of the universe according to Thai Buddhist cosmology, 
and it took 40 years to complete the complex, which covers an area the 
size of six soccer fields. The scale of this temple is truly spectacular, and 
yet this grand space contains veiled objects and stories that are rarely told. 

The ashes of Rama VIII are buried under the Buddha image at Wat 
Suthat and in the temple’s courtyard you will see a statue of that king, the 
older brother of Thailand’s much-loved Rama IX (who was the world’s 
longest reigning monarch, holding the throne for 70 years, 126 days). 

One of the hidden gems at Wat Suthat – which not even regular 
worshippers are aware of – is the 
unique Buddha image housed in 
the temple’s second viharn (sermon 
hall). Phra Buddha Sethamuni, as 
it is known, was cast in 1839 from 
confiscated opium boxes. The opium 
trade was illegal at that time – Rama 
III had introduced the death penalty 
for major opium traffickers – and the 
tin and lead opium cannisters used to 
create this Buddha had been seized 
from drug lords. Rama III had hoped 
that by recasting them as a Buddha 
image, something good would come 
from something fundamentally evil.

The tragic story of Rama VIII
The story of Rama VIII, the king who was never crowned, is a tragic 
one. Prince Ananda Mahidol was born in 1925 in Germany, where 
his parents (see p. 193) were studying at the time. The prince was 
nine years old and at school in Switzerland when his uncle, Rama 
VII (who was childless), abdicated and Mahidol was proclaimed 
Thailand’s next king. As the prince was so young, two regents 
were appointed while he continued his studies in Switzerland. He 
returned to Bangkok for a visit in 1946, but four days before he 
was due to return to Switzerland to complete his doctoral degree in 
law, Rama VIII was found shot dead in his bed. The king’s secretary 
and two pages were convicted of murder, but there has always been 
much controversy surrounding his death. 
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PIG MEMORIAL 
The statue of a pig, dedicated to a queen
Rachini Alley (along Khlong Khu Mueang Doem, near Pi Kun Bridge)
Phra Nakhon

19

Alongside one of Bangkok’s oldest canals, atop a small tower of white 
rocks, stands the statue of a pig, partly covered in gold leaf (see 

p. 38) and draped with strings of plastic pearls. Garlands of marigolds 
and jasmine buds hang off its nose, and lengths of coloured fabric are 
wrapped around its base. In the “cave” beneath the pig, still more offerings 
are made: there are plastic roses and figurines of dancers, servants and 
animals, and an image of Phra Mae Thoranee, the earth goddess. 

This memorial was erected in 1913 to honour Queen Saowabha (see 
p. 55 and p. 220), a wife of Rama V, on her 50th birthday, because she 
was born in the Year of the Pig.

Centuries ago, the Thais adopted China’s lunisolar calendar, which 
runs in cycles of 12 years. Each year is named after an animal, and each 
year has its own element and guardian spirit. Someone born in the 
Year of the Pig, for example, will have water as their element, and their 
guardian spirit is a female deity who lives under lotus plants. The year in 
which one is born is particularly important to Thai people, who believe 
their horoscopes influence everything from personality traits to health, 
relationships, lucky numbers and even auspicious directions. 

While it is commonly known as the Pig Memorial, the statue does 
have another name, Sahachat Memorial – “the memorial of those who 
were born in the same year”. It was commissioned by three members of 
the royal family who were born in the same year as the queen. One of 
the donors, Prince Narissara Nuwattiwong (see p. 231), designed the 
monument.

The pillars of Saphan Mu Bridge
The Pig Memorial stands alongside Khlong Khu Mueang Doem 
(Old City Moat), which was built in the 1770s during the reign of 
King Taksin. Spanning the canal adjacent to the Pig Memorial is a 
pretty, white pedestrian bridge that was also built to honour Queen 
Saowabha. In 1911 she turned 48 – a particularly auspicious 
birthday because it marked her fourth 12-year cycle, which also 
fell in the Year of the Pig. The bridge has four decorative pillars 
that represent a birthday candle for each of the four cycles. The 
bridge had no name when it was built, and it was only after the 
Pig Memorial was built that it became known as Saphan Mu (Pig 
Bridge) and Saphan Pi Kun (Year of the Pig Bridge). 
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25THE WOODEN PILLAR 
OF THE CITY PILLAR SHRINE  
The home of Bangkok’s guardian spirit 
2 Lak Muang Road, Phra Nakhon
Daily 6.30am–6.30pm

Lak Mueang, Bangkok’s City Pillar Shrine, is a striking building. Its 
symmetry and layers give a very regal air to what many consider 

to be the most important structure in Bangkok: the shrine is home to 
Chao Pho Lak Mueang, the guardian spirit of the city.

It is not the shrine itself that provides the deity residence, but the 
wooden pillar inside. It was erected as the foundation stone of the new 
capital by Rama I, just after sunrise on 21 April 1782 – a particularly 
auspicious date, chosen by royal astrologers to ensure the prosperity of 
the new city. The pillar, now covered with gold lacquer, is surrounded 
by flowers and elephant tusks (in traditional Thai culture elephants are 
considered protectors) and is watched over by five guardian spirits. 

People come here to make offerings, pay their respects and to ask 
favours of the deities. It is said that to ask for a favour, you should arrive 
at the shrine before 11am because at that time Chao Pho Lak Mueang 
ascends to heaven for the rest of the day. Even so, every day between 
9am and 3.30pm dancing and music are performed at the shrine as 
entertainment for the other deities. 

Erecting a city pillar was a custom of the Brahmins (see p. 42), and 
the origin of Bangkok’s pillar can be traced back to the days when the 
region’s kingdoms were at war. As with so many aspects of life here, 
astrology was carefully intertwined into preparations for attacks, and 
the commanders-in-chief of the armies would consult astrologers to 
determine auspicious days and times to carry out the attacks. 

It was also important to ensure that the morale of the troops remained 
high – one of the astrological ceremonies performed for this reason was 
tat mai khom nan – to disgrace the enemy in effigy before a battle in 
order to encourage one’s own troops. Tat mai means to cut wood, and 
so this part of the ceremony entailed felling a laburnum tree (Cassia 
fistula), which is called chaiyapruek in Thai, meaning “tree of success”. 

Before he ascended the throne as Rama I, General Chakri led the 
Thai army in a series of battles against the Burmese, and the tree that 
was felled before the final battle was 15 feet long – and it was this timber 
that in 1782 was laid as the foundation stone of Bangkok.
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SOL HENG TAI MANSION  
An unexpected architectural jewel in a hidden alley 
282 Soi Wanit 2, Samphanthawong
Tuesday to Sunday 9am–6pm

In the midst of the oil-puddled streets of Chinatown’s “Tin Pan Alley”, 
there is an ornate scarlet doorway that leads into one of Bangkok’s 

most unexpected and enchanting courtyards. The fact that its patio was 
converted into a swimming pool in 2004 – creating what must surely be 
one of the world’s most bizarrely located dive schools – does surprisingly 
little to detract from the property’s timeless beauty.

12
Phra Aphaivanich (sometimes written Aphaiwanit) was a collector 

of taxes levied on edible birds’ nests, and built Sol Heng Tai Mansion 
about 200 years ago. It soon became the control centre and think tank 
for virtually everything that happened in Talat Noi quarter. He owned 
many buildings in the neighbourhood and the mansion housed the 
headquarters of his powerful business empire. 

The Posayajinda and Chatikavanij families who live here today are 
the eighth-generation descendants of the original Sol clan who owned 
most of the quarter.

The outer doors of Sol Heng Tai are decorated with propitious phrases 
written in Cantonese, and the teak buildings inside follow the si tiam kim 
(golden four points) style of architecture – four buildings surrounding a 
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courtyard. The property has been recognised as an architectural gem and 
in 1982, as part of Bangkok’s bicentenary celebrations, it underwent a 
thorough 10 million-baht renovation. Lately funds have been in short 
supply, and the owners have struggled to maintain the property, with 
business plans ranging from the dive school to a breeding kennel for 
beagles and now, a small café. 

 When you visit what is still a family home, look out for the iron 
safe where the family gold was once stored. “They kept gold bars in 

iron trunks that were so heavy they made the floor sink,” the owners 
say. “The ceiling was strung with bells which would ring as a warning if 
anybody walked on the roof.”

Despite these measures, it is said that more than 40 chests full of 
gold were stolen over the years by a string of very innovative thieves – 
the most original of whom applied vinegar over the course of many days 
to dissolve the lime in the crushed seashell and sugarcane walls so that 
he could silently enter the family vault from an adjacent building.
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WAT CHALAW  
One of the most outstanding architectural 
undertakings ever attempted in Thailand
Bang Kruai, Nonthaburi 
Daily 8am–5.30pm 

5

The Royal Barges Museum is a popular tourist destination, and 
visitors go to see the intricately carved vessels that are an exquisite 

tribute to Thai art and craftsmanship. Unbeknown to most of these 
visitors, just over 5 km away there is another barge that is just as 
extraordinary as the ones ridden in by Thai kings.

Wat Chalaw (often also written Wat Chalo) is a temple that stands 
on the 12-metre-wide “deck” of a 90-metre-long “barge” in sleepy Bang 
Kruai village. The concrete boat is modelled on the most coveted vessel 
at the Royal Barges Museum, the 46-metre-long Suphannahong (Golden 
Swan), which was carved from a single piece of teak in 1911. As with 
the Suphannahong, the bow of the concrete barge resembles a mythical 
swan. 

The barge at Wat Chalaw, which has been described as “one of 
the most outstanding architectural undertakings ever attempted in 
Thailand”, is surrounded by a moat that gives the impression the vessel 
is floating. There has been a temple in this location for half a millennia, 
but the barge temple was built in 1984 at a cost of several million 
dollars, despite the fact that much of the labour was undertaken by the 
devoted people of Bang Kruai.

It is not easy to find Wat Chalaw, and as you drive down Bang 
Kruai–Sai Noi Road you are likely to think that you are many miles 
from any impressive landmark. Until, that is, you arrive under the 
looming bowsprit of what seems to be a golden ship stranded above the 
Bangkok Noi canal.

 To get here, take the express boat to Nonthaburi Pier, cross the 
river by ferry and take a motorbike or songthaew (the pickup-truck taxis 
that are known literally as “two rows”) for about 15 minutes to Bang 
Kruai. Once at the temple you will see a small footbridge across the 
moat that leads you to a door giving access to the upper deck. There is a 
delightfully peaceful and ornate meditation hall where the wheelhouse 
would be on a real ship.

A mechanised robot for donations to supply poor 
families with free coffins
Wat Chalaw offers an unusual possibility to make merit by making 
donations to supply poor families with free coffins for their deceased 
(see p. 154). Unusually, however, at Wat Chalaw this service is 
advertised by a mechanised robot of a skeleton in sunglasses. He might 
be the first thing you will notice, eerily bowing his bony wai towards 
you when you arrive in the temple car park.
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9THAI FILM MUSEUM  
An entertaining tribute to the film industry  
94 Phutthamonthon Sai 5 Road, Phutthamonthon 
fapot.org/en/museum.php
Tuesday to Sunday 10am–5pm

At Bangkok’s city limits there is a quirky museum that celebrates the 
industry that contributes more than US$2.2 billion to the Thai 

economy annually: film. 
A visit to the museum feels like being on a film set: sculptures of 

studio lights, an old camera dolly, and grip equipment are scattered 
around replicas of buildings that played starring roles in the Thai 
and international film industries. There is New York City’s iconic 
Nickleodeon cinema; Paris’s Grand Café, where the world’s first movie 
screening was shown in 1895; and the Prince Alangkarn Theatre, where 
the first movie was shown in Bangkok, two years later.

There is also a replica of Black Maria, the world’s first motion picture 
studio, and bronze statues of film-making pioneers George Eastman 
and Thomas Alva Edison. Around the museum, life-size sculptures pay 
homage to other great film personalities, and in one of the ponds there 
are sculptures of actors and cameramen shooting a scene from His Sweet 
Melody, a popular Thai musical filmed in 1937.

A highlight of this beautifully constructed museum is the tour that 
takes place inside the replica of the Prince Alangkarn Theatre. Pick up an 
audio guide from the office and be transported through various rooms 
displaying equipment and memorabilia from the film industry, and 
follow the development of the film production process. Pay particular 
attention to the set showing Thailand’s favourite ghost, Mae Nak (see 
p. 172), and look out for the replica of Thai icon Mitr Chaibancha 
hanging from a helicopter (see p. 148).

Steam enthusiasts will be interested in the C56 locomotive engine 
(see p. 126) at the museum’s entrance. The bronze figure at the front of 
the engine is Prince Purachatra Jayakara, a son of Rama V. The prince, 
who was the Commander of the Royal Siamese Railway, was an amateur 
film-maker, and in 1922 he founded the Topical Film Service of the 
Royal State Railways, a production centre for news and documentary 
films that is considered to be the foundation of film production in 
Thailand.

The bespectacled figure standing in front of the Prince Alangkarn 
Theatre replica is Prince Thongthaem Sambassatra, a younger brother 
of Rama V. The prince, who is said to have brought cameras and film-
making equipment back from Europe in 1897, is considered to be the 
country’s first film-maker and the Father of Thai Cinema.
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KHAO MOR AT WAT PRAYOON 
A fairy-tale mountain surrounded by miniature 
“houses”
Wat Prayurawongsawat Worawihan (Wat Prayoon), 24 Prajadhipok Road, 
Thonburi
Daily 9am– 6pm 

6

Until the reign of Rama VII (1925 to 1935) miniature mountains 
(khao mor) were popular in Bangkok. People had been making 

khao mor since the Ayutthaya Era, and in flat Bangkok the structures 
became an important decorative feature in temples and royal gardens. 
There are some beautiful examples of khao mor around the grounds of 
Wat Pho, but perhaps the most impressive is to be seen at Wat Prayoon. 

The khao mor at Wat Prayoon rises from a moat-like pond, and the 
“mountain” is shrouded by trees and bushes that shade the structures 
built onto the carefully created ledges and layers of stone. This miniature 
mountain was built during the reign of Rama III (1824 to 1851), and 
one legend has it that the inspiration came when the king, reading by 
candlelight, noticed that the molten wax had formed into an attractive 
little peak. He admired it in the presence of one of his advisers, Somdej 
Chao Phraya Maha Prayurawong, who ordered that a replica mountain 
be built on a coffee plantation he owned in Thonburi. 

The khao mor must have caused quite a stir when it loomed on the 
horizon in 1828, because very soon noble families were commissioning 
miniature pavilions, stupas and pagodas to decorate the mountain. 
There is even a little concrete crematorium and a small cave housing a 
miniature reclining Buddha. The “houses”, which are actually miniature 
mausoleums, were apparently commissioned at enormous prices  that 
approached the cost of real houses. 

Although Wat Prayoon was built during the reign of Rama III, its 
significance as a religious site dates back much further.  During two 
whirlwind days of excavation here in 2007, almost 2,000 Buddhist 
statues and amulets, some as old as 800 years, were found in two crypts. 
Some of the finest are in display in the temple’s Prayoon Bhandakharn 
Museum, along with what is said to be a piece of the Buddha’s bone. 

The 60-metre-high Lanka-style chedi at the temple houses another 
relic of the Buddha. You are welcome to climb barefoot into the hollow 
shrine inside the chedi, but once inside you will see that the exit is 
formed by an extremely low tunnel that you must crawl through. A 
temple guide explains that this causes you to “maintain consciousness” 
that you are in a sacred place.
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WAT PARIWAT
A temple with effigies of Donald Duck and David 
Beckham 
734 Rama III Road, Yan Nawa
Daily 9am–5pm 

On the altar in the ordination hall at Wat Pariwat there is a statue of 
David Beckham. It is said that in 1998 the abbot replaced a statue 

of a Garuda (the eagle-human bird in Buddhist and Hindu mythology) 
with his football hero. The effigy, in Manchester United strip, crouches 
next to a bizarre mural that depicts scenes from hell: starving figures are 
boiled alive while other naked “sinners” are pursued, bleeding, up cactus 
trees by slavering dogs. 

17
It is a strange sight, but 100 metres from the ordination hall there is 

a compound that is even more surreal. A new temple has been decorated 
with an eclectic cast of stars including Donald Duck, Popeye, Batman (see 
p. 174), Captain America, Superman, Captain Hook, Wolverine and Che 
Guevara. You might recognise the yellow Pikachu Pokemon rabbit, the 
manga character Monkey D. Luffy, Dobby the slave (from Harry Potter) 
and a person – said to be Barack Obama – taking a selfie. 

The inside of the temple is just as spectacular. In fact, everywhere 
you look there is something enthralling, and the high-relief sculptures 
are intricately designed. On one outer wall there is a whole workforce 
of what seem to be punk liberators (including a Mohican wielding a 
blowtorch, and a skinhead with a chainsaw) releasing a chained giant. 
The most beautiful pieces might be the very regal and realistic “animal 
gods” – a human-sized shark god, a monitor lizard god, and a lion god – 
all surrounded by their “animal disciples”. 

Two particularly bemusing questions which are provoked by this star-
studded cast are: why is Pinocchio wearing a skirt, and why is Mickey 
Mouse revealing a pair of large breasts? These questions have never been 
answered by the artist Surin Phanumas, who spent 10 years sculpting the 
plaster figures and decorating them with shards of Bencharong porcelain. 
The renovation, which the abbot claims helps to attract younger 
worshippers, is estimated to have cost almost US$10 million.

Bencharong: beautiful shards of colour 
Although bencharong translates as “five-coloured”, Bencharong 
porcelain is usually decorated with between three and eight colours, 
and the style is characterised by repetitive geometric or floral designs. 
Its roots are in China, and the enamelled porcelain became popular 
in Siamese royal courts during the Ayutthaya Era. These days it is a 
popular souvenir from Thailand.



Discover a temple – overlooked by visitors – that boasts 
a million Buddhas; offer bacon and eggs to tiger temple-
guardians; visit the lair of giant monitor lizards; meet David 
Beckham, Donald Duck and Popeye in a Buddhist temple; 
gain merit by sponsoring a coffin; or decipher, from a tree 
trunk, the winning lottery numbers offered by a beautiful 
female ghost. Meet a unique community of flute-players; 
eat a communal vegetarian breakfast with Bangkok’s Sikh 
community; learn about the traditional Thai pastime of 
“baldy-butting”; and meet a celebrated “healer” who goes by 
the name of Madame Breast-slapper.

Secret Bangkok is more than just an indispensable guide 
to the hidden face of the city: it is written also to offer 
fascinating background information for those who love to 
connect with the soul of a place.
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