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By visiting 
www.dtmag.com 
(click on Dive Travel) 
you can link to a collection 
of dive destination, dive site 
location and travel education 
resources, written and designed 
with the diver in mind.

Whether you’re a new  
dive traveler or a veteran  
globe-trotter, you’ll find 
this information helpful.

Diving extenDs  
our horizons 

beyond the shore  
and invites us into 
a new and exciting 
aquatic world. 
It gives us a reason to 
seek out exotic places 
we’d probably never 
heard of before we 
took our first breaths 
underwater.
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Dive Geo

Ratcha Anachak Thai (Thai for the Kingdom of Thailand) 
is an intoxicating blend of contrasts, colors and charm. 

These irresistible qualities permeate the friendly Thai peo-
ple, their rich and renowned culture, their savory cuisine and 
their abundant natural resources. It is an exotic land where 
ancient amiably resides with chic, sweet accompanies sour 
and adrenaline-pumping action is merely a wisp away from 
mind-numbing relaxation. From frantic tuk-tuk rides along 
Bangkok’s bustling streets to rousing elephant safaris under 
the lush jungle canopy, Thailand offers extraordinary thrills 
for even the most jaded adventurers. 

Rivers of Life 
The Royal Kingdom of Thailand covers 198,000 square 

miles (514,800 sq km) in the heart of the Indochina peninsula 
and shares borders with Myanmar (Burma) to the west, Laos 
to the northeast, Cambodia to the southeast and Malaysia to 
the south. This Asian country lies 8-15 degrees north of the 
equator and serves as the only land bridge between Asia and 
Malaysia. Four predominant topographies segment the land 
into the mountainous north, the expansive northeast plateau, 

the fertile central plains and the elongated Kra Isthmus, 
which is the narrowest part of the Malay Peninsula, 

to the south. The general climate across these geo-
graphic boundaries ranges from tropical savanna 

in the interior to tropical monsoon on the ocean-
bounded peninsula.
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The Royal Kingdom 
 of Thailand:

Delving Into the Wais and Wonders  
of the Land of the Free

  
Story & photos by Scott Johnson 



The Chao Phraya and Mekong river 
systems transverse the diverse terrain to 
sustain Thailand’s thriving agricultural 
economy, serving as key waterways for 
transporting people and products. In 
particular, the Chao Phraya flows from 
the north, feeds the interior plains ba-
sin and then exits through the capital of 
Bangkok and into the Gulf of Thailand. 
Central Thailand is often called “the rice 
bowl of Asia” due to the region’s perva-
sive and highly productive wet rice cul-
tivation that has essentially sustained the 
nation. Thailand was the world’s largest 
exporter of rice for decades, but new gov-
ernment policies encourage farmers not 
to sell as much rice to the international 
community, so they now rank third. 

Land of the Free
Thailand’s axial positioning along 

land and water trade routes dramati-
cally affected the country’s historical 
development and current identity. Thai 
immigrants from southern China grad-
ually arrived inland in the 10th century 
and eventually displaced the ethnic 
Khmer, Malay and Mon inhabitants 
by conquering the Khmer Empire and 
interbreeding with the remnants. Fre-
quent bouts with Burmese forces and 
an unquenched desire for foreign trade 
contributed to successive capitals being 
built ever south along the Chao Phraya 
River and culminated with Bangkok 
receiving the final such designation in 
1782 by King Rama 1 the Great.

Portuguese traders arrived in the 
16th century and were then followed 
by the Dutch, French and English. 
Thai leaders embraced the European 
commercial opportunities, but fer-
vently resisted and shrewdly avoided 
colonization. Nineteenth-century trea-
ties with the United States, Britain, 
France and other Western powers trad-
ed territorial expansion for continued 
economic growth and independence. 
As such, Thailand became the only 
Southeast Asian nation that was never 
colonized. The country’s name was of-
ficially changed from Siam to Muang 
Thai (Thailand), which means “Land 
of the Free” in 1939 in honor of its in-
dependent heritage. 

A bloodless 1932 coup by military 
and nonmilitary leaders forced King 
Prajadhipok to transition the govern-
ment from an absolute monarchy to the 
current constitutional monarchy. The 
king now serves as the head of state 
and remains a revered public figure, 
but an appointed prime minister runs 
the government. The reigning king, 
Bhumibol Adulyadej, came to power 
in 1946 and is the world’s longest-serv-
ing head of state. Unfortunately, his 
impressive longevity has not applied to 
the Thai constitution. The Thai people 
have endured more than 10 constitu-
tional rewrites over the past 80 years, 
most of which were also spawned by 
military coups. The most recent ver-
sion was drafted, approved and mili-
tary junta enforced in 2007. Despite 
these many iterations, Thailand has 
continued to embrace the global com-
munity in trade and tourism.

Thailand suffered its worst natural 
disaster when the Earth was literally 
shaken the morning of December 26, 
2004. The third-largest earthquake ever 
recorded on a seismograph was a sub-
marine megathrust with an estimated 
magnitude between 9.0 and 9.3 that oc-
curred off the west coast of Sumatra, 
Indonesia, at 7:58 a.m. Two hours later, 
a 20-foot (6 m) wall of water blasted the 
west coast of the Kra Isthmus and its 
famous beach-lined tourist hot spots. 
The shocked and struggling survivors 
had only a brief respite before a second 
and even more massive 35-foot (10.6 
m) wave struck. A third 15-foot (4.5 m) 
surge hit shortly thereafter. 

The Indian Ocean or Asian Tsunami 
of 2004 killed an estimated 230,000 
people in 15 countries; almost 168,000 
in Indonesia alone. The resulting tragedy 
prompted the multinational development 
of the Indian Ocean Tsunami Warning 
System, which focuses on vigilant seis-
mic monitoring and early warning pro-
tocols to substantially reduce the loss of 
life from any future tsunamis. 

‘It Doesn’t Matter’
Thailand’s ability to sidestep pro-

longed foreign occupation helped pre-
serve its cultural heritage, but the Thai 
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society has been indelibly etched by 
external values and ideas, nonetheless. 
In particular, China and India have 
significantly influenced the single most 
important aspect of the culture, their 
Theravada Buddhism beliefs. This 
unique blend of Buddhism, Hindu-
ism, animism and ancestor worship is 
ubiquitously displayed, as it is claimed 
by more than 90 percent of the popula-
tion. No matter where you go, you can 
count on seeing golden Buddha stat-
ues, gleaming temples, orange-clad 
monks, spirit houses and offerings. 

The Thai’s ongoing devotion to em-
brace and appease the unseen also sup-
ports the social norms of serenity and 
respect. Refined, positive emotions 
are encouraged, but sudden outbursts 
of anger or disrespect are strongly es-
chewed, as is publicly assigning fault or 
blame. The “mai pen rai” or “it doesn’t 
matter” principle is their fundamental 
tenet for minimizing conflict. Basi-
cally, it means don’t worry, be happy 
or, at minimum, just chill. This pro-
nounced happy-go-lucky disposition 
has earned Thailand the moniker the 
Land of Smiles. 

The traditional Thai greeting, the 
wai, is one of its most distinctive and 
confusing Thai customs. The “how” to 
wai is easy. Press your hands together 
with your fingertips pointing to the 
heavens while simultaneously bowing 
your head to touch your hands. Men typ-
ically say “sawadee-krap” and women 
offer “sawadee-kah” as they bow. The 
“when” to wai is the tough part. Age, 
social status, government status, monk 
status, visitor status and so on affect the 
hierarchy for who should wai to whom 
first on any occasion. 

The Pearl of the Andaman
Scuba enthusiasts, snorkelers and 

beach lovers flock to the Southern 
Peninsula where they can choose be-
tween the Gulf of Thailand to the east 
and the Andaman Sea to the west. The 
water feels like bath water year-round 
(82-86 degrees Fahrenheit [28-30 de-
grees Celsius]) and the postcard-per-
fect beaches feature pearlescent sand 
and gently swaying palm trees. The 

Gulf’s Koh Tao is a haven for begin-
ner divers. It offers willing instructors, 
convenient rides to nearby sites and 
evening parties to celebrate the day’s 
accomplishments. More seasoned dive 
travelers tend to focus on Phuket (pro-
nounced pooh ket, the “h” is silent) 

and the treasures that lie within the 
Andaman Sea. 

Phuket, otherwise known as the Pearl 
of the Andaman, is the nation’s largest 
island, yet you would be hard-pressed 
to know it was 209 sultry square miles 
(543 sq km) surrounded by water in-

The Golden Buddha at the Golden 
Buddha Temple in Phuket.



FACTS AND FIGURES 
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Thailand

Bankok

Myanmar Laos

Cambodia

Phuket 
Province

Location: In the heart of the Indochina peninsula and shares borders 
with Myanmar (Burma), Laos, Cambodia and Malaysia.

Size: Encompasses 198,000 square miles (514,800 sq km).

Population: Nearly 70 million (20th-most populous country).

Capital: Bangkok.

Getting There: Bangkok’s Suvarnabhumi (BKK) is the largest inter-
national airport, but you can also fly into and out of Phuket (HKT), 
Chiang Mai (CNX), Hat Yai (HDY) and Koh Samui (USM). There are a 
variety of international carriers from which to choose. 

Departure Tax/Visa: A 500-baht tax for international flights.
Currency: The baht (at press time, 1 Baht = 0.030 USD).

Driving: Rental cars, trucks and mopeds are available. 

Electricity: 220 volts with receptacles that accommodate both flat 
prongs (like in the United States and Japan) and round prongs (like 
much of Europe and Asia). Most receptacles are only two prong and 
lack the third grounding prong hole. 

Language: Thai.

Time: Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) plus seven hours.
Hyperbaric Chamber: Phuket Hyperbaric Chamber Facility.

Climate and Dress: Climate is tropical. Expect 88-91 degrees Fahr-
enheit (31-33 degrees Celsius) with humidity during the day, 57-77 
F (14-25 C) at night. Dress is modest, casual and comfortable. Long 
sleeves for cool night breezes. 

A limestone island off  
Phi Phi Leh’s Samah Bay.

A live-aboard vacation allows  
divers to visit a variety  

of Andaman Sea dive sites.



stead of a holiday getaway on the 
mainland coast. Most tourists initially 
reach it via car or truck and then com-
mence regular treatments of sea, sand 
and nightlife. The island is rife with 
dive shops catering to skill levels from 
wannabes to recreational to tech. The 
abundant day boats often mean the sites 
closest to the island can be somewhat 
claustrophobic. Live-aboards help you 
escape the crowds, minimize your in-
transit time and explore the very best 
areas at the right times.

Thailand’s 22 national marine parks 
boast the healthiest and most productive 
reefs. About 500 fish and 200 coral spe-
cies have been identified in these pro-
tected sanctuaries. Of these parks, Mu 
Koh Similan National Park (Mu Koh 
means group of islands), Mu Koh Surin 
National Park and Mu Koh Lanta Na-
tional Park are the crème de la crème. 

Mu Koh Similan 
National Park

The Similan Islands National Park 
is 55 miles (88 km) northwest of 
Phuket and includes the nine islands 
of the Similan group (from north to 
south: Ba-ngu, No. 9; Similan, the 
largest, No. 8; Payu, No. 7; Miang Sam 
or Hin Pusar, No. 6; Miang Song, No. 
5; Miang, No. 4; Payan, No. 3; Payang, 
No. 2; and Huyong, No. 1) and two 
nearby islands, Koh Bon and Koh Ta-
chai. Most dive operators refer to the 
Similan (Malay word for nine) Islands 
by a number, rather than a name, but 
they do not necessarily agree on which 
number goes with which island. Even 
more, you are likely to see a variety 

of spellings for the same island, much 
less different numbers. The key is to 
enjoy the diving regardless of the loca-
tion’s fluctuating designation. 

These impressive granite islands are 
covered in lush vegetation and adorned 
with lonely, white-sand beaches and 
massive boulders. The annual south-
west monsoon that usually affects this 
region from May through October has 
sculpted two distinct undersea topog-
raphies around the islands, with slop-
ing coral reefs on their eastern flanks 
and rocky seascapes to the west. Thus, 
divers are treated to two unique envi-
ronments though they surface to the 
panoramic beauty of a single island. 

Anita’s Reef’s tall tower of coral 
called One Roll Rock exemplifies the 
challenge photographers have in choos-
ing a lens to use on any given dive in the 
marine parks. It was named for an “old 
school” photographer’s penchant to 
blow through an entire roll of print film 
on the lone bommie. Clouds of min-
nows swarm sentinel sea fans, clean-
ing stations keep industrious bluestreak 
cleaner wrasse (labroides dimidiatus) 
busy and macro subjects, like mouth-
brooding coral cardinalfish (sphaera-
mia nematoptera), are plentiful. 

The sites Elephant Head Rock and 
Christmas Point resemble fine art gal-
leries for eclectic granite sculptures 
or aquatic playgrounds. Boulder rests 
upon boulder to create a tantalizing 
maze of arches, swim-throughs, tun-
nels and alleys. The formations look 
as if giants had stacked the formidable 
boulders and then waves haphazardly 
toppled them when they left. 
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All packages include 7 nights, at least 6 days 
of 1-tank boat dives, shore diving, breakfast, 

airport transfers, tax and service charge. Rates 
are per person, double occupancy and subject to 

availability and standard terms and conditions.
 

800-328-2288  
sales@caradonna.com

BONAIRE
Where the only 

crowds you’ll see 

Buddy Dive Resort
9 boat dives • Rental vehicle

from $1001

Captain Don’s Habitat
2nd diver dives free

from $794

Divi Flamingo Beach Resort
Daily 2-tank boat diving

from $1016

Eden Beach Resort
Free Nitrox • Rental vehicle

from $1063

Plaza Beach Resort Bonaire
All-Inclusive
from $1128

A limestone island off  
Phi Phi Leh’s Samah Bay.

A live-aboard vacation allows  
divers to visit a variety  

of Andaman Sea dive sites.



Mu Koh Surin  
National Park

The Surin Islands National Park is 62 miles (99 km) north 
of the Similans and less than 12.5 miles (20 km) south of 
the Myanmar border. The park encompasses the two name-
sake islands of Koh Surin Nua (North Surin) and Koh Surin 
Tai (South Surin), as well as the smaller satellite islands of 
Koh Ri, Koh Kai and Koh Klang. The main attraction for 
divers and one of the most impressive sites on the planet lies 
just 11 miles (18 km) to the east. 

Richelieu Rock (Hin Plo Naam in Thai, which means 
“rock protruding from the water”) is an isolated seamount 
with a series of pinnacles that appear to form the upper 
half of a padded armchair. The tall central pinnacle barely 
clears the surface at low tide. Currents continually bathe 
the reef with nutrients and serve as conduits that carry pe-
lagics, such as manta rays and the occasional whale shark, 
and free-floating larvae to the seamount. Richelieu Rock’s 
remote location limits the number of visitors and the effect 
of human-related contamination. 

The overall biodiversity is truly amazing. The hypnotic, 
unified shifts of the swirling, dense schools of bigeye snap-
per (Lutjanus Lutjanus) and variable lined fusiliers (Cae-
sio varilineata) resemble complex, synchronized dance 
routines performed to a soundless symphony. Inquisitive 
crescent wrasse (Thalassoma lunare) and gorgeous spot-
ted coral groupers (Plectropomus maculatus) weave among 
and over radiant strands of soft corals in a rainbow of colors. 
The unrelenting visual stimulation can be overwhelming. 
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A diver peers into  
a swim-thru at  
Elephant Head.

The Rua Shrine in Phuket.
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Mu Koh Lanta  
National Park

The Lanta Islands National Park, 
the newest of the Big Three parks, was 
established in 1990 in the southern 
portion of Krabi Province, 59 miles 
(94 km) southeast of Phuket. Covering 
an area of 59 square miles (153 sq km), 
the park includes numerous islands, 
such as Koh Lanta Noi, Koh Lanta 
Yai, Koh Ngai, Koh Taleng Beng, Mu 
Koh Ha and Mu Koh Rok, and hosts 
the legendary wall dives of Hin Daeng 
and Hin Muang. 

Hin Daeng (red rock) and Hin 
Muang (purple rock) are a series of 
connected pinnacles that lie about 16 
miles (26 km) southwest of Koh Rok. 
Their names are derived from the 
predominant color of the profuse soft 
corals that vibrantly decorate much of 
their respective exposed rock surfaces. 
The currents here can be strong, so it is 
important to listen to your guides and 
dive within your comfort zone. 

Beyond the Sea
Thailand’s rich culture, diverse 

scenic beauty and amazing excur-
sions can turn “just another” dive trip 
into an uplifting, perception-altering 
life event. Spend a night on a float-
ing raft house on a lake, smell the 
pungent aromas of spices on display 
in a busy open-air market, climb a 
limestone mountain just to catch a 
glimpse of the majestic view from the 
top and chat with a monk. The more 
time you invest getting to know The 
Land of Smiles and the affable Thai 
people, the greater the chance your 
visit will put Thailand at or near the 
top of our list of faves. 

For More Information

Tourism Authority of Thailand
www.tourismthailand.org 

Thailand Aggressor
800-348-2628
www.aggressor.com
info@aggressor.com

A curious Lubbock’s blenny  
(Ecsenius lubbocki)  

watching the action.
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