instant
escapes

Secret Phuket

The package hordes don't know the half of it. Follow us and keep schtum!

It may be Thailand’s biggest, blingiest, best-knownisland, but Phuket has
many secrets. Leave the crowds and there’s a whole unseen side: easy
bike rides throughjungles filled with monkeys, and back rubs on sandy
shores. Streetfoodis asirresistible asit's Instagrammable, and hip hotels
mean no backpack required. Come on, go it alone! By Tristan Rutherford
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SEE&DO

® Phuket's photogenic Old
Town grew wealthy ontinmining. The
profits found their way into stunning
Sino-Portuguese townhouses, where
ostentationknewnobounds.On
ThalangRoad and YaowaratRoad,
many stillhouse silk stores,
haberdasheries and antique printing
presses. Others, such as Thaivetro (54
YaowaratRd; @ onmap), sellice cream
inexotic flavours, alongside bakeries,
créperies and while-you-wait tailors.
Historicimmigration has left this
walkable city withmore Chinese
temples thanyou canshakean
incense stick at. Gowander...

® Atsundown, the Old Town comes
aliveinthe ChillvaNight Market@. With
itsboho vibe, this open-air flea market
seems very much athome alongside
the shopsinrepurposed shipping
containers, sellinghand-printed
T-shirtsand 50p face creams.

Bizarre buysinclude dogjackets

for Chihuahuas (yuppie Thailand's
preferredbreed). When you're peckish,
you'llfind edible-bugbars, vegan
stalls and Singhabeer taps atevery
turn.Patrons are mostly local, with
foreigners very few andfarbetween.

©® Timetohitthebeach. You'llneed
arental scooter or some other wheels
toreach YaNuiBeach®),theisland's
mostimmaculate expanse of sand.
Setonaroadtonowhere at Phuket’'s
southernmosttip, two half-moons of
beacharcfromarocky outcrop. These
coves are protectedby anislandinthe

WHATTO
BRINGHOME !

Temptedtobuy :
afewbottles
tostashinyour :
luggage forhome?
There'snoneed

— ChalongBay
Rumisavailable :
duty-freeat :
Phuketairport

Wishyouwerehere:

BananaBeach,
northernPhuket,
surrounded by
mature forest;
below, stone
carvinginthe
Botanic Garden;
Sino-Portuguese
townhousesin
the Old Town

bay you canswim outto. Snorkel hire
costs £2 from hire shacks by the beach.

® Tranquil southern Phuketishometo
Chalong Bay Rum (Tambon Chalong;
chalongbayrum.com;@®). Sevenyears
ago, French thirtysomethings Marine
and Thibault established Thailand’s
first organic rhumerie, making use of
farm-to-factory sugar cane. Ontheir
£10 tasting sessionand distillery tour
you'llsee a45-year-old copper still
imported from Armagnac. Butyou'llbe
more drawn to the alfresco bar doing
lemongrass Daiquiris. Tour groups are
rare, soit’lljustbe the locals plus you.

©® PhuketBotanic Garden (Chao FuRd,
Chalong; phuketbotanicgarden.com;
(®)is aseldom-visitedjungle tamed
into dozens of tropical biospheres,
eachalive with butterflies and lizards.
Think orchid gardens, human-size
ferns and aherb garden pungent with
Thaibasil. Kids can go bananas here
(and evenpickthemfromatreel).

© NorthernPhuket's supreme secret
shoreis BananaBeach®. Come for
flour-fine sand sheltered by mature
forestand lappedby turquoise seas.
Forfood,awooden shack dishes up
grilled squid and shrimp, and operates
asprinkle of beachumbrellas.

® Sirinat National Park (nps.dnp.go.th;
£4) epitomises Phuket's wild origins. It
connects aprotected marine area with
virginjungle, viaamangrove saltwater
eco-system. Tourists are asrare as
the Asianfairy-bluebirds that patrol
theironwood and tulip tree forests.
The parkisbest conquered by
mountain bike — it costsjust a fiver
torentone fromtherental shack

by the PensiriHouse guesthouse,
nearNaiYangBeach@.

® Theultimate secretescape?Slipa
longtailboatman £40forareturn whizz
to Corallsland, abuttock-clenching
30-minute boatride from Rawai(®

or ChalongPier(®. This ocean speck

is Bounty-ad beautiful, not to mention
adiver'sdream. The Corallsland Club
bungalowresort (00 66 813703181,
coralislandclub.com; @) can organise
snorkeltrips. Freedom Beach @), onthe
southside of island, is the quietest of
the three main sandy stretches, with
waters well-stocked with tropical fish.>
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EAT

© Moreishly Malay
ROTICHAOFA (Mains about £1)
Because: Alegacy of Malay fisherfolk
means Phuketis about20 per cent
Muslim, and roti canai, a swirly whirl of
eggy dough served with curry sauce, is
afavourite dish. Travel's tip: Rotis here
are tropically Thai. Orderyours with
bananaslices or fish curry. Chao FaRd,
Old Town; 00 66 76 221771;G2.

© Livebait

RAWAISEAFOOD MARKET (Fish
perkilo from£3)

Because: Select your seafood froma
thousand bubblingtanks, thenhaggle:
clams cost £1perkilo, monster-of-the-
deep lobstersupto £50. Travel's tip:
Take yourthrashingbag of fishto one
of therestaurants overthe street. They
will sauté, grill or fryitfor £2.50 perkilo.
RawaiBeach; ).

©® Royallygood Thai

BABA SOULFOOD (Mains about £10)
Because: It pairs fresh seafood with
wholesomeingredients, many from
theKing's Royal Projectfarmsin
northern Thailand. Travel's tip: Diners
cantakeapre-dinnersplashinthe
ocean-view pooloppositeits sister
restaurantBabaPool Club, ashortwalk
up the hill. SriPanwa, Vichit; 00 66 76
371000, babaphuket.com;@a.

® Fishyfine dining

SEAFOOD AT TRISARA RESORT
(Mains about £16)

Because:Kla, the Thaichef, worked
inMichelin-starredkitchens before
openingthis spot. Travel's tip: If you
enjoyedthe Yam Subparod Goong Sod
made fromprawns and herbs from
Trisara’'s organic garden, you can
gatheryourowningredients during
therestaurant’s cooking classes.
60/1Moo 6, Srisoonthorn Rd;
006676 310100, trisara.com; @s).

© Intimate meal
ROYALENAMTOK (Mains about £22)
Because: This private villaturnsinto
asecretsix-tablerestaurantatdusk,
andserves uprefined Franco-Thai
dishes. Travel's tip: Allow Corry, the
host, to conjure up Royale Nam Tok’s
£45 Surprises Menu. It offers the
bestvalue andmostseasonaltreats.
SoiPakdee Village; 00 66 87263
7327, theroyalenamtok.com;@e).
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LATE-NIGHT >
MOVES '
Ifyoudo
aCinderellaat :
Kokoandleave :
aftermidnight,
therearestill :
speedboats
backtoPhuket :
(a10-minute :
journey), butthe
costrisesto£6 :

LOAF LIKE
| ALOCAL

i Afterdinner, walk
alongthe sandy

i shorerightof

i Rawaipier.Soon
enoughyou'llfind
i thevery same

! fishermenfast
asleepamong

i noddingpalms

i aftertheday’s
catch.Jointhem

! forasnooze

WRITER'S
TOPTIP |

Youdon'tneedto :
beanathleteto :
reachthe wildlife :
reserve —simply
takeacheap :
tuk-tuk. Minutes :
afteryou'reenter,
you'llfindthe :
gorgeous Tonsai
Waterfall.Easy :

BEACHBARS

© Eurasianmix
KOKO
Because: At this chic sunsetlounge on
Coconutlsland, Kazakhstanimixologist
Alexey blends tomyum powder with
Tequilaandmango syrup to delicious
effect. Travel'stip: Drink up by 11.30pm
to catchthe £2boatback to mainland
Phuket. The Village CoconutIsland;@.

© Livelyup yourself

SKABAR

Because: Bob Marley is still wailing at
thishoppingbeachboozer. Anunruly
collection of chairs, some adorned with
Jamaicanflagcolours, tumbles down
tothe sea. Travel's tip: Ska Bar's crazed
fire show starts at 10pm every Friday.
Kata Beach; skabar-phuket.com;@s).

©® Southerncomfort

PROMTHEP CAPERESTAURANT
Because: OnPhuket's lonely
southwesterntip, concrete tables
andbenches are spread above the
spectaculartopaz coastline. Travel's
tip: Each afternoonthis barbakes.
Reserve atree-shadedtablein good
timeforthe sunsetInstagram shot.
Promthep Cape; (9.

ASK THE
LOCAL

APhuketresidentsince
i 48 the’90s, Daniel Amby
i & isacyclingcoachat

o
h Thanyapurasportsresort

‘ ‘ The golden sands of Nai
ThonBeach@)have been

saved from developmentas they
sitwithin the Sirinat National Park.
Iloveitandlead my cycling groups
there.lalso take themto the Khao Phra
Thaeo Wildlife Reserve (£4;@). It's
filled with rainforest flowers andis
tourist-free. Diversrave aboutthe
Similanlslands, butthey're alongboat
ride away, andif you getsickinsuch
aremote placethenyou'reintrouble
—sol'dsay stick to Phuket. Nai Yang®)
is the dreambeach youremember
frombackpacker days; Kamala@)is
more buzzy —try the Salt & Pepper
Steakhouse (121/5RimHaad Rd), a
Thairestaurant with a Swedish touch.

STAY

® Paradise found
NAIYABEACHBUNGALOW

(Doubles from £22,roomonly)
Because: Here you have the epitome of
flashpacking,inbungalows built from
bamboo, with wooden armchairs out
front, and the pristine sliver of Ya Nui
Beachbeyond. Travel's tip: Callahead
foranairport pick-up (£23).NaiyaBeach
canthenrentthetwo wheelsyou'llneed
toscootaroundPhuket's secretshores
(£5.50 aday). YaNuiBeach; 0066 91
439893, naiyabeachbungalow.com;@3).

©® Endofthe world

BAANKRATING RESORT

(Doubles from £36,B&B)

Because: Bungalow villas peep out
fromverdantjungle here onPhuket's
southernmosttip. Swimsouthandit's
nextstop Indonesia. Travel's tip: Rates
are so cheap thatit's worthupgradingto
abeachfrontpavilionvilla.It'snoteven
double the standard-roomrate, and
these sitabove the private beach loved
by snorkellers. Ao Sane Beach; 00 66
27180858, baankrating.com;@a.
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©® Bargainbling

THE VILLAGE COCONUTISLAND
(Doubles from £90, roomonly)
Because: Romantics canrentan entire
poolvillathatoverlooksthe Andaman
Seaforjust £200, while families can
explore theisland wilderness onfree
kayaks andbikes. Travel's tip: Sample
something completely different: the
Villagerecentlyintroduced a selection
ofisland-life packages, whichinclude
food-foraging, fishingwithlocals,and
Thaikickboxingonthebeach. 51/7Moo
6, Tambon Kohkaew; 00 66 76 352148,
thevillage-coconutisland.com; @.

® Tropicaltriple pool

THESLATE (Doubles from £164,B&B)
Because: Relaxingwas neverso easy.
The Slate pairsindustrial design with
famously goodhospitality, alljust eight
minutes from PhuketInternational

airportby cab (whichis complimentary).

Travel's tip: Rooms are ginormous.
Even standardPearl Suites are 56sgm,
soyouneedn'tshell outforanything
more sizeable. Nai Yang Beach; 00 66
76 327006, theslatephuket.com;@s.

Nightlights:
clockwise fromtop
left,BabaBeach
Club; freshfishdish
atBabaSoul Food;
poolvillaatthe
Village Coconut
Island; SriPanwa;
nibbles at Seafood
atTrisaraResort

4 TOP SECRET
{ BEACH

Goup another
notchinthe

i seclusionstakes
andridethe

i Village's longtail
: boattoKoh Rang
Yai— Coconut’s
i tiny, sandy

i sisterisland

instant escapes

©® Brand-new beach club
BABABEACH (Doubles from
£195,B&B)
Because:bizatunesbangoutinthe
tropicalnight, as grizzled glowstickers
detox with Thaiherb compresses
betweenthelychee Mojitos andthe
tuna-belly sashimi. Travel's tip: Book
afive-nightstay between Apriland
Octoberandyou canbagtheLongStay
FullBoard deal —thisincludes meals,
massages, minibarand airport pick-up,
allforapaltry £14 extraaday onthe
normalroomrate. Takua Thung; 00 66
76 429388, bababeachclub.com; (4.

® Royalseal

SRIPANWA (Doubles from £278,B&B)
Because: You'llbeinthe company of
A-listers who cometo hide outand
playinthe myriadinfinity pools of this
managedjungle peninsula. Travel's tip:
Foraremarkably good-value £409
(somewhere else would easily charge
double) you can pushthe boatoutand

bookinatSriPanwa’s new Habita Wing.

Thishashugerooms —the140sgm
penthouse comes with privateinfinity

poolandafridge stocked with free beer
andtreats. SakdidejRd, Vichit; 00 66 76
371000, sripanwa.com; s,

GETMETHERE
GOINDEPENDENT

Thai Airways (thaiairways.com) flies
from Heathrow to Bangkok from £650
return, with aquick hop onwards to
Phuket. From £570return, flights with
BA (ba.com) go viaBangkok, Singapore
orKualaLumpuronpartnerairlines.

GOPACKAGED

TUI (02034512688, tui.co.uk) has
sevennightsinafour-starontranquil
KaronBeachfrom £1,050pp, B&B, with
Gatwick flights. Mr & Mrs Smith (0333
3633180, mrandmrssmith.com) has
aweek at Trisara, from £3,581pp, B&B,
withHeathrow flights and transfers.

FURTHERINFORMATION
Thailand's free visa-on-arrival scheme
allows youto breeze through security
afterfillinginasimple form. Youcanbe
onthebeachwithinthe hour. Formore
details, see tourismthailand.org.m
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