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                This Is Thailand
            

        

        
            Thailand is blessed: it has the looks, the temperament and the personality to entice the world to its shores. It is exotic and mysterious yet approachable and inviting.
        

        
            The tranquil southern coast massages away modern worries. The waters are clear, the diving is spectacular and the pace is reminiscent of an afternoon nap. Like the country as a whole, Thailand’s famous islands and beaches specialise in having fun, from late-night beach parties to casual beachside dining. Clustered along the Andaman Coast are dramatic limestone mountains looking like prehistoric monuments.
        

        
        
            Beyond the beach scene, Thailand’s culture trail educates and enlightens visitors with intense displays of religious devotion and tangible fragments of historic eras. The hyperactive city of Bangkok, the centre of the Thai universe and the seat of religion and monarchy, boasts flamboyant and revered temples. Further north, the ancient capitals of Ayuthaya and Sukhothai are peppered with gravity-ravaged monuments and Buddha figures meditating serenely.
        

        
            Northern Thailand crowns the country with lush mountains, historic cities and border intrigue. The gateway to the region, Chiang Mai has a well-preserved old city and university atmosphere. In higher altitudes, minority hill tribes preserve a cultural identity that defies modern borders. The interplay of border cultures and the daily alms route of orange-robed monks compel visitors to trundle through Chiang Rai and Mae Hong Son Provinces and absorb the landscape along switchback mountain roads.
        

        
            In every corner of the kingdom, Thais concoct a flavourful feast from simple ingredients. Travelling from region to region becomes an edible buffet, sampling fresh coconut curries in southern Thailand, steamy bowls of noodles in Bangkok and hearty stews in Chiang Mai.
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            Bangkok
        

    
      
            Food, shopping, fun, temples, palaces… What isn’t available in Bangkok (
            Click here
            )? Be prepared to adjust your itinerary if you’ve only given Bangkok the requisite day or two. The Bangkok of today is tidier and easier to navigate than ever before, and will pull you in with Chatuchak Weekend Market (
            Click here
            ), one of the world’s biggest markets, happening bars, sublime eats and endless opportunities for urban exploration. Supplement your fun with more scholarly pursuits, such as a cooking or Thai massage course, and we’re certain you’ll see Bangkok as much more than just a transit point. 
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              Wat Arun (
                Click here
                ), Chao Phraya River
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            Chiang Mai
        

    

    
      
            Chiang Mai (Click here) looks respectfully up to mighty Doi Suthep. The old city, framed by a moat, is crammed with soaring temple peaks and quiet, twisting sois (lanes) best explored by bicycle. Stop for a temple ‘monk chat’, an intimate insight into those orange-robed figures you’re always dodging on the streets. Browse the traditional handicrafts and, when the sun sinks over Doi Suthep, feast on some of the north’s best Burmese cuisine. 
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          Wat Chiang Man (
                Click here
                )
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                    Beaches
                

                
                    KO PHA-NGAN
                

                
                    Master the art of hammock-hanging (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    KO SAMUI
                

                
                    Devote yourself to sandy beaches, seaside yoga and loads of people-watching (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    KO SAMET
                

                
                    Ditch the chaotic capital for a beach-island fling (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    PHUKET
                

                
                    Bulls-eye for high-energy international resort (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    HUA HIN
                

                
                    Mainland surf-and-turf destination for beach frolicking and Thai town surveying (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    KO PHI-PHI
                

                
                    Behold the prettiest tropical island you’ve ever seen (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

            

    

    
      

      [image: top-3]
            Ayuthaya
        

    

    
      
            A once vibrant, glittering capital packed with hundreds of temples, today Ayuthaya (
            Click here
            ) only hints at its erstwhile glory. Cycle around the brick-and-stucco ruins, which form part of a Unesco World Heritage Site, and try to imagine how the city must have looked in its prime, when it greeted merchants from around the globe. On the outskirts of the city sit several more attractions, including an enormous handicraft centre, the most eclectic royal palace you’ll ever see and a water theatre. 
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          Wat Chai Wattanaram (
                Click here
                )
NICHOLAS REUSS/LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©
        

      

    

    
      

      [image: top-4]
            
            Ko Samui
        

    

    
      
            Eager to please, Ko Samui (
            Click here
            ) is a civilised beach-resort island for the vacationing masses, many of whom fly in and out having made hardly any contact with the local culture. Chaweng is a luxurious stretch of sand where sun-worshippers come to see and be seen; however, there are still sleepy spits reminiscent of Samui’s old moniker, ‘Coconut Island’, and a few gentle coves for families. Samui also boasts great amenities and a thriving health scene with yoga, massage, detoxing and other yins to the island’s partying yang.
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                    Diving & Snorkelling
                

                
                    SURIN & SIMILAN ISLANDS MARINE NATIONAL PARKS
                

                
                    Snorkel and dive the acclaimed reefs of these two marine preserves (
                    Click here 
                    & Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    KO TAO
                

                
                    Get dive certified on this reef-fringed island (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    KO LANTA
                

                
                    Fish big and small flock to Lanta’s coral (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    KO CHANG
                

                
                    Coral-encrusted seamounts attract turtles and schools of fish (
                    Click here
                    ).
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            Ko Pha-Ngan
        

    

    
      
            Famous for its sloppy Full Moon parties, Ko Pha-Ngan (
            Click here
            ) has graduated from a sleepy bohemian island to a full-on attraction for migrating party-people. The beach shanties have been transformed into boutiques, meaning comfort seekers have an alternative to Ko Samui. And, on the northern and eastern coasts, the ascetic hammock-hangers can still escape enough of the modern life to feel like castaways. Just offshore is Sail Rock, one of the gulf’s best dive sites.
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            Ko Lanta
        

    

    
      
            Ko Lanta (
            Click here
            ) sports a mellow island vibe and a parade of peachy sand. Social butterflies alight on the northern beaches for a same-same but different party scene. Solitude seekers migrate southward to low-key beach huts and a sleepy village ambiance. Activities abound, from hiking through a landscape of limestone caves and crevices to diving in underwater hang-outs for sharks and rays. 
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          Hat Nui
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                    Karst Scenery
                

                
                    RAILAY, KRABI PROVINCE
                

                
                    Defy gravity with a rock-climbing scramble up a limestone peak (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    AO PHANG-NGA
                

                
                    Paddle through a karst canyon into echo-chamber caves (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    ANG THONG
                

                
                    Discover this deep-ocean collection of limestone islands (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    KO PHI-PHI
                

                
                    Snorkel the underwater anchors of the Andaman’s resident rock towers (
                    Click here
                    ).
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            Surin & Similan Islands Marine National Parks
        

    

    
      
            These world-renowned dive sites (
            Click here 
            & Click here
            ) have anchored Thailand as a global diving destination. Live-aboard trips set out from Khao Lak, allowing for more time at the famous sites where you can meet the local manta rays and whale sharks. And there is the thrill of being far from land as the sun sinks into the sea and the night shows off its twinkling lights. The islands are an attraction in their own right, with jungle-filled interiors and smooth white beaches surrounded by decent coral reefs. 
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          School of fish, Similan Islands Marine National Park
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            Ko Samet
        

    

    
      
            So close to Bangkok and, oh, so pretty, Ko Samet (
            Click here
            ) is a perfect beach when you are pinched for time. The jungle eclipses developments, the sand and sea are tropically proportioned and a wooded coastal trail skirts between rocky headlands and a string of beautiful coves. People-watch by day and party by night on the popular northern beaches or hideaway on the southern beaches for a well-earned nap. When your vacation is done, board the boat and be back in Bangkok by lunchtime.
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            Hua Hin
        

    

    
      
            The king’s choice, Hua Hin (
            Click here
            ) is a fine fit for city and sea creatures. The beaches are long and wide, the market meals are fantastic and there’s even Thai culture (fancy meeting you here). Explore the quiet beaches south of the city for a more secluded feel, hike to the top of a headland shrine or master the sea and the wind with a kiteboard lesson. And, of course, feast like a Thai from morning to night.
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                    Historic Sites
                

                
                    SUKHOTHAI
                

                
                    A meditative journey through an early Thai kingdom (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    AYUTHAYA
                

                
                    Tumbledown temples
                    of a golden ancient 
                    capital (Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    PHIMAI
                

                
                    The closest Khmer ruin to Bangkok for history buffs short on time (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    PHANOM RUNG
                

                
                    An ornate sanctuary of Khmer art (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    PHETCHABURI
                

                
                    A royal retreat crowned with a hilltop palace (
                    Click here
                    ).
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            Phuket
        

    

    
      
            An international-strength beach resort, Phuket (
            Click here
            ) is an easy-peasy destination for all ages. You can fly in from Bangkok, cutting out the long land journey, and retreat into a five-star resort or arty boutique hotel for a trouble-free tropical vacation. There are slinky stretches of sand, hedonistic party pits and all the mod cons needed for 21st-century rest and recreation. Plus there are day trips to mangrove forests, monkey-rescue centres and a tonne of watersports, from diving to surfing (when the weather is right).
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            Khao Sok National Park
        

    

    
      
            A deep, dark jungle hugs the midsection of southern Thailand. This ancient rainforest (
            Click here
            ) is filled with long sweaty hiking routes up dramatic limestone formations that offer postcard views. Just remember to wear leechproof gear to prevent an involuntary blood donation. Birds and bats call this forest home as does the rare 
                Rafflesia kerrii, 
            one of the stinkiest flowers on the planet. Reward your outdoor work with riverside camping and listen to the symphony of the jungle.
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            Phetchaburi
        

    

    
      
            A delightful mix of culture and nature combine in this provincial capital (
            Click here
            ), a close and quiet alternative to the hectic streets of Bangkok. Explore an antique hilltop palace, sacred cave shrines and bustling temples, then wander the old shophouse neighbourhood filled with do-it-yourself businesses run by Thai aunties and grannies. 
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          Buddha statues, Tham Khao Luang (
                Click here
                )
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                    Temples
                

                
                    BANGKOK
                

                
                    Glittering temples protect the faith and attract the faithful (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    CHIANG MAI
                

                
                    Teak temples fill the atmospheric old quarter and a hilltop temple marks the guardian mountain (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    LAMPANG
                

                
                    Mini–Chiang Mai built by lumber barons, best visited by horse-drawn carriage (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    
                    PHITSANULOK
                    
                

                
                    
                    Revered bronze Buddha conveniently located along the culture trail (
                    Click here
                    ).
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            Mae Hong Son Province
        

    

    
      
            Tucked in the country’s northwest corner, this province (
            Click here
            ) has a lot in common with neighbouring Myanmar (Burma). In fact, with its remote location, mountains and unique culture and cuisine, Mae Hong Son can seem like an entirely different country. Exploration here can take the form of tramping through one of the province’s many caves or doing a self-guided walk from Mae La-Na to Soppong. 
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          Prayers during Poy Sang Long, Mae Hong Son
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            Chiang Rai Province
        

    

    
      
            The days of the Golden Triangle opium trade are over, but Chiang Rai (
            Click here
            ) still packs intrigue in the form of fresh-air fun such as trekking and self-guided exploration. It’s also a great destination for a unique cultural experience, ranging from a visit to an Akha village to a stay at the Yunnanese-Chinese hamlet of Mae Salong. From the Mekong River to the mountains, Chiang Rai is arguably Thailand’s most beautiful province and also functions as a convenient gateway to Myanmar (Burma), Laos and China.
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          Wat Rong Khun (Click here)
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            Sukhothai Historical Park
        

    

    
      
            Step back in time approximately 800 years at Thailand’s most impressive historical park (
            Click here
            ). Exploring the ruins by bicycle is the classic Thailand experience and is a leisurely way to wind through the park’s crumbling temples, graceful Buddha statues and fish-filled ponds. Worthwhile museums and good-value accommodation round out the package. Despite its popularity, Sukhothai rarely feels crowded, but for something off the beaten track you could always head to nearby Si Satchanalai-Chaliang Historical Park (Click here), where you might be the only one scaling an ancient stairway.
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                Shopping
            

            
                BANGKOK
            

            
                From markets to malls, you can practically shop anywhere (
                Click here
                ).
            

            
                CHIANG MAI
            

            
                Handicraft centre specialising in homespun and chic (
                Click here
                ).
            

            
                LAMPANG
            

            
                Weekend bazaar monopolises historic shophouse district (
                Click here
                ).
            

            
                
                CHIANG RAI
                
            

            
                
                Night markets and weekend bazaar peddle hill-tribe and northern crafts (
                Click here
                ).
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            Kanchanaburi
        

    

    
      
            Walks on the wild side are the main reason to visit Kanchanaburi (
            Click here
            ), where dragon-scaled limestone mountains gaze down upon dense jungle. Trek past silvery waterfalls and rushing rivers in search of elusive tigers and gibbons, then spend the night at a homestay organised through an ethnic group. Once you’ve explored this western province’s wartime past – the infamous Death Railway Bridge (
            Click here
            ) is here – hold on tight to experience adventure activities, which include ziplining, kayaking and elephant rides. 
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          Death Railway Bridge
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                    Jungle Trekking
                

                
                    KHAO YAI NATIONAL PARK
                

                
                    Monkeys, elephants, wilderness – just around the corner from Bangkok (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    KHAO SOK NATIONAL PARK
                

                
                    Trek and paddle through this southern tropical rainforest (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    KANCHANABURI
                

                
                    Elephant-riding, river-rafting and waterfall-spotting close to Bangkok (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    CHIANG RAI PROVINCE
                

                
                    Visit high-altitude hill-tribe villages for physical exertion and cultural immersion (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    MAE HONG SON PROVINCE
                

                
                    A remote, mountainous corner overlooking Myanmar (Burma; 
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    KO CHANG
                

                
                    Reward a sweaty hike with a sea view (
                    Click here
                    ).
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            Khao Yai National Park
        

    

    
      
            Here you’ll find elephants, monkeys, gibbons, hornbills, pythons, bears, a million bats and a few wily tigers. Wildlife sightings, of course, are at the mercy of chance, but your odds are excellent at this vast Unesco World Heritage–listed reserve (
            Click here
            ) just a few hours outside Bangkok. And even if you don’t meet many big animals, the orchids, birds and waterfalls guarantee a good day.
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            Phanom Rung Historical Park
        

    

    
      
            Perched high atop an extinct volcano, the biggest and best Khmer ruin in Thailand (
            Click here
            ) is something special. As you amble along the promenade, up the stairs and over the 
                naga-flanked bridges, the sense of anticipation builds. And when you enter the temple, completely restored and still rich with Hindu sculpture, you will experience a moment of timelessness. While Phanom Rung is not as awe-inspiring as Cambodia’s Angkor Wat, the experience here is impressive and different enough that you should visit both. 
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          Phanom Rung temple
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            Ko Chang
        

    

    
      
            
            Steep mountains rise with military presence out of the blue seas of Thailand’s far-eastern territorial waters. This jungle-clad island (
            Click here
            ) has a bustling resort atmosphere with plenty of party places, belying its distance from civilisation. It is an athletic island with a variety of adventure sports: diving, snorkelling, hiking and kayaking. In the evenings the tide recedes and the narrow beaches become wide swaths of rippled sand dotted with elegant spiral-shelled molluscs. The west coast is very busy but the east coast is barely developed.
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          Lonely Beach (
                Click here
                )
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                    Thai Food
                

                
                    BANGKOK
                

                
                    A culinary superstar with noodles, haute cuisine and immigrant fare (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    CHIANG MAI
                

                
                    Learn how to chop and wok through a Thai menu (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    HUA HIN
                

                
                    Combine two great Thai specialities – seafood and night markets – into one (
                    Click here
                    ).
                

                
                    PHUKET
                

                
                    Sample southern fare, seafood and fusion (
                    Click here
                    ).
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            Ko Phi-Phi
            
        

    

    
      
            
            Quite possibly the prettiest island in all of Thailand, Ko Phi-Phi (
            Click here
            ) has a gorgeous hourglass shape, blonde-sand beaches, scenic limestone cliffs and jewel-toned waters. A carless and carefree island where the parties go on all night and the sound systems serenade the stars, it is the island equivalent of a popular party girl. Its sister island Ko Phi-Phi Leh (
            Click here
            ) is an uninhabited park where snorkelling tours explore offshore coral reefs and interior lagoons. 
                The Beach
             
            (2000), starring Leonardo DiCaprio, was filmed here. 
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          Ko Phi-Phi Leh seen from Long Beach
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            Loi Krathong Festival
        

    

    
      
            
            Loi Krathong (
            Click here
            ) honours the goddess of the waters with floating offerings usually made of banana leaves folded into a circular shape and decorated with flowers and candles. Merit-makers gather at local waterways to set sail their illuminated boats on the full moon of the 12th lunar month (usually November). Sukhothai, Ayuthaya, Bangkok and Chiang Mai festivities have the most appeal for visitors.
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          Buddhist monk holding a lantern, Loi Krathong, Chiang Mai
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                Elephant Encounters
            

            
                CHIANG MAI
            

            
                Sanctuaries provide refuge for overworked elephants (
                Click here
                ).
            

            
                LAMPANG
            

            
                Learn about the mahout tradition at an elephant education centre (
                Click here
                ).
            

            
                AYUTHAYA
            

            
                Visit the temple ruins like the kings of yore, astride a regally clad elephant (
                Click here
                ).
            

            
                KANCHANABURI
            

            
                Get a canopy view of the forest on an elephant ride (
                Click here
                ).
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            Ao Phang-Nga Marine National Park
            
        

    

    
      
            
            An easy day trip from Phuket, Ao Phang-Nga (
            Click here
            ) is a scenic bay filled with karst islands and surrounded by mangrove forests. Everyone comes here on a boat tour – either long-tail or kayak – stopping at the islands and wandering around indentations in the craggy, weather-worn exterior. For a more serene communion with these peaks, head to Ko Yao (
            Click here
            ), a small fishing community with a front-row view of the bay.
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            Ang Thong Marine National Park
            
        

    

    
      
            
            Accessible on a boat tour from Ko Samui, this collection of limestone mountain islands (
            Click here
            ) appears on the distant horizon like a lost city. Peach-coloured sand rings the humpbacked peaks and interior lagoons glow with an otherworldly blue. Kayaking, snorkelling and hiking tours on various islands give you a close-up of the pockmarked formations inhabited by barnacles and other tidal creatures. Development is limited to basic park infrastructure, preserving the wild and remote ambiance.
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            Railay, Krabi Province
        

    

    
      
            
            You’d never know that you were still on the mainland when you wade from a long-tail boat to the shore of this limestone-studded peninsula (
            Click here
            ). Towering karst peaks hem in on all sides, creating the illusion of a sandy fortress. Rock climbers have transformed the onshore sea cliffs into vertical challenges, scrambling high enough for a view of the karst-filled bay. Kayakers and snorkellers take to the sea to explore low-tide caves and peak at the marine life sheltered by these gigantic anchor islands.
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                Scenic Journeys
            

            
                MAE SA VALLEY
            

            
                Climb from coconut palms to fir trees on this mountain loop from Chiang Mai (
                Click here
                ).
            

            
                MAE HONG SON
            

            
                Cascading mountain vistas are the reward of dizzying switchback roads (
                Click here
                ).
            

            
                BANGKOK CANALS
            

            
                Take a long-tail boat through the ‘Venice of the East’ (
                Click here
                ).
            

            
                MAE SALONG
            

            
                Ride up the ridge to this mountain-top village (
                Click here
                ).
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            Ko Kut
            
        

    

    
      
            
            Bangkok Thais, visiting families and middle-aged couples move beyond busy Ko Chang to this semideveloped island (
            Click here
            ) for seclusion and scenery. There’s no shopping, dining or nightlife, which suits everyone just fine. This island excels in layabout living: wake up, wander the beach, snack on tropical fruits, swim, nap under a coconut tree and wait for sunset. Active types scoot between the west coast beaches on a motorcycle, hike the jungle tracks to waterfalls and kayak through the mangroves filled with birdsong and insect symphonies.
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