
where?  ISAAN, THAILAND 
how long? 2 WEEKS 
how much? LESS THAN AU$2500 

get packing:

tranquil farming village, Prasat Muang Tam is 
just as enchanting. Next drive to Phimai and 
take in the exquisite carvings of Prasat Hin 
Phimai, an eleventh-century temple that marked 
the end of the Khmer highway from Angkor. 

KHON KAEN – TWO NIGHTS
Busy university city Khon Kaen boasts Isaan’s 
best street-food scene with several markets, a 
night bazaar and stalls everywhere. While you 
could spend days slurping tongue-scorching 
curries, there are also some sights to explore. 
Stroll round the lake, Beung Kaen Nakhon, 
feed the pigeons and carp, check out the 
weekend hipster market and marvel at the 
glittering nine-tiered Wat Nongwang Muang 
Kao, guarded by bold-coloured nãgas (deities). 
Isaan’s silk is as celebrated as its food. Visit 
the weaving village of Chonnabot, where 
Thailand’s finest textiles are woven by women 
working antique wooden looms beneath their 
homes. At Phu Wiang National Park, home 

VERY FEW OF THAILAND’S WHOPPING 26 
million annual visitors get to Isaan, the 
country’s poorest, most off-the-beaten-

track region. Long distances, little spoken 
English and limited tourist infrastructure deter 
all but the most intrepid. Yet the enormous 
north-east region – covering a third of Thailand– 
is a favourite of Thais keen to escape the 
masses of foreign tourists common elsewhere. 
This is a big part of Isaan’s appeal – along with 
splendid Khmer Empire ruins, spicy cuisine and 
sleepy Mekong riverside towns.

OUR TIPS FOR A 
14-DAY ROAD TRIP
UBON RATCHATHANI – TWO NIGHTS 
At Ubon Ratchathani Airport collect your hire 
car for a two-day exploration of the city’s 
slow-moving surroundings. Start with sleepy 

to the oldest tyrannosaur fossil – aged 120 
million years – you can visit archaeological 
digs and a museum. 

DAN SAI – THREE NIGHTS
Meander through lovely Loei Province and 
its flower orchards to tiny Dan Sai in an 
idyllic valley of undulating hills. Dan Sai 
is famous for Phi Ta Khon, a boisterous 
three-day rainmaking festival where locals 
in colourful masks and raggedy patchwork 
costumes parade around, firing rockets 
in the air and praying for rain. You’ll see 
artisans painstakingly painting masks in their 
workshops, while at the Wat Phon Chai folk 
museum more masks and costumes are on 
display. Visit the whitewashed Phra That Si 
Song Rak stupa on wooded hills overlooking 
the Muan River. At eco-resort Phu Na Come 
participate in a cooking class and learn to 
harvest rice, weave baskets and make masks. 

CHIANG KHAN – TWO NIGHTS
If you haven’t yet spotted barefooted monks in 
mandarin robes marching along the highways 
and byways carrying alms bowls and sleeping 
bags, you’ll see them in charming Chiang 

Mekong River village Khong Chiam, where you 
can hire a long-tail boat and cruise along the 
river to see the prehistoric animal paintings at 
Pha Taem National Park. Take a dip in one of 
the refreshing waterfalls at Kaeng Tana on the 
Moon River and visit the village of Ban Pa Ao, 
renowned for its stunning bronze wares. Stop 
by the fascinating National Museum and the 
Wat Thung Sri Muang, which has influences of 
Thai, Burmese and Laos Buddhist architecture.

KHORAT – THREE NIGHTS 
Boasting a moated walled town and bustling 
night markets, busy Khorat (officially Nakhon 
Ratchasima) is the best base for visiting Isaan’s 
star attractions. Rise at 4am for the drive 
south-east to the Angkorian ruins of Prasat Hin 
Phanom Rung – Thailand’s finest example of 
Khmer Empire architecture, built from the tenth 
to thirteenth centuries. The temple complex 
is set amid frangipani gardens on the summit 
of an extinct volcano. On the plains below in a 

Angkor-era archaeological sites, bucolic 
countryside, blisteringly hot food, country 
music blaring from every shop, bar, car and 
bus, and cowboy hat-wearing farmers: Isaan 
is like no other region in Thailand. Humble, 
hospitable locals and a scarcity of tourists 
make up for the lack of infrastructure and 
higher hotel prices, geared to affluent  
Thai holidaymakers. 

VITAL STATS
The unit of currency is the Thai baht (THB).

WHEN TO GO 
Winter (December–February) is coolest,  
which means warm for Thailand. If you hate 
the heat, give the hottest, driest months 
(March–April) a miss. 

TOP TIP
The pain of long-distance travel can be 
eased by a tour: Backyard Travel offers 
a private four-day Taste of Isaan trip for 
AU$1030.

FURTHER INFORMATION 
The Thailand Road Atlas is essential.
The Tourism Authority of Thailand website 
has some information on Isaan.  
tatnews.org  

TOTAL: AU$2461
*  Prices are approximate and based on the exchange 

rate at the time of writing. 

DESTINATION 
HIGHLIGHTS

COSTS
ACCOMMODATION
THE OUTSIDE INN, UBON RATCHATHANI 
Two nights, AU$27 a room per night
theoutsideinnubon.com
ROMYEN GARDEN PLACE, KHORAT 
Three nights, AU$27 a room per night
romyengardenplace.com 
TERMINAL HOTEL, KHON KHAN 
Two nights, AU$45 a room per night 
(reserve on booking sites)
PHU NA COME RESORT, DAN SAI 
Three nights, AU$85 a room per night
phunacomeresort.com
CHIANG KHAN BURI B&B, CHIANG KHAN
Two nights, AU$46 a room per night
chiangkhanburi.com
SOFA GALLERY HOTEL, NONG KHAI 
Two nights, AU$47 a room per night
sofagalleryhotel.com
TOTAL = AU$666

FOOD & DRINK
Street stalls have the best Isaan cuisine. Try 
larb pet (spicy minced duck salad) in Ubon 
Ratchathani, pad mee Korat (spicy pad Thai) 
in Khorat, som tam (spicy papaya salad) in 
Khon Kaen, gaeng pa (jungle curry) in Dan 
Sai, and kung ten (dancing shrimps) in Chiang 
Khai. Budget AU$30 a day for street food and a 
restaurant meal.  
TOTAL = AU$420

TRANSPORT
Return flights from Sydney to Bangkok with  
Air Asia – AU$800 
airasia.com
One-way flight from Bangkok to Ubon 
Ratchathani with Nok Air – AU$30 
nokair.com
One-way flight Udon Thani to Bangkok with  
 Nok Air – AU$39
Two-day car hire from Ubon Ratchathani Airport 
– AU$53 
Train (Special Express) from Ubon Ratchathani to 
Khorat – AU$16
Two-day car hire and driver, Khorat – AU$72
Bus from Khorat to Khon Kaen – AU$6
Six-day car hire from Khon Kaen to Udon Thani 
airport – AU$236
Miscellaneous taxis, etc – AU$50
TOTAL = AU$1302

TOURS AND ACTIVITIES
Long-tail boat cruise – AU$30
Ticket to Prasat Hin Phanom Rung and Prasat 
Muang Tam – AU$5
Ticket to Prasat Hin Phimai – AU$3
Chiang Khan boat cruise – AU$10
Museum/entry fees – AU$25
TOTAL = AU$73

Text by Lara Dunston and photographs by Terence Carter

At a village on the road  
from Ba to Sigatoka.

Khan. Increasingly popular with Thai tourists, 
Chiang Khan boasts chic shops displaying hill 
tribe textiles and cute cafes selling cupcakes. 
The best reason to visit the Mekong River 
town is to do little at all – other than cruise 
upstream toward the majestic mountains of 
Khao Laem and Khao Ngu, stopping off along 
the way to climb hilltops, swim from sandy 
beaches and try your hand at fishing. 

NONG KHAI – TWO NIGHTS 
The backpacker’s Chiang Khan, Nong Khai 
is ideally located on the river and packs a 
laid-back vibe with plenty of opportunities 
to get on the water. On the Laos border, 
accessible via the Thai–Australian Friendship 
Bridge, the riverside city and surrounds have 
a few fascinating sights, including the surreal 
sculpture garden Sala Kaeo Kou, Wat Phra 
That Bang Phuan – built atop a 2000-year-
old Indian chedi (temple) – and the strange 
sandstone formations of Ban Phu. On your 
way south to Udon Thani airport, detour to 
the UNESCO World Heritage-listed bronze-
age settlement of Ban Chiang to see the 
remarkable collection of excavated clay pots 
and some of Isaan’s prettiest scenery.

Cloud 9 at Malolo Island.

get packing

#34 get lost ISSUE #42 ISSUE #42 get lost #35get in the know Kantrum is a pop music genre unique to Isaan, sung in the Thai–Cambodian dialect Suay that developed from Cambodian folk and classical music. get in the know Isaan is the birthplace of som tam, a spicy papaya salad made in a mortar and pestle that’s popular all over Thailand.


