
PLANTS IN CHIANG MAI 

Ann Cann 

hen we go to a nursery or 
garden centre in the UK we find 
the plants in alphabetical order 
or in sections, according to type 

– trees, shrubs, alpines etc.  All the plants 
are labelled with their botanical name and 
sometimes the common name is also 
printed on the label.  Details of required 
growing conditions are shown on the other 
side, together with any further information 
the customer might need to know.  

However, buying plants in Chiang Mai, 
Northern Thailand is quite different.  My 
husband, Colin, and I spend a lot of time in 
Thailand, and on a nursery site of many 
acres that we have visited regularly there 
are a hundred or more individual plant 
sellers. Of these, only two provided the 

botanical name on their hand-
written cards - all the rest were in 
Thai.  As we were not fluent 
enough in Thai to ask questions, we 
h a d t o j u s t s m i l e a n d s a y 
‘beautiful’.  Prices, which Colin and 
I could understand, were far from 
expensive, even for the largest of 
plants.  Not all the sellers opened at 
the same time; you could tell the 
‘night owls’ from the ‘larks’.   

Each seller ’s plant area was 
enclosed with netting or a similar 
material, the pitch having three 
sides and maybe a roof.  We saw 
some wonderful plants for sale and 
wished we could grow them here 
in England.  No matter where we 
looked on the nursery site, there 
was colour.  Colour from the plants, 

colour from the garden ornaments and colour from the many unusual blossoms.  In fact colour is 
everywhere in Chiang Mai, and we miss it when we are back in the UK.  

The Thais do not walk when they can drive, so you can be sure there will be customers in vehicles 
slowly driving along, looking at plants from the air-conditioned comfort of their cars.  The roads 
between nursery pitches are wide and the customers can stop outside and load up with the 
purchases they have made.  Delivery is also an option, especially for the palms and trees grown in 
huge netting bags.  Often we saw the monks in their bright orange robes shopping for plants and 
garden paraphernalia. 

Bedding plants are grown in black plastic bags which are not planted in the ground but grouped 
together, the display kept in place with brick edging.  On Nawarat Bridge, one of the principal 
bridges in Chiang Mai, the hanging metal containers along its length are packed with these black-
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The orange trumpet vine, Pyrostegia venusta 

Plant labels in Thai prove daunting 



bagged plants, producing a colourful display.  As a plant dies, it is hoisted out and replaced with a 
living one.  No wonder there is a problem with plastic in Chiang Mai – even worse than ours in the 
UK.  

Everyone was very friendly and only too 
happy for us to photograph the plants and 
wander around their plant areas.  We did see 
a few other expats but generally we were the 
only two westerners walking around in the 
blazing sun. ‘Mad dogs and Englishmen’ 
springs to mind!  Orchids were ‘two a penny’, 
so they were purchased to hang outside our 
little Thai town house.   

We could not complete our visit to Kemp Tee 
En nursery site without calling at Calluna’s 
Café where, having eaten a Thai meal (less 
than 75p each), we had home-made ice cream: 
coconut for me and durian for Colin (an evil-
smelling fruit, not allowed in hotels or on 
public transport – or near me).  As well as a 
few plants, Colin bought a terracotta pond to 
hold water plants and a few fish to eat the 
mosquito larvae. 

Chiang Mai’s Old City moat was lined with 
trees, many of which produced the most 
beautiful blossoms despite being sad-looking 
specimens.  Pollution from heavy traffic has 
no doubt helped to spoil the trees’ 
appearance, but it was also evident that 
whoever pruned these trees had little idea of 

The cannonball tree, Couroupita 
guianensis, can grow up to 35 metres 

(110 ft) 

Pride of India, Lagerstroemia speciosa, is commonly 
used as a roadside tree in South-east Asia

The author encounters a huge stag's horn fern, 
Platycerium holttumii



the way it should be done.  Tropical orchids were held with net around the trunks, flowering 
profusely, their roots hanging free of any soil.   

All the temples had trees, shrubs or flowers, 
including many unusual species, and at our 
favourite temple - Wat Buparham - Toi, the Abbot’s 
driver and gardener, carefully tended all the plants.  
He delighted in showing them to us and was proud 
of the grafting he had done.  Often I arrived as he 
was having breakfast at the top of the temple steps, 
and I frequently came away with a bunch of 
bananas or a mango.  As well as the wonderful 
shrubs he grew, he tried growing annuals…but his 
chickens put paid to that.  

Every Thai house, however small, has well-tended 
plants in pots outside their door, if only a tiny tub 
with a lotus in it.  Thais are advised to keep fish in 
any standing water because of mosquitoes, but 
they do not all heed this advice.  When walking 
along the canal we saw vegetables growing in the 
mud on the side, making use of any available 
space.  Not many of the little shacks near us had 
anything but a tiny concrete area outside their 

home.  As I admired a flower in a lady’s garden one day, she picked it and gave it to me.  On 
another occasion, a man plucked a blossom off a tree as I was looking at it, and placed it in my 
hair.  

The local market in Chiang Mai had a flower section 
which was open day and night.  Wreaths were made 
here for Buddhist funerals, and flower arrangements for 
civil ceremonies, as were garlands for hanging in cars, 
homes and temples.  During the day, hill tribe women 
sat on the kerb selling flowers grown in the hills.  

The Queen Sirikit Botanic Garden, north of Chiang Mai, 
was a joy to walk around.  At the ticket office we were 
asked if we wanted transport to tour the gardens, as the 
Thais do, but we replied that we would rather walk.  
The admission policy was ‘Thais free, foreigner pay’.  
This also applied to Chiang Mai Zoo (where we saw 
pandas).  We saw no problem with that.  

The Thais have a great sense of fun, which is why Thai 
markets and nurseries sell brightly painted and plain 
terracotta figures, often seen in gardens and shop 
displays.  I am sure they are not to everyone’s taste in 
Britain but when you have spent time with these lovely 
people, you know what pleasure they give and by 
bringing some home, they remind us of our time spent 
in colourful Chiang Mai.  
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Exotic plants for sale in a Thai nursery 

Strongylodon macrobotrys, the jade 
vine, which is pollinated by bats 


