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aturday in 

Vietnam is a day 

of markets, 

wedding parties 

and frantic home 

improvements. 

And it was on such 

a Saturday that we drove north from Hanoi, 

through village after village dotted with piles 

of bricks, all awaiting transformation into 

additional bedrooms or grand vestibules. 

Women as well as men were plastering, 

mixing cement and generally upgrading 

their strangely narrow and tall houses. 

Then, crossing into Ha Giang province,  

we stopped outside a very different sort of 

dwelling: a wooden house set back from the 

road and built on stilts with a palm-thatch 

S

OVER 
THE HILLS 

AND FAR AWAY
Many of Vietnam’s hilltribes are no strangers to tourism, 

but in newly accessible Ha Giang province, Nigel Richardson  
proved as much of a novelty to the villagers as they were to him

roof. “Would you like some green tea?” asked 

our guide, Thang Huysen Son, indicating the 

stilt house. “Or rice wine perhaps?”

  “Friends of yours?” I asked.

  “No but it’s OK. Come.” 

Now, imagine getting a knock on your 

door one morning, as you’re home cleaning 

out the fridge or answering an email. On the 

doorstep are two people you’ve never seen 

before, Vietnamese by the look of them. An 

Englishman standing behind them explains 

that they find you quaint and extraordinary. 

If it’s OK, they would like to come in for a cup 

of tea – or something stronger if it’s on offer 

– and a general snoop round.

If you reverse the nationalities, this is what 

happened at a house in northern Vietnam’s 

remotest province. The householder, a man 

named Yen, did not tell my partner and I to 

get lost, nor alert the local Neighbourhood 

Watch to the presence of suspicious 

foreigners in the area. He invited us in and 

broke open the hooch.

Super market: Ha Giang's Xin Man market offers good deals on embroidery and livestock as well as the chance to mingle with Flower Hmong and other hilltribes
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This road takes you over a pass called 

Cong Troi, meaning Heaven’s Gate. On the 

other side is a valley so little visited that it 

does not have a name, so far as I could tell. 

Here the riverside town of Thong Nguyen  

is the hub of a cluster of hilltop villages with 

a total population of about 5,000, mostly  

of the Dao and Tay ethnic minorities. In the 

town’s handful of streets some children 

actually grizzled at the sight of us, no doubt 

mindful of their mothers’ warnings that if 

they didn’t behave foreigners would come 

and take them away. 

No dog’s dinner
But tourism is not a completely alien 

concept. A little way out of town is the 

French-owned Pan Hou Village Ecolodge, 

comprising a dozen thatched cabins set 

amid tropical gardens. On the way there, 

Our guide may not have known Yen 

personally but he felt no compunction  

about stopping at his house because they 

were, so to speak, blood brothers: both 

belonged to Vietnam’s sizeable population  

of ethnic minorities. There are 54 ethnic 

groups in Vietnam of which the Viets are the 

biggest, comprising 86% of the population 

and dominating the culture and politics  

of the country. 

The groups making up the remaining 14% 

– including the Hmong, the Muong, the Tay, 

the Dao and many sub-divisions – live pretty 

of life of these people who live on the edge  

of the modern world. The experience left  

me wanting to see and know more, and 

Vietnam was the obvious place to come as it 

has the richest, most vibrant minority 

culture in South-East Asia. 

Tourism has wised up to the potential of 

the minority peoples and created a niche 

market in Vietnam. The attraction is partly 

visual – most ethnic groups retain their 

traditional costumes for everyday wear, or  

at least the women do. Their clothes, which 

vary greatly between different groups, are 

predominantly black and accessorised with 

patterned panels, belts, headdresses and 

jewellery. The standard of needlework and 

complexity of the designs are exquisite and 

highly photogenic. 

Their way of life is also notable for hardly 

having changed over many centuries. 

They exist pretty much independently of 

mainstream society, often in jaw-dropping 

mountain locations; they live off their own 

rice paddies, orchards and livestock, and 

making beautiful handicrafts. 

In recent years a town called Sapa – an  

old French colonial hill station in the 

mountains of north-west Vietnam – has 

established itself as the place in which to 

soak up minority culture. The weekend 

markets are spectacular affairs, attracting 

throngs of colourfully dressed women from 

the villages of the surrounding hills – and 

nearly as many camera-clicking Westerners. 

You can also arrange excursions to the 

villages themselves. 

Our original plan had been to go to Sapa 

but, hearing some off-putting stories about 

the extent of commercialisation and 

development there, we decided instead to 

head for the neighbouring province of Ha 

Giang. Few Westerners have travelled in this 

region of misty mountains, sculptural rice 

terraces and limpid rivers, and we looked 

forward to the novel experience of being 

stared at as much as doing the staring.

The reason Ha Giang is so little visited  

is its sensitive location. Abutting China  

in the north, it was the scene of heavy 

fighting in the 1980s and – though it is 

completely safe now – an infrastructure of 

roads and accommodation has never 

developed. The mountainous terrain 

increases the sense of isolation, making it 

that rare thing in today’s world: a realm that 

feels genuinely unspoilt and remote.

Up and round and down
The problem then is how to get there. 

Through a UK-based tour operator we 

booked a car, driver and guide for a 

week-long trip out of Hanoi. 

Our guide, Son – who has a Muong father 

and a Thai (different from the Thais of 

Thailand) mother – was the key to the whole 

experience because he gained us privileged 

access to people’s houses and lives. Our 

unscheduled stop at Yen’s house was the first 

of many such visits over the following week. 

Yen, a dapper and friendly man in his 50s, 

was a member of the Tay minority, which 

number about 1.5 million. We climbed to the 

living quarters on the first floor and sat 

beneath the family altar, drinking tea 

poured from a vacuum flask. On the altar 

was a photograph of Yen’s elder brother in 

the uniform of the Viet Cong – killed by the 

Americans in 1972, said Yen. He produced  

a metre-long tobacco pipe made of bamboo 

and said proudly that he owned 100 

chickens and one buffalo. Then he got the 

rice wine out.

The driver, I’m pleased to say, did not  

have any of this fiendish distillation. 

Pressing north on Highway 2, we presently 

took a left turn into a forbidding massif of 

green peaks and plunging valleys where 

extreme competence at the wheel of a car  

is not an optional extra. 

A typhoon had blown through earlier. 

Clouds still swirled both above and below the 

narrow, twisting mountain road. We came 

across a group of locals craning over the edge 

at a truck, 50m below. It had gone over a few 

hours before while overtaking; the driver had 

(improbably) survived. >

‘The road goes over Heaven’s Gate to a 
valley so remote it doesn’t have a name’

 New direct flights from the UK 

The big news for Vietnam is the launch of the 

first ever direct flights from the UK. From 

December 2011, Vietnam Airlines are flying 

from London Gatwick to Hanoi and Saigon 

from £650 rtn. Flight time is around 12 hours, 

saving up to seven hours on the traditional 

route via Bangkok. Book online via www.

vietnamairlines.com or call 020 3263 2062.

Explore the Con Dao islands (pictured)

This remote set of islands, scattered 

south-east of the Mekong Delta, got a 

promotional boost when Angelina Jolie and 

Brad Pitt stayed in 2011. But this former 

prison is about as far from celeb culture as 

you can imagine: think raw beaches flush 

with wild turtles, sea birds and coral reefs  

(www.condaopark.com.vn).

Rock up on Cat Ba Island 

Swap a soft Halong Bay boat trip for the 

adrenalin punch of a new rock-climbing 

route up the limestone stacks. After the fresh 

challenge of Mai Chau’s steep cliffs, search for 

rare white-headed langur in the national 

VIETNAM WHAT ELSE IS NEW?

>

park, then head out to Nam Cat Island for  

a night under the stars (www.slopony.com).

  Help out in Hanoi 

Don’t lose cash to clever scam artists —  

dish out the dong to locals with these 

pioneering tours. Foodie Van Cong Tu  

(@Vietnamesegod on Twitter) and expat 

writer Mark Lowerson (@stickyrice) set up 

eat-a-thon tours through Hanoi’s markets 

(http://streetfoodtourshanoi.blogspot.com). 

And now you can meet the women behind the 

food with Bloom Microventures’ original idea 

to help the locals invest in farming  

(www.bloom-microventures.org). 

 Paddyfield pad and pangolins 

A new Black Thai minority eco-stilt house 

in north-west Moc Chau (available via 

ever-reliable www.handspan.com) offers 

travellers insight into an unexplored area. In 

five years, villagers will own the house and 

benefit from increased tourism. After 

slumbering, cross the mountains to the latest 

trekking area of Ngoc Son Ngo Luong, home 

to turtles, pangolins and the Muong tribes. 

much on the margins, both culturally and 

geographically. Many occupy the hills and 

valleys of the north, among a nexus of 

ancient trade routes and cultures that some 

have likened to the Balkans. In this broad, 

mountainous region encompassing parts  

of Burma, Thailand, Laos and China – as 

well as Vietnam – borders and ethnicities 

bleed into one another. 

  

Burning the guidebook
It was in northern Thailand that I first got  

a taste of the fascinating and distinct ways  F
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a sign has been erected at the side of the 

road listing behaviour regarded as 

unacceptable in ethnic minority houses. 

On no account should tourists ‘cook cat or 

dog meat in the stove’ or ‘leave the suitcase 

in front of the ancestral altar’. 

Mindful of these proscriptions, we 

trekked up from the lodge into the 

encircling hills. Paths took us along the 

edge of rice terraces and through bamboo 

forests, where the leaf mould was paint-

bombed with sunlight and we passed 

through sound-clouds of cicadas.

After 90 minutes we reached a Dao house 

high on the side of a hill. A woman in a 

traditional black-and-red tunic, with shaved 

eyebrows and a baby in a sling on her back, 

boiled a blackened kettle on a fire and 

poured tea for us. It was a beautiful place  

to live, but also extremely remote. 

I asked what happened if someone fell  

ill. Son explained that the family would 

sacrifice a pig or chicken and cut up what  

he called strawberry sticks – nine for men, 

seven for women – to scare away the bad 

spirits. Tiger balm would be placed inside  

a buffalo horn and warmed in the fire, then 

put to the head to draw out the fever. Then 

the shaman would be summoned.

It was then that I realised just how 

otherworldly were the ways and beliefs of 

the minority people. Like all minorities, 

they have suffered prejudice and mockery – 

Son had plenty of stories of the ‘cheating 

and kidding’ he suffered from his Viet 

classmates and is now proud that no one 

can tell from his accent he is from an ethnic 

minority. Extreme poverty is still rife in 

Access city: Hanoi

When to go: Mar-Apr Low rainfall, sunny and 

warm (mid-20s) – an ideal time to visit the 

north. May-Sept Rainy season and high 

humidity. Oct-Nov ‘Dry’ season, but it can 

still rain any time. Dec-Feb Winter, when 

snow is possible in the mountains.

Health & safety: Malaria risk is low but 

present in rural areas – tablets advised. 

Diphtheria and hepatitis A jabs also 

recommended.

Further reading & information: Vietnam 

(Rough Guide, 2012); A Dragon Apparent 

(Eland, orig 1951) by Norman Lewis,  

a historical view on Vietnam;  

Ha Giang
Footnotes

many areas. But things are changing. A 

non-Viet was recently appointed to high 

political office and there is official support 

– in the form of subsidies, schooling and 

healthcare – for the minorities’ distinct  

ways of life.

Tourism is playing its part too. We offered 

small amounts of cash for the hospitality we 

received (though it wasn’t always accepted). 

Men from the minority villages work in the 

tourist lodges and as trekking guides, and 

>

1:1,000,000 Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia map 

(Freytag & Berndt)

The trip: The author travelled with Bridge & 

Wickers (020 7483 6555, bridgeandwickers.co.

uk). An eight-day tour of the minority villages of 

north Vietnam costs from £1,989pp, based on 

two sharing, including flights, accommodation, 

meals, transfers, guide and treks in Ha Giang.

Getting there: Thai Airways (www.thaiairways.

co.uk) flies Heathrow-Hanoi, via Bangkok, from 

£796. Vietnam Airlines (www.vietnamairlines.

com) flies Gatwick-Hanoi direct; flight time is 

around 12hrs.

Cost of travel: A meal in a Hanoi restaurant is 

about £6; at a roadside stop in Ha Giang, 70p. 

Hanoi-Ha Giang is not on a main tourist route; 

the few available lodges are associated with 

‘minority tourism’. They're good value but not 

cheap. It's also possible to do ‘homestays’ in 

minority houses for a few pounds (pn). A practical 

gift to the householder, eg a sack of rice, would 

be appreciated. Guides and drivers should be 

tipped as you see fit, perhaps £5-£7 per day.

Accommodation: The Sofitel Metropole 

(Hanoi; www.sofitel-legend.com) is one of the 

finest hotels in Indochina; doubles from £169. 

Three great lodges in minority areas are:  

Mai Chau Lodge (www.maichaulodge.com), 

doubles £63; La Vie Vu Linh (www.lavievulinh.

com), doubles £19; and Pan Hou Village Lodge 

(www.panhou-village.com), doubles £29.

Food & drink: Street kitchens (just point at 

what you fancy) are often excellent and always 

good value, especially noodle soups and plates 

of fish, pork and tofu with rice: less than £1 for 

a hearty meal. In minority houses you will 

probably be offered rice wine. It is offensive to 

refuse – but advisable not to drink too much!

Ethnic culture: Minority people are superstitious 

and conservative. Keep arms and legs covered, 

remove shoes if asked, don’t lean on pillars or 

stand in front of family altars, and be sensitive 

about taking photos. Gifts and small tips are 

welcomed. Consider buying handicrafts.

women make beautiful clothes, cushion 

covers and so on that they sell to visitors.

But in their simplicity and friendliness 

Vietnam’s ethnic minorities will always give 

more than they take. Trekking up to the 

next village, the hollow thock! of my 

bamboo walking stick answering the tinkle 

of buffalo bells in the valley below, I felt  

a strong sense of common humanity with 

these indomitable people. A comforting 

thought in a troubled world.

‘On no account should 
tourists cook cat or dog’
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Sarah Stewart swings through the 
treetops of the remote Laos jungle 

at a visionary new eco-lodge 

VIP
JUNGLE 



he only way to 

reach my bed  

was by high wire:  

a zipline that arced 

over an immense 

jungle canopy, 

100m up in the  

air. Tottering on a cliff edge, strapped into  

a harness, I swallowed a feeling of panic. 

Hidden far below me, exotic creatures 

stalked the forest floor: clouded leopards, 

barking deer, tigers... Best not to think about 

falling, then. Instead, I put my trust  

in a crazy Frenchman’s feat of engineering, 

and jumped. 

It was the closest I’ll come to flying.  

I drank in the sublime emerald vista, warm 

wind in my face, the whir of roller-on-wire 

in my ears, and stretched out my arms like 

wings. Then, coming into view, was  

a fairytale hotel: a treehouse, crowned with 

a haphazard palm-frond roof, clasped by the 

twisting branches of an ancient strangler fig.

“How was your flight?” a smiling Lao  

guide asked as I came in to land. 

This was the Gibbon Experience. Set in 

far-flung Bokeo province, in northern Laos, 

it is a chance to share the home of some  

of the world’s most endangered species, 

including the black gibbon, which was once 

thought to be extinct. There are seven 

treehouses in all, dotted across three sites 

that connect by a network of ziplines –  

a way to cruise over the treetops and take  

in the jungle from above. 

It is the vision of Jean-François Reumaux, 

a French economist who originally came  

to Laos to teach statistics and business 

management. Now, squatting barefoot on  

a branch, with an unkempt beard and torn 

clothes, he looked like the jungle had 

claimed him. 

He didn’t build this project for fun.  

Bokeo Nature Reserve is now a protected 

area because it had been heavily hunted – 

and poaching was rife. Extensive logging 

and slash-and-burn farming techniques 

were also destroying the forest. Jean-

François wanted to stop that by giving  

locals a different way to make money. 

“If you try to think of conservation as 

putting fences around an area to protect  

it, it’s just nonsense,” he said. “It [the  

Gibbon Experience] is one way to get  

local people involved with protecting  

their environment.”

The hard trek up to the zipline began  

at the typical Laos village of Ban Toup –  

a scattering of bamboo huts across a dusty 

clearing. Women in bright floral sarongs 

trudged past, bent by the weight of rice 

sacks on their backs. Children played 

boisterously with a deflated football.  

T

 Take a trek from Savannakhet 

Over in the west of the country, Laos’ second 

city, sleepy Savannakhet, is drawing more 

travellers for its French colonial buildings and 

nearby eco-treks. A new trek takes you along 

the Mekong to Dong Phou Vieng to stay 

with Katang locals. They consider the forest 

sacred: learn why and discover how they use 

the woodland, then wind up with a few 

gaming chips at the bizarre out-of-town 

Savan Vegas Casino.  

(www.savannakhet-trekking.com)

 Tipple and sip, Northern Laos 

Rough roads or a river trip lead to little-

visited Phongsali province, propped up on 

mountain peaks in the very roof of Laos. 

Fortify yourself with whiskey made by the 

Phunoy before trekking to their tea 

plantations and collecting herbs with Akha 

village women. Unwind at Muang Ngoi Neua, 

an up-and-coming slice of paradise on the 

Nam Ou river. (www.phongsali.net)

 Help the elephants, Sayaboury 

Laos was once the land of a million elephants 

but their numbers are now in serious decline. 

The recently-opened Elephant Conservation 

Center (www.elephantconservationcenter.

com) in remote Sayaboury province is  

a breeding centre and hospital for the Asian 

pachyderm. Volunteering is taken seriously  

– a six-day commitment is required. Charity 

ElefantAsia also runs the annual February  

ele festival (www.laoelephantfestival.com).

LAOS WHAT ELSE IS NEW?

A bare-bottomed toddler in a grubby T-shirt 

clomped along in oversized flip-flops, 

trailed by a scrawny dog. 

I met Mr Champa, one of the village chiefs, 

in his dim one-room hut. Six beds lined the 

walls, and a wayward chicken inspected the 

dirt floor. The chief sat on a tarpaulin, 

dressed in a black T-shirt with a tiger leaping 

from its front, and poured me Lao-Lao: 

homemade rice wine, which seared a trail  

to my stomach as he told me his story. 

Like generations before, Mr Champa was  

a hunter. He reeled off an alarming list of 

animals he’d killed: 18 tigers, 15 wild buffalos, 

40 bears, 800 deer, thousands of monkeys. 

Most are now endangered. He suddenly saw 

the damage he was doing: “I realised there 

was too much pressure on the jungle – my 

children and grandchildren would never get 

to see this wildlife.” He promised to help 

Jean-François protect it. 

Where there’s a will…
Twenty men are now employed as forest 

guards, and all the guides on the Gibbon 

Experience are Laotian. One day, when their 

English is good enough, the villagers will 

take over the project completely. So far, the 

plan is working: it is now generating as 

much income a year as a logging company 

could do only once. “Conservation should 

make money,” Jean-François argued.  

“It requires in-depth local knowledge and  

a bit of creativity.”

There was no shortage of creativity on 

display. There are no roads here; it all had  

to be built using elephant power. The 

treehouses, each sleeping up to six, were 

astonishingly decked out with a shower, 

toilet, bright mattresses and woven stools. 

The Lao guides would glide in effortlessly, 

carrying kettles of tea, hot meals of sticky 

rice and vegetables, bananas the size of my 

head, and even extra duvets for the night. >

‘It was the closest I’ll 
come to flying: I drank  
in the emerald vista, 
warm wind in my face’

 Discover caves and bears

In the 60s and 70s, Laos’ Xieng Khouang 

region became the most-bombed area in 

history, but today it offers war buffs and 

wildlife fans new opportunities. From the 

missile-decorated houses of Phonsavan, head 

to Na Khang airbase before searching for 

bears and tigers in a new night safari in 

Nam Et-Phou Louey reserve (www.namet.

org). You can also take an audio tour of the 

Lao Communists’ cave HQ at Vieng Xai  

(www.visit-viengxay.com). 

 Get the royal treatment, Luang Prabang 

Those in search of chic hotels amid the gilded 

wats of Luang Prabang should look no further 

than the beautifully-restored Xiengthong 

Palace (pictured above). This was the last 

home of Sisavang Vatthana, the former King of 

Laos who was forced to abdicate by the 

Communist Pathet Lao government in 1975 

(www.xiengthongpalace.com). 
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Access city: Luang Prabang/Chiang Rai

When to go: Year-round The Gibbon 

Experience is open all year. Aug-Sept The 

wettest months; jungle is lush, but the 

one-hour trek in can become five. 

Health & safety: Laos has only basic 

healthcare. Make sure your standard 

vaccinations are up-to-date. Bring a good 

first aid kit and mosquito repellent. 

Further reading & information: Laos 

(Rough Guide, 2011); Another Quiet 

American: Stories of Life in Laos  

(Asia Books, 2003) by Brett Dakin, an 

interesting insight into how Laos opened 

to tourism; www.ecotourismlaos.com, 

for info on natured-based trips in Laos.

Getting there & around: Thai Airways 

(www.thaiairways.co.uk) flies London-

Chiang Rai via Bangkok; returns cost from 

£563; flight time from 15hrs. From there it’s 

a 2.5hr bus ride to Chiang Khong, then  

a short ferry ride to Huay Xai. Bangkok to 

Chiang Khong by bus takes 12 hours. 

Lao Airlines (www.laoairlines.com) flies 

Vientiane-Huay Xai four times a week 

(US$215 return; 55min). By bus, Huay Xai  

is 30 hours from Vientiane, 17 from Luang 

Prabang or seven from Luang Nam Tha.

From Huay Xai it’s a bumpy 3hr truck 

ride to the start of the trek to get to the 

Gibbon Experience’s treehouses. 

The trip: The Gibbon Experience  

(www.gibbonexperience.org) offers  

two options for a two-night/three-day trip, 

both costing US$290 (£184). The Classic 

(which the author did) involves only one 

hour of essential walking. The Waterfall 

delves deeper into the reserve, with two 

to three hours trekking a day. The Express 

two-day trip (US$180/£114) is closer to 

Huay Xai. Book a month ahead. There is  

an ATM in Huay Xai, or pay by Paypal. 

Accommodation: Huay Xai has a range  

of basic guesthouses. Sabaydee and 

Friendship get good reviews. If you’re 

coming by bus from eastern Laos, you  

can stay with a family in a small village  

en route (highly recommended). 

For three days we were free to explore. 

With the guides, I roamed the forest floor, 

scouring the dense foliage for tiger prints  

or a flash of fur. But mostly, I took off like 

Tarzan on the ziplines – the longest, an 

electrifying 690m. Once I’d mastered the art 

of ‘flying’, I learned to stop in the middle of  

a wire and just hang like a monkey, taking  

in my privileged view.

Only small groups get to experience this. 

Jean-François is wary of the mark that 

tourism could make on the isolated 

hilltribes, who have only been exposed  

to foreigners since the Communist 

government began welcoming them in  

1989. It now wants to make Laos world-

renowned for ecotourism. 

“I’m very much afraid of what has 

happened in Thailand,” Jean-François said, 

referring to the way the tribes are marketed 

there. “I would freak out if I produced 

something similar. This is not a human zoo 

– this is a nature reserve.” 

In the treehouse, nature took centre  

stage. There was a constant cacophony  

from a jungle that didn’t rest: giant cicadas 

revved up like cars, barking deer really did 

sound like dogs. One night, two gleaming 

eyes emerged from the blackness on a 

branch above me. “What the hell is that?”  

I whispered, my torchlight illuminating  

a large striped cat with a face like an otter. 

“It’s a civet,” one of the guides reassured 

me. “Looking for fruit. Harmless.” Riiight. 

At dawn, a flaming sun would burn its way 

through the mist-draped forest and, if we 

were lucky, the police-siren wail of the black 

gibbon would herald the new day. My most 

precious moment was seeing a five-month-

old gibbon up close. Willy, a ball of black  

fluff with gangly arms and inquisitive eyes, 

brought home what this project is about. He 

was rescued by Jean-François from the local 

market after his parents were shot by 

poachers. He was a sombre reminder of what 

the Gibbon Experience is trying to protect. 

Gibbon 
Footnotes

>

‘A constant cacophony came 
from a jungle that didn’t rest’
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Tree hugger 
Black gibbon are 

now thriving in the 

nature reserve 

A shore thing 
Huay Xai is the 

gateway to the 

Gibbon Experience
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SILENCE 
IS GOLDEN
Some of the greatest Khmer temples lie not at Cambodia’s 
crowded Angkor but just up the road in peaceful Isaan.  
Lara Dunston reveals Thailand’s secret corner

– sadly underused and long since forgotten.  

As we shadowed the historical route east 

towards Cambodia’s border, we discovered 

the reason for their existence – the isolated 

ruins of Prasat Phanom Rung. 

Meaning ‘big mountain’ in Khmer, 

Phanom Rung’s temple sanctuary was built 

on the summit of an extinct volcano 

between the tenth and 13th centuries, and is 

believed by Hindus to be the heavenly home 

of Shiva. We tackled the journey to this 

‘home of the gods’ at an ungodly hour for 

stood, sweating,  

at the end of the 

ancient Khmer 

highway and 

looked around. 

Right now, 225km 

to my south-east, 

crowds would be jostling between the ruins 

at Angkor Wat in Cambodia. But here, at the 

tumbledown temples of Prasat Hin Phimai 

in Thailand, there were only a few local kids, 

kicking idly about, and a lone Buddhist 

I
monk, cross-legged on the floor of an 

interior room, silently meditating in front  

of a stone Buddha. 

In the 11th century these two temple 

complexes were linked by an important trade 

road later known as the Cultural Route. But 

now they seem worlds apart. Where are the 

visitors, I asked a local guide? Has the heat 

kept everyone away today? 

“No,” he shrugged, “it’s like this all the time.”

Welcome to Isaan: the Thailand that 

travellers have overlooked. Infrequent public 

transport, limited accommodation, few 

English speakers and more road signs in Thai 

than not keep all but the most intrepid away.

Home to a third of Thailand’s population 

and covering a third of the country, the rural 

north-east sees only a tiny fraction of the 

tourists that destinations such as Chiang 

Mai and the Thai islands do – and therein 

lies much of its appeal. If you’re going to take  

a road trip anywhere in the country then 

this section, nicely sandwiched between 

Cambodia and Laos, is the place to do it. 

So, having arrived in Nakhon Ratchasima 

(known as Korat) from Bangkok by bus late 

the night before, my photographer-husband 

and I clambered into the car at 4am and set 

off into the pitch black morning.

On the king’s road
The 12th-century Khmer King Jayavarman 

VII erected resthouses and hospitals for 

traders and pilgrims along the zigzagging 

highway between Phimai and Angkor. Today 

only smatterings of the brickwork remain 

good reason. The biannual Khao Phanom 

Rung ‘miracle’ had just occurred: when,  

as the sun crosses the equator at sunrise,  

a single beam of light blazes through all of 

the temple’s 15 cleverly aligned doorways. 

The illumination over the following days is 

said to be nearly as magical. And it was.

Mesmerised by the beauty of the place  

I almost missed the sight I had travelled all 

this way to see, and only serendipitously 

caught the sunlight illuminating the interior 

rooms moments before it passed. Apart 

from a Thai family ambling about taking 

photos, we were its only spectators.

Eight kilometres along the highway  

lies Prasat Muang Tam, or ‘temple of the 

lower city’. Driving through lush rice 

paddies, where farmers work buffalo 

alongside cowboys herding cattle in green 

paddocks, we arrived at the quiet village. 

Inscriptions dedicated to the goddesses of 

water and rice, asking that she protect the 

crops, indicated it was a place of worship  

for the local community as well as for 

far-flung visitors. 

Surrounded by shady trees, freshly mown 

lawns and large moat-like lotus ponds, 

Muang Tam was captivating. Here again, it 

was just a few local kids who idled around 

the ruins. I saw only one tour group of 

elderly Thai ladies on our entire journey – 

bliss compared to the tourist stampedes  

you can find at Cambodia’s temples.

Weaving through backcountry
Isaan offers some of the country’s most 

diverse landscapes; it’s bucolic, once you 

head off the highway onto the backroads. 

The palpable silence is remarkable. And 

there was all sorts of fascinating stuff by the 

side of the road: from stalls selling fried 

chicken and Isaan sausage, to extravagantly 

decorated spirit houses and shrines. 

En route across central Isaan we stopped at 

the silk-weaving village of Chonnabot. Once 

more we were the only visitors in town, yet 

staff at Sala Mai Thai, the official centre for 

silk weaving, told me that weekends are busy 

with Thai ‘Hi-So’ (high society) ladies from >

Heaven's gate 
Dedicated to Shiva, 

the Prasat Phanom 

Rung temple stands 

1,320 ft high
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Bangkok, who come to buy silk directly from 

the makers. Sala Mai Thai is dedicated to the 

conservation of mudmee (the weaving 

technique that has made Chonnabot famous) 

and was a good place to get an introduction to 

the silk. During the day, weavers were busy 

ploughing the fields or working their farms. 

Only at Boonmee Thai Silk did I find two 

women weaving cloths on traditional 

wooden looms at the back of the shop; they 

allowed me to stay and watch for a while.

It was late afternoon by the time we arrived 

in Khon Kaen, central Isaan’s small university 

city. It’s a place I quickly took to – a cool little 

city with few sights but a laidback attitude, 

upbeat vibe and youthful energy. At the nine-

tiered Wat Nongwang Muang Kao pagoda,  

I saw ladyboys flirt and novice monks take 

photos of pretty girls with their mobiles. 

I ambled around Bueng Kaen Nakhon lake, 

the city’s focal point; here, locals walk, run, 

ride bicycles, feed pigeons, rent pedalos, 

breakdance, twirl hula hoops and browse the 

evening markets. Young Thai hipsters were 

selling handmade and second-hand clothes 

and trading in all kinds of whacky services. 

From two laptops on a blanket on the 

ground, a student sold his IT skills – from 

software downloads to the setting up of 

Facebook accounts. At a table young women 

glued artificial nails on Thai girls’ hands and 

painted crazy designs. At a pottery stand, >

>

Saddle up in Chiang Mai

Cycling tour specialists Spice Roads have 

a swag of new two-wheeled tours from 

the northern city of Chiang Mai for 

2012. Their ‘Bike and Raft’ trip combines 

cross-country biking with whitewater 

rafting in Mae Taeng, while ‘Bike and Zip’ 

takes you mountain biking on hidden 

trails before zipping along the region’s 

newest and longest zipline. For a slower 

pace, try a fascinating nocturnal bike tour 

of Chiang Mai’s temples (pictured above) 

and markets. (www.spiceroads.com)

Rev up in Isaan

If you don’t fancy driving yourself around 

the Isaan region (see main feature), tour 

operator Smiling Albino is offering two 

tours through the north-east, taking in 

the region’s fiery food, unique folk 

music and Khmer ruins, with overnight 

stays at unique boutique hotels. The 

same tour can also be done by motorbike.  

(www.smilingalbino.com)

Go boutique in Bangkok

Designed by acclaimed Bangkok-based 

architect and designer Bill Bensley, who 

specialises in eco-friendly architecture 

that makes use of recycled materials, 

The Siam boutique hotel is set to open 

on the banks of Bangkok’s Chao Phraya 

River in spring 2012. The property 

incorporates an antique Thai wooden 

house brought to Bangkok by barge from 

Ayutthaya. (http://thesiamhotel.com)

Cook with 'Poo'

Vivacious cook and ex-noodle vendor 

Poo is a one-woman micro-financier, 

using profits from her Helping Hands 

Cooking School in Bangkok's Klong Toei 

slum to support her neighbours’ business 

projects. Due to overwhelming demand, 

Poo is opening a big new kitchen in 2012. 

Book ahead! www.cookingwithpoo.com

Eat on your feet, bike with a bite

Bangkok Food Tours has added a new 

gastronomic tour to its two popular 

Bangrak and Chinatown foodie walks. On 

the full-day Bangkok Bites and Bike Tour,  

a half-day foodie walk is followed by  

a cycle tour of the markets and historical 

sites. Afterwards you can soothe your 

tired feet at a fish spa and enjoy some Thai 

BBQ. (http://bangkokfoodtours.com) 

THAILAND
 WHAT ELSE IS NEW?
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Nice threads: Traditional mudmee weaving in the village of Chonnabot; (below) the novice monks of Wat 

Nongwang Muang Kao; the food stalls of Khon Kaen offer a myriad of spicy delights

Wanderlust  February 2012  |  73

South-East Asia



Access city: Bangkok

When to go: Isaan is about as off-the-

beaten-track as travel gets in Thailand so 

there’s no period when you need to avoid 

the high-season crowds of other regions. 

Jun-Oct Rainy season, with heavy 

downpours for long periods. Nov-Feb  

Dry, with cooler temperatures at night.

Apr-May The summer season, with the 

heat peaking in May (35°C).

Health & safety: No special vaccinations 

required. Drink bottled/purified water. 

Further reading & information: Thailand 

(Rough Guides, 2011); Michelin Map 

Thailand (Michelin Travel Publications, 

2011); www.tatnews.org, for tourist info.

The trip: The author took a bus to Korat 

and drove around the region. Cars can be 

rented from all cities; driving is easy. If 

you prefer to hire a car with driver, the 

author highly recommends Narawat (081 

579 0388; watubo@loxinfo.co.th) who is 

knowledgeable, flexible and speaks 

English; he costs 3,500THB (£72) a day, 

including fuel. English-speaking drivers 

are rare in the region; drivers organised  

by hotels can cost twice as much.

Getting there & around: From the UK, 

Bangkok is served by BA (www.ba.com), 

Thai Airways (www.thaiairways.co.uk), 

Qantas (www.qantas.com.au) and EVA Air 

(www.evaair.com). Flight time is around  

11 hours; fares from around £440 return. 

From Bangkok you can take a bus (£6; 

four hours) or a slow train (about £1; five 

hours) to Korat.

Accommodation: Among the best 

options are the small, locally owned, 

sustainable properties that form 

the Isan Boutique Collection (www.

isanboutiquecollection.com; doubles from 

£38), some of which offer activities, from 

cooking classes to mask-making, farming 

techniques and basket-weaving.

What to pack: Take good walking shoes, 

as well as a hat and high-SPF sun block – 

the sun can be fierce.

Isaan 
Footnotes

canoodling couples decorated ceramics at 

low lakeside tables, popped them in the kiln, 

grabbed a bite to eat and picked them up later. 

And then there were the fiery Isaan food 

stalls: vendors frying chicken and pork in 

sizzling woks; pounding som tam (the region’s 

famous spicy green papaya salad) with  

a mortar and pestle; and serving fragrant 

curries from colossal simmering pots. 

Soon after I arrived in Khon Kaen I was 

trying to find ways to stay longer; as soon  

as I left I was already plotting my return. 

Let it rain
Our last stop was Dan Sai in the Isaan province 

of Loei, near the Laos border – a valley 

renowned for its flowers. We drove along quiet 

backroads covered by tree canopies, through 

idyllic landscapes of rolling green hills, thick 

forests, market gardens and flower nurseries. 

Each June and July, Dan Sai’s dilapidated 

wooden houses are overshadowed by the 

bawdy rainmaking festival Phi Ta Kon. Over 

three days, locals fire rockets into the air in 

mayhem and parade through town in 

colourful patchwork costumes, phallic-

shaped accessories and flamboyantly 

painted masks. The town is famous for these 

painted masks, so we cruised the empty 

village lanes looking for a mask-maker. 

I discovered Apiwat – nicknamed ‘Wat’ 

(Thai for temple) – sitting on the floor of his 

shop, quietly painting a mask made from 

cornhusks. His teenage daughter worked 

beside him, sewing a costume. I watched 

them work diligently in silence for a while, 

before buying a souvenir – a spirit-man 

sporting a mask – and then slipping away. 

Each year a temple ceremony rounds  

off the festival as crowds gather to listen  

to monks recite sermons begging for rain. 

For us there were just the monks sweeping 

the leaves in their mandarin-coloured  

robes. We turned a corner in the shady 

temple grounds and, once again, we were 

gloriously alone. 

‘As soon as I le", I was 
already plotting my return’
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Lunchtime at 
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GOING 
COASTAL
With new flights and lodges, Cambodia’s beaches and islands are 
more accessible than ever – but get there soon, says Guyan Mitra

ecisions, 

decisions... 

Though I guess 

you can’t complain 

when the toughest 

task of the day is 

to choose which 

tropical island to ‘hop’ to next. 

To be honest, I was more than happy to 

stay put. Sat on a sea-softened plank of 

driftwood on a gentle smile of blonde sand 

that curled in between two palm-tree-

topped headlands, the castaway isle of Koh 

Russei was perfect. A tiny island of 20-odd 

bungalows spread across two dreamy 

beaches, it felt like just the idyll the masses 

have been unsuccessfully searching over and 

under every rock of Thailand for.

Another gaudy sunset of flame and 

crimson lit up the skies. The peachy sun  

cast a pink glow on the soft, still sea, glowing 

the luminous hue of a cosmopolitan 

cocktail. As the inky night drew in, my 

fellow bungalow-dwellers and I huddled 

around a beach bonfire. We philosophised 

about the twinkling Milky Way above and 

the shimmering phosphorescence in the 

shallows below. It was all very Alex Garland.

And just like in his book, word of this 

barefoot paradise has spread. Jude Law and 

Sienna Miller came here last year, braving 

the sweltering wooden-shack huts and 

sporadic electricity of the Koh Ru 

backpacker resort for a snatched moment  

of isolation. Before they broke-up, that is.

Either way, if you’re looking to hide from 

paparazzi, or anyone else for that matter, 

then this is the spot. Flopping from beach to 

beach, choosing at random from the scores 

of islands that pepper the horizon off the 

southern coast of Cambodia, it’s an intrepid 

beach bum’s dream. Nicked by coves of 

empty, coconut-milk-white sand, dotted 

with mangroves and waterfalls, and skirted 

by rainbow corals, these are the go-before-

it’s-too-late isles of South-East Asia.
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Winds of change
The move from hippie to hip is underway. 

Opening in February, the sustainable 

private-island resort of Song Saa hopes  

to lead the way in high-end ecotourism. 

Tugging in the other direction, large 

Chinese and Russian corporations have 

recently bought long-term leases for many 

of the prime near-coast islands off 

Cambodia’s major port, Sihanoukville. 

They plan on transforming the central 

coast into ‘Dubai with casinos’, a Del 

Boy-esque tourist office rep gleefully 

informed me. The global recession is the 

only roadblock halting immediate 

development – buying a little more time  

for us back-to-basics beach bums.

The prevailing winds of change aren’t  

all ominous. I’ve been coming to Cambodia 

for a decade, including a six-month stint  

in Phnom Penh in 2004. With the long-

awaited Khmer Rouge trials finally 

commencing at the end of 2011, there’s  

a feeling that the demons of history are 

gradually being laid to rest. 

Crime and safety are barely an issue for 

foreigners now. Slowly, the once mine-laden 

countryside is opening up. New Chinese-

funded tarmac roads criss-cross much of the 

country, slashing journey times. With six 

daily flights from Siem Reap (near Angkor) 

to Phnom Penh, and the excellent new 

roads, you can catch sunrise over Angkor 

Wat and be on the islands in time for 

sundowners. This was once a nerve-jangling 

16-hour odyssey of two raggedy boats either 

side of a spine-jarring bus trip. 

Not that there was anywhere to stay once 

you reached these idyllic beaches. Unless 

you went to one of the old-school colonial 

(

Go birding & kayaking on Tonle Sap

For many travellers, Tonle Sap (pictured 

above) is just a big lake to be crossed en 

route to Angkor Wat, but now ABOUTAsia 

Travel – a Siem Reap-based, English-run 

Cambodia specialist – is unveiling its wild 

side. Their new day trips involve kayaking 

into the Prek Toal Core Bird Reserve –  

a world-class spot for water birds – with an 

expert guide from a local conservation 

NGO. (www.aboutasiatravel.com)

Explore a new temple at Angkor

The ‘World’s Biggest Puzzle’ is the phrase 

being used to describe the 51-year-long 

restoration of the Baphuon temple at 

Angkor – which finally opened to the 

public last summer. 300,000 original 

sandstone blocks had to be put back into 

the right place to create the three-tiered 

wedding cake of a temple at Angkor Thom, 

which is now among the region’s grandest.

CAMBODIA WHAT ELSE IS NEW?
Fly from temples to coast

After four years without a direct air link,  

a thrice-weekly flight between Siem Reap 

(gateway to Angkor Wat) and Sihanoukville 

(gateway to Cambodia’s coast) resumed in 

2011. The route is operated by Cambodia 

Angkor Air (www.cambodiaangkorair.com); 

fares around US$85.

Get active

Fancy horseriding along paddy field trails, 

micro-lighting over a temple or sailing 

through the Gulf of Thailand? See Cambodia 

Differently (www.seecambodiadifferently.

com) is living up to its name with a range of 

hands-on excursions, from quad biking to 

pottery. Helicopter tours to more remote 

temples like Banteay Chhmar are also  

taking off (ahem) – try tailormade operator 

Selective Asia (www.selectiveasia.com).

Volunteer in a pagoda school

English language skills are very much in 

demand in Cambodian classrooms and 

ABOUTAsia Travel’s philanthropic sister 

organisation ABOUTAsia Schools provide 

volunteer teaching assistants in the Siem 

Reap area. Volunteer placements are free 

(you will have to cover your own meals and 

accommodation) and there are now 

opportunities to teach English at the 

pagoda schools for novice Buddhist 

monks. (www.aboutasiaschools.org)

resorts, where the Western love affair with 

South-East Asia’s beaches first began.

A tale of three seasides
The coast breaks up into three regions:  

Koh Kong, Sihanoukville and Kep. The 

latter, close to the Vietnamese border, was 

Christened Kep-sur-Mer by the French in 

the late 19th century. The colonists would 

come here for some R&R between bouts of 

carving up Indochina. The burnt-out shells 

of grand Provençal-style villas – torched by 

the Khmer Rouge – are still there today, with 

some being converted into modern hotels. 

For now, Kep has Cambodia’s highest 

concentration of chic beach hotels. I wasn’t 

>
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Sun and serenity 
Sihanoukville's Otres 

Beach is one of the 

mainland's best 

stretches of sand
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that impressed with the couple of small 

ochre coves that curled around the seaside 

town, so I stayed in Kep for a plate of local 

speciality Kampot pepper crab before 

taking a day-trip to Rabbit Island. Here  

I found another shipwreck isle with a 

handful of bamboo shacks and a rickety 

fishing village. An empty stretch of creamy 

sand unfurled for 200m, like a giant silk 

scarf. I had it all to myself except for some 

pigs and chickens that lumbered and 

scratched in the shade.

> Back on the mainland I was reminded of 

my porcine friends in Cambodia’s premier 

beach resort, Sihanoukville. On Victory 

Beach, rows of pink-skinned, overweight 

Euros rotated on a dormitory of sun-beds 

like you-know-what on a spit.

Confronted by the concrete mishmash  

of casinos, hookers and building-site 

detritus that thoughtlessly sprawled around 

a beach-lined headland, I couldn’t find the 

appeal. For me, the town’s sole purpose 

appeared to be as a launching pad to get to 

Access city: Sihanoukville

When to go: Jun-Oct O#icially, rainy season, 

which is probably the only time to avoid if you 

want to do some sun-kissed island hopping. 

Dec-Feb Peak months, when crowds and 

prices are at their highest.

Health & safety: Landmines persist in remote 

locations. Inoculations against typhoid, 

hepatitis and tetanus are advisable. There is  

no malaria in Phnom Penh and Siem Reap but 

consult your GP. Drink bottled/purified water. 

Further reading & information: Cambodia 

Coastal
Footnotes

(Rough Guide, 2011); Cambodia (Lonely Planet, 

2010); www.tourismcambodia.com

Getting there & around: There are no direct 

UK-Cambodia flights. Fly to Bangkok (11hrs), 

then on to Phnom Penh or Angkor (70 mins); 

try Bangkok Airways (www.bangkokair.com). 

A thrice-weekly flight from Phnom Penh to 

Sihanoukville was due to launch in Dec 2011. 

Roads along the coast are excellent. Private 

taxis are comfy and cheap; Phnom Penh-

Sihanoukville takes three hours and costs US$35. 

Accommodation: Song Saa Private Island 

(30mins off Sihanoukville; www.songsaa.com, 

right) is Cambodia’s first truly Maldivian-

standard resort with 27 deluxe villas spread 

across two private islands, all with an eco theme; 

from £425pppn, including meals, activities and 

transfers. Knai Bang Chatt (Kep; www.

knaibangchatt.com) has 11 chic rooms spread over 

three Art Deco villas, all looking onto the ocean-

facing infinity pool; doubles from £74. Lazy Beach 

(Koh Rong Saloem; www.lazybeachcambodia.

com) is a handful of basic but comfy bungalows 

scattered across a perfect sunset-facing beach; 

from £25. 4 Rivers Floating Lodge (Koh Kong 

province; www.ecolodges.asia), 18 deluxe tented 

villas amid the mangroves; from £86. Koh Ru 

(Koh Russei; www.koh-ru.com) offers the ‘Thai 

isle before it was discovered’ experience. Be 

warned, comforts are few. Bungalows from £10.

the islands of Koh Rong, Koh Rong Saloem 

and Koh Russei. 

Then I found Otres Beach: 2km of honeyed, 

gold-dust sand that hides away to the east 

of the main peninsula. Lined by boho beach 

bars and a small clutch of low-key resorts, 

it’s Sihanoukville’s sole slice of serenity.

Go west
If the lessons of dodgy development are to  

be learned, much of Cambodia’s hopes for 

conservation and ecotourism are to be found 

west, towards the Thai border. Here, the 

second-largest rainforest in mainland 

South-East Asia tumbles down from the 

jungly peaks of the Cardamom Mountains  

to the shores of the Gulf of Thailand. 

Loggers, poachers and developers have  

long been put off by Cambodia’s troubled 

past, leaving a largely uncharted wilderness. 

Tigers, elephants, crocodiles and Irrawaddy 

dolphins are all found here, as well as 

hundreds of species of endemic plants. 

Ecolodges are slowly popping up, but it’s  

still a fledgling industry. 

Off the coast, Koh Kong Island and the 

surrounding archipelago are home to  

some of South-East Asia’s finest Bounty- 

ad-beautiful beaches – squeaky, salt-white  

sand skirting electric-blue waters and all that. 

Ominously, on my last visit there were quite a 

few building sites, most of which were eagerly 

waving the white flag of ecotourism. 

Koh Kong province could be the world’s 

next great eco-destination in the mould  

of Costa Rica... or it could be the next Costa 

del Sol. Time will tell. One thing’s for sure, 

time isn’t on the side of the rest of the coast, 

which is why I’m rushing back again next 

year for my honeymoon. 

That decision is easy. 

Don't eat  

the crusts 
Cambodia's 

crustacea are a 

popular beach 

snack
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