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How often do you instantly say ‘that’s for me’ when you see an article or an 
itinerary that tickles your fancy? 
 
A year ago, my old travelling companion Alan Guignon emailed me an itinerary (as 
he is wont to do) for an escorted tour (yes, an escorted tour) that included a week 
floating down the Mekong River in the comfort of a newly built boat - it was 
leaving from an unknown port in China meandering through the jigsaw of countries 
around the Golden Triangle and down through no-man’s-land to Luang Prabang.  
 
How good could that be?  
 
And if that wasn’t enough, the tour was starting in the land of Shangri-La up near 
Tibet and driving down to the World Heritage protected town of Lijiang in the 
south western Yunnan province of China. To cap it all off, it was finishing up in 
Angkor Wat in Cambodia.  
 
“I’m sold!” 
 
Over coffee the next morning, I shared my enthusiasm with my old travelling 
companions the Turners and no sooner had I arrived back home than the phone rang 
and Pam was asking would I mind if she and Ken came too. I’d better get back to 
my old cabin-mate Alan Guignon on the Gold Coast (we met on an airline 
familiarisation trip to Germany forty years ago this year!) and move this thing 
forward.  
 
One year on, and having returned home safely avoiding warring Burmese drug 
lords along the Mekong, I invite you to share some of our experiences. You can 
scroll through text which I try to illuminate with some of the pictures from my little 
Kodak digital. The type-face is big to make it easier to read in PDF format and 
there are many pictures. So, it may appear to be long at first glance. The other 
version is ‘text only’ that can be easily printed out and read at your convenience.  
 
I’m separating it into four books – Shangri-La, The Mekong, Luang Prabang and 
Siem Reap. 
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e leave Sydney on a sunny summer’s Boxing Day 
morning lugging five layers of deep winter clothing 

in one suitcase and tropical cottons in another to join our merry 
band of twenty four other ‘intrepids’ in Kunming in China. We 
also meet up with Phil and Kaye Asker, the owners and 
founders of Australia’s Captain’s Choice Tours to remote and 
‘impossible’ destinations, who are personally escorting our 
group. Alan would be travelling with them again to Timbuktu - 
except it departs next month. 
 
It’s cold and dark at the busy modern airport in Kunming and at 
last we’re on our way to the fabled land of Shangri-La, an 
autonomous region of China close to the Tibetan border. I’m 
uncomfortable in my thermals, heavy sweater, fleece jacket and 
Gore Tex outerwear. I’m not taking any risks with altitude 
sickness at 3,300 metres so I’ve already popped my half a 
Diamox prescribed by Tour Doctor Chris.  
 

In search of the mythical Shangri-La 
 
The new China Eastern 737 takes off on the dot and the smartly 
uniformed crew are a far-cry from those in unbuttoned sweaty 
shirts and sandals on my CAAC flight to Lhasa in an ancient 
Russian Ilyushin twenty two years ago. As dawn breaks, the 
jet’s engines change pitch. Floating morning mist eerily settles 
between rows of jagged mountain peaks all the way to the 
horizon before we start a slow gradual descent and are 
enveloped by the foreboding mountains on each side of the 
aircraft. Should I be waiting for a replay of James Hilton’s 1933 
novel “Lost Horizon” and be listening for the engines to 
splutter? I’m thankful for the cold weather gear as the captain 
cheerfully announces that we’ll shortly be landing at Di Qing 
Shangri-La Airport where the temperature is minus 13 degrees 
Celsius! 
 

W 
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Surely this can’t be China. I see only people of Tibetan 
appearance with nutty brown skin and ruby rose cheeks. But 
Lhasa itself is eight days away by 4WD over tortuous pot-holed 
roads. We are in Zhongdian the capital of the region. It has the 
feel of a frontier boom town but thankfully the old town 
precinct with original stone and wooden shops built around the 
Town Square has been preserved. Old ladies walk down the 
main street bowed over by the weight of huge bundles of 
brushwood on their backs as they must have done down the 
centuries. Younger women are grilling skewers of meat and 
frying flat bread in pans of oil on back of bicycles in the main 
square. 
 
 

17th Century Tibetan Buddhist Monastery 
 
“If you have difficult to breathe, oxygen should to help” is the 
advice from our local guide as we approach the imposing 
Songsanlin Tibetan Buddhist Monastery on a hill on the 
outskirts of town.  “Take it easy. Walk slowly” in the rarefied 
atmosphere with 147 steps ahead of us turns out to be good 
advice. The Monastery dates back to 1679 and covers 33 
hectares, and is home to 700 monks. It resembles the Potala 
Palace in Lhasa but on a smaller scale. It was completely 
destroyed during the Cultural Revolution from 1966-1976, but 
rebuilding started in 1979.  
 
We walk inside the cavernous, cold, red-pillared interior, dimly 
lit by flickering oil lamps. Statues of Buddha and other images 
depicted in tunkas hanging around the walls are hidden behind 
rouched yellow silk.  One overweight monk in brown robes sits 
slouching on a large raised pedestal chanting personal prayers 
while a few others seem to be occupied with housekeeping 
carrying buckets of hot water balanced on poles over their 
shoulders. The floor is uneven and I suspect it is just bare earth. 
 
Outside, the smell of freshly cut pine for the new and largest 
temple building permeates the brisk morning air while locals 
warm their hands over wood-burning open fires in clumps of 
rocks. The survivors in the mythical “Lost Horizon” found 
peace away from earthly pressures in such a monastery, but 
what would I do on a dirt floor without heating and Frette 
linens? I’ll be off to Bali or Bora-Bora when next I feel the 
need to find my Shangri-La. 
 
Can you imagine that the most colourful highlight of my visit 
would be the local Tibetan townspeople of all ages joining 
spiritedly in folk dancing in the freezing cold one evening? One 
of our fellow travellers, free-spirited Lucy, joined the laughing 
children, teenagers in jeans, colourfully dressed grannies and 
gnarled worker men in shabby suits in the flood-lit Town 
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Square. There she was dancing to the lively music with long 
skirt flying and hair flowing as easily as if she was at a barn 
dance at home in Bridport. The freezing temperatures didn’t 
bother us but we did have to pick our way carefully over the 
slippery ice between the cobble stones walking to dinner. Yes, I 
did taste yak meat, but just a mouthful. 
 
It’s still below freezing. Alan complains his new thermal long 
johns are not warming his legs. Overhearing, the tour doctor 
suggests pantyhose. Pam didn’t have a spare pair and last seen 
Alan was looking for a ladies underwear shop while others 
shopped for souvenirs. I bought a string of yellow beads for my 
bronze Buddha at home. While we shopped, Brian (like the 

missionaries of old in remote places) was busy handing out 
balloons to the children and getting simply the best smiling 

photographs, including the approving mothers in return.  I 
know what I have to pack on my next trip. 
 

Snow falling on Eucalypts enroute to Lijiang 
 
We leave Shangri-La with snow falling, descending slowly 
through twisting roads lined with tall eucalypts. Terraces of 
small crops reach up the sides of the mountains along the upper 
reaches of the Yangtze as we head towards the ancient Chinese 
town of Lijiang. 94% of Yunnan province is mountainous, and 
the 6% in the basins between the mountains is very fertile. 
Wheat alternates with rice growing and we see it in small tidy 
plots and not in fields. I wonder if the harvest is done by hand. 
 
We drive precariously close to the edge of the cliff as we 
approach the Tiger-Leaping Gorge, one of the deepest gorges in 
the world with 3,900 metres between the waters and the snow 
capped mountain tops. It might have been fun to be carried in a 
waiting sedan chair down the side of the mountain to see the 
waters of the Yangtze surging through the narrow gorge but I’d 
need to be waiting a few more months for the snows up in Tibet 
to melt in the spring. 
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Lijiang is a former walled market town built at the end of the 
Song Dynasty. Can you imagine tea-carrying horse caravans of 
old clomping over the same cobble stones where we are 
walking today?  Stone bridges cross willow-lined canals 
through a maze of cobbled streets with traditional wooden 
houses and upturned pagoda-style roofs. Its little wonder that 

Lijiang has been designated a UNESCO World Heritage site.  
Girls in colourful Naxi costume beckon us in for tea outside the 
picture-book ethnic houses festooned with red lanterns.  
 
On this New Year’s Eve evening, we attend a performance of 
the Naxi Ancient Music Orchestra.  Five of the colourfully 
dressed orchestra members with long white beards playing 
traditional lyre-like instruments, wooden flutes and gongs are 
more than eighty years old. Thirty minutes of this entertainment 
is enough for my western ear. On the way back to our hotel, 
Phil has arranged with the local authorities for us to welcome in 
the New Year with a fireworks display. Touring is tiring and 
midnight is some hours away yet, so we settle on midnight 

Brisbane time to sing Auld Lang Syne and are all snugly in bed 
by the time the clock chimes midnight in China. 
 
The towering Jade Dragon Snow Mountain is 5,596 metres 
high and has 97 peaks. This is one day that has tweaked my 
imagination as much as any of the highlights of the tour. It just 
has to be sunny! Imagine my elation when I wake to such a 
beautiful morning. But imagine my deflation in even greater 
measure as low grey clouds close in as we approach the 
mountain. Rugged-up, we ride the chairlift up to the Spruce 
Meadow where nymphs should be playing amongst a field of 
flowers at the foot of the Snow Mountain, but grey clouds and 
mist shroud all leaving it to the local entrepreneurs to produce a 
souvenir picture on their computer screen of me in a colourful 
Yi cloak standing before a glorious Snow Mountain and a 
perfect blue sky. One minute later it is printed and laminated 
and in my hands for a few yuan.  Technology reaches Snow 
Mountain! 
 

Pagodas of Old Dali 
 
The first Kingdom of Dali was set up in the Old Town in the 8th 
Century, but by the 9th Century the Kings converted to 
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Buddhism, with little interest in commercial matters. Just 
outside the town, they built three pagodas. The largest Qian 
Xun has 16 tiers and is 70 metres high – quite an engineering 
feat a thousand years ago. The Mongolian conqueror Kubla 
Khan invaded and destroyed the Dali Kingdom 800 years ago 
and moved the capital to Kunming. Fortunately for us, many of 

the traditional old buildings in the Dali old town still remain, as 
well as one particular new one, the Dai Catholic Church which 
our young guide is anxious to show us. 
 
I enjoyed Dali more than Lijiang. It was less touristy. Typical 
of many old Chinese towns, Dali is a walled city with gates on 
four sides. These massive wooden and stone gates are in the 
process of being restored to their original glory. The streets are 
landscaped with willow trees and cherry blossom and locals are 
getting about their daily business as they’ve done for centuries. 
Wrinkled old men intently play card games and mah-jong, or 
simply chat around tables in the warming sunshine in the 
People’s Park in the centre of town. Walking through here is 
like going back in time. It’s a perfect picture opportunity for a 
black and white photographer.  
 
New Dali, some ten kilometres away, is known as the 
Switzerland of the Orient because of its lake and mild climate. 
The cherry blossoms came out while we were eating lunch, and 
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it’s only New Year’s Day! The new town is located on an ear-
shaped Erhai Lake of 280 sq kilometres overlooked by the  
4,000 metre high Can San Mountains. It is here that the bulk of 
China’s marble comes from. It is well planned with impressive 
new buildings in clean wide streets with no pollution like other 
cities in China.  
 

Lucky to get to Xishuangbanna 
 
Our Hainan Airlines flight from Dali to Jinghong in China’s 
southern Xishuangbanna province is cancelled and replaced 
with Lucky Air. How ominous is that? The arrivals board 
flashes Chinese characters but that’s where China seems to 
stop. The local people down here look very Thai; the air is 
balmy and the vegetation is lush and sub-tropical.  
 
Next day we get our first view of the Mekong. We follow it 
down to the rural village of Galanba and stroll through the 
colourful but messy fruit and vegetable market before visiting 
one of the Dai minority villages.  Chickens and children 
scamper along the dirt streets while the elderly gather under 
trees smoking and eating in small groups. The few truly 
progressive households boast a new tiled bathroom out the back 
and a motorcycle underneath.  
 
After lunching in cabanas set in gardens high over the Mekong, 
we go ‘hunting’ Asian elephants in the Banna Wild Elephant 
Valley in the comfort of a cable car atop the rainforest canopy. 
Vines twist through the trees and rhododendron stand large 
against bamboo and palms and other rainforest vegetation. We 
peer down and along the little creeks looking for signs of the 40 
or so wild elephant, all the while listening to frogs croaking in 
loud chorus and birds singing all round us. The fresh earthy 
smell of the rainforest wafts up on the breeze. On our return 
walk through the forest, we have to dodge trailing vines and 
low-leaning trees and our only elephant sighting is a footprint 

and broken bamboo where one had been eating before we came 
along. 
 
Driving back to our hotel, we see progress on the 1800 kms of 
super highway between Bangkok and Kunming. It tunnels 
through mountains beside plantations of tea, rubber and 
bananas and rises on elevated superstructure across rainforest 
and more difficult terrain. This is one of three major trading 
routes that the Chinese Government is anxious to open to 
facilitate trade between Yunnan Province and the South East 
Asian countries. Like everything under construction in China at 
the moment, it is scheduled to be open in time for the 2008 
Beijing Olympics.  
 

Chinese interpretation of Deluxe 
 
We’ve enjoyed the week staying in deluxe rated hotels in 
China. A couple of brand new ones were a little “different” 
featuring glass walled bathrooms as an integral part of the 
bedroom. I can still hear Joan questioning the propriety of it all. 
However, the Chinese tourism operators in regional areas have 
a long way to go to meet Westerners’ expectations for service 
and food.  The Chinese banquets which included many fresh 
vegetables were delicious. Can you believe there was always a 
fight over the lazy susan to get to the steamed cabbage? But I 
was hanging out for some good bread to make toast, not the 
‘duck food’ that was sliced up over this past week. The 
Qingdao beer was excellent but you can forget the Yunnan 
wine for the time being.  
 
Efforts are being made to provide English language services but 
as Alan found out when he phoned downstairs to the operator in 
Lijiang looking for assistance in using his Telstra card to phone 
home, after many operators, he was finally asked by one “Do 
you speak Chinese?” 
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e are now well and truly primed and ready to start 
our Mekong adventure. Today we meet the tousled 
and bespectacled Hans (knees-and-boomps-a-daisy, 

as Alan calls him), the visionary owner of the “Mekong Sun”, 
who has flown in from Germany to welcome his first Australian 
group. Like Phil and Kaye Asker have done for Australians, 
Hans has built his tour operator business by chartering planes 
and trains and taking Germans to remote parts of the planet. 
Knowing the Chinese government was blasting reefs and rapids 
to open up previously unnavigable stretches of the Mekong for 
trade, Hans sensed a huge potential for tourism. But he would 
first need to build a boat. He found partners in Laos and now 
only months later, we are to be the first Australians and among 
only five hundred Europeans to undertake this voyage of 
discovery! 
 

The “Mekong Sun” is stuck two days downstream 
 
Unfortunately, due to lack of water in the river, the “Mekong 
Sun” is stuck at Chiang Khong, a port downstream in Thailand 
that we’re not scheduled to reach for another couple of nights. 
The Chinese have already built ten of fifty planned dams on the 
Mekong and the expected release of water from one upstream 
from us didn’t happen!  
 
While we dine and sleep, Phil and Hans hatch Plan B and 
hastily charter a Chinese speedboat that will get us to Chaeng 
Saen in northern Thailand in nine hours. They also manage to 
find us rooms at the Dusit Island Resort in Chiang Rai to spend 
the night while they re-arrange the sightseeing around northern 
Thailand and the “Golden Triangle”. We’ll miss a lazy day 
cruising down the river and a night sleeping on the boat, but 
nothing else; we’re just doing it all in a different order – and 
with a speedboat experience thrown in. 
 
 

By speedboat from China through Myanmar and Laos 

 
Out of bed before dawn, we bus it back to Galanba and a 
landing stage on the river to embark on Plan B. A grey fog 
hangs over the muddy waters where our Chinese speedboat is 
pulled up next to the sand. Porters walk the plank with our bags 
as we watch old car and passenger ferries come and go, 
clanking their landing board onto the sloping concrete before 
chugging off into the murkiness. We settle into airline-type 
seats in a enclosed cabin, but the sundeck out the back offers a 
spectacular view of the race down the river.  
 
After the last China border 
check at the river port of Guan 
Lei, we pass into territory 
where governments have no 
influence. Warlords and water 
gypsies hold sway along the 
240 kilometres of remote 
unpatrolled stretches of river in 
this no man’s land. We travel 
downstream with Myanmar on 

W 
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our right and Laos on our left as the river twists and turns on 
the nine-hour journey to the “Golden Triangle” and the port of 
Chiang Saen in northern Thailand.  
 

“Thank you God for the Chinese” 
 
I read in an article the January 22, 2007 edition of Time 
Magazine that’s very pertinent to what we are experiencing 
first-hand. It starts out . . . “Thank you God for the Chinese”. 
This sentiment can be heard a lot these days. And you hear it . . 
. especially in Chiang Saen in northern Thailand where locals 
used to subsist on whatever they could make from farming and 
smuggling until Chinese engineers began blasting the rapids of 
the upper Mekong so that large boats could take Chinese 
manufactured goods to markets in South East Asia. It brings 
jobs to the people and allows them to send money back home to 
their families . . . . .  
 
. . . . . In the northern reaches of Thailand and Laos you can 
find whole towns where Mandarin has become the common 

language and the Yuan the local currency. It is not aid from the 
US but trade with China carried on new highways being built 
from Kunming to Hanoi, Mandalay and Bangkok, or along the 
Mekong whose channels are full of Chinese goods, that is 
transforming much of South East Asia.” So much for the 
impact of Western consumerism. 
 

Riding the rapids 
 
Now back to our first-hand experiences. The Chinese captain 
rides the rapids and scrapes through the narrowest openings in 
the rock as if he is driving a jet boat. Muddy water swirls 
around towering walls of volcanic basalt spewed up from the 
centre of the earth in some previous age, and at times huge sand 
banks loom above the windows of our boat. What a submerged 
hazard these menacingly exposed outcrops of rock must be for 
less experienced sailors once water levels rise in the wet 
season. 
 
On shore, massive poles of bamboo reach for the sky trailing 
lengths of vines while clumps of dense lush jungle stretch right 
down to the sandy beaches at the water’s edge. I wonder what 



 14 

the tall deciduous trees are and find out that they are teak only 
towards the end of the trip. We stand out on the back deck 
taking it all in as we weave between grey rocky banks 
following the twists and often sharp turns of the river like 
slalom. I love being out in the winter sunshine under a blue sky 
with the wind streaming through what little hair I have left. 
Invigorating stuff! With all the rocks and sandbanks and very 
little water, my pre-conception of a wide and mighty river, 
4,880 kilometres long and the fifth largest in the world has been 
turned completely on its head.  
 

Warring Burmese drug lords 
 
There’s great excitement in the late afternoon at the possibility 
of an unscheduled walk ashore on Myanmar soil to stretch our 
legs while the captain refuels. Alan sees Hans counting a wad 
of Euros and stuffing them in his pocket as he leaves to go ‘do 
the business’ with a guard at the Burmese border post up the 
hill. After some time, a glum Hans returns telling us that not 
only are we refused entry but we must push off immediately as 
there is a battle raging between rival drug lords over the hills 
less than a kilometre away from us. All the border guards have 
been sent to join Army units in the fight. On arrival in Chiang 
Saen, Thai Immigration officials tell us that two beheaded 
corpses have just been fished out of the river in front of the port 
office where we are docked.  
 

Northern Thailand 
 
It’s been a long day whizzing down the river in a speedboat and 
we’re truly ready to enjoy the comforts of home tonight (and 
access to high speed internet to check emails) at the Dusit 
Island Resort in nearby Chiang Rai. After a week of Chinese 
food, Ken tucks into a feast of lamb chops and mashed potato. 
I’m happy we are served individually and not having to sit with 
chop sticks poised over a choice piece of lean crispy-skinned 
roast duck and suddenly seeing it whizzing away on the lazy 

susan. Florence was a killer behind the wheel of that lazy susan 
back in Tibet. 
 
Hans is a great supporter of Queen Sirikit’s Doi Tung 
Development Project up here in northern Thailand. Imagine 
influencing uneducated hill tribes to choose between getting a 

kilo of opium poppies to market or dragging 5,000 bags of rice 
through the jungle to market for the same profit? The Queen 
has been very involved in lending practical assistance to her 
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subjects to pursue legitimate agricultural activity such as coffee 
and rice to replace their dependency on growing opium 
poppies. The government is also spending money on roads and 
other infrastructure and encouraging tourism enterprises to the 
same end. In Chiang Rai, the late Thai Princess Mother 
developed the magnificent Mae Fah Luang Botanical Gardens 
that stretch down the hillside combining orchids and other 
tropical plants with the more English garden beds in waves of 
pink snapdragons and blue larkspur up the hillside – all for her 
adoring subjects to enjoy. Before heading down the river to 
look for this mythical boat, we visit the Thai Burmese border 
post at Mae Sai, the most northern point in Thailand where Pam 
drags Ken along shopping for gold chains.  
 
Over the sandbank and up the gangplank. “Mekong Sun” at 

last 
 
Finally, at dusk, Chiang Khong. Walking with Hans past 
watching eyes through the darkening streets, dogs barking, and 
the smell of eggs frying, we finally hit the right turn down to 
the river and across the sand to the gang plank and on to a 

squarish, 40 metre long teak boat that resembles a paddle 
steamer without the paddle wheel at the back.  (Actually, it is a 
modern catamaran with twin hull.) Shoes off on the wide 
polished teak floorboards, we pad down the passage way and 
up the wooden staircase to our teak-lined cabin at the back. We 
have mosquito nets and twin beds looking out through sliding 
doors over a back balcony, and a large floor to ceiling window 
on the side. We will be very comfortable on board for the next 
five days and 370 kilometres downstream to Luang Prabang. 
The Turners are ensconced next door.  
 
Pineapple daiquiris are offered as Thomas the German Cruise 
Director introduces us to the seventeen crew – from the captain 
in his crisp white starched uniform to dining room and 
housekeeping staff and even the sailors whom we’d later see 
stripping and swimming ashore with the ropes securing the boat 
to the river bank when we moor. 
 
I feel I’m joining Somerset Maugham for dinner out on the 
deck tonight with white linen on tables for four and white 
cushions on slatted teak chairs. However, I settle for dining 
with Pam and Ken and my cabin-mate Alan instead. I wonder if 
Somerset enjoyed such delicious steamed fish mousse in 
banana leaf with his glasses of chilled French Chablis under a 
silvery moon sailing up the Ayeywaddy. 
 
Roosters crowing across the river in Laos and long boats 
gliding by wake us up – and we’re still tied up to the river bank 
in Thailand. Will this boat ever get going? Pam is stirring on 
the balcony next door and I peer over the bamboo divider to see 
this vision in baby-doll pyjamas trying to capture reflections of 
the pinkening sky on her old camera. I give other early risers a 
treat also as I go out to the breakfast room in my favourite 
airline pyjamas in black with lime green piping to make some 
toast and early morning tea (tea bag in a pot and not on the 
saucer, thank you Khaen!) to bring back to bed. This is going to 
be a lazy day. Alan and I decide to forego the five hours in a 
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bus back to the “Golden Triangle” to visit the Opium Museum 
for a quiet day on board getting to know our new home and the 
staff. It pays off. Khaen and Onnsy serve us up a most delicious 
chicken curry (and more cabbage!) for lunch. And I am plied 

with cups of tea and 
biscuits as I type. 
 

Set sail for Laos 
 

In the late afternoon we 
finally up anchor and set 
sail – for all of 250 metres 
across to the Laos side of 
the river where we tie up 
on our first sandbank near 
the village of Huay Xay for 
the evening. Steps are cut 
in the sand and lanterns are 
strung out on bamboo poles 
while we trundle into town 
through swirling clouds of 
dust on the dirty back seat 
of a tuk- tuk to visit the 
local temple and walk 
through the streets.  I’m 
sick of taking my shoes off, 
so I don’t do inside temples 
with dirty floors anymore. 
No one dresses for 
cocktails on a sandbank but 
all sit happily chatting and 
imbibing in a circle around 
the log fire like a Druid’s 
meeting. (Somerset would 
have enjoyed canapés too) 
As embers fade, stars light 
up the sky and the bell 

rings for another dinner back on board. Hopefully, the chef has 
made a non-spicy dish for Kevin so he can leave the bag of 
Mars Bars he’d brought from England in his cabin. Heather 
follows the Bible on consumption of pork, so she’s hanging out 
for some chicken tonight. 
 
We pass through densely populated areas accessible only by 
water this morning – some down-time to sit on the back deck 
watching the river flowing past to the rise and fall of Elgar’s 
Enigma Variations on Alan’s i-Pod speaker system.  
 
In the late morning, after mooring at the small village of Pak 
Tha, we don our life jackets and jump into long boats to take us 
up the Namtha River to visit a fairly primitive Khmu village. 
As we push on up the river, the water becomes cleaner and 
greener and we have to speed up to get past stretches of white 
water while passing local kids swimming and waving. Corn 
grows on the water’s edge. We are welcomed at the village by 
dozens of children waiting on the river bank. After many 
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photos of smiling faces we follow them through the village to 
their new schoolhouse. Amazingly, the kids sit quietly and 
obediently three to a desk and on instruction from the teacher 
they launch into clapping and singing in our honour. And it’s 

the first time that I’m not embarrassed by having to sing the 
much maligned “Waltzing Matilda” in response. Soon the kids 
are smiling and clapping in time with the tune. The mayor of 
the village then invites us into a hut to perform the Baci 
ceremony in which guardian spirits are bound to us as guests of 
honour by white strings tied around our wrists. I’m still wearing 
them. 
 

What future for the poor Khmu villagers? 
 
The inhabitants of this village give new meaning to the term 
‘dirt poor’. They are as dusty as the leaves on the trees in dry 
season. The kids are milling around unoccupied and I wonder 
what the future holds for them, if there is a future. Unlike the 
Dai and Bai Minority villages in China where the locals wear a 

national costume and have cultural identity, these poor people 
are dressed in ragged Western hand-me-down clothes. They 
smile and seem happy and accepting of their lot. But are they? 
There’s no electricity or telephone; no handicrafts for sale; I 

didn’t even see a market for their own trading and convenience. 
I hope that the new school donated by a German businessman is 
the first step in developing their potential. 
 
Laos is as much a lesson in Social Studies as enjoyment of 
Natural Environment. It is still a communist governed country 
and so much less developed than the very progressive Thailand 
just across the river. In the countryside, life continues at a time 
in the distant past, but for how much longer? The consumer 
society that has developed on the other side of the Mekong 
could incite the Laotians to change their attitude and adopt a 
different philosophy to life. 
 
We see such awakenings in the little village of Pak Beng next 
morning with Coca Cola signs and other Western 
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advertisements on the stalls where women cook chickens and 
make soups over fires in the front of their little shops. There’s a 
thriving little market, always plenty of citrus fruit, and the 
healthy looking kids walking home from school reading picture 
books and laughing as they say goodbye to their friends.  We 
are moored on a stony bank at the foot of a beautifully situated 
Lodge owned and run by a French company, where we sit and 
enjoy a cup of tea. Lucy asks “when are we going to see a 
pineapple tree?” Alan offers his straw hat to Frank from 
Brisbane saying “I feel like the village idiot in this”, and Frank 
aptly fires back “you don’t need a hat for that”. Some mobile 
phone users can even send and receive SMS messages. A red 
and white telecommunications mast is a sign of progress, but it 
spoils my best chance of a photo of the “Mekong Sun” thus far. 
Further downstream at Taxuang this afternoon we tie up to wait 
for the logging elephants to return from the forsts and come 
down to the water to show us their stuff.  
 

Pak Ou Caves 
 
On our walk through the jungle to the Pak Ou limestone caves, 
I get my first up-close view of teak trees, the prized wood used 
in the building of the ‘Mekong Sun’. The lower cave is the 
more interesting and contains hundreds of Buddhas that are so 
sacred to the Lao. It also affords spectacular views out over the 
river and an excellent last chance to view the ‘Mekong Sun’ 
from a distant vantage point. Tomorrow, we disembark in 
Luang Prabang.  
 
I’m tired of log fires on sandbanks by now but we go ashore to 
stand around and reminisce before the Farewell Dinner on 
board. I’m pleased to taste the Mekong River weed that we’ve 
seen villagers collecting from their canoes all along the river, 
but only ever tasted in soup. Tonight we have it dried with 
sesame seed and it’s delicious. Crispy fried bamboo shoots that 
we’d seen in the markets are so tasty stuffed with minced pork. 
After dinner, with shoes on again, we traipse off to the 

sandbank one more time for a ‘surprise’ that really is a surprise. 
Each one of us is given an elongated paper lantern with an in-
built flame like a hot air balloon, which we light and let free to 
be carried high into the starlit sky taking our best wishes to our 
ancestors.  
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Sleepy Luang Prabang 

 
I had imagined an arrival in Luang Prabang, the former royal 
capital of Laos, as a grand affair tying up to a dock in the 
middle of town with rows of outdoor restaurants and masses of 
milling humanity. So wrong! We were tying up even before I 
realised we had arrived. From my cabin, I had noticed more 
clearings in the jungle than further up river, and more corn and 
peanuts growing in sand on the banks of the river, but had no 
idea that we were there. When we stop, I can see a long steep 
flight of concrete steps up the river bank to what looks like a 
palm lined street above. Here we set foot in a sleepy little town 
with small lanes of French Colonial louvered villas juxtaposing 
with more fragile looking wooden houses standing on stilts 
with walls made of plaited reeds or bamboo. The canopy of 
green from the surrounding jungle across the river appears to 
continue right over this narrow tongue of land nestled between 
the Mekong and the smaller Nam Khan River. There are very 
few private cars, only commercial vehicles, bikes and tuk-tuks. 
The few tourists look serious about their sightseeing and 
appreciation of this sleepy little gem from a time long past.  
 
We visit the Wat Xieng Thong temple and get our first sight of 
the colourfully robed Buddhist monks who live here. We then 
walk to Haw Kham, the National Museum for an interesting 
history lesson in the former Royal Palace. Large French 
chandeliers illuminate the gold throne and reflect off hundreds 
of hand-cut glass murals that completely cover the bright red 
walls of the Reception Ha ll used by the King before he was 
taken away with his wife and eldest son to “Correction Camp” 
by the Communist Phatet Lao in 1975, and never seen again. 
Our ‘Correction Camp’ for the night is the luxurious Orient 
Express hotel, Le Residence Phou Vau in magnificent tropical 
gardens on the outskirts of town. We’re ready to simply plop 
and enjoy civilisation once again. 
 

Alms for the monks at dawn 
We experience a spectacle of another colour at dawn next 
morning when we go back in time and to the teaching of 
Buddha and go to see the orange-robed monks of all ages in the 
still misty but brightening streets near the temples in the town. 
They follow the ritual of bringing their bowl and walk in single 
file past  devout townspeople kneeling on the footpaths offering 
alms of sticky rice and other food that is their only source of 
sustenance for the day. 
 
My colour senses are further shaken as we stroll through the 
busy morning market that transforms one of the main streets for 

a short time each morning. Green Mekong weed is piled high 
next to the bamboo shoots and lemongrass. Water buffalo hoofs 
lie next to pigs’ ears, piles of baby black bats, and live moles 
strung together in a basket are just the start. The night market 
provides colourful opportunities to purchase what is regarded as 
South East Asia’s best embroidery products, and at remarkably 
low prices. Any one for some new cushion covers.  
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Flight to Angkor 
 
Next day we fly south in a propeller plane to Stem Reap where 
I’m looking forward to visiting the temples of Angkor Wat. 
Cambodians have weathered years of bloodshed, poverty and 
political instability but none is evident as we drive through a 
fast developing city where the tuk-tuk drivers and everyone you 
meet smile as genuinely as any other in South East Asia. Ninety 
percent of the population is involved in the tourism and related 
industries and a further eighteen hotels are now being built to 
cater for the thousands of tourists visiting the UNESCO World 
Heritage site. It’s wonderful to take a cool tuk-tuk ride through 
the wide tree-lined streets of mature trees from French 
colonisation and along the lazy river looking at  all the building 
activity going on in the midst of traditional old buildings. 
   
Frangipani hangs in the hot air as we climb the steps to the 
canopied entrance of the Grand Hotel d’Angkor, a restored relic 
of the French colonial past. Cold towels refresh us, and 
lemongrass incense gently assails our nostrils as we enjoy a 
green-coloured welcome concoction of mango, orange and 
minty rum. A tiny wire cage elevator from 1929 lifts us to our 
room overlooking a magnificent swimming pool and acres of 
lush green gardens of lotus and water lilies. What better way to 
celebrate being back from trekking through jungle and climbing 
mountains than a visit to the spa for a relaxing foot treatment. I 
yelp as the girl removes the ‘warming face mask of mud’ from 
my feet ripping out the hairs on the tops of my toes in the 
process. So much for relaxation! 
 

The Khmer Empire in Cambodia once ruled Thailand and 
Vietnam 

 
Cambodia is the successor state to the mighty Khmer Empire 
which during the Angkor period from the 9th to the 13th 
centuries ruled much of what is now Laos, Thailand and 
Vietnam. There are no written records other than stone 

inscriptions, so much of the current knowledge of the Khmer 
civilisation is found in the relief in a series of temple walls.  It 
has been said that Angkor Wat is probably the most stupendous 
architectural undertaking by man since the corner-stone was 
laid for the tower of Babel. But what was the reason for the 
whole populace of many millions to walk out and never come 
back leaving the jungle to move in and engulf it for more than 
five centuries? We go out before breakfast next morning to 
await the spectacle of the sun rising over Angkor Wat and 
ponder the mystery. 

 
The encroaching jungle makes Ta Prohm the most picturesque 
of the temples of Angkor. Unlike the other temples, the jungle 
has not been removed. After breakfast we went looking for 
Angelina Jolie and the “Tomb Raider” here. Huge twisting 
roots of Spung trees resembling the claws of a giant animal 
have dislodged ancient blocks of weathered sandstone as if an 
earthquake had hit - while other blocks are kept precariously in 
place by roots dropped from massive strangler fig trees. The 
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Indian government is spending ten million dollars on this 
restoration. 
 
My knees are still in good walking condition after clambering 
over roots and climbing up and down over temples all day, but 
returning to Angkor Wat in the heat of the noonday sun, I 
decide not to tempt fate and so stop short of climbing the final 
70 degree flight of narrow steps on the outside of the 65 metre 

high main pyramid. The 12th century bas relief on the walls of 
the cloisters surrounding the temple extend for 800 metres 
depicting various stories. On the wall of one side of the temple, 
the Hindu mythology story of “the churning of the ocean of 
milk to extract the elixir of immortality” is beautifully 
preserved.

  
Theravada Buddhism has prevailed since its introduction from 
Sri Lanka in the 13th Century and there are colourfully 
decorated more recent shrines to Buddha within the temple 
walls.  
 
On days like this when there is so much to observe and learn, 
Captain’s Choice tours provide a wireless ear piece device 
leaving us free to wander at will up to fifty metres away taking 
pictures or standing in the shade, and not miss any of the 
commentary by the local guide. It’s small thoughts like this that 
has made travelling in a group worthwhile. 
 
I was totally ignorant of the influence of India centuries ago in 
this part of the world so I emailed Tony Singh in Delhi asking 
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why I’d never heard him speak of the Hindu origins of Angkor 
Wat. After all, he had been a wonderful mentor to me 
explaining cultural significance of so many aspects of Indian 
life while I was working in India. Interestingly, he responded 
saying that his brother-in-law was in fact Cambodian and had 
lost all his family to Pol Pot while he was away studying in 

Paris. Pol Pot went even further than Mao Tse Tung and 
China’s Red Guards during the Cultural Revolution in severing 
links with the past.  He died in the jungle in 1998 – some say 
poisoned. Cambodia is now emerging at a pace with the 
financial assistance of more than twenty countries.  
 

Murder on the Mekong 
 
As we all sit around after lunch on the verandah of the Café 
IndoChine in Siem Reap on our last day together, I reflect on 
my travelling companions and how each one had a story to tell 
and how they had all contributed to the total enjoyment of the 
trip. Put twenty four individuals together in an exotic location 
long enough and you’ve got the makings of an Agatha Christie 
mystery. Who would be the victim found floating face down in 
the hotel swimming pool tomorrow? And who would be 
responsible? Which one of us will be the Hercule Poirot? (Joy 
is definitely Miss Marples in the new hat she had bought in 
China). A few of us quickly agree on the possible victims and 
consequently the perpetrator – but no one suggests Alan as the 
victim. However, if he makes one more (loud) aside to the 
Turners about my laptop and photo taking “hobby”, he may 
join the other victim in the swimming pool. If I’m not 
apprehended before finishing this story, I hope you have 
enjoyed it as much as I have in telling you. 
 
 
 
 
Michael Musgrave, PO Box 51 Potts Point NSW 1335 
Australia 
 
25th January 2007  
 
Email: michaelm@bigpond.net.au  
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ON BOARD MEKONG SUN 
 
                                                                                                                              . 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


