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ecisions
,

decisions...

Though I guess

youcan' t complain
whenthetoughest
task of theday is

to choosewhich

tropical island to

'

hop' to next.
Tobehonest

,

I wasmorethanhappy to

stayput . Satona sea-softenedplankof

driftwoodon a gentlesmile of blondesand
thatcurled in betweentwo
palm-treetopped

headlands
,

thecastaway isle
of Koh

Russeiwasperfect .
A tiny island of zo-odd

bungalowsspreadacrosstwodreamy
beaches

,

it
feltlikejusttheidyllthemasses

havebeenunsuccessfully searching overand
undereveryrock of Thailandfor.

Anothergaudysunset of
flameand

crimson lit uptheskies .
Thepeachysun

cast
a pinkglowonthesoft

,

stillsea
, glowing

theluminoushue of a cosmopolitan
cocktail . Astheinkynightdrew in

, my
fellowbungalow-dwellersand 1 huddled
around a

beachbonfire
. Wephilosophised

aboutthetwinklingMilkyWayaboveand
theshimmering phosphorescence in the
shallowsbelow . It wasallveryAlexGarland.

Andjustlike in hisbook
,

word of this
barefootparadisehasspread . JudeLawand
SiennaMillercamehere lastyear , braving
theswelteringwooden-shackhutsand

sporadicelectricity of theKohRu
backpackerresortfor a snatchedmoment

of isolation . Beforetheybroke-up ,

thatis.
Eitherway ,

if you' re looking to
hidefrom

paparazzi ,

or anyoneelseforthatmatter
,

thenthis
is

thespot . Flopping frombeach to

beach
, choosing at random fromthescores

of islands thatpepperthehorizonoffthe
southerncoast of Cambodia

,

it' s anintrepid
beachbum'

s
dream

. Nickedbycoves
of

empty ,

coconut-milk-white sand
,

dotted
withmangrovesandwaterfalls

,

andskirted

byrainbow corals
,

thesearethe
go-before!

it' s-too-lateisles of
South-East Asia . >

WanderlustFebruary 2012
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< Winds of change
Themovefromhippie to hip is underway.
Opening in February ,

thesustainable

private-islandresort of SongSaahopes
to

leadtheway in high-endecotourism.

Tugging in
theotherdirection

, large
ChineseandRussian corporations have

recentlyboughtlong-term leasesformany
of theprimenear-coastislandsoff
Cambodia'

s majorport ,

Sihanoukville.

Theyplanontransforming thecentral
coastinto ' Dubaiwithcasinos'

,

a Del
Boy-esquetouristofficerepgleefully
informedme

.
Theglobalrecession is the

onlyroadblockhalting immediate

development - buying a
littlemoretime

forusback-to-basicsbeachbums.
Theprevailingwinds of changearen' t

allominous . I' vebeencoming to Cambodia
for a decade

, including a six-monthstint
in PhnomPenh in 2004 . With the
longawaitedKhmerRougetrialsfinally
commencing at

theend of 2011
,

there'
s

a feelingthatthedemons of historyare

graduallybeinglaid to rest.
Crimeandsafetyarebarelyanissuefor

foreignersnow . Slowly ,

theoncemine-laden

countryside is openingup . New
Chinesefunded tarmacroadscriss-crossmuch of the

country , slashingjourneytimes .
Withsix

dailyflightsfromSiemReap (

nearAngkor )

to PhnomPenh
,

andtheexcellent new
roads

, youcancatchsunriseoverAngkor
Watandbeonthe islands

in timefor
sundowners . Thiswasonce a nerve-jangling
I6-hourodyssey of tworaggedyboatseither
side of

a spine-jarringbustrip.
Notthattherewasanywhere to stayonce

youreachedthese idyllicbeaches
.
Unless

youwent to one of theold-schoolcolonial

resorts
,

wheretheWestern loveaffairwith
South-EastAsia'

s
beachesfirstbegan.

A tale of threeseasides
Thecoastbreaksupintothreeregions :

KohKong ,

Sihanoukville andKep .
The

latter
,

close to theVietnamese border
,

was
ChristenedKep-sur-Mer bytheFrench in

thelate19thcentury .
Thecolonistswould

comehereforsomeR&Rbetweenbouts of

carvingupIndochina . Theburnt-out shells

of grandProvençal-style villas -
torchedby

theKhmerRouge - arestilltheretoday ,

with
somebeingconverted intomodernhotels.

Fornow
, KephasCambodia'

s highest
concentration of chicbeachhotels . I wasn' t >

TOWilifietil=11171111

CAMBODIAWHATELSE IS NEW?

0
Gobirding & kayakingonTonleSap

Formanytravellers
,

TonleSap ( pictured
above

) is just a big lake to becrosseden
route to AngkorWat

,

butnowABOUTAsia
Travel - a SiemReap-based , English-run
Cambodiaspecialist - is unveiling Itswild
side

. Theirnewdaytrips involvekayaking
intothePrekToalCoreBirdReserve
a world-classspotforwaterbirds - withan
expertguide from a localconservation
NGO .

( www.aboutasiatravel.com )

O Explore a newtemple at Angkor
The ' World '

s BiggestPuzzle' is thephrase
beingused to describethe51-year-long
restoration of theBaphuontemple at

Angkor - which finallyopened to the
publiclastsummer.300 ,000original
sandstoneblockshad to beputbackinto
therightplace to createthethree-tiered
weddingcake

of
a temple at AngkorThom

,

which is nowamongtheregion' s grandest.

0 Flyfrom temples to coast
After fouryearswithout a directairlink

,

a thrice-weekly flightbetween&lentReap
( gateway to AngkorWat ) andSihanoukville
( gateway to Cambodia' s

coast
) resumed in

2011 .
Theroute is operatedbyCambodia

AngkorAir ( www.cambodiaangkoraincom )

;

faresaround US$85.

0 Getactive
Fancyhorseriding alongpaddyfieldtrails

,

micro-lightingover a temple or sailing
throughtheGulf of Thailand?SeeCambodia

Differently ( www.seecambodiadifferently.
corn

) is livingup to itsnamewith a range of

hands-onexcursions
,

fromquadbiking to

pottery . Helicopter tours to moreremote
temples likeBanteay Chhmar arealso
takingoff

(
ahem

)- trytailormade operator
SelectiveAsia (

www.selectiveasia.com ).

O Volunteer in a pagodaschool
English language skillsareverymuch in

demand in Cambodianclassroomsand
ABOUTAsia Travel '

s philanthropicsister
organisation ABOUTAsiaSchoolsprovide
volunteer teachingassistants in theSiem
Reaparea . Volunteerplacementsarefree

( youwillhave to coveryourownmealsand
accommodation ) andtherearenow
opportunities to

teachEnglishatthe
pagoda schools fornoviceBuddhist
monks

.
( www.aboutaslaschools.org )
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< thatimpressedwiththecouple of small
ochrecovesthatcurledaroundtheseaside

town
,

so I stayed in Kepfor a plate of local

specialityKampotpeppercrabbefore

taking a day-trip to RabbitIsland
. Here

I foundanothershipwreckislewith
a

handful of bambooshacksand
a rickety

fishingvillage . Anemptystretch of creamy
sandunfurledfor200M

,

like a giantsilk
scarf . I

had
it all to myselfexcept forsome

pigsandchickensthatlumberedand
scratched in

theshade.

Backonthemainland I wasreminded of

myporcinefriends in

Cambodia'
s premier

beach resort
,

Sihanoukville . OnVictory
Beach

,

rows of pink-skinned , overweight
Eurosrotatedon a dormitory of sun-beds

likeyou-know-whaton a spit.
Confronted bytheconcretemishmash

of casinos
,

hookersandbuilding-site
detritusthatthoughtlesslysprawled around
a beach-linedheadland

,

I couldn' t findthe
appeal . Forme

,

thetown' s
solepurpose

appeared to
beas a launchingpad to get to

South-EastAsia

theislands of KohRong ,

KohRongSaloem
andKohRussei.

Then I
foundOtresBeach :

2km of honeyed ,

gold-dustsandthathidesaway to
theeast

of
themainpeninsula . Linedbybohobeach

barsand a
smallclutch of low-keyresorts

,

it'

s
Sihanoukville' s

soleslice of serenity.

Gowest
If thelessons of dodgydevelopment are to

belearned
,

much of Cambodia' s hopesfor
conservation andecotourismare to

befound
west

,

towards theThaiborder
.
Here

,

the
second-largest rainforest in mainland
South-East Asia tumblesdownfromthe

junglypeaks of theCardamomMountains
to

theshores of theGulf of Thailand.

Loggers , poachersanddevelopers have

longbeenputoffbyCambodia' s
troubled

past , leaving a largelyunchartedwilderness.

Tigers , elephants ,

crocodilesandIrrawaddy
dolphinsareallfoundhere

,

aswellas

hundreds of species of
endemicplants.

Ecolodges areslowlypoppingup ,

but it'
s

still
a fledgling industry.

Offthecoast
,

KohKongIslandandthe
surrounding archipelagoarehome to

some of South-East Asia's finest
Bountyad-beautiful beaches

- squeaky ,

salt-white
sandskirtingelectric-blue watersandallthat.

Ominously ,

onmylastvisittherewerequite a

fewbuilding sites
,

most of whichwereeagerly

waving thewhiteflag of ecotourism.
KohKongprovincecouldbetheworld '

s

nextgreateco-destination
in themould

of CostaRica.. . or it
couldbethenextCosta

delSol .
Timewilltell . Onething' s forsure

,

time isn' t ontheside of therest of thecoast
,

which is why I' m rushingbackagainnext

yearformyhoneymoon.
Thatdecision is easy .
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/

/

Coastal
I
lootriotes

Accesscity :
Sihanoukville

Whentogo : Jun-OctOfficially ,rainyseason
,

which
is probably theonlytime to avoid if you

want to dosomesun-kissedislandhopping.
Dec-FebPeakmonths

,

whencrowdsand
pricesare at theirhighest.
Health&safety :

Landmines persist in remote
locations . Inoculationsagainst typhoid ,

hepatitisandtetanusareadvisable . There is

nomalaria
in PhnomPenhandSiemReapbut

consultyourGP . Drinkbottled
/ purifiedwater.

Furtherreading & information : Cambodia

( RoughGuide
,

2011
)

;

Cambodia ( LonelyPlanet
,

2010
)

;

www.tourismcambodia.com
Getting there &

around : Therearenodirect
UK-Cambodiaflights . Fly to Bangkok ( 11hrs )

,

thenon to PhnomPenh or Angkor (
70mins

)
;

tryBangkokAirways ( www.bangkokair.com ).

A thrice-weekly flightfromPhnomPenh to

Sihanoukville wasdue to
launch in Dec2011.

Roadsalongthecoastareexcellent . Private
taxisarecomfyandcheap ;

Phnom
PenhSihanoukville takesthreehoursandcostsUS$35.

Accommodation : SongSaaPrivateIsland
(
30minsoffSihanoukville

; www.songsaa.com ,

right )
is Cambodia' s

firsttruly
Maldivianstandard resortwith27deluxevillasspread
acrosstwoprivate islands

,

allwithanecotheme
;

from£425pppn , includingmeals
,

activitiesand
transfers .

KnalBangChatt
( Kep ;

www.

knaibangchatt.com ) has11chicroomsspreadover

threeArtDecovillas
,

alllookingontothe
oceanfacing infinitypool ;

doubles from£74 . LazyBeach
(
KohRongSaloem

; www.lazybeachcambodia.
com

)
is a handful of basicbutcomfybungalows

scatteredacross a perfectsunset-facing beach
;

from£25.4RiversFloatingLodge (

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

from£86 . KohRu
(
KohRussel

;

www.koh-ru.com )
offersthe '

Thai

islebefore it wasdiscovered '

experience .
Be

warned
,

comfortsarefew . Bungalowsfrom£10.
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