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RIVER OF DREAMS
The mighty Mekong snakes from China’s Yunnan province across five 
South-East Asian countries. Jonathan Evans traveled down the river’s 
backwaters for a week, crossing from Cambodia to Vietnam through 

diverse vistas and settlements, and arrived in Ho Chi Minh City 
just in time for a memorable New Year celebration 

S M I L E  E X P E D I T I O N S
Slow boat through Indochina

It was on the morning of New Year’s Eve 
that we arrived in the center of District 
1 in Ho Chi Minh City — a setting all 
too familiar to myself, as a frequent 

visitor to Saigon, but brand new, and quite 
bewildering, to my tour group. Professor 
Dan Kolakofsky, a mild-mannered Canadian 
microbiologist, took in the soaring towers and 
roaring motorbikes. “Suddenly I can’t hear a 
thing,” he smiled, with a tinge of regret. 

Now 74, Dan’s struggle to adjust to his new 

surroundings wasn’t that surprising. As 
a younger man, he’d avoided the Vietnam 
War by attending university in Europe; 
this was his fi rst ever visit to the country 
that had unwittingly shaped his destiny. 
Together with his partner Ruth, and our 
group of nine other couples, he’d spent four 
days ensconced in the bucolic calm of the 
lower Mekong aboard a well-appointed river 
boat. After the intimate odyssey through 
rustic villages, shanty towns on the delta, 
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Pandaw’s RV Mekong is a 
retro-style river boat 
with modern fittings
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S M I L E  E X P E D I T I O N S

fi shing communities and riverside 
markets, the unrelenting traffi  c and 
claustrophobic cityscapes proved 
mildly jarring. 

Our adventure began in Phnom 
Penh, where we’d boarded our 
boutique cruise two days after 
Christmas, a holiday barely observed 
in the Cambodian capital. The young 
population hurtled along Sisowath 
Quay on bikes and remorque tuk tuks 
with its usual frenzy, while saff ron-
robed monks strolled somberly 
and kids excitedly fl ew kites by the 
magnifi cent Royal Palace, or showed 
off  their expert keepy-uppy skills 
with a shuttlecock.  Amid these 
time-honored sights, it was clear that 

Phnom Penh was fast trading its sleepy 
reputation of yore for a 21st-century 
makeover. But just as a new brace of 
boutiques, upscale bars and hotels 
lined the riverfront, none of the city’s 
old charm seemed lost — tumbling 
tenements intact, lampposts just about 
upright, fried scorpions on sticks still 
sold at makeshift stalls. Its hospitable 
residents were noticeably more eager 
to fl ex their increased profi ciency 
in English, evidence that a recent 
upswing in foreign businesses here 
has instilled the city with an infectious 
new confi dence. 

As our boat lifted anchor the 
next morning, we’d already become 
immersed in the comforts of our home 

for the next four days. After a peaceful 
slumber greatly assisted by a generous 
slug of local rum, I felt a judder at 6am 
as the ship fi nally sailed away from 
Phnom Penh and a cool breeze blowing 
from the river began to fi ll our lungs.

The cruise company, Pandaw, runs 
14 ships covering major waterways 
across several Asian nations, but its 
former incarnation, the Irrawaddy 
Flotilla Company, focused on a single 
passenger and cargo route solely 
in colonial Burma. The old ferry 
service was taken over, rebranded and 
modernized in 1995 by genial Scottish 
art historian, photographer and author, 
Paul Strachan, and the stunning RV 
Mekong Pandaw, refi tted in 2012, 
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     The world’s 12th-longest river provides a livelihood for up to 11 million people in 

1  The Royal Palace in Phnom Penh against the sunset  2   The vast sundeck of the RV Mekong

off ers the most space for maneuver of 
any Pandaw boat. Our cosmopolitan 
co-travelers — including Filipino, 
German, Italian, American and British 
guests — took full advantage of the 
blue-baize pool table, sun loungers 
and cocktail bar that graced the huge 
750sqm teak upper deck, likewise the 
movie theater, saloon bar, spa and gym, 
gift shop and amply stocked library 
downstairs. 

But it was the small details I loved 
most: the waiters’ friendly smiles, 
the fastidiously curated daily menus 
refl ecting local cuisine from the 
landscapes we traversed, the period 
maps and paintings, the tiny porthole 
curtains and authentic wheel-handled 

door in the lower-deck bathroom — 
and the fact they played, with ironic 
wit, Celine Dion’s Titanic theme at 
the fi nal-night party. Servers dutifully 
spritzed our palms with disinfectant 
in the dining room, its sliding doors 
letting in the welcome sea breeze, 
and on our shoes after we returned 
from guided onland excursions. 
The company’s MO is immersive 
and interactive without ever feeling 
overbearing, smart and stylish without 
the slightest stuffi  ness — a winning 
mix of good old-fashioned fi ve-star 
service and surroundings uplifted 
by 21st century luxuries.

 It was odd to think that on this 
four-day voyage we would explore only 

a tiny fraction of the Mekong’s vast 
expanse. This, the world’s 12th-longest 
river, provides a livelihood for up to 11 
million people in the lower reaches of 
central China and South-East Asia. 
Its 4,350km course — the distance 
between the US Eastern seaboard and 
the West Coast — follows a winding 
path from the plateaus of Tibet down 
through Myanmar’s extreme western 
border, into northern Thailand. It 
marks that kingdom’s frontier with 
Laos, and then moves directly through 
central Cambodia and Vietnam’s far 
south before fi nally spilling out into 
the South China Sea. In Phnom Penh 
the muddy river is only half a mile 
across, while later, at the mouth of the 
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the lower reaches of central China and South-East Asia 
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Vietnamese Delta (as in Laos, 
where I’d journeyed upstream 
from Luang Prabang a few 
years ago), it expands 
considerably.

Equally varied was the 
landscape we saw along 
the way. Floating down 
the Tonlé Sap River, 
an ample stretch of the 
Lower Mekong Basin, 
dense urbanization was 
substituted by long rows 
of stilt houses in bright 
hues of blue, red and yellow 
— and most prominently, a 
spectacular array of Buddhist 
temples, pagodas and spires 
almost as numerous as the riverside 
dwellings. At Kampong Tralach, a 
district that once hosted the post-
Angkor capital Lovek, we disembarked, 
adorned our checkered Khmer krama, 
a traditional woven fabric, to shield 
our necks from the already ferocious 
morning sun, and climbed onto a 
surprisingly comfortable ox cart for a 
trot down a rust-colored track. 

The visual poetry of rustic living 
slowly unfurled before us: paddies 
still being farmed in the dry season, 
with lotus ponds sprouting their pink 
fl owers against a backdrop studded by 
the national tree, the lean and spiky 
Palmyra palm. We rode past a school 
and children ran out to greet us. One 
young girl — clearly an entrepreneur in 
the making — chased our cart holding 
an ornately knotted dry palm leaf, 
which she sold to us for US$1. There 
are few more photogenic journeys 
in South-East Asia than riding 
through Cambodia’s countryside — a 
drive through the southern towns 
of Kampot and Kep counts as one of 
my most rewarding trips to date — 
yet to witness these less-populated 

small temple and walked straight 
into a sparsely decorated school 

classroom. Our soft-spoken 
guide Sokun challenged 

the exuberant youngsters 
to say a word in English 
beginning with each 
letter of the alphabet — 
impressively, they’d 
only recently started 
E nglish lessons, yet all 

knew at least one word 
— before asking them 

which profession they’d 
like to enter. It is perhaps 

indicative of scarce local 
healthcare (and likely, fi nances) 

that 80% of them proudly declared 
their desire to become doctors. After 
they serenaded us with a joyous 
song, one girl followed me outside. 
“What’s your name?” she asked, before 
presenting me with a pencil sketch of 
Hello Kitty. She was tiny and shoeless, 
but her voice carried the weight and 
confi dence of a royal command. 

Before proceeding to Vietnam, 
we had to sail north once 
more to the direct waterway 

leading from Phnom Penh. With 
an environment this alluring and 
uninterrupted broad daylight lasting 
12 hours daily, time can be an elastic 
concept. The temptation to sit and 
gaze longingly — losing all sense 
of place and hour of the day — is 
undeniable, exacerbated by the 
fact that we are fed so abundantly at 
all hours such that when mealtimes 
do arrive, we just don’t have the 
hunger pangs to match. In fact, 
the only real indication that the 
day has progressed in this region                                                                                                                                           
is the slow onset of dusk at 5.30pm 
and the sight of the skies illuminated 
with frequently extraordinary sunsets. 

S M I L E  E X P E D I T I O N S

settlements fi rsthand felt like an 
entirely new experience.

A few hours’ gentle cruising later, 
and still only 30km from Phnom Penh, 
we docked at Prek Kdam — near to 
another former capital, Udong, where 
silversmiths fl ourished during the 
French colonial era and Cambodia’s 
early days of independence, supplying 
the royal court with its intricately 
crafted wares. The Khmer Rouge 
regime came close to eliminating this 
traditional art, but now, with the help 
of the Cambodian Craft Cooperation — 
an association of small businesses set 
up in 1997 to help artisans profi t from 
their work — workshops continue to 
thrive and craftspeople, using silver 
from Singapore and China, fashion 
objects from delicate boxes to larger 
fruit-shaped bowls, pots and urns. 

Down the dirt track, past a herd 
of oxen, concrete dwellings and 
bamboo houses with lovingly tended 
gardens stood side by side. We passed 
a gorgeous stone bridge topped by a 
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3  Lotus in bloom at Kampong Tralach  4   The sprawling complex at Udong and the Cambodian countryside
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Vietnamese markets are renowned for selling everything from ceramics and three-part 

S M I L E  E X P E D I T I O N S

It was either immaculate timing 
or remarkable happenstance, but at 
exactly the time we sat bedazzled 
on the upper deck, the sun dipped 
over Sisowath Quay, casting the 
Royal Palace in a holy golden glow 
reminiscent of a Renaissance 
depiction of the Second Coming. 
There was more to come as darkness 
slowly fell, leaving a strip of vivid 
purple hovering above the horizon 
and forming a fantasy backdrop to our 
cocktail hour. Even in the pitch black, 
tiny fi shing boats with searchlights 
patrolled the river in hope of one fi nal 
catch before sailing home. 

After completing immigration 
formalities at the border and dropping 

anchor at the silk town of Tan Chau, 
we awoke to quite a diff erent view. 
Now inside the Vietnamese Mekong 
Delta, the river had broadened tenfold. 
The yellow-starred national fl ag 
proudly fl uttered on the banks, temples 
and stilt houses were replaced by open 
fi elds and straw huts, and L-shaped 
ferries transported people and bikes 
across the expanse while dredgers 
dug for their cargo: the sand used in 
construction projects. Wooden junks 
sailed past, their bows adorned with 
eyes that gave them comical faces, as 
fi shermen cast their nets deep into the 
water. 

At Chau Doc, the fi rst city we 
encountered in Vietnam, we alighted 

Check it out
After Cyclone Nargis 

devastated central areas 

of Myanmar in 2008, 

Pandaw established a 

charity in support of 

the country’s education 

and healthcare. It has 

recently launched 

routes plying the Mergui 

Archipelago in southern 

Myanmar, and the Upper 

Mekong from Thailand 

and Laos right into China. 

Visit their website 

pandaw.com for more 

information.

aluminum ca phe filters to giant dragon fruit and the famed local salt and fish sauces
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to stroll through a manicured 
riverside park centered 
around the statue of a silver 
dolphin. We wandered 
into a buzzing market 
selling everything from 
ceramics and three-part 
aluminum ca phe fi lters 
(the slow-drip type) to 
giant dragon fruit and 
the famed local salt and 
fi sh sauces. Even here 
the country’s legendary 
motorbikes chugged 
beside us, between stalls 
and along well-maintained 
roads, as we hauled our loot of 
sugar snacks, muoi tieu (lemon-
fl avored salt) and muoi rang (red-
pepper spice) back to the cabin. 

Though not immediately obvious, 
Chau Doc is a stronghold for 
Vietnam’s small Cham Muslim 
community. The ethnic group has 
endured a turbulent history — their 
kingdom was annexed in 1832, they 
fought for independence alongside the  
Hindus and after Vietnam became a 
socialist republic in 1976, thousands 
emigrated to Malaysia. But glistening 
mosques testify to the minority left 
behind. They remain somewhat 
hidden; only rickety footbridges are 
visible from the riverside. These 
footbridges wind through fl oodplains 
toward stilt-house settlements, some 
of which were rebuilt higher after 
becoming disastrously waterlogged 
in monsoon rains. Gathered here are 
modestly sized weaving collectives 
that craft clothing and bags.   

The next morning, a sampan 
ride took us through Vinh 
Long, past one of only 

a handful of towering Catholic 
churches in the Delta, and into the 

loaded with rambutan and mango, 
and fl oating petrol stations, a 

workshop showcased a
 kind of greatest hits of 

Delta life. 
Here we found 

coconut candy being 
carved into strips; pop 
rice exploding into 
shape in giant black 
pans; and a docile 

python surveying the 
scene before moving 

on to its next life as a 
handbag. On the shelves are 

an A-Z of traditional Chinese 
medicine, Vietnam-style: scald-

soothing python fat, painkilling 
cobra venom, wine made of scorpion 
and snake. Beautiful stationery is 
another local specialty: intricate pop-
up cards with insides that folded out, 
fan-like, into marvelous little replicas 
of Vietnamese icons such as a girl 
in an ao dai dress. 

The fi nal sampan excursion, and by 
far the most pungent, took us through 
fl oating fi sh farms where catfi sh as 
long as your arm leapt at food dropped 
through a square opening in the 
fl oor, only to thrash in a net, resign 
themselves to their fate and pass 
inevitably down the food chain. While 
some of the boathouses here might 
certainly be described as basic, other 
fl oating homes looked updated, newly 
built and freshly painted. Mobile 
stores also swayed gently on the 
rippling currents, allowing farmers 

bustling port of Sa Dec. At 9am, the 
peak hour both for traffi  c on the 
river and trading in the market, we 
saw a woman nonchalantly selling 
crabs with golden shells, her madcap 
ensemble managing to outshine the 
color of her crustaceans: a one-piece 
bodysuit covered in purple and yellow 
Pac-Man fi gures and a white shawl of 
pink fl owers and black birds. Further 
down, at another stall, freshly caught 
frogs writhed around in a silver bowl 
and next to them, their ready-to-eat, 
skinned cousins sat, bloodied and 
defeated.

A short walk away, the stately old 
residence of Huynh Thuy Le — a 
Chinese merchant whose then-taboo 
aff air with French writer Marguerite 
Duras sparked the novel (and 
extremely steamy fi lm) The Lover — 
looks startlingly contemporary, its 
fl oor tiles with symmetrical yellow 
and blue designs replicating those 
now used in a million boutique hotels. 
A few miles downriver, past boats 

Looking for more things to do in Ho 
Chi Minh City? Check out waytogo.
cebupacificair.com
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5  The busy market of Chau Doc  6  Women of the Cham Muslim community 
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Cebu Pacific flies to Ho Chi Minh 
City and Siem Reap from Manila. 

cebupacificair.com

S M I L E  E X P E D I T I O N S

and their families easy access to 
basic food and drink needs.

After mooring overnight at Cai 
Be and ending our four-day cruise 
in My Tho, the 70km coach ride up 
to Ho Chi Minh City seemed to be 
a cinch on paper. In reality, on this 
New Year’s Eve morning, it was a 
painful slog through traffi  c clogging 
the sprawling outer districts. 

One lesson I gleaned from this trip 
was that Tet, Vietnam’s own new 
year celebration, is just one of many 
festivals that bring the population 
together in vast numbers. At 7pm, 
eight hours after we arrived in 
Saigon, driving through District 1 
in a taxi was an even slower crawl. 

An enormous pedestrianized zone 
had opened up in the city center, 
bookended by the city’s Opera House 
and the fêted Rex Hotel. Elegant 
fl owerbeds lay around the statue 
of Ho Chi Minh at one end; upbeat 
residents and travelers milled around 
in the central space, and a stage and 
sound system belted out EDM tunes 
in the far corner. 

We reached the Caravelle Hotel, 
and an elevator vaulted us up to a 
rooftop. There, new friends Dan and 
his partner Ruth nursed cocktails, 
admiring the sparkling, new skyline 
and the pulsating energy of a city in 
overdrive. Septuagenarians both, 
they were as enthused by the carnival 

atmosphere as the twentysomething 
revelers below. Though the scene was 
in utter contrast to the serene sights 
we had absorbed, it was entirely fi tting. 
We raised a toast to friendships forged, 
a captivating journey completed, and 
the end of an arduous 2016. 

6  A Catholic Church in Vinh Long  8   Sunset in Ho Chi Minh City
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