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Southeast Asia      by Boat Two small ships heavy on luxury,  
two countries. Come along with us.

“L
et’s go visit this family,” says our guide as we 
motor through the floating village of Kang 
Meas in the heart of Cambodia. We’re in a  
10-seat skiff on an afternoon expedition during 
a four-night cruise on the new 40-passenger 
Aqua Mekong, the type of luxurious vessel not 

typically seen in these waters.
Long wooden boats filled with vegetables for sale surround 

us, along with a floating cell-phone shop, a place locals go to 
charge car batteries (no cars here — residents use the batteries 
to power their lights and DVD players), and a riotously loud 
ice-crushing plant where fishermen get what they need to keep 
their catch cold until they can bring it to market.

On our little skiff, we zip up to the family’s home and ask 
permission to come aboard their platform to see how they live. 
The mother welcomes us with a shy smile, then pulls a plank 
from the floor to reveal a pool of tiny live fish they use for bait. 

This isn’t an arranged visit, just a spur-of-the-moment 
connection where visitors can meet locals who live a life on 
the water. We’re on the Tonle Sap, part lake and part river, the 
world’s only major body of water to flow in one direction during 
the wet season and the opposite way when it’s dry.

Nearby a little girl jumps in a metal basin, then paddles with 
her hands across the water to visit friends next door. Later that 
afternoon, we stop in the floating village of Moat Khla to see 
a Buddhist temple. A senior monk invites us to come onto the 
temple’s swaying platform. We sit on floor mats as he and three 
young monks bless us with ceremonial chants.

It’s another world out here, one we can visit because we’ve 
embarked on an aquatic journey from Siem Reap (near Angkor 
Wat) to the capital of Cambodia, Phnom Penh. The ship also 
makes weeklong, two-country cruises from Siem Reap to 

Kampot peppercorns — in a lounge made cozy 
with plantation-style chairs and low tables. 

Cocktails are a prelude to the sumptuous 
menu created by celebrated executive 
chef David Thompson of Bangkok’s Nahm 
restaurant. Thompson’s menu mixes Asian and 
Mediterranean specialties, but the local dishes — 
such as the Kep crab “with a vindictive amount 
of chili,” Thompson says — steal the show. (The 
solicitous kitchen staff can prepare food that’s less 
spicy; they also cater to dietary needs.)

Absorbing the Culture
Our trip began with a stay at Amansara, an oasis 
of understated elegance in bustling Siem Reap, 
and a visit to Angkor Wat. We awake before 
dawn to watch the sun rise over the 12th-century 
edifice, walking along a forested trail in the day’s 
first light. The temple complex — with Angkor’s 
towering spires, huge Buddha faces at Bayon, and 
the beguiling Ta Prohm, where serpentine tree 
roots engulf the ruins — lives up to its status as 
one of the wonders of the world. 

That afternoon we take a skiff through the 
floating village of Chong Kneas and see the Aqua 
Mekong shining brightly on the Tonle Sap at dusk 
as we board our home for the next four nights. 

The next morning, we explore the Prek Toal 
bird sanctuary, Southeast Asia’s largest at more 
than 120 square miles, our guide says, where  
we see pelicans, darters, herons, and blue-
green bee-eaters, shimmering in the branches 
like jewels. The mangrove environment here 
somewhat resembles the Amazon, where Aqua 
Expeditions’ other two ships are based, but 
Cambodia doesn’t have Peru’s teeming wildlife. 

CRUISING CAMBODIA
B Y  M I C H A E L  S H A P I R O 

My Tho near Saigon, 
Vietnam, sailing in both 
directions. Three- and 
four-night itineraries are 
available in each country 
as well. 

Luxe Home Base
When we return to the 
mothership after our 
excursion, staffers greet 
us with cool washcloths 
and watermelon juice, a 
refresher on this warm, 
steamy afternoon. The 
excursions are enticing, 
but in many ways the 
star of the trip is the 
205-foot boat itself. 
Built by Francesco Galli 
Zugaro, who has been 
operating riverboats on 
Peru’s Amazon since 
2008, the Aqua Mekong 

is sleek, elegant, and 
spacious with stylish 
interiors created by local 
architects (Saigon-based 
Noor Design). The 20 
suites are 322 square 
feet each with floor-to-
ceiling windows, rain 
showers, and central 
air conditioning. But 
the rooms are just the 
beginning: Play foosball 
in the combination 
library/game room. 
While working out in 
the fitness center, take 
in views of the river and 
fishermen trawling for 
the morning catch. Sip 
exotic cocktails such 
as the Kampot Fix — 
ArteNom 1414 tequila, 
fresh lime, star anise, 
Thai basil, and mild 

“Anything that moves 
Cambodians eat,” Galli 
Zugaro says.

But there’s human life — 
vibrant, bustling, finding 
a way to make a home in 
this aquatic world — and 
access to these places is the 
trip’s genius. The people 
we meet aren’t wealthy 
but share an irrepressible 
desire to connect. 
Exuberant kids jump and 
wave from their platforms 
and call out in English: 
“Hello sah, how are you?”

During the trip we’re 
offered the option to bike 
through some land-based 
communities along the 
Tonle Sap near Phnom 
Penh. A few of us ride in 
streets cluttered with cows, 
visiting a school, a woman 
who makes clay pots, and 
a man who harvests palm 
sugar by climbing trees.

On our penultimate day 
on the river, we reach the 
Tonle Sap’s confluence 
with the mighty Mekong 
River and cruise past 
Phnom Penh (we’ll return 
the next day to explore the 
capital’s Royal Palace and 
other sights). We take the 

TWO VI EWS:
Top, from far left, 
the Aqua Mekong, 
one of the boat’s 
Design Suites, 
a local artisan 
boat painter, 
the Mekong’s 
sundeck. Above, 
a young monk. 
Below left, a 
floating village.

skiff to shore and bike 
on Silk Island (Ok Nha 
Tey) to a settlement 
where women harvest 
silk from worms and 
turn it into intricately 
woven scarves. It’s 
a dazzling ride past 
towering hay bales, 
clanking wooden horse 
carts, and luminous 
emerald rice paddies. 
I don’t want this bike 
excursion, or this trip, 
to end, so I ask our 
guides if we can ride 
just a bit longer. They 
consent; we keep 
going as the sky starts 
to darken. Soon the 
clouds follow through 
on their threat and 
we’re drenched. But 
no matter, we’re just 
a short skiff ride away 
from our golden boat, 
and a final evening 
of tasty drinks, 
toothsome food, and 
all the comforts of 
our Southeast Asian 
paradise. 

Details: Aqua Mekong 
cruises start at $1,050 per 
person per night. 866-603-
3687; aquaexpeditions.com


