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A River Runs Through It

t’s cocktail hour and in the dimly lit 
lounge a bartender shakes up a storm 
as the last brushstrokes of day fade 

on the horizon. Darkness comes quickly 
on Cambodia’s Tonle Sap Lake, as if a gi-
ant vacuum has sucked up all the light, 
leaving only inky darkness punctuated 
I`�[OL�I\TISLILL�ZV\UKZ�VM�ÄZOLYTLU»Z�
long-tail boats as they head out on the 
night’s catch. It’s a breathtaking transi-
tion, enjoyed from a unique perspective. 
The beautifully styled Aqua Mekong river 
cruiser, which launched midway through 
October, is by far the most luxurious way 
to experience Tonle Sap and the mighty 
Mekong River, two waterways that are 
vital to Indochina. Combining the chic 
décor and personalised service of an 
inner-city boutique hotel with the cul-

tural immersion that comes with life on 
the waters of Cambodia, Aqua Mekong 
heralds a new era in high-end tourism for 
one of Indochina’s least visited corners. 

0[»Z�[OL�ÄYZ[�UPNO[�VM�V\Y�MV\Y�UPNO[�P[PULY-
ary as we cruise from Siem Reap, home 
to Angkor Wat, Cambodia’s tourism lega-
cy, across the ocean-like lake and down 
to the capital, Phnom Penh, from where 
the ship continues on the Mekong into 
Vietnam. The route and the many excur-
sions along the way are explained by the 
ship’s team of Cambodian and Vietnam-
LZL�N\PKLZ�K\YPUN� [OL�ÄYZ[�UPNO[S`�IYPLM-
ing. In the comfort of the ship’s intimate 
SV\UNL�� ^P[O� P[Z� WVSPZOLK� ^VVK� ÅVVYZ��
ÅVVY�[V�JLPSPUN� ^PUKV^Z� HUK� ILZWVRL�
furniture, the guides map out our pro-

gress east and south across the vast ex-
panses of Tonle Sap as the captain raises 
the ship’s anchor and we begin to cruise 
into the darkness. 

Tonle Sap Lake is perfect for expedition-
ary cruising. A vast, dumbbell-shaped 
body of water, it’s a crucial ecosystem 
and home to over a million people whose 
SP]LZ�HUK�SP]LSPOVVKZ�LII�HUK�ÅV^�^P[O�
the lake’s waters. During the wet sea-
ZVU��^OLU�ÅVVK^H[LYZ�MYVT�[OL�/PTHSH-
yas expand Tonle Sap to 12,000 square 
kilometres, making it one of Asia’s larg-
LZ[� MYLZO^H[LY� SHRLZ�� P[Z� ÅVH[PUN� ÄZOPUN�
communities move together into deeper 
water. During the dry season, when we 
visit, the lake shrinks to 2,500 square kil-
ometres, its villages returning to the lake 

Nick Walton cruises Cambodia’s Tonle Sap Lake aboard the newly launched Aqua Mekong, a luxury river 
cruiser that promises to take well-heeled adventurers far from the tourist traps.

I

Banks en Masse and the waters of Tonle 
Sap Lake reversing in a unique hydro-
dynamic phenomenon that can be seen 
from the ship.

Aqua Mekong is the newest vessel of 
Aqua Expeditions, a two-ship expedi-
tionary cruising company owned by Ital-
ian-American Francesco Galli Zugaro. 
His passion for expeditionary cruising 
was forged during years working with a 
cruise line in the Galapagos Islands and 
his two South American ships ply the 
Peruvian Amazon. Many of my fellow 
guests, who number just 27, have cruised 
on the Aqua Aria or Aqua Amazon, and 
have eagerly awaited the new ship’s ar-
rival on the Mekong.

She was worth the wait. Designed by 
Saigon-based architect David Hodkinson 
and built in shipyards in Singapore, Aqua 
4LRVUN�PZ�[OL�ÄYZ[�Ä]L�Z[HY�]LZZLS�VU�[OL�
Mekong, a river that’s increasingly sought 
after by intrepid travellers.  Dressed in the 
natural tones of polished wood and lo-
cally sourced fabrics, the Aqua Mekong 
is spacious, airy and modern without be-
PUN�ÅHZO �̀�;OL�ZOPW»Z����+LZPNU�:\P[LZ�¶�
eight of which feature private balconies 
– weigh in at a surprising 30 square 
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metres and are minimalist yet welcom-
ing, with plush twin daybeds wreathing 
French door-styled windows, addictively 
good king-size beds and walk-in rain 
showers. It’s also the little touches that 
go a long way, from the Nespresso coffee 
machine and built-in USB connectivity 
[V�[OL�JVTWSPTLU[HY`�^P�Ä�ZLY]PJL�HUK�H�
triple-fold turndown service that makes 
coming back from excursions a dream. 
For the ultimate indulgence, intercon-
necting suites may be booked together to 
create private living rooms and multiple 
bedrooms. 

Despite its expeditionary credentials, 
modern touches extend throughout the 
Aqua Mekong, from the bar on the top 
deck, with its collection of small-batch 
rums and inventive evening cocktails, to 
the plunge pool perched above the bow 
and the intimate day spa. A crew ratio 
of 1:1 and a menu created by Michelin-
starred chef David Thompson, who regu-
larly joins the ship, ensure this is no sim-
ple river meander. 

Early the next morning, we depart the 
ship on the modern skiffs that had 
brought us from the pier outside Siem 
Reap. These powerful vessels – the only 
ones of their kind on the lake – are a sig-
nature of the Aqua experience and offer 
guests a chance to explore deep within 
this unique aquatic landscape. Loaded 
with cameras and Aqua water thermoses 
– one of many green initiatives created 
by the company – we set off, bound for 
[OL�ÅVVKLK�MVYLZ[Z�VM� [OL�7YLR�;VHS�)PYK�
Sanctuary, a fundamental component of 
the Unesco-recognised Tonle Sap Bio-
sphere Reserve that encompasses Cam-
bodia’s Great Lake. 

Regarded as the single most important 
breeding ground in Southeast Asia for 
many threatened waterbird species, the 
sanctuary covers an impressive 31,282 
hectares in the lake’s northwest corner 
HUK�PZ�[OL�WLYMLJ[�ÄYZ[�L_J\YZPVU�MVY�(X\H�
Mekong’s newest guests. The company 
has entered into a partnership with the 
sanctuary’s research station that allows 
the ship to use its own skiffs rather than 
the station’s rather dubious options. The 
Mercury engines of the skiffs run almost 
ZPSLU[S �̀�HUK�^L�JY\PZL�[OYV\NO�[OL�ÅVVK-
ed landscape with breaths caught as 
^L�ZW`�ÅVJRZ�VM�NYLH[�LNYL[Z�HUK�0UKPHU�
shags. Atop trees slowly dying from their 

guano, Oriental darters parade before 
us, their outstretched wings drying in the 
sun, while squadrons of giant pelicans 
patrol above, their expansive wingspan 
allowing them to glide high above the 
ÅVVKLK�]PZ[H�^P[O�LHZL��

Under one large water-wreathed tree, we 
chat with three poachers-turned-rangers; 
the sanctuary is home to many endan-
gered species, and hunters who once 
preyed on the migratory visitors now 
protect them at 36 ranger stations. Armed 
^P[O� YPÅLZ� HUK� YHKPVZ�� HUK� WLYJOLK� PU�
tree houses for days at a time, the rang-
ers maintain passage through the sanctu-
ary, guarding the many species passing 
through the submerged forests, especial-
ly during the dry season when numbers 
of birds are highest. We keep one eye 
on the trees and another at their base in 
search of elusive Siamese crocodiles. 

In the afternoon, as the heat of the day 
begins to ebb, we set out again, this time 
IV\UK�MVY�VUL�VM�[OL�SHRL»Z�THU`�ÅVH[PUN�
villages. In the tiny village of Kampong 
Khleang, children and adults alike glide 
through mirror-like waters on traditional 
long boats, leaving lingering wakes that 
wash against homes perched on pon-
toons. Fish farming is a core business 
on the lake and each simple home is at-
tached to netted tanks of thrashing cat-
ÄZO�

We head on, navigating by line of sight 
and GPS through the labyrinth of tree-
tops that reach over eight metres from the 
lakebed. Pure white herons burst from 
the foliage and into a sky that’s vivid blue 
HZ�[OL�ÅVH[PUN�]PSSHNL�VM�4VH[�2SH�LTLYN-
LZ�MYVT�H�ZLH�VM�NYLLU�[YLLZ�HUK�YLÅLJ[-
ed clouds, excited children rushing to 
doorways and waving frantically as we, 
HTVUN� [OL� ÄYZ[� MVYLPNULYZ� [OL`»]L� ZLLU��
cruise by. Dusk begins to stretch across 
the sky as our pair of skiffs, a makeshift 
convoy of local boats in our wake, bee-
SPUL�MVY�[OL�]PSSHNL»Z�[PU`�ÅVH[PUN�[LTWSL��
where a wizened old monk and three 
novices greet us with a blessing chant 
that dances across the water. It’s nothing 
short of magical. 

The inclusive excursions, combined with 
the comforts of the most modern ship 
on Asia’s rivers, make Aqua Expeditions 
unique. During the four-day itinerary, 
^L� ]PZP[� ÅVH[PUN� HUK� Z[PS[LK� JVTT\UP-

ties, some thriving towns and intimate, 
isolated villages; we visit families that 
have crafted silver and silk for genera-
tions, and are welcomed into homes to 
L_WLYPLUJL�SPML�VU�[OL�SHRL�ÄYZ[�OHUK��0U�
Chnok Tru, I watch as massive ice blocks 
HYL�ZOYLKKLK�H[�H�ÅVH[PUN�PJL�MHJ[VY �̀�HUK�
as homes and stores are formed into con-
voys to be repositioned in deeper water. 
In tiny Koh Oknha Tey, we visit a local 
school and take turns to donate station-
ery supplies and sing with the children, 
and amongst the palm plantations of 
Kampong Chhnang, we watch Angko-
rian pottery re-spun and sip palm nectar 
in the shade. It’s cultural immersion with 
creature comforts.

Of course, it’s no hardship returning each 
evening to cocktail hour in the lounge 
and David Thompson’s stunning cuisine 
in the ship’s intimate dining room. Famed 
MVY�ILPUN�H^HYKLK�[OL�ÄYZ[�L]LY�4PJOLSPU�
star for a restaurant serving Southeast 
Asian cuisine, at Nahm in Bangkok, 
Thompson serves up delectable dishes 
on the Aqua Mekong as sharing platters, 
the daily changing menus laced with sig-
nature favourites, from river prawns with 
tamarind and palm sugar served on betel 
leaves, to sticky ribs, green papaya salad 
HUK�ÄLY`�JVJVU\[�SHRZH��3VJHSS`�ZV\YJLK�
ingredients, including Khmer Kampot 
ISHJR�WLWWLY��4LRVUN�9P]LY�JH[ÄZO�HUK�
prawns, and fruit from the markets of 
Siem Reap and Phnom Penh, ensure bril-
SPHU[�ÅH]V\Y�JVTIPUH[PVUZ�HUK�PUZPNO[M\S�
cuisine throughout our cruise, even if a 
few passengers had their palates – and 
spice tolerance – tested. 

And then, each evening, it’s back to the 
lounge or one of two outdoor decks, to 
^H[JO� ÄZOLYTHU� S\YL� [OLPY� JH[JO� ^P[O�
NYLLU� ÅVYLZJLU[� IHY� SPNO[Z� [OH[� Z^H`� PU�
the evening breeze, and to listen as si-
lence cascades across the Great Lake 
once more.

The Flight
Fly from Jakarta to Phnom Penh with 
Garuda Indonesia www.garuda-indone-
sia.com

The Cruise
A four-night downriver itinerary is priced 
from US$3,500 per person, inclusive of 
all meals, selected beverages, transfers, 
excursions and internet access. www.aq-
uaexpeditions.com
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