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Cruise Call

SK IF THEY FEED THEM – IT ALL 

seems a bit fishy.” After spend-

ing six hours dodging potholes, 

oxcarts, scooters, and a seething 

summer squall line, I arrive in Kratie, Cam-

bodia, on a scouting mission for endangered Irrawaddy dolphins. 

Despite the fact that fewer than 100 still exist on the Mekong, within 

ten minutes of motoring midriver on a longtail boat, I’m surprised to 

see a couple beeline right toward us, with three more off to the side. 

For the record, the dolphins aren’t fed, trained, or cajoled, and their 

convivial show may have earned them a supporting role with the new 

Aqua Mekong, which launches in September with four- to eight-day 

sailings between Ho Chi Minh City, Phnom Penh, and Siem Reap. 

When Aqua Expeditions founder Francesco Galli Zugaro learned of 

the dolphins, he decided to see if they’d make a worthwhile diversion 

for custom itineraries of his 40-passenger riverboat, and I tagged 

along to find out what he has in the making. 

 Clockwise from top left: 

Aqua’s founder scouting 

villages, the shipyard, and 

a temple on Tonle Sap.

An exclusive behind-the-scenes look 
at the Mekong’s newest adventure 
in the making. BY JUSTIN PAUL

RIVERBOAT
LAUNCH A

HOW TO
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of Southeast Asia. Like the Amazon, the  

Mekong is exotic, and it’s an all-year desti-

nation with easy air access.” 

During high water, passengers can cruise 

the entire 300-mile route through Vietnam 

and Cambodia, following the Mekong from 

Ho Chi Minh City to Phnom Penh. At the 

Cambodian capital, the ship turns toward 

Tonle Sap, Southeast Asia’s largest fresh-

water lake, which leads to Siem Reap.

2  NAIL THE DETAILS.

On a muggy morning apparently designed 

to make clothes cling like clear wrap, we 

shout above teams of arc welders, steel cut-

ters, and grinders at Ho Chi Minh’s huge 

Triyards shipyard. Aqua Mekong sits dry-

docked beside a massive oil rig support ves-

sel, the paint team priming its hull. Standing 

on the back deck, if you try you can almost 

replace the scent of burned metal with the 

items in a Phnom Penh kitchen with his chef 

and bar consultant, critique ship’s uniforms 

at a fashion show in a couture designer’s Siem 

Reap studio, and more. Zugaro’s hands-on 

approach – rather than delegate from afar, he 

relocated his family from Peru to Singapore, 

keeps an apartment in Ho Chi Minh City, and 

ventured throughout the region seeking cul-

tural and wildlife highlights – shows why his 

first two ships became stars on the Amazon. 

It’s a perfect snapshot of the legwork that top 

tour operators must put in to live up to travel-

ers’ ever-increasing expectations.

1  FIND YOUR SPOT.

When it came time to branch out, Zugaro 

searched Africa, India, and Asia for a river 

that combines rare wildlife, rich culture, and 

lively river communities with an iconic world 

wonder. “Angkor Wat is the door opener to 

the region,” he says. “It’s the Machu Picchu 

Like its lifeblood, river cruising has proved 

an unstoppable force: Viking River Cruises 

christened 16 vessels in 24 hours this spring 

and has a dozen more in the works. Avalon 

Waterways will launch three by year’s end 

and two more in 2015. Though Europe’s chan-

nels have seen the most influx, Southeast 

Asia is lapping at its heels: Belmond recently 

doubled down on Myanmar with a second 

vessel, the Orcaella, sailing the Irrawaddy 

and Chindwin rivers. Next summer Ama-

Waterways will launch the 124-passenger 

AmaDara on the Mekong, which improves on 

its other two ships there with an enhanced 

spa and a second restaurant focused on local 

cuisine, aft cabin placement (as on its Euro-

pean riverboats) for the best lounge and sun-

deck views off the bow, and a quieter engine. 

“Cambodia is a very spiritual, extraordi-

nary place,” says AmaWaterways president 

Rudi Schreiner. “The country has a long and 

interesting history stretching from around 

the fourteenth century, when Angkor was 

the world’s largest city, through the Khmer 

Rouge rule to today. It’s a mix that appeals 

to backpackers as well as well-educated and 

sophisticated travelers. River cruisers here 

expect experiences such as visiting Bud-

dhist monks at temples in Oudong, along 

with the comforts of large cabins, good 

food, and European service standards.”

Ensuring high standards is just part of 

the reason Aqua’s Zugaro is here. Over the 

course of a busy few days, we’ll check in on 

the Aqua Mekong’s progress at the shipyard 

in Ho Chi Minh City, taste potential menu 

From left: Designer Eric Raisina pulls a uniform prototype for his model, searching for river dolphins 

near Kratie, chef Matt Bazley preps a test dish, and a stilted village on Tonle Sap.
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“The ship’s bar will incorporate as many 

local ingredients as possible,” he says, “such 

as Cambodia’s famed Kampot peppercorns 

and fresh sugarcane juice, a Southeast Asia 

staple rarely seen in the West.” 

At the cooktop beside Alessandroni, head 

onboard chef Matt Bazley grills mussels and 

simmers red curry with crab and Thai basil. 

While the ship will serve a mix of Asian and 

Western dishes, we’re here to see if these few 

will make the cut. It’s a delicious selection of 

recipes from David Thompson, Aqua Mekong’s 

executive chef, who won the first Michelin 

star awarded to a Thai restaurant, Nahm. 

“There’s quite a difference in the cuisine as 

you head upriver,” Thompson explains. “Per-

haps most noticeable is an enhanced earthi-

ness and change of fish.… I’m hoping to have 

Matt visit some of the villages that make ban 

chok noodles and serve them with a delicate 

fish curry perfumed with lots of lemongrass 

or a prawn-and-chili-jam number.”

  6  LOOK SHARP.

It’s hard to imagine a place farther from 

Paris’ catwalks than Siem Reap, yet inside 

Eric Raisina’s studio, it’s easy to see why the 

Madagascar-born, Paris-trained designer 

was asked to design for Christian Lacroix 

and Yves Saint Laurent. “My vision is in-

spired by Indochina with a modern twist 

and a Cambodian touch,” he explains of the 

elegant, slate-gray uniforms he’s propos-

ing for the Aqua Mekong crew. One “touch” 

shows in the silk krama, the traditional 

Khmer belt, scarf, headdress, and do-all ac-

cessory that ties the crew’s look together. 

  7  LEAVE A GOOD IMPRESSION.

Of course, a key part of launching a river-

boat is helping ensure its route’s culture 

and attractions are there for future travel-

ers to enjoy. Given Cambodia’s numerous 

charity organizations (as well as a recent 

proliferation of scammers), Zugaro is still 

vetting partners. “We focus on grassroots 

initiatives that our guests have the option 

to participate in,” he says. “It’ll either be 

education- or health-focused.”

4  STICK TO YOUR STRENGTHS.

“Rather than trying to do everything, we 

focus on creating the best experience on the 

river,” Zugaro says as we buzz from Phnom 

Penh’s Raffles hotel to La Table Khmère res-

taurant by tuk-tuk one night. An example: 

The Aqua Mekong will be the only ship car-

rying a fleet of speedboats, which allow for 

impromptu wildlife excursions and provide 

access to shallow canals and remote float-

ing or stilted villages that others have to 

pass up. Instead of coordinating pre- and 

post-cruise sightseeing and activities, Aqua 

aims to be a key puzzle piece that Virtuoso 

advisors use, along with their on-site con-

nections and Raffles, Park Hyatt, and Aman 

hotels, to tailor complete Vietnam and Cam-

bodia trips according to clients’ interests.

  5  CRAFT KILLER COCKTAILS AND 

FEED THEM WELL.

At La Table Khmère’s private kitchen, 

bar consultant Joe Alessandroni is mix-

ing up gin and tonics with Kaffir lime and 

a lemongrass swizzle, along with a heady 

mangosteen-enriched sangria that gets 

calls for seconds – just a couple of options on 

our taste-testing menu. Future passengers: 

You’ll toast his name. 

light char of chicken and prawns on its fu-

ture barbecue – almost. Inside, metal studs 

delineate the spa treatment rooms, bars, 

lounges, and game room – home to an Ital-

ian foosball table with a crystal-glass frame, 

teak players, and cork balls for less noise.

In a warehouse next door, a model state-

room with floor-to-ceiling windows, rain 

shower, double-sink vanity, and USB charg-

ing plugs in the nightstand awaits fine-

tuning. All 20 cabins are the same size, 320 

square feet, with a daybed sitting area in 

place of the traditional balcony for those who 

opt for more air-conditioned space. Remov-

able walls allow for connecting family rooms 

or expanded suites with one bedroom and 

the second room configured as a living room.

3  STAND OUT FROM THE CROWD.

As we walk through the ship, Zugaro details 

a few Mekong riverboat firsts he decided on 

after sizing up competitors: complimentary 

satellite Internet access (which won’t cut 

out away from port cities), a private screen-

ing room with wood-paneled walls that also 

serve as surround-sound speakers, and a 

canopy-shaded sundeck pool (other vessels’ 

pools bask in the open – great for tanning, 

not so much for the overexposed or those 

who like their pools refreshing and cool). 

Also, the Aqua Mekong’s 1:1 guest-to-staff 

ratio and 10:1 guest-to-

guide ratio are both the 

river’s best. 

The gr a nd 
pla n: 
Aqua 

Mek ong 
r ender ings.

The Vietnamese plant the rice, 
the Cambodians watch the rice, 
and the Lao listen to the rice.
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that’s a big step in two right directions.

As a last dolphin rolls in the distance and 

the river laps gently against us, it’s clear 

that the next time I make this trip, it’ll be 

by riverboat. “The Vietnamese plant the 

rice, the Cambodians watch the rice, and 

the Lao listen to the rice,” the saying goes 

about how life mellows as you move up the 

Mekong. Perched on a seat of a skiff, it’s 

a peacefulness you’ll want to feel too. 

Environmentally, the Aqua Mekong will 

sail with a reverse-osmosis water treatment 

plant, be powered by low-emission engines, 

and use chemical-free cleaning products. But 

perhaps what passengers will notice most – or 

not – is the ship’s exterior decking. A compos-

ite of rice husks, salt, and mineral oil, it looks 

like stained teak, but doesn’t have the plastic-

like tone or touch of many faux eco-woods. 

From what I felt underfoot at the shipyard, 

WHEN TO GO  For Aqua 

Expeditions’ full eight-day itin-

eraries or other riverboat trips 

from Phnom Penh to Siem 

Reap, go during the high-

water season (July through 

November). March and April 

are the hottest months, when 

highs exceed 100 degrees.

GETTING THERE  Cathay 

Pacific flies nonstop to

Hong Kong from seven North 

American gateways daily, 

with connecting service to 

Ho Chi Minh City, Phnom 

Penh, and Siem Reap.

GO  Aqua Expeditions’ 

new 40-passenger ship 

launches in September for 

four- to eight-day journeys 

between Ho Chi Minh 

City and Phnom Penh or 

Siem Reap, depending on 

river levels. Charters can 

customize itineraries to see 

the Irrawaddy dolphins and 

more. Departures: Tuesdays 

and Fridays, September 30 

through 2014; from $3,000.

Next year, Avalon Water-

ways’ Avalon Siem Reap 

joins the Mekong fleet. The 

36-passenger ship sails 

between Ho Chi Minh City 

and its namesake in Cambo-

dia as part of a 14-day tour 

that includes multiple-night 

stays in the cities en route. 

Departures: Multiple dates 

July 13 through November 

30, 2015; from $3,709.

For a more expansive trip, 

AmaWaterways’ 16-day 

Vietnam and Cambodia tours 

pair eight-day cruises on the 

124-passenger AmaLotus 

with hotel and land programs 

in Hanoi, Siem Reap, and 

more. Sister ship AmaDara 

debuts on the river next sum-

mer. Departures: Multiple 

dates September 2 through 

December 23; from $4,398.

STAY  A sanctuary from 

scooters’ tinny din, the Park 

Hyatt Saigon’s 244 rooms 

place you within easy walk-

ing distance of Ho Chi Minh 

City’s Opera House and 

Reunification Palace, and 

its 2 Lam Son martini bar is 

a nightlife hot spot in a city 

full of them. A tip: Whether 

or not you linger there, don’t 

miss the hotel’s excellent 

pho for breakfast. Doubles 

from $290, including 

breakfast daily and lunch 

once during stay.

Aside from the Royal Palace 

a short tuk-tuk ride away, 

Raffles Hotel Le Royal has 

been Phnom Penh’s top 

address since 1929. The airy, 

170-room property features 

a spa, large pool, and French 

and Khmer cuisine in Res-

taurant Le Royal, along with 

the Elephant Bar – an expat 

institution that threatens to 

overshadow the city’s historic 

Foreign Correspondents 

Club. Doubles from $195, 

including breakfast daily and 

a 50-minute massage.

King Norodom Sihanouk’s 

former Siem Reap guest-

house, 24-suite Amansara 

channels serenity from the in-

cense pots on your doorstep 

down to the monks chanting 

on the in-room stereo when 

you return from Angkor Wat. 

The ’60s-style retreat has 

a tuk-tuk fleet, as well as 

complimentary house bi-

cycles. Doubles from $1,200, 

including breakfast and lunch 

or dinner daily, guided temple 

tours, and a 45-minute foot 

massage.  

CRUISE THE MEKONG
Your riverboat adventure starts here.

HOW TO

!

ALASKA!
grand not to explore on your own 
terms.  Your  travel advisor 
and s know there is no 
“one” way to explore Alaska, just your 

on how to vacation in the great land.

  If you have your own ideas of your 
vacation,  and your 

 travel advisor will customize 
your vacation so you get the most value 

for your vacation time and money.

 W
time or planning to visit again our 
dynamic team will ensure you see it 
all.  From cruising the Inside Passage 
to travelling north of the Arctic Circle, 
from Nome to the Wrangell St. Elias 
National Park there are as many options 
for your vacation as you have ideas.  

V and  have 
been customizing great vacations to 
Alaska and the Canada Rockies for over 
40 years.  Put this experience to work 

your time and money.  

Let  and
 guide you!

Call your
Virtuoso Travel Advisor
today and start building

your dream vacation!




