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TRAVELLER’S GUIDE

South-east
Asian cruises

Drifting along the Irrawaddy or the Mekong, or further
out at sea, is an adventurous way to see this region's
most exotic corners, says Caroline Hendrie

ruising in South-cast Asia has tra-
ditionally meant a tip along the
Mekong River. But today’s adventur-
ous beal traveller is increasingly spoilt
for choice with sea and expedition cruises, plus
river trips along blossoming Burma's Irrawaddy,
all bringing exotic parts of this scattered region
into reach, With neariy a dozen countries and
620m people., South-east Asia Is wonderfully
diverse, From Burma in the northwest to the
18,000 islands of Indancsia scattered Lar (o the [ §
south-east, this is a region of rich and contrast-
ing cultures. From Singapore, Kuala Lumpur
and Bangkok to tiny fishing villages and ancient
lemple complexes, there is enough to keep a
backpacker going forever. But on a single holi-
day you can now dip inlo several countries on
an ocean cruise, or explore pristine beaches
and remote communities un board an expedi-
tion ship. And there’s no better way to get into
the rhythm of rural life and religious customs
than sailing on two greal rivers, the Mekong
through Vietnam and Cambadia or on the
Irrawaddy in Burma.
The former British colony (renamed Myan-
mar by the military junta in 1989} is South-east

Asia’s most inward-louking country, discour- ing close to the Indian border. Boats call into
aging tourism and getting few visitors for three the town of Mawleik, travelling through thick
decades h:;"e Aung San Suu Kyi called for jungle and gox('iges, I\;r’ith stops at n:mol.; tem
atourism boycott in 1992, Since 2011 when ples and pagodas. The luxury 21-suite Saneruans
she gave the go-ahead for tourists to return, Ananda (020 7004 2345; sanctuaryretreats.
the trickle is hecoming a deluge. With to com) sails the Chindwin for 10 nights on four
few international-class hotel tooms to match departures in July and August 2015 from Man-
demand, plus a still-fractured infrastructure. dalay or Bagan, from £2,944pp. cruise only.
touring by boat makes sense. Classic cruises on New for this autumn is a cruise north of Man
the country’s major walerway, the Irrawaddy, dalay taking in the great gorges carved by the
travel between the 19th-century capital Manda- Irrawaddy as it flowss south from the Himala-
lay and the temple-studded plains of Bagan. yas, The new 20-cahin Kindui Pundaw wl‘lljml
Among the river's ever-growing number through dramatic mountainous scenery a
of vessel§ isan established fleet of colonial thick forests, and you'll visit the old colonial '
style Pandaw boats, named after an original | town of Katha where George Orwell lived and The Mekorg ivar- !
Clyde-built st whichwas op d hy wrote his first novel, Burmese Daps. Voyages ably cormes withthe
the Irrawaddy Flotilla Company. established Jules Verne (0845 166 7035; viv.com) includes worids mighty” oe *magnif-
in 1865. Pandaw (020 3287 6113; pandaw.com) the seven-night cruise ina 12-night trip with icent” attached when
has behen offering cruises on elegant brass and i']‘hcre s o dupirg:\nms from Novex:‘nger‘]this ;1:;; toMarch  describedin tourst i
teak ships since 1995 and will have eight boats : 2015, from £3.095pp including flights. brochures. Andit =, flowing
in Bumrby October 2013, including the Kha better i vou really want to get under the skinofthe  4,350ken from the Tibetan
Bypoo with only 10 cabins. Another Burma wavto get region, take an “Inspired Journey”™ with Cazen-  Plteautothe South China
pioneer, Road to Mandalay (0845 0772 222 f _y g ove + Loyd (020 3432 5032; cazloyd.com), led Sea, with rmcee than 60m Most cruises said for
belmond.com) celebrares 20 years on the Ir mto (he by Peter Popham, The fndependent s foreig peaple deserding on it. saven nights betwean
rawaddy next year, recently joined by the correspondent and bivgrapher of Aung San Suu  Cruses are avaiable Siem Reapin Camboda -
25-cabin Orcaella. Both boats offer three-. !'hylh I | Ky, This 11 night journey will depart 19 Sep- year-round, but therainy | gateway for the ancient
seven- or 11-night cruises. Of Tur al | tember2015, costing from .£5,700pp cruise szason (May 1o October) | Angiortemples — and Ho
As the Irrawaddy becomes busier, cruises = ar s only, including Lwo nights ar the Governor's promides access to Chi Minh City. A cruise to
are moving on to the Chindwin tributary, sail- river life’ | Residence- Rangoon’s most luxurious hotel. smaller ributaries. the heart of the twa
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' Remote river

Wl off the tourist

trail, Arakan, z litde-
visted corver ol weslem
Burma bordering India,
was an independent
wingoom until the 18th
ceatury, With aimost na
towrstinfrastucture and
its e anguage and
culture, Arakan still fesls
distant from the rest of the
country. Next autumn,
pioneenng seven-night
cruises, aboard the new

RV 'Kaladan Pandaw’, will
explore Aralan’s river
system. Visits include
Mrauk U, a 15th-century
Buddhist temple city
(abone); Sittwe, a foerner
colon@i part onthe
Kaladan river; and villages
onthe Le Nyo feer whese
women tatoo their faces.
The seves-night cruse,
departing 2 October 2015,
costs from £1,900pg,
cruise only, vath Pandaw

AricebargeinlLaos

You can get a feel for
rural life o sou

Laos zboand "Vat Phou’ 2
converted noe barge thal
now contains 12 guest
cabns an sails on the
Mekeng River from Pakse,
nearthe Thal border.

Onatwo night cruise,
you will visit the hidden
temple of Curm Moung,
sail theaugh the 4,000
islands and see the Pha
Fheng fals that form the
dramatic borcer between
Lacs and Cambedia

This cruise is offered by
Traved Indochina (01865
268940; travelindochina
couk)as part of 2 22-<lay
tourof Thailand, Laos,

Cambodia and Vietnam
that alsa includes a seven-
night cruise departing
from Ho Chi Minh City
and endingin Siem Reap.
The cost, from £4,608pp,
ncludes intamal fights but
not flights from the UX.
Other operators offerng
Mekong crusesinclude
APT (0800 046 3002;
aptouring.co.uk),

Audley (01993 838 100;

| audleytravel.com),

Travel (020-7720
9285; bambootravel
£0,4k), Selective Asia
{01273 670001
selectveasia oom) and
Steppes Trave! (0843 778
9926; steppestravel com).

Phnam Penh, the
Cambocan capital, for
sobering visits to the
Killing Fields {above) and
Genocide Museum, as
well as floating markets
and pagoda visits,

farmer French ¢olonies,
usually part of 2 longer
iUnerary, is a good way to
ohserve the contrasts
between busy Vietnam
and slower-paced
Cambodia, Cruses callat

Cross-Europe (020 8232
1281; criosieurope.co.uk)
offers 10-night paclages
on small colonial-style
boats from £1,271 per
person, full board,
excluding flights.

Maidenvoyages, from
villages to Angkor Wat

The 'Agua Mekong

from Pesu-basad
Aqua Expediticns (0808
180 035; aquasxpedi
tiors.com lunches ths
Octoberwith 20 spacious
ststes, but i nifty encugh
w0 explore the Mekong's
wributaries and penatrate

pViemam’s Tra Su Cajuput

Forestjungle. In
Cambodi, it visits remome
fAoating villages on Tonke
Sap River. Westam &
Oriental (020 76661234,
westemorental com)

offers several seven-night

cruises, from £4.435pp,
exclyding fights.

‘Avaion Siem Riep
(0800 658 1807; avalen
cruises.co.uk) launches n
January with 18 cabins Lhat
have wall-no-wall windows
that fold away to create a
balceny, Aweek onthe
Melong is bockended
with twe days 2t Anghkor
Wat (nght) and two nights
in Ho Chi Mirh City. A
two-weak escormed tip,
from £3,375pp, ncludes
flights and private trans-
fersto Heathrow
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