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Southern belle
Discover the laid-back Aussie charm of 

Queensland's Southern Gold Coast.
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KHMER 

Rice age: the 

landscape around 

Angkor's temples  

is lush with paddy 

fields and forests; 

Pokambor Avenue, 

Siem Reap
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A blend of old  
and new, East and 
West, Siem Reap 

perfectly embodies 
the changing face  

of Cambodia.  
Max Veenhuyzen 

explores the 
provincial capital 
and o"ers praise  
to the wonders  

of Angkor.
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ANCIENT TREASURES

As hallowed as its grounds are, 
the famous Angkor Wat was just 
one of the thousand-plus temples 
built by the Angkorian kings. 
Many of these holy places have 
been lost to time but there’s still 
SOHQW\!RI!WHPSOH"KRSSLQJ!RQ!R#HU!
at Angkor Archaeological Park. 
The stairs of towering Baksei 
Chamkrong. The tranquillity of 
Ta Nei. The what-might-have-
been of Ta Keo – the soaring, 
$YH"OHYHO!PDJQXP!RSXV!WKDW!
King Jayavarman V never got 
DURXQG!WR!$QLVKLQJ%!7KHVH!DUH!

SHINY new backpacks. They’re everywhere at 
Siem Reap International Airport, as are their 
dreadlocked, elephant-pants-wearing owners. 
It’s a telling detail about the type of traveller 
synonymous with this corner of South-East 
Asia but this mystical Cambodian city is 
actually a destination with mass appeal.

Well, city probably isn’t the word for Siem 
Reap, a sprawling pancake of roads, modest 
stilt and wooden houses, forests and temples 
– the area’s main draw. While I hadn’t expected 
a metropolis like Bangkok or Ho Chi Minh City 
(or even Phnom Penh, the country’s capital) 
this lack of development is surprising and, 
frankly, refreshing. Bikes outnumber cars on 
the road, with scooters outnumbering them 
all. Plastic stools and food carts line the 
streets. School uniforms stick to the proven 
grey-bottoms-and-white-shirt formula. 

It’s the sort of landscape instantly familiar 
to practised South-East Asia wanderers, 
DOWKRXJK!WKH!&UW!©HFR!'RXULVKHV!RI!EXLOGLQJV!
such as the Foreign Correspondents’ Club 
(Pokambor Avenue; fcccambodia.com) – once 
the French governor’s mansion – speak to 
Cambodia’s past as a French protectorate. 

While it’s easy to pick the locals from the 
out-of-towners, each party seems to coexist 
easily with the other; this part of the world has 
long welcomed visitors. Known once upon  
a time as Angkor, the region reigned as the 
capital of Cambodia between the ninth and 
15th centuries and was celebrated as one of the 
great civilisations. A series of natural and man- 
made disasters, however, put an end to those 
KDOF\RQ!GD\V!DQG(!EHWZHHQ!GURXJKWV(!'RRGV!
and wars, Angkor slipped into obscurity. It 
wasn’t until French archaeologists discovered 
its ruins in the early 20th century that Angkor 
was back on the map, only for Pol Pot’s brutal 
.KPHU!5RXJH!UHJLPH!WR!WDNH!LW!R#!DJDLQ%

The way Cambodians have recovered from 
WKHVH!WUDJHGLHV!UH'HFWV!WKHLU!LQGRPLWDEOH!VSLULW%!
And, like Burma, Vietnam and the region’s other 
war-torn nations, tourism is helping the country 
rejoin the global community. Cambodia is 
rolling out the welcome mat. Again. 

Purists may lament the advent of luxury 
hotels and Nick Faldo-designed golf courses 
but these developments are more about 
making Siem Reap accessible to the outside 
world than destroying the very thing that 
attracts travellers. Make no mistake: Siem 
Reap is a city with soul – you just have to be 
willing to search for it. Pack your bag (or shiny 
new backpack) and give it your best shot.

just three reasons to seek out 
less explored wat (temples). The 
smaller crowds are another.

Don’t discount the temples 
that are intact, either, particularly 
Svay Romeat in West Baray. 
Marvel at the Buddhist pagoda’s 
intricate statues and murals; 
stay for a blessing from monks 
garbed in distinct burnt-orange 
robes. When water levels in the 
nearby baray (reservoir) are high, 
it’s possible to take a speedboat 
to the temple rather than drive 
right around the lake.
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TO MARKET, TO MARKET

Comfy digs are one thing  
but there’s no substitute for 
getting out and experiencing 
&DPERGLD!"UVW!KDQG#!/LNH! 
many Indochinese countries,  
WKH!PDUNHWV!LQ!6LHP!5HDS!DUH! 
SLYRWDO!WR!ORFDO!OLIH#!$OWKRXJK!
you can get souvenirs at Phsar 
&KDV!%2OG!0DUNHW'(!3KVDU!/HX!
%8SSHU!0DUNHW'!PDNHV!IHZ!
FRQFHVVLRQV!IRU!WRXULVWV#!

$!PRWKHU!DQG!KHU!\RXQJ! 
VRQ!IRUP!D!UXWKOHVVO\!H)FLHQW!
OLYH*IURJ*EXWFKHULQJ!WHDP#!
Porcine all-sorts are piled high 
RQ!ULFNHW\!ZRRGHQ!EHQFKHV#!
Vendors sell tiny pouches of 
Kampot pepper, the spice 
V\QRQ\PRXV!ZLWK!WKH!FRDVWDO!
"VKLQJ!YLOODJH!RI!.HS(!ZKHUH!LW!
OHQGV!SXQFK!WR!VTXLG!DQG!FUDE#

2SSRUWXQLWLHV!WR!KRRN!LQWR!
WKH!ORFDO!WXFNHU!DERXQG#!+DVNHWV!
RI!QRXP!%&DPERGLDQ!VZHHWV'!
GRW!WKH!PDUNHW#!6OHQGHU!"FHOOH!
rolls are crisped over charcoal 
EUD]LHUV!EHIRUH!EHLQJ!VWX,HG!WR!
PDNH!QXP!SDQJ(!&DPERGLD´V!
DQVZHU!WR!9LHWQDP´V!IDPRXV!
EiQK!Pu!SRUN!UROO#!+HVW*RQ*
JURXQG(!KRZHYHU(!LV!WKH!ODG\!
ZKR!VSHQGV!KHU!PRUQLQJ! 
dishing out lort cha, a hearty 
VWLU*IU\!RI!VWXPS\!XGRQ*OLNH!
QRRGOH!ÂZRUPV-!DQG!EHDQ!
VSURXWV!FURZQHG!ZLWK!D!IULHG!
GXFN!HJJ#!&RPSOHPHQWHG!ZLWK! 
D!VZHHW!DQG!PLON\!LFHG!FR,HH(!
LW´V!D!PLJKW\!"QH!VWDUW!WR!WKH!GD\#

:KLOH!WKH!PDUNHW´V!VLJKWV(!
sounds and smells are a thrill  
to self-discover, enlisting local 
NQRZ*KRZ!LV!D!VPDUW!PRYH(!
especially if it’s Deborah 
6DXQGHUV!RI!ERXWLTXH!KRWHO! 
7KH!5LYHU1DUGHQ!%:HVW!5LYHU!
5RDG4!WKHULYHUJDUGHQ#LQIR'!
SURYLGLQJ!WKH!LQWHO#!;RU!FORVH! 
to a decade, the former 
0HOEXUQLDQ!KDV!FDOOHG!6LHP!
5HDS!KRPH!DQG!LVQ´W!SODQQLQJ! 
RQ!OHDYLQJ!DQ\!WLPH!VRRQ#

“Cambodia is similar to  
WKH!+DOL!RI!<=!\HDUV!DJR(-!VD\V!
6DXQGHUV#!Â7KH!DWWLWXGH!RI!WKH!

COLONIAL LUXURY

Originally built by a local 
EXVLQHVVPDQ!DV!D!>=WK* 
ELUWKGD\!SUHVHQW!IRU!KLV!ZLIH(! 
WKH!JUDFHIXO!$QDQWDUD!$QJNRU!
5HVRUW!%?DWLRQDO!5RDG!?R#!@4!
DQJNRU#DQDQWDUD#FRP'!SUHVHQWV!
OLNH!D!ODYLVK!FRQMXULQJ!RI! 
colonial Cambodia, from the 
KDQGPDGH!.KPHU!REMHWV!G´DUW! 
WR!WKH!VXPSWXRXV!JRRVH*GRZQ!
GXYHWV#!+DOFRQLHV!RYHUORRN! 
WKH!SURSHUW\´V!EODFN*WLOHG!
VDOWZDWHU!VZLPPLQJ!SRRO! 
A!DORQJ!ZLWK!WKH!KRWHO´V!
luxurious spa, it’s an ideal  

refuge from the oppressive 
WURSLFDO!KHDW#

The signature Khmer 
massage – a vigorous oil-free 
treatment traditionally used  
E\!PRQNV!WR!UH*HQHUJLVH!A! 
comes highly recommended  
and could be described as  
a frightfully strong masseuse 
SOD\LQJ!WXJ*RI*ZDU!DQG! 
KXPDQ!RULJDPL!ZLWK!RQH´V!
H[WUHPLWLHV#!0\!WKHUDSLVW! 
busts out an impressive  
DUUD\!RI!ÂKROGV-!GXULQJ! 
P\!LQWHQVLYH!B=*PLQXWH!

WUHDWPHQW#!C´P!FHUWDLQ!VKH!
PRRQOLJKWV!DV!D!ZUHVWOHU! 
RQ!ZHHNHQGV#

;RRG*ZLVH(!.KPHU!FXUULHV!
DQG!VZHHWV!VKDUH!PHQX!VSDFH!
ZLWK!WKH!XVXDO!KRWHO*GLQLQJ*
URRP!VWDQGDUGV(!ZKLOH!WRXUV! 
by Vespa and bicycle (including 
the aforementioned temple 
YLVLWV'!DUH!DPRQJ!WKH!H[FXUVLRQV!
R,HUHG#!$PHULFDQ!SKRWRJUDSKHU!
^RKQ!0F©HUPRWW´V!ZUDLWK*OLNH(!
RWKHU*ZRUOGO\!LPDJHV!RI!$QJNRU!
are an inspired choice for the 
LQ*KRXVH!JDOOHU\#

(From far left) 

Angkor's Banteay 

Srei, a 10th-century 

temple dedicated  

to Hindu god Shiva; 

ªKhmer noodlesº, or 

num banh chok, is a 

typical breakfast dish
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to leave Cambodia 
with too much riel in 
hand: many foreign 
currency brokers 
won't change it back. 

" Modest attire is 
essential when 
visiting monasteries, 
pagodas and other 
places of active 
Buddhist worship. 

" Thanks to its tropical 
climate, Cambodia  
is subject to heavy 
rains, with April to 
October being the 
country's wettest 
months.

Before 
you leave

Visiting Cambodia 
requires a little 
more planning than 
other South-East 
Asian destinations. 
However, the 
country and its 
warm people will 
UHSD\!\RXU!H"RUWV!
handsomely. 

Joannès Rivière was born  
in France’s Loire Valley but  
the chef now spends his days 
championing the food traditions 
of his adopted homeland, most 
notably the diverse array of 
IUHVKZDWHU!#VK!FDXJKW!LQ!7RQOp!
6DS!ODNH$!Â7KH!LQWHUHVWLQJ!WKLQJ!
about Cambodian cuisine is that 
sweet, salty, spicy, bitter, tannic 
and sour aren’t necessarily 
combined and balanced in  
one dish but they’re balanced  
on the table,” says Rivière.

And so it is with bold, 
uncompromising cooking in  
the vein of sour langoustine 
soup with Makassar fruit and 
waterlily stem, and maam – 
SUDKRN´V!UH#QHG!FRXVLQ$!:KLOH!
my experience with modern 
Cambodian cuisine is limited, 
it’s safe to say there’s not a chef 
in the country doing what 
Monsieur Rivière is doing and 
Siem Reap is all the richer for 
&XLVLQH!:DW!©DPQDN´V!SUHVHQFH$

&KDQUH\!7UHH!%3RNDPERU!
Avenue; chanreytree.com) is 
another go-getter specialising  
LQ!WUXH'WR'W\SH!.KPHU!(DYRXUV$!
7KLQN!ULFH!FUDFNHUV!ZLWK!IULHG!
IUDQJLSDQL!(RZHUV!DQG!QDWDQJ!
sauce – a rich joy of coconut, 
pork and ground shrimp – plus 
char kroeung, a local stir-fry of 
frog legs and spice. It’s not the 
sort of dining that travellers 
ZRXOG!H[SHFW!WR!#QG!LQ!
Cambodia but this spirited 
South-East Asian nation has  
a habit of surprising visitors. 

Read about 10 unforgettable 
experiences in Cambodia at 
travelinsider.qantas.com.au.

people, the tropical climate, a 
glorious Buddhist culture: they’re 
all positive things to be among.”

Her tuk-tuk tours are a 
splendid introduction to the 
little-known, albeit delicious, 
world of Cambodian street  
IRRG$!7KH!EXON!RI!WKH!OHDUQLQJ!
takes place at the 60 Road night 
market on Road 60, a dizzying 
mash-up of outdoor bazaar, 
children’s amusement park  
and open-air restaurant.

My informant has a theory 
that the better the vendor’s hat, 
the better the food and I think 
she’s onto something. Like “auntie 
lort cha” from the market, the 
lady tending Saunders’ favourite 
food stall has a thing for exotic 
millinery; her red-and-gold 
paisley headwear is as colourful 
as the sticks of grilled chicken, 
SRUN!DQG!#VK!VKH!VHOOV$!/RRN! 
out for prahok, a fermented  
#VK!SDVWH!WKDW´V!HPSOR\HG!DV! 
a condiment in the Khmer 
kitchen but can also be eaten 
with rice and fresh vegetables.

KHMER CUIS INE

:KLOH!PRVW!&DPERGLDQV! 
eat at home and at modest 
street-side eateries, a growing 
number of restaurants are  
trying to reconcile the worlds  
RI!.KPHU!FRRNLQJ!DQG!#QH!
dining with pleasing results.  
7KH!EHVW!NQRZQ!LV!&XLVLQH!:DW!
©DPQDN!%:DW!©DPQDN!YLOODJH)!
cuisinewatdamnak.com), one  
of Asia’s 50 Best Restaurants.

" Australians travelling 
to Cambodia require 
a 30-day tourist visa, 
which costs about 
$52. Applications can 
be lodged online at 
evisa.gov.kh. 

" Although the 
country's official 
currency is the riel 
(one Australian dollar 
is worth about 3000 
riel), US dollars are 
widely accepted. 
Keep a handy supply 
of low-denomination 
American notes to 
pay for purchases at 
the market. Try not 

French chef Joann"s 

Rivi"re from Cuisine 

Wat Damnak (right); 

his pork shank curry 

with chanterelles, 

winter melon and 

basil (top) 

REP
Qantas flies to Bangkok, 
with connections to Siem 
Reap via partner airlines.  

qantas.com

F L I G H T  P A T H

Chanrey Tree 

restaurant by  

the Siem Reap  

River (above) 


