Cambodia-Thailand February-March, 2005
Pictures Bangkok – Cambodia - Trat: http://groups.msn.com/MagalisTravel/shoebox.msnw
Tuesday, 15th of February 2005
We chose East jet to travel east... d´oh!  Well, it was the cheapest option at the time.  We took a free Fly Me ticket from Gothenburg to Stockholm on Saturday the 12th of February in the morning.  Our flight from Arlanda to Bangkok wasn’t leaving before midnight, so we had 12 hours to spend in Stockholm… wonderful!  It was approximately 0ºC, and we just had a light jacket, suited for a tropical South East Asian temperature.  You wouldn’t believe how boring it is to spend 12 hours in Stockholm, when all you want to do is get on that plane to a warm and sunny place.  Anyways, we caught a movie, ate some kebab (ush… still regret that one) and met up with one of Christians Stockholm buddies to have dinner and some beers.  By the time we got to the airport, we were quite tipsy, but mostly dead tired.  The flight left with an hour delay and existed of 10 hours of boringness.
We arrived in Bangkok the next day around 4pm.  Little had changed, and Kao San Road still looked “same same”, “no different”…  The prices, however, sky high; the chances of finding a guest house for less than 200 baht were minimal.  Lots of tourists, even more chaotic traffic and bad air, and rip off prices on the souvenirs and clothes on Kao San.  We decided to stay one day, to buy a digital camera, and then get out of there.  Both Christian and I had spent much longer times in Bangkok to explore the city, so we didn’t have anymore need to do that once more.
Thursday, 17th of February 2005

It’s the 4th day of our short journey.  Well, actually it is the 6th day if I’m counting the first 2 days it took for us to get here.  We finally are out of Bangkok, where we bought a digital camera and a MP3-player.  Now we have image and sound!  And pictures to go with these words!
The day before yesterday was our three years anniversary.  Sadly enough we spent it on a bus... typical.  But then again, we had decided to head for Cambodia and see the famous Temples of Angkor.  We had to be ready to leave at 7am, but by the time we left Bangkok it was 9:30.  Being still jetlagged, I really would have enjoyed those two extra hours of sleep... but whatever, no stress...  It was time for me to relax and not care...  With empty stomachs, we arrived in Aran three hours later, about 20 km from the Cambodian border.  There was of course only one restaurant where the bus stopped, with prices adapted to the tourists planning to cross the border.  I had Pad Thai, Thai fried noodles with peanuts, one of my favourites.
Taking a large commission, our driver fixed our Cambodian visas, and 40 minutes later we jumped into a Song Thaw to cross the border.  Travellers were arriving in tons, and we had to stand in a long waiting line before we got through customs.  The heat was killing us and sweat was running down our bodies.  But no suffering, no stamps in our passports, and that’s what we came here for after all!  The more stamps, the happier!  Going into Cambodia, it became soon obvious that life was much more primitive compared with Thailand.  As Christian quoted: “Thailand, but 20 years ago”...  From the border we still had a five hours drive in front of us to Siem Reap, a small town where close by Angkor.  The five hours turned out to be seven, and the road was veeery bumpy!  It was like driving Paris – Dakar in a minibus without suspensions.  The main road was basically a dirt road, with deep holes, and rocks sticking out everywhere.  Wondering how long these minibuses actually survived, I can still feel the pain in my back now (two days later).  When we arrived in our guest house around 9pm, I felt like I had suffered a brain concussion.
Nevertheless, after a quick shower, we still had the courage to go down and have a few beers with Tim, from the US, and Chris, from England.  Tim was on a long vacation for at least 4 months, and Chris was out and about for a year. Actually, most of the travellers we meet on the road are into it for the long run, and once again I daydream back in time to my own 8 months journey.  It was a wonderful life where time seemed to be endless.  I admit that I envy my fellow travellers who are doing the same now, and every day I wish I could get out there myself once more.
The next day we set off to see the temples.  We hired a tuktuk for the whole day for ten bucks, who would drive us there, and in between the temples.  The tuktuks in Cambodia are slightly different from those in Thailand.  They consist of a motorbike with a sitting cart attached to the back.  Where as the Thai tuktuk is a three-wheeler, where the bike and cart are one piece, which is of course much more stabile.

After our first real Cambodian meal, an Amoka curry (like the Thai curry, but with tomato), we left the guest house around 11am.  I love rides in tuktuks, as long as they are not in a polluted city with too much traffic (like Bangkok or Bombay...).  You get a nice breeze, which is very welcome in a 33˚C heat, and sometimes it can even be romantic (depending on who’s sitting next to you I guess).
Angkor Wat was the biggest and most impressive temple of them all.  It’s the one you will find back on postcards, and for which thousands of tourists come from all over the world to be amazed by its grandness.  Further on there were around 30 other “smaller” temples and temple ruins, spread over approximately 20km², of what used to be a jungle landscape.  “Used to be” because most of it was cut away in order to make the temples more visible.  However, some of the 1000 to 1500 years old temples were still overgrown with huge jungle trees, so that they wouldn’t collapse.  Ta Phong was the best example; being there was like entering the Indiana Jones movie “Temple of Doom” for real.  It smelled, sounded and felt like the rainforest, where hundreds of parrots and other tropical feathery animals held house in the high trees.
Pictures Koh Kood - Bangkok: http://groups.msn.com/ChristianMagali/shoebox.msnw
Saturday, 19th of February 2005

I am sitting in our guesthouse in Trat, writing my diary on the laptop and eating fresh mango.  We are back in Thailand, and happy to be so.  

After our visit to the Temples of Angkor, we were dirty and sweaty, and happy to be back in the guesthouse.  Some people take three days to see Angkor, but one day of temple hopping is more than enough for me.  We wanted a beach, and we wanted it fast.

That evening we had dinner at the Siem Reap night market.  I had coconut rice with fried fish and it was gooood!!!  For me, one of the highlights of travelling to Asia had always been the food.  I could eat it for the rest of my life without a problem.  Not only is it yummie, it’s also healthier and the portions are much smaller than in Europe.  I haven’t seen a scale yet since I got here, but I think I already lost a little bit of weight.  Lovely!  
Being a fresh PDA member, we also tasted a few dark beers, stouts, for which Cambodia is known to be famous.  One of them, Black Panther, tasted nice and sweet.

We decided we didn’t want to go for another brain concussion, and headed back to Thailand via the south.  On the 17th we took a speed boat from Siem Reap to Phomn Phen, Cambodia’s capital city.  To get to the speed boat, we first had to take a slow boat from the boat station.  Don’t even start imagining a boat station as you would do; the boats went from a fishermen’s village where the houses were small crappy huts made out of a few bamboo sticks and the poverty reminded me of India.  The smell was unbearable and the water was greyish and murky.  I wondered how fish could possibly survive in it.
The boat got packed with almost the double amount of people than it could actually carry, not to mention the luggage everyone had with them.  (It amazed me how much luggage some tourists have; it only motivated me more to just bring one small backpack, not more than 40 litres, the next time I go travelling.)  The boats engine made weird sounds, and it hardly moved over the water because of the heavy load.  At a floating jetty, out in the open water, we luckily got to change to the speed boat.  We got to sit on the top of the roof during the whole five hours boat ride.  We first crossed the lake and then followed the river southwards to Phomn Phen.  On the way we saw poor fishermen and children in their small boats waving at us, rich tourists on a modern speedboat.  What a contrast, and how are you supposed to feel by that?  How do they feel by that?  I heard someone say they don’t even comprehend it, but personally I have my doubts about that.  Well that’s a discussion that could on for a long time, and it is not meant to be held right now.
It was noon when we arrived in Phomn Phen and we had missed the last bus of the day to Sihoukville (which was the next town on our way to the Thai border).  So we had to spend the night, despite the fact we didn’t want to spend time in another big city.  But when we got to our guesthouse, it wasn’t all that bad; it was situated by a lake and our room was built on poles over the water.  It was really a chill place and we could watch the sun set over the lake from the terrace, with its hammocks, sofa’s and pool table in the back.

Both Christian and I had severe sunburn in our faces and on our hands/arms from sitting on the roof of the speedboat.  We looked like red lobsters and I didn’t like the sight of it at all.  

But we forgot all about it after some good Indian food, some Lao beer by sunset followed by our first taste of Sam Song.  Sam Song is some sort of Thai rum, and besides it making you drunk, it also gives you a funny feeling... hehe...  Those Thai! We sat on our balcony until late, and talked about life...
Yesterday we travelled further from Phomn Phen to Trat, via Sihoukville and Koh Khong, and we managed to do the trip in one day.  And here we are!

To give you some final impressions about Cambodia; it was nice, but hardly as nice as Laos and Thailand.  Actually the only thing worth seeing there is Angkor.  The rest of the country doesn’t have much to offer.  It’s a bit more expensive than Thailand and still people try to rip you off with every single occasion you want to buy something.  I know that happens in many countries, but these guys are extreme.  The good thing is that with a bit of effort you can pay five times less by negotiating.  But it gets tiring after a while.  The Cambodians are a beautiful people; young girls and boys all have the same cute faces.  There is little typical Cambodian food, or as they called it: Khmer (read: khamer) food.  Most dishes have Thai or Chinese influence.  I’m glad I went to Cambodia, and now I have that extra stamp in my passport! (
And now it is time for some chillin’n relaxin’!  First thing tomorrow morning we are taking the boat to Koh Chang for some quality beach and hammock time.

It’s 4:30pm now, and we are heading to the night market to drink some Chang beer and eat some yummie food!

Monday, 21st of February 2005

A few days before we left on this vacation, I did some research to find out which islands would be nice to go to.  Basically I had two requirements; that we hadn’t been there before and that is was a remote place, a quite and deserted island not ruined yet by the many tourists that come to Thailand each year.  I knew the last part was wishful thinking, but I was keeping my hopes up and my mind open.
While surfing, I stumbled on to place called “Koh Kood”.  It’s one of the many smaller islands surrounding Koh Chang.  I had never heard of anyone going to those smaller islands, so I guessed they must be quite deserted.  When I read further I found out it was quite hard to get there, since it was so remote, and few boats were going there.
When we were in Trat a few days ago, we already had made up our minds that we were going to Koh Chang; we didn’t want to spend more time in cities, looking for a way to get to other islands.  Then we met Benno…
Benno is a Swiss guy, who was staying in our guesthouse in Trat.  We started chitchatting a bit, and later found out that he was taking a boat to Koh Kood the next day.  It was a boat for locals, fishermen and people who lived on the island, and came over to Trat now and then to buy rice and other goods.  There was never anything mentioned about this boat in guidebooks or tourist information pamphlets.  I wanted to go too!  I convinced Christian, and the next day at 10am we were at the boat station, together with Benno, and another couple he was showing the way.  The couple was Danish, and that’s why we were already drinking beers at that hour.  All the other passengers were island locals, with all their rice and stuff, and two Buddhist monks.  It was a colourful slow motorboat, completely open on the sides, two small decks where people could take a nap, and a ladder going to the rooftop, which lay full of ready to plant palm trees.  On the four hour boat ride we had time to get to know each other.  Benno is a darkly tanned guy with bright blue eyes and long brown curly hair.  Kind ‘a handsome actually…  We talked about travelling, life and all the tings you talk about when you’re on the road.

It was a beautiful day, and I felt good.  Happy that I was on my way to the unspoiled island I was looking for!  I sat down at the far front of the boat and leaned over.  I was flying over the waves, and they danced on the rhythm of the music coming out of my newly bought MP3-player.  The endless movement of the ocean…  Looking at it, my thoughts flew back to Suan Mok: everything in life is endless, even life.  Everything dissolves and then comes back, rolls away, and returns, dies and is reborn, endlessly… just like waves in the ocean.  I looked back to the other side of the boat and saw the monk, listening to his own music, and he smiled at me.  I smiled back.
Tuesday, 22nd of February 2005

Benno could arrange a free ride from the pier to his guesthouse, if we decided to stay there at least one night.  From there on we could look for another place in case we wouldn’t like it.  But we liked it… and we stayed!

Ban Klong Chao is the name of the Thai family ran guesthouse on the borders of the Chao River.  “Ban” is Thai for house, “Klong” is Thai for river and “Chao” is the name of the river.  Baan is the owner of the house. She doesn’t speak English; neither do most of the island’s inhabitants.  Maa is Ban’s husband and together they have two daughters Goi and Get.  Only Goi speaks some English, she learns in school.  She is the communication link between her family and the “farangs” (white people).  But most of us farangs staying here on Koh Kood, find it much easier to learn a few words of Thai.  And so it became that the family is teaching us basic Thai, and we are teaching them basic English.  It’s fun and it gives a nice atmosphere.  Because Koh Kood is still one of the unspoiled islands, not known to most travellers, tourism hasn’t been developed that much yet.  It feels more as if we are staying at a Thai home, than in a guesthouse or resort.  There is not really a restaurant, and certainly not a menu, so we often eat what the kitchen offers, and sometimes we sit together with the family to eat.  It’s one big happy family atmosphere where everybody knows one another.
We live in some sort of a three room bungalow, three rooms under one big open roof.  We have the middle room.  Benno lives in the room on our right side.  The room on the left side is housed by Bob, a middle aged farang from British Columbia and Mayo, his Thai girlfriend.  He is one of the many farangs in Thailand who chose a Thai woman, and live either in Asia or in their home country.  This reminds me of our flight from Stockholm to Bangkok; almost half of the passengers were Swedish men with a Thai woman, and very often one or more half ‘n half babies.  It made me realise there are really more of those than one might think.
Anyway, Bob goes home to Canada a few times a year to run his business, but lives on Koh Kood most of the time.  Mayo runs her own massage business, and functions more or less as a guide for first time visitors to the island.
Bob and Mayo live permanently at Ban Klong Chao, or as we like to call it “on the Klong”, until they find a house here on Koh Kood.
Lee also lives here permanently, with her Swedish boyfriend, Richard, who we unfortunately won’t get to meet since he’s in Stockholm for the moment.  

Besides that there are only two other rooms, but they are not taken for the moment.

The funny thing with the open roof is that you hear every little sound from the room next to yours, meaning… well, I will leave that up to your imagination!

Tuesday, 1st of March 2005

It’s been a week since I’ve written something.  Why?  Because I now have a golden membership in the “Do Nothing Club”!  And I love it!  Well, Christian and I did some things, but none of them were planned.  And that just made it much more fun.

It’s so peaceful and quite here… especially now that we are the only people staying at Ban Klong Chao.  Benno left yesterday.  We had an amazing time together thou.  One night we had a drinking party here at the Klong…  People from other guesthouses or resorts love to come here because of the nice atmosphere… and the delicious food.  We must have been about ten, or more, persons, with eight nationalities: Canada, Switzerland, Germany, Italy, Sweden, Belgium, Japan and Thailand.  The Japanese guy, Kozo, only spoke Japanese… but who cares?  I always loved those “get togethers” with people from all over the place; you can learn so much from each other and it gives such a nice international spirit to the evening.
We also got to make real good use of those fishermen pants we always wear while we are in Asia; we went fishing with Maa and Luan… barracuda fishing.  Luan is Maa’s friend and he owns the fishing boat which lays here at the small pier with the guesthouse.  The first time we didn’t catch a thing.  Second time Christian went fishing alone with Luan, and then they caught lots of fish!  Of course I was upset!  So typical, when I’m not around all fish gets caught!  The third time we went all together; Christian, Benno and I, and the catch were pretty good.  I pulled in about three fish myself, and we caught six large fish in the end.  Going fishing here is wonderful.  With the small boat you go down the Klong strait to the ocean.  From there you get to see the magnificent sunset, while you prepare the lines for fishing.  Barracuda fishing here is very much down to basics; a few hooks provided with squid as bate are attached on a fishing line, and the whole thing is just thrown into the water.  No rolling up devices and things like that… you just pull in the line by hand.

Waiting for the fish to bite, is the perfect time for some good conversation, by sunset, with good people around you…  

(No, I never really went fishing in that way before…)

When Christian was out fishing for the second time, I did something just as funny.  Actually I just wanted to lie in the hammock until he had returned, but then Bob asked me if I wanted to go for ride on his chopper to explore the island.  I discovered what a beautiful paradisiacal island Koh Kood is from the comfortable back seat of his bike.  When we came back at the Klong one hour later, Maa asked if I wanted to join him to Ao Salaat, a small fishermen’s village on the other side of the island.  He needed to go shopping seafood there.  He too took me on the back of his motorbike and off we were…  The ride took quite a while, and after 25 minutes we started descending a hill down to the village.  From up there I had a beautiful view on the ocean and the sun setting at the horizon.
Ao Salaat consists of a long row of basic houses built on poles over the water at the foot of the hill we had descended.  You went from one house to the other by walking over a bunch of planks which didn’t seem all that stabile.  Well, the worst that could actually happen is falling into the warm turquoise ocean water beneath…  
The fishing boat carrying the fish Maa wanted too buy hadn’t arrived yet, so he bought me a beer.  We sat at the “local pub” and talked…  Him not being all that strong in English, and me being even worse in Thai, it was rather challenging…
At the source of the Klong lays a beautiful waterfall, about 45 minutes walk inland.  There are different levels with pools, and it’s totally deserted!  One of those you only see in the movies…  You could swim naked all day, and no one would ever know; (hey, don’t get any ideas…).
In the upper pools you can’t hear the sound of the waterfall anymore…  But you do hear sound; you are surrounded by pure, wild jungle, full of wildlife.  The singing of a thousand birds, the shouting of geckos, the chirping of crickets and tons of other weird animal sounds is all you hear while you bathe in the peaceful lukewarm water.
The Klong ends in the ocean, about 100 meters away from Ban Klong Chao, just as far as our walk to the beach, which is almost as deserted, but just as beautiful as the waterfall.

Koh Kood is unspoiled because there’s tourism is almost non-existing.  Because tourism is almost non-existing, everything is very basic.  Don’t expect to find post cards or internet.  (We had to go to the local police station to check our e-mails.)  You can go snorkelling, but with your own gear, because snorkel tours and dive shops are not readily available.  No touristy restaurants (beside in a few of the totally empty resorts) or bars; after 9pm everything is quite, and after midnight there’s no electricity.  Another fine example are the showers at Ban Klong Chao; there is running water, but the water comes in such small amounts that running showers are out of the question.  You simply scoop water out of a basin, and over your head and body.  Works fine by the way!  You start realising how much fresh water we spill as modern westerners.  And it feels great to not do that for once.
Hot showers are made as followed: you fill a huge black bucket with water in the morning, put a black lid on it and put it on a place where the sun shines all day.  By dusk you will have a big bucket of nice hot water to shower.  I never use the system thou… it’s warm enough in Thailand (and so is the water), and hot showers are an unnecessary luxury to my opinion.
Living without the luxury we have in our daily lives is another freedom.  Travelling light, with only a few t-shirts, fishermen’s pants, and some other basic necessities like a hammock, mosquito repellent and sunscreen.  You really don’t need much more.  It may sound scary to go travelling with almost no luggage (or at least I seemed to think so), but it’s so great!  You don’t need anything more in Southeast-Asia.  The less you take with you, the less worries you have.  Freedom from “things” is what you could call it.  Yes, of course we had a lab top with us this time.  But that will not be my plan for my next journey to a warm country.  Because then I will have no more to carry around but a small 40 litres backpack.  And that’s a fact!
Time for some more of… doing nothing at all.  If you need me, I’ll be in my hammock! (((
Saturday, 4th of March 2005

We left Koh Kood on Thursday.  To get back to the main land, we took the same local boat to Trat.  Maa and Lee’s cousin drove us to the pier with their motorcycles.  Lee’s cousin was “Isaan”, originally from the north of Thailand, just as Lee herself.  They come from a very poor family and had to work at a very young age in order to provide food on the table.  Lee had to walk several hours per day to get fresh water.  By the way, did you know most Thai people who are not from Bangkok only go to school until the age of twelve?  If they go to school at all.  Luckily Lee went to school until she was twelve.  Richard taught her how to speak English (which is a big plus for a Thai person).  He also helped her build a house for her family up north.  

The evening before we left, we had dinner with the whole family in the family house.  Sitting on the floor, eating Isaan food (veeery spicy!) with your hands while bringing out our best Thai that we learned the past two weeks, was a great way to end our stay at Ban Klong Chao.
I Trat we bought those typical Thai triangle pillows, which we had wanted for so long.  Then we got ourselves some Thai massage, which was great by the way, to kill the time before taking a night bus to Bangkok.

Yesterday morning we arrived in Bangkok.  We had agreed to meet up there with Benno.  The three of us spent a great day together.  After checking into our guesthouse, we headed for Bobai market, a huge market for whole sales of clothes.  Ridiculous low prices for the fashion to be in the summer of 2005!  Fun snooping around there…

After that we went for beer drinking on Khao San Road.  We had more good talks about life, and supper at my favourite Bangkok restaurant (don’t ask…).  To end the night we went to a Thai dance club.  Even thou the streets of the Khao San area have just as many tourists as Thai people, we were the only farangs in the club.  Guess most tourists prefer to hang out with other tourists instead of locals… hmmm.
Today we are flying home.  We didn’t buy the souvenirs we planned to buy for people at home (sorry guys), and we didn’t sent our postcards until we got at Bangkok airport.  All that because we were to busy enjoying.  The fact that there are neither souvenirs nor postcards for sale on Koh Kood may also have something to do with it.
Friday, 18th of March 2005

It has nearly been two weeks since we came back from Asia.  When we landed in Stockholm the temperature was -15º.  In Gothenburg we got a modest 20cm of snow.  Luckily the sky was blue the first week after we came back.  It made the climate shock more bearable.

And in Sweden everything is the same.  But everything feels lighter now.  My batteries are loaded, and I’m full of energy.  Luckily, because I’ve worked almost non-stop the past two weeks, not to mention the writing of a lab rapport, an essay in Swedish and three different exams for school.

Next week is Easter, and we still have a temperature of 0ºC here in Gothenburg.  But I’m cheering up.  I just applied for something very funny this summer… (
Until then…
Ciao

Magali

