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SIEM REAP, CAMBODIA
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ANGKOR WAT MAY BE SIEM REAP’S BIGGEST CLAIM TO FAME,
BUT THERE'S MUCH MORE TO SEE AND DO IN THIS
CHARMING CAMBODIAN CITY by JONATHAN PONNIAH
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Trendy Indian restaurant along Pub Street

ngkor. The v
and awe; such is the fame and allure of

name evokes wonder

Cambodia’s biggest tourist attraction

With ancient t palace complexes
spread over a 400-square kilometre site, the
Angkor Archaeological Park ranks right up
there with the Giza Pyramids and China's Great
Wall on the list of must-see man-meacde wonders,
One can spend a full week exploring the
numerous relics of the once-mighty Khmer
civilization, including of course the iconic
central temple complex, Angkar Wat, the giant
stone faces of Bayon, and the forest-shrouded
remains of Ta Phrom, made famous by th
Angelina Jolle adventure flick, “Tomb Raider’

The gateway to Angkor is the charming

nple &

the nver from which it gets its 1
Reap thrived after the
‘discovered’ the lost city of Angkor in the early
20th cemury and, today, it
second largest city after Phnom Penh with a
150.000; many of
whom are involved in some facet of the tourist

Western world

Is Cambodia’s

population of just under

trade.

While Siem Reap
prosperity to the famous temple ruins about 20
minutes’ drive away, 1o brand the city a one-hit
wonder (s being a little unfair, There's quite a
falr bit to see and do apart from temple-gazing

owes (ts relative

in and around Siem Reap, avgmented by its
vibrant restaurant and pub culture

Some of Siem
Reap’s stroat
vendors are
land-mina victims
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Despite its city designation, Siem Reap is
nat very big and it's easy to get your bearings
right after ane or two visits. Most of the trendy
restaurants and pubs are located along and
around a road near the P'sar Chas (Old
Market), popularly known as 'Pub Street’ or
‘Bar Street’. Many of these establishments are
owned by western visitors wha fell in love with
the Cambodian people and their laidback way
of life, and decided to stay.

Whatever your culinary preferences, there
is bound to be something that suits your pallet
(and wallet), fram fine French and fusion Italian
to Indian curries and even TexMex. Vegetarian
fare is available in most of the Indian eateries
and spme of the Khmaer restaurants.

If you're looking for authentic local dishes
such as ‘Amok’ (a fish or meat-based pasty dish
similar to our ‘Nyonya Otak-Otak'), Khmer Beef
and local curries, the choice of restaurants |Is
endless — it all depends on your budget and
sense of adventure. You can opt to dine where
the locals do. In the backstreet ‘karaoke’
restaurants, or try the more upmarket joints
where a meal will still only set you back around
US$10. Khmer food is similar to Thai food,
always leaning towards sweet but generally
less spicy. Dried snake salad and grilled frog
are two more exotic options for those who dare,

And beer is cheap! You can get a bottle of
the local brew, Angkor (surprised?) for less
than US$1, or opt to pay a little more for a
famlliar name - Anchor. The Malaysian beer is
quite popular here, which — with all due respect
to Guinness Anchor Breweries (Anchor is a
great beer) — could have something with the
similarity of its name to Siem Reap's main
claim to fame.

After-dinner entertainment is as varied as
the dining options., and range from lively
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themed bars and rustic pubs, boasting catchy
names such as ‘Angkor What?", ‘Giddy Gecko'
and 'Dead Fish Tower’, to raunchy nightclubs
and karaokes in less touristy parts of town.
Most tourists stick to Pub Street and its
surrounds, which is more than enough to keep
one occupied for a whole fortnight of wining
and dining.

There are also many massage joints in this
part of town, offering traditional Khmer
massage as well as Thai and other treatments.
Most are bonafide and it's only about US$10
for an hour-long massage. The Khmer massage
is simllar to its Thai counterpart but with less
bedy contertions, which makes it more relaxing.

If you're looking for something a little more
cultured, get in a dinner show at the Apsara

nga shops ate plentilul,

Theatre of the Angkor Village Resort
(www.angkorvillage.com), which Is about 10
minutes” from town on the way to Angkor Wal,
The theatre’s ballet troupe performs classical
as well as modern dances twice a night, a
6.30pm and 8pm.

If your hotel is close to town, a greal way
1o move around I1s by bicycle, which is easily
rented either from your hotel or outside,
Otherwise, ‘tuk-tuks’ are plentiful and good
value for money, as are ‘motodops’ (motorike
taxis). You can hire a tuk-tuk for the day fon
between 5$15 to US$25; the usual practice &
for the driver to drop you off al one spot and
then pick you up from the same spot at g
predetermined time, and so on until the day's
agreed Itinerary is done.

WHERE TO GOLF
There are two golf courses In Siem Reap, the
Nick Faldo-designed Angkor Golf Resor
(www.angkor-golf.com) and the Thai-ownad
Phokeethra Country Club (www.phakeeths
golf.com) and both are wellworth playing
Angkor Golf Resort enly opened for play o
December of 2007 but is already being!
heralded as one of the best new courses iy
South East Asia, The par 72, 7297-yard layol
weaves its way through scenic wetlands and
huge lakes, with no less than 82 bunkers:
adding to its challenge and aesthetic vals
The seashore paspalum fairways and Tifdwaf
greens are in excellent condition, and putting
speeds can reach up to 9.5 on the Stimpmele,
Phokeethra was completed in early 20074
and is well-known in the feglon as the venue farl
the Asian Tour's Johnnie Walker Cambodig
Open in 2007 and 2008. Designed by Thal
Major-General Weerayudth Phetbuasak, the pa
72, 7224yard course also has a wetland fe]
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WHERE TO STAY

T heres a dge buffer of hotels to choose fom
in Sieym Reap, from backpacker BB ar
Juse USS5 a night 1o five-star hotels with
all the lusterions rappings.

One af the best borels is the Anglor
Palwee Resore & Spa. (wtvresangkorpalice
resortcom), the fine: Cambodian-owned
five-star resort botel in Stem Reap, The
spitcions horel sprinwils over 11 héctars of

Angker Palace Resort & Spa

KHMER
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Locared frust 10 nainiteees from Siert Reap Na decly
2\ y e ,
torn snd 20 mimees from the Angkor Thik Yeis ot

Archacological Park, the resore offers 259 lecuriously-appornted mooms with tradittonal Kinner fittings, privace
butlconies el ynoetern amentties. There ave afso ejght villas for those willing o spurge ow e more privite revear.

The hotel prides stselfon it FerB ontlers and for goed reason. Tihe Sunset Café is a grea place fora fine-
dining experience, while the Sariva Restanonant serves up some tasey Khmer dishes, Comte sundoron, the Lobly
Lounge offers a relaxing envivonnient to wnwind with a beer or cockeatl, while enjoying the in-hotse band,

Iy need mare proaciive repuverasion, spend a few hows at the Kaimane Spa which has a wide mnge
of ereatments including the misrstry Kber massage. For golfers, a frll-fledgee dviving range complete with &
proshop and shaded bays awaits,
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WHEN TO GO

This is the tropics, which means that Stem Reap i a year-round destination. However, you may wint to avoid
the nionthy of Mizy and June, when the southsoesteri monsaon can bring the hnmidity tevel way up. December
and Jamgary are coristdered the best months to vists, as the hymidiny i ar its lowest and one ysuall) enjoys cleay
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GETTING THERE

Malaysia Airlines and Afr Asia  fly regriliarly to Stem Reap front Kuala Lamprer. Flight sime is arosened tvo howrs

el planes land ar the Aughor Inernational Airport, which is ouly seven kilomerves from Siem Reap.

Stemn Reap ie alio acceisible by road fom Phnont Pent, a fourney songh vuseic countrytide that takes
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and is a grea

test of golf. Golfers enjoy the
added attraction of an anclent Khmer
monument, the remains of an 11th century
Roluh' bridge, near the clubhouse.

WHAT ELSE TO DO

I time permits for other excursions aparl from
temple trekking and golfing. try and work in a
visit to the Angkor National Museum in town for
in intriguing insight into the history of Angkor
and the Khmer culture. And try to verify if the
museum's claim of having 1,000 Buddha
figures is true! The entry fee of US$12 may be
a bit steep but is worth spending,

The welldocumented atrocities of the
Khmer Rouge may be buried in the past but
grim reminders of Cambodia's darkest era can
be found all over the country. One of these is the
Wat Thmel temple just outside of town on the
way to Anghkor, which houses an orphanage and
@ bone slupa about te mark the Khmer Rouge
killing fields' in this area. There's no entry fee,
but visitors are asked to make a donation.

About 30 kilometres from town is the small
but interesting Landmine Mussum, a private

LAngkor National. Museum

venture set up by local deminer Aki Ra to
educate people about the perils of the booby
traps. It's hard not to be moved during a visit
here, as the guides are mainly leenagers who
were orphaned or injured by mines. Only US$1
per entry, but you may want to top that up with
a donation as all money received is used to help
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land mine victims.

A day-long excursion worth considering isa
visit to the northern banks of the great Tonle
Sap Lake, where you can take a boal ride past
the floating village near the ferry harbour and
ogle al the sheer size of South East Asia's
largest freshwater body. m
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