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Cruising

Solitude in the Mekong Delta 
near Chau Doc, Vietnam.

Life, 
Uninterrupted 
On a cruise down the Mekong River  
in Vietnam and Cambodia, passengers 
become more than just spectators.  

BY KIMBERLEY LOVATO   

N THE BACK OF A MOTOR CART, FIVE OF US HOLD CONICAL 

palm-leaf hats tightly to our heads to prevent the wind from toss-

ing them like Vietnamese Frisbees. “Hello! Hello!” call roadside grill 

masters roasting corn on the cob and skewered meats. Our stomachs 

growl. The dense verdure flanking the road drips with fresh rain, and mass 

is in full swing at the Cu Lao Gieng church, built on this island of the same 

name nearly 150 years ago. Despite our recognizable headgear, called non la, 

we are obviously visitors, and that earns us friendly grins. 

It’s 4 pm, and we’ve already visited the home of a woman in her 70s who 

handmakes non la on her porch, sipped snake wine (like a potent whiskey) on 

an island in the Mekong Delta, and watched a man shape 15-foot wood planks 

over an open flame to make sampans, the ubiquitous low-profile skiffs that 

shuttle people – including us, on our twice-daily excursions from the new 

36-passenger Avalon Saigon – along the Mekong River.

I
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CONNECT WITH YOUR VIRTUOSO TR AVEL ADVISOR FOR MORE INFORMATION

Live the Martinez Moment.

Bask like a lizard by day, play social butterfly by night. There now - you are on Croisette time.

And you feel good,so very good lying in the sunshine at the Martinez in Cannes.
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translators, and conduits for a deeper in-

terpretation of our experiences. We climb 

the 300 steps to the eighth-century Wat 

Hanchey, a temple compound outside 

Kampong Cham, Cambodia, then sit cross-

legged on straw mats inside an ornate  

around us. All excursions are included in the 

fare, and dedicated guides (one in Vietnam 

and one in Cambodia) accompany us for the 

duration of the trip.  

“Guide” may not be a satisfying descrip-

tor: Our leaders are storytellers, teachers, 

Launched last September, the Saigon 

takes cruisers on 13-day land-and-water 

adventures between Ho Chi Minh City and 

Siem Reap, along Southeast Asia’s longest 

waterway, the lifeblood of the roughly 60 

million people who live and work along its 

banks and tributaries. With just 18 suites – 

all are 245 square feet, with floor-to-ceiling, 

slide-open windows – the ship remains in-

timate on its roughly 420-mile route. And, 

thanks to its shallow draft, the Saigon is one 

of the few vessels able to sail into Cambo-

dia’s Tonlé Sap (water levels permitting), a 

freshwater lake known for its Chong Khneas 

floating village, and our disembarkation 

point for the ten-mile drive to Siem Reap.  

The ship feels like a swanky floating 

boutique hotel, with a gym, a spa, locally 

sourced art and woodwork, top-notch cui-

sine, and friendly, omnipresent staff offer-

ing fresh-squeezed juice and cold towels to 

combat the humidity. It’s tempting to stay 

on board all day, but the organized morn-

ing and afternoon outings are what elevate 

us from bystanders to players in the scenes 

Suite views on the 

Avalon Saigon.
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Suite views on the 

Avalon Saigon.Avalon Saigon.
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pagoda painted the color of summer sun-

shine. Incense swirls in a warm breeze that 

whistles through the open doors, and two 

saffron-robed monks freely answer questions 

about their sequestered life. At a school in the 

village of Angkor Ban, 50 eager children listen 

to our accents and practice their English. 

It’s hard to forget that, just a little more 

than 40 years ago, this exchange could 

never have happened. Under the Khmer 

Rouge, the brutal regime that took the lives 

of more than 2 million Cambodian citizens 

in the late 1970s, teachers and clergy were 

regarded as hostile opposition and regu-

larly executed. Our Cambodian guide, Vi-

rak, openly recounts childhood memories 

of stray bullets overhead. And Phiem, the 

ship’s cruise director, shares his personal 

history as a Vietnamese boat person af-

ter the fall of Saigon in 1975. Despite these 

countries’ harsh recent backstories, the 

goodwill of their citizens is overwhelming. 

From a teeth-loosening oxcart ride through 

the Cambodian countryside to meet local 

farmers to tours of the War Remnants Mu-

seum and Cu Chi Tunnels in Vietnam, our 

diverse interactions share a common goal: 

human connection.

“Ask questions, taste our food, teach us, 

and learn from us too,” Phiem says.

 The experiences don’t stop at the gang-

plank, either. The Saigon crew are a blend of 

Vietnamese and Cambodians, and the ship’s 

air-conditioned Panorama Lounge is an all-

purpose rec room: By day, passengers relax, 

check email, and order strong Vietnamese 

coffee, but an hour before dinner, bartend-

er Resmey shakes up specialty cocktails. 

While we’re docked in Cambodia’s capital, 

Phnom Penh, teenagers from a local or-

phanage come aboard to demonstrate tradi-

tional dances. The lounge turns into a stage 

one night for an impromptu karaoke session 

with fellow travelers, then becomes a class-

room when Phiem educates us about our 

serpentine path: The Mekong tumbles more 

than 2,600 miles from its origin in Tibet, 

flowing through China; along the borders 

of Laos, Myanmar, and Thailand; and into 

Cruising

GETTING THERE Ships cruise 

north- and southbound 

on the Mekong River year-

round, typically departing 

from Ho Chi Minh City or 

via an air or car transfer 

by way of Siem Reap. 

The Avalon Saigon sails 

40 weeks out of the year, 

with regular departures 

between September and 

May, and less frequent 

ones during the summer.  

CRUISE Avalon Waterways’ 

36-passenger Avalon 

Saigon is built as long and 

wide as other ships that 

ply the Mekong, but carries 

half as many guests. The 

13-day, Ho Chi Minh City-

to-Siem Reap trip in this 

story includes three pre-

cruise days in Ho Chi Minh, 

cooking demos and farm 

visits in Kampong Tralach, 

and more. Departures: 

Multiple dates, March 

4, 2019, through April 6, 

2020; from $3,539. 

On an eight-day, Siem 

Reap-to-Ho Chi Minh 

City sailing on AmaWa-

terways’ 124-passenger 

AmaDara, excursion 

highlights include a visit 

to Phnom Penh’s Royal 

Palace and a Buddhist 

blessing ceremony in 

Oudong. Departures: 

Multiple dates, March 11, 

2019, through December 

28, 2020; from $2,299.

STAY Settle in pre- or post-

cruise at the 59-room 

Belmond La Résidence 

d’Angkor, a riverside re-

treat in Siem Reap. Angkor 

Wat and Cambodia’s other 

impressive temples are 

close by, but the hotel’s 

lush pool area and Kong 

Kea Spa are tempting 

reasons to take a rest day. 

Doubles from $255, includ-

ing breakfast daily and one 

complimentary 60-minute 

massage for two. 

Set sail through Vietnam and Cambodia.

ENTER THE MEKONG

Clockwise from top left: Seafood 
on the Avalon Saigon, the ship’s 

Panorama Lounge and its exterior, 
and Wat Hanchey. Opposite: City 

Hall in Ho Chi Minh City.
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turns midnight blue, then blush, then guava 

pink within minutes. Is the fisherman also 

in awe of Mother Nature’s morning show, or 

is it simply early-bird opportunity that lures 

him out at this hour? Whether serendipitous 

or scheduled, these interactions evoke the 

privilege of travel, a prohibitive indulgence, 

I imagine, for most people we meet, whose 

days are spent hauling produce or handi-

crafts to market, or contending with the 

Mekong’s mercurial ebbs and floods, which 

determine the season’s harvests. These en-

counters are as much chances to bolster a 

new perspective as lessons in gratitude for 

the opportunity to do so. 

The trill of outboard motors breaks my 

reverie. Seemingly out of nowhere, sampans 

ripple the river, laden with everything from 

pyramids of jackfruit to children who wave 

and yell “Hello!” I return the familiar saluta-

tions. It’s the most valuable souvenir I’ll take 

home, these daily reminders that happiness 

comes not from acquiring more, but from the 

wonders accumulated when we journey with 

our hearts and eyes wide open.  

on the bow’s open-air deck, all is quiet save 

for the arrhythmic splat of a fishing net 

landing on the water. The sun rises to fill in 

the inky outlines of riparian vegetation and 

stilted huts, and the canvas of river and sky 

Cambodia before splaying out in Vietnam’s 

Mekong Delta, a vast and swampy labyrinth 

of islands, floating villages, and rice pad-

dies. In Vietnamese, the Mekong is called 

the River of Nine Dragons, a reference to the 

nine mouths that expel the Mekong into the 

South China Sea. But Mother of Rivers, as 

it’s sometimes referred to in Thailand and 

Laos, seems most fitting, as it provides for 

so many. 

Before our final morning tai chi session 

TIP
“A cruise on the Mekong River 
is an eye-opening experience. 
I recommend planning a trip 
between August and Novem-

ber – high-water season – 
which is your best chance to 
sail into Tonlé Sap lake and 

see its incredible stilt houses.” 

– Cathy Dorton,  
Virtuoso travel advisor,  

Germantown, Tennessee
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