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As I leave the magnificently designed modern Mumbai airport with its dimly lit lotus-
shaped lamps as far as the eye can see, I look forward to the next adventure that 
beckons. Armed with my overstuffed duffle bag, I keep repeating the mantra “please do 
not break” as I transit to Bangkok and then Siem Reap. I think trying to survive out of a 
duffle bag for 3 months is going to be one of my life’s greatest accomplishments. My 
friend Sonya, the perfect partner in crime for the next phase of my journey, flew in from 
Miami to meet me. 

Inspired by Hollywood (of course), I have dreamt of visiting Cambodia since 2001 after 
watching Angelina Jolie in Lara Croft Tombraider. I did not swing from massive 
vines in the jungle looking for ancient relics with Daniel Craig for a sidekick, but my 
adventure was equally exciting somehow. From exploring magnificent ancient temples 
to riding bikes around the cozy city to watching the dancing apsaras perform, this has 
been a vacation of a lifetime. 

We fell in love with the town of Siem Reap and rearranged our travel schedule to stay 
longer. Our beautiful luxurious home for the week was the Angkor Village Hotel 
(www.angkorvillage.com) thanks to Sonya’s great find on hotels.com. An oasis of 
rejuvenation with its artistically designed bungalows, bridges, stunning outdoor lounge 
and dining areas, and gorgeous pool we swam in almost daily. 

Siem Reap’s energetic markets are filled with rich vibrant paintings of temples and 
meditating buddhas under nagas (serpents), silk scarves and shawls in an army of 
colors, silver jewelry, artistic bags and decorated purses. The vendors call out to us in 
their sing-song limited english “lay-deeee you wannna make me mon-eeeee? how much 
do you wannna pay meeee?” Obviously their English teacher did not inform them that is 
not the proper or polite way to attract customers. The lively streets are bustling with tuk 
tuks weaving through traffic, bicyclists pedaling furiously, and pedestrians wandering 
with tourist maps in hand. 

Chamkar, an organic vegetarian restaurant with the most mouth-watering coconut 
curries, is by far the best place to dine in town with $5 gourmet meals. We enjoyed 
several meals at Peace Cafe, located conveniently right next to our hotel, with its 
relaxing ambience and daily yoga classes, a local favorite. We attended a sunrise rooftop 
yoga class nearby one morning and found tranquil spots by our hotel pond other days. 
The most stressful part of our day was deciding when to schedule our daily massage and 
choosing between the unbeatable value of $14 or less for a full body massage or a $6 
hour-long foot massage. I am fully aware that my lifestyle right now is a little envious 
and promise I am not trying to rub it in! 

Pros, our own personal tuk tuk driver, chauffered us around for a grand total of $15 per 
day. Our first full day we did the “boot camp” temple tour waking at 4:30, in our tuk tuk 
by 5 am, and arriving at Angkor Wat before sunrise. We waited in anticipation for the 
darkness to lift to get a glimpse of this magnificent architectural marvel with an excited 
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crowd of several hundred people. Covering 500 acres, the temple has layers of encircling 
courtyards, designed to represent the Hindu concept of “heaven on earth.” 

Built in the 11th century by King Surayavarman II as a temple dedicated to Lord Shiva, it 
was later converted to a Buddhist temple in the 15th-16th century. It was “built by 
50,000 Khmer artisans and laborers with the help of 4,000 elephants over a 40 year 
period”- quoted from Temple of a 1,000 Faces, a historical fiction story by John Shors, 
one of my favorite authors. Highly recommend reading this spell-binding book that I 
could not put down! 

We bought a 3 day entrance pass into the temples and it is impossible to say which one 
is my favorite. Bayon’s countless giant faces of the Buddha facing each direction on 
spiraling towers is magnificent beyond words.Ta Som, a small circular temple 
surrounded by a pond, had splendid coiled serpents at each of the four entrances. 
Preah Ruph was a magestic monument to Lord Shiva with shiva lingams everywhere. 

Ta Prohm, where Lara Croft Tombraider was filmed, has the most magical enchanting 
trees I have ever seen that seem centuries old. The roots are intricately intertwined with 
the temple edifice stretching in endless directions. One of my most rejuvenating and 
inspiring mornings was visiting shortly after dawn before flocks of tourists arrived. In 
the temple courtyard I found a spot to watch the sunrise over the temple and listen to 
the melodious chirping of exotic birds while I went deep into meditation. The experience 
was priceless. 

After centuries of decay or devastation, many of these temples are being restored. Ta 
Prohm’s restoration is being financed by the Indian government. These glorious 
temples, true architectural marvels, were built by Cambodian kings to honor their 
ancestors and worship Hindu deities and were later converted into Buddhist temples.  
What is true of all grand religious edifices is the same essence: places of worship that lift 
our spirits, make us believe in the grandeur of design, feel there is more to life than just 
our small existence. 

It is this kind of architecture that inspires us and makes us feel we are touching divinity. 
As I witness the birth of beautiful edifices and sanctuaries of worship, the destruction 
that comes with invasions and wars and eroding with time, and then of course the 
modern rebirth as a major tourist attraction drawing in tons of visitors to support the 
local economy, it seems the cycle of life continues…. 

Despite the glorious era of building amazing temples, it seems every country has a dark 
side. The bloodshed of the Khmer Rouge are part of Cambodia’s brutal history and the 
War Museum we visited was horrific with its myriad cruel weapons and devices. (A note 
to all my friends who are empaths- please avoid visiting war museums.) The guide 
shared a story of witnessing the Khmer Rouge enter his home and kill both of his 
parents. I have no idea how he retells this story every day. 



The suffering the Cambodians experienced at the hands of the dictator Pol Pot who 
seized power in 1975 reminded me of the ruthlessness of Nazi Germany. He persecuted 
Buddhists and feeding a monk was considered an offense punishable by death. Isolating 
the country from the outside world, he killed 2 million Cambodians, roughly 1/5 of the 
population who were outright murdered, worked to death, or died of starvation. The 
Vietnamese invaded in 1979 and overthrew him but it wasn’t until 1998 when Pol Pot 
died that the last remnants of this brutal regime finally disintegrated. I was horrified to 
learn that the U.S. supported the Khmer Rouge as part of their strategy to bleed the 
Soviet regime to end the Cold War. It was not until 2007 that the UN backed genocide 
trials of Khmer Rouge officials began. There is no justice for all those lives lost. 

A boat tour of Chang Kneas to see the famous floating village with a school, gym, temple, 
and other amenities was mind-blowing. 3,000 inhabitants dwell here but the smelly, 
dirty, polluted river did not make it a pleasant experience. After 6 days in Siem Reap, we 
traveled 7 hours by bus to Phnom Penh, the capitol of Cambodia. In this unimpressive 
city for less than 24 hours, we saw the Royal Palace, the National Museum, and 
meditated at a local Wat (temple) with giant Buddha statues. 

We headed next to Saigon, also known as Ho Chi Minh, for the last 1.5 days of our trip. 
It is possibly the most adrenaline-filled city I have ever witnessed and feels like it is on 
speed thanks to the potent brews of steaming Vietnamese coffee that are available on 
every street corner (Sonya’s theory). Motorbikes dominate the streets and also the 
sidewalks making it impossible to cross the road, but every road we crossed felt like a 
small victory. We heard stories of conniving purse snatchers in the city preying on 
tourists and did not believe this until unfortunately Sonya experienced firsthand a 
speedy greedy devilish motorcyclist flying by us on the sidewalk who deftly snatched her 
purse. She let out a scream but before we knew it he was gone with all her money, credit 
cards, and iPhone. It was remarkable to see Sonya’s poise and grace in handling what 
most would consider a traumatic situation but she counted her blessings that her 
passport was safe back in the hotel room. 

Flying out of Saigon today. Stay tuned for my next blog post to hear where I am off to 
next! 
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