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PREFAZIONE

Cambodia was largely out of bounds to tourists until recently, but now, areas that were unsafe because of Khmer Rouge guerrillas and bandit groups have been returned to the control of the Cambodian army, and virtually the whole of the country has become accessible. For many travellers, lured by the prospect of little explored and unspoilt regions, Cambodia has become a top destination on Southeast Asia's otherwise well-trodden tourist trail. 

The Kingdom of Cambodia, with a population of ten million, occupies a modest wedge of land, almost completely hemmed in by its neighbours, Vietnam, Laos and Thailand. Its glory days began in the early ninth century, when the rival Indian-influenced Chenla kingdoms united under King Jayavarman II to form the Khmer Empire , a powerful and visionary dynasty, which, at its peak, stretched from Vietnam in the east, to China in the north and Burma in the west. Recent history has been less kind to the country. French colonization was followed by an extended period of turbulence and instability, culminating in the devastating Kampuchean holocaust instigated by Pol Pot's Khmer Rouge in 1975. The brutal regime lasted four years before invading Vietnamese forces reached the capital in 1979 and overthrew the Khmer Rouge. Pol Pot and his supporters fled to the jungle bordering Thailand, from where they continued to wage war on successive governments in Phnom Penh. Pol Pot's death in 1998 finally signalled the demise of the Khmer Rouge, and their subsequent surrender has given Cambodia a real chance for peace for the first time in thirty years. There are indeed many signs that Cambodia is at last shaking off the shadows of its past and looking to the future with a cautious confidence. International investors are beginning to back business ventures, there is increasing evidence of development and modernization in urban areas and foreign aid is flowing in. 

Most visitors to Cambodia head for the stunning Angkor ruins, a collection of over one hundred temples dating back to the ninth century. Once the seat of power of the Khmer Empire, Angkor is royal extravagance on a grand scale, its imposing features enhanced by the dramatic setting of lush jungle greenery and verdant fields. The complex is acknowledged as the most exquisite example of ancient architecture in Southeast Asia, and has been declared a World Heritage Site by UNESCO. 

The flat, sprawling capital of Phnom Penh is also an alluring attraction in its own right. Wide, sweeping boulevards, and elegant, if neglected, French colonial-style facades lend the city a romantic appeal. However, there's also stark evidence of great poverty, a reminder that you're visiting one of the world's poorest countries. 

Those enterprising travellers who look beyond the standard itinerary of Angkor and Phnom Penh will be rewarded with a rich variety of experiences. Miles of unspoilt beaches and remote islands offer sandy seclusion along the southern coastline . Although Sihanoukville is the main port of call, it's easy enough to commandeer transport to nearby hidden coves and offshore islands, with only the odd fisherman or smuggler to interrupt your solitude. Ratanakiri province in the northeastern corner of the country, with its hilltribes and volcanic scenery, is also becoming increasingly popular with visitors. Neighbouring Mondolkiri is less well known, but equally impressive, offering dramatic alpinesque woodlands, villages and mountains. In the central plains, Battambang , Cambodia's second city, is a sleepy provincial capital, and the gateway to the old Khmer Rouge stronghold of Pailin . 

Getting to Cambodia's attractions can be half the fun. "Infrastructure" is not a word well known to the locals and travel outside the main tourist routes can be slow and punishing, facilities less than luxurious. 

Cambodia's monsoon climate creates two distinct seasons. The southwesterly monsoon from May to October brings heavy rain, humidity and strong winds, while the northeasterly monsoon from November to April produces dry, hot weather, with average temperatures rising from 25°C in November to around 32°C in April. The best months to visit are December and January, as it's dry and relatively cool, though Angkor is at its most stunning during the lush rainy season. 

INFORMATION AND MAPS

Cambodia is beginning to recognize the importance of tourism to its economy, and is establishing a network of basic tourist offices . These offices, however, are desperately starved of resources and generally don't have much information. Better information can usually be found at popular guesthouses . 

The easiest map to use is the 1:1,100,000 Periplus Travel Map of Cambodia. It's a handy size and also has plans of Phnom Penh and Angkor. International Travel Maps also publishes a useful 1:800,000 map. If you're travelling around the region, you could try the 1:2,000,000 regional map of Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos published by UBD or Bartholomew. Bear in mind, however, that all these maps are based on dated surveys. Many of the older roads featured no longer exist, and new roads are not shown. 

OPENING HOURS

Opening hours vary. Even when "official" opening times are posted, these tend to be flexible, as many people juggle more than one job. In theory, office hours are Monday to Saturday, 7.30am to 5.30pm, with a siesta of at least two hours from around 11.30am. Banking hours are generally Mon-Fri 8am-3pm, and many banks are also open on Saturday morning. Post offices , markets, shops, travel agents and many tourist offices open every day. Museums may close on a Monday. 

GETTING AROUND

Transport in Cambodia is all part of the adventure. The roads are in a terrible state, boats can only operate when the water is high enough, and the packed trains travel at walking speed. Fortunately, Cambodia's not a big country. 

MONEY AND COSTS

Cambodia's unit of currency is the riel , abbreviated to "r". Notes come in denominations of 100, 200, 500, 1000, 2000, 5000, 10,000, 20,000, 50,000 and 100,000, although the bigger notes are seldom seen, as dollars tend to be used for larger transactions. American dollars are accepted everywhere; indeed, you'll be expected to pay in dollars rather than riel at guesthouses, restaurants and for most entrance fees to tourist sites. In fact, it's possible to get by in Cambodia without actually changing any foreign currency into riel, but there are times when riel notes are useful - lower priced items such as street food and motos are normally paid for in riel, and bargaining in riel for crafts at a market, for example, gives you more room for manoeuvre. Changing up to say $10 worth will give you a chunky pile of riel, enough to last you a few days. Thai baht are also widely used in the border areas, and on the main trade routes from Thailand. 

It's best to change your currency into dollars before you enter Cambodia if possible, although banks in Phnom Penh and Siem Reap will exchange most currencies. Travellers' cheques can be changed at most banks for a small commission. Credit-card cash advances are available in Phnom Penh, Siem Reap, Sihanoukville and Battambang. ATMs haven't yet arrived in Cambodia. 

To exchange dollars into riel, don't bother with the banks - they issue riel at a low rate, if at all. Head instead for the nearest market, where moneychangers display bundles of riel in their glass cabinets. At the time of writing, a dollar in Phnom Penh's central market was worth 3800r. 

On the whole, food and accommodation is slightly more expensive in Cambodia than in its neighbouring countries. However, it's possible to live quite cheaply : if you stay in the cheapest guesthouses, eat only at the markets and street stalls and travel on trains or on the back of pick-ups, you'll be able to scrape by on £5/$8 a day, not including entrance fees to museums and other sights. However, eating a few guesthouse or restaurant meals, and staying in en-suite accommodation will quickly increase daily costs to around £10/$15. For decent air-con accommodation, three good meals a day, and a bit of nightlife, reckon on spending around £20/$30. At present there is no two-tier pricing system as in Vietnam, though there are signs that this may be changing. The fast boat between Siem Reap and Phnom Penh attracts a foreigner price, and it seems the other boat routes are catching on. On the whole, however, accommodation and food are charged at the Khmer price. 

The easiest way to get money wired to you in Cambodia is via the branches of Western Union in Phnom Penh and Siem Reap. 

COMUNICATIONS

To send anything by mail it's best to use the main post office in Phnom Penh, as it's the only place in Cambodia where you can post letters and be more or less sure that they'll arrive at their destination. A stamp for a letter to Europe or Australia costs 2300r, and for a postcard 1800r. Letters to the US cost 2500r, postcards 2100r. International post is often delivered in around a week, but can take up to a month, depending on the destination. Post offices are open every day from 7am until at least 5pm, sometimes later. Poste restante is also available at the Phnom Penh post office. 

Domestic and international calls can be made from guesthouses, hotels, post offices and public phone booths. Phonecards are usually on sale at the shop nearest to the phone booth. Making a phone call in Cambodia, however, is expensive, about double the amount you'd pay in Bangkok, for example. International calls cost from $3 per minute in Phnom Penh, while calls from the provinces are generally more expensive. To phone abroad from Cambodia, dial 00 + IDD country code + area code minus first 0 + subscriber number. For domestic directory enquiries phone 1211-5, for international directory enquiries 1201-5. 

The cost of Internet access has been sent tumbling by an influx of Internet cafés. It's now possible to surf for as little as $4 an hour in Phnom Penh and it's also worth looking out for special promotions around town. Internet access is also available in Sihanoukville, Siem Reap and Battambang, although it costs more than three times as much as in Phnom Penh. 

RELIGIONS OF CAMBODIA

The state religion in Cambodia is Theravada Buddhism , though historically, Hinduism was also a major influence. There is also a significant number of Cambodian Muslims , often referred to as Chams. The Chams were the medieval inhabitants of the Hindu Champa kingdom, on the coast of what is now Vietnam. In the fifteenth century, as the Vietnamese began to extend their territory, the Chams were forced to flee south seeking refuge amongst the Hindu Khmers and settling in fertile areas north of Phnom Penh, primarily in the area known today as Kompong Cham. Soon after, the Chams converted to Sunni Islam as the religion swept through the region. Khmer Muslims tend to live in their own villages or in small neighbourhoods within the larger cities. Marriage outside the Muslim community is prohibited, so the community has retained a strong identity over the years. There are thought to be more than 300,000 Khmer Muslims in Cambodia. 

All religions suffered persecution from 1975 to 1979; monks and priests were murdered, temples, wats and mosques destroyed. Buddhism has still not fully recovered, and you'll notice less emphasis on religion in Cambodia than in other Southeast Asian nations

THE ARCHITECTURE OF ANCIENT CAMBODIA

While its form is unmistakably rooted in India, the wealth of architecture that the ancient Khmer left scattered across Southeast Asia has no Indian parallel. This is largely due to the uniquely Khmer cult known as devaraja, literally "god-king". Founded on the belief that Khmer kings were earthly incarnations of Shiva, Vishnu or the Buddha, the cult inspired dizzying heights of architectural megalomania as each successive king endeavoured to construct a temple to his own greatness that would eclipse the efforts of all his predecessors. The monuments from Cambodia's glorious past rival those of ancient Egypt and Mesoamerica in size and grandeur, and like their counterparts on far-off continents, the ancient Khmer suffused their imposing stone architecture with religious symbolism. 

Many Khmer temples are actually scale models of the Hindu-Buddhist universe. Moats and walls symbolize oceans and mountain ranges that encircled the five-peaked Mount Meru, the lofty home of the gods. The majority of these temples face east to catch the rays of the rising sun, symbolic of life. The exception is Angkor Wat , which faces west, the direction of the setting sun and death. While the mathematical equations that dictated the dimensions of Khmer temples are no longer understood, it is known that the ancient Khmer placed great stock in the auspiciousness of such precise measurements. This can be discerned in the lay-out of Khmer temples, most of which possess a severe symmetry. 

The building materials used by the ancient Khmer changed over time. Early Angkor-period temples were constructed of brick. Using a now-forgotten technique to cement the bricks together, the Khmer built towers that were similar in style to those built by the Cham in what is present-day central Vietnam. Examples of these early towers can be seen at Roluos, but the most impressive brick temple is Prasat Kravan , the interior of which has bas-reliefs carved right into the brick. A type of stucco made from such esoteric ingredients as pounded tamarind and the soft earth of termite mounds was used as a medium to sculpt ornamentation for the brick structures. Laterite, a porous stone that resembles lava rock, was utilized for foundations and walls. The use of sandstone was, of course, what set Khmer temples apart from religious architecture constructed by the ancient Cham, Thai and Burmese, all of whom worked almost exclusively in brick and stucco. As a medium for decoration, sandstone also allowed the wondrous talent of Khmer sculptors to shine through. 

While the extent of sculpted motifs varies from temple to temple, two portions of Khmer edifices were always lavishly decorated: lintels and pediments. The lintel, a rectangular stone block fixed over doorways, became an important element in Khmer architecture when the Khmer began carving ornate designs into them several centuries before the Angkor period. Early prototypes have been found dating to the seventh century and indicate that the designs were influenced by pre-Angkor kingdoms such as Funan. As the styles and motifs have evolved over the centuries, experts on Khmer art are able to date lintels by comparing them to known works. A motif commonly found on lintels is Kala, an ogre-like temple guardian usually depicted with two stylized garlands spewing from the corners of his mouth. Often a deity or divinity is perched atop Kala's head. Pediments , the triangular space just above doorways and lintels, were also favourite spots for lavish adornment. Often these depict elaborate scenes from Hindu or Buddhist legends - the pediments at Angkor Wat and Banteay Srei being particularly fine examples. Framing the pediments are usually the undulating forms of nagas , long, multi-headed water serpents, issuing forth from the gaping mouths of makaras , another type of water beast. So popular was this particular architectural detail that it has survived to this day, and cobra-like nagas can be seen framing the pediments of modern temples in Cambodia as well as in neighbouring Thailand and Laos. Other images found in the vicinity of doorways are dvarapalas , standing male guardians usually depicted wielding a club or spear, and devatas , guardian female divinities. The realistically portrayed guardian images at Banteay Srei are thought by experts to be pinnacles of Khmer art. To many modern visitors, the most easily admired of the mythical representations are the apsaras , the celestial nymphs who seem to dance upon the smooth sandstone walls. Angkor Wat has by far the most sensitively rendered collection of apsaras and it is readily apparent that the artisans who sculpted these sublime images spent much time ensuring that no two were alike. 

Apart from the images carved in bas-relief described above, "story telling" bas-reliefs were used to striking effect by the Khmer. Illustrating historical events, mythology (such as the Ramayana and Mahabharata) and exploits of the kings who had them commissioned, they cover over a thousand square metres of gallery walls in Angkor Wat alone. Depending on how they were executed, the bas-reliefs could be "read" like pages from a giant comic book, from panel to panel. Sometimes the bas-reliefs on a wall were divided into several levels, such as the depiction of the levels of heaven and hell found at Angkor Wat. Often though, a story or event was illustrated in a single large panel. As in Egyptian art, an image's importance is illustrated by its size in relation to the images around it. Thus the bas-reliefs at Angkor Wat depict grand images of the Hindu god Vishnu, his vehicle Garuda, and Vishnu's incarnations as Krishna, Rama and Kurma - evidence that Suryavarman II, the devaraja who had Angkor Wat commissioned, believed himself to be an incarnation of Vishnu on earth. 

To Suryavarman II goes the credit for erecting ancient Cambodia's greatest architectural masterpiece, the silhouette of which graces the Cambodian national flag. Yet not long after his death, the Cham sacked Angkor and the empire fell into disarray. Not until a young prince, Jayavarman VII, took the throne and drove out the invaders was building to begin again in earnest. But major changes came with Jayavarman VII's reign that would affect Khmer architecture. The king's embrace of Buddhism caused the ascendancy of Mahayana Buddhism over Hinduism as the official religion. This is most readily seen in the mixed Buddhist and Hindu iconography of temples such as Ta Phrom and Preah Khan, where bas-reliefs depicting meditating Buddhas are found alongside the usual Hindu deities and demigods. At least, this would have been more apparent before Jayavarman VII's death. Following the Buddhist king's demise there was a backlash against Buddhism, and many of the carvings of meditating Buddhas at Ta Phrom and Preah Khan were defaced or recarved to resemble meditating Hindu ascetics. 

Jayavarman VII's reign was also a time of vast territorial gains. Owing mainly to Jayavarman VII's rush to plant monuments across his newly expanded empire, the artisans and architects of the Bayon period have been accused by modern art historians of producing crude, hurried works. Laterite blocks were used in place of sandstone in the construction of many of Jayavarman VII's temples outside of the Angkor region. Because it was more easily quarried, laterite made it possible for Jayavarman VII to erect edifices in the more far-flung corners of his empire in a relatively short time. Unfortunately, the rough surface of laterite makes it impossible to carve reliefs upon. Stucco was used to decorate some of these laterite temples but the effect could never match the intricate bas-reliefs of carved sandstone. In the same vein, the bas-reliefs at the Bayon, Jayavarman VII's grandest monument, seem rather primitive when compared to the delicate intricacies of those at Angkor Wat. Despite the inferior quality of Jayavarman VII's works, there is one unique design innovation from his reign that many agree is the Khmers' most striking contribution to architecture: the colossal stone faces that gaze with blissful detachment from the towers of the Bayon and the gates of Angkor Thom. Thought to depict the Bodhisattva Lokeshvara, the Mahayana Buddhist 'Lord of Compassion', the faces can also be seen adorning gates at Banteay Kdei and Ta Phrom, as well as the towers of Banteay Chhmar in western Cambodia. Not surprisingly, this powerful visual theme - stone visages smiling enigmatically as the roots of mammoth banyan trees threaten to topple them into jumbled heaps - has been used extensively by modern artists, including several Hollywood film makers, to symbolise ancient civilizations lost to the ravages of time. 

While the architecture of the ancient Khmer manages to inspire awe even in its ruined state, it is important to remember that when we look at the monuments today, we see only what did not perish with the centuries - stone, brick and stucco. What we don't see are the ornately carved pavilions of golden teak that housed troupes of court dancers, minstrels, high priests and the god-kings themselves. Gone are the decorative embellishments that would have brought the monuments to life: the sheets of gilded copper that covered unadorned stone walls and towers, the parasols, banners and tapestries of delicate silk that gave colour to dimly-lighted galleries and antechambers, the finely woven mats of aromatic grasses that covered rough stone causeways. Important elements which, when combined with the grandeur of bold stones rising up to dominate the jungle canopy, would surely have evoked paradise on earth 

KHMER LANGUAGE

Khmer is the national language of Cambodia. Unusually for this region, it is not a tonal language, which theoretically makes it easier to master. However, the difficulty lies with pronunciation, as there are both vowels and consonant clusters that are pronounced unlike any sounds in English. That makes it difficult to represent accurately in romanized form, and what follows here is a phonetic approximation widely used for teaching Khmer. 

OVERLAND ROUTES INTO CAMBODIA
Travelling overland into Cambodia is now possible from both Vietnam and Thailand. The Laos border remains officially closed for now. From Vietnam there is only one border crossing open to foreigners, northwest of Ho Chi Minh City at Moc Bai . 

From Thailand there are two entry points: the border crossing at Poipet , east of Bangkok, and the coastal border near Krong Koh Kong, known as Ban Hat Lek on the Thai side. 

PUBLIC HOLIDAYS
January 7 : Liberation Day, celebrating the fall of the Khmer Rouge 

February : Chinese New Year 

March 8: Women's Day 

mid-April : Cambodian New Year 

May 1 : International Labor Day 

May : Chat Preah Nengkal, the"Royal Ploughing Ceremony" 

late September : P'chum Ben Day,"Ancestors' Day"(offerings made to deceased relatives) 

September 24 : Constitution Day 

November 1 : King Sihanouk's Birthday 

November 9 : Independence Day 

early November : Bon Om Dteuk,"Water Festival" 

FESTIVALS

P'chum Ben, "Ancestors' Day", in late September, marks the beginning of festival season, which continues through until Cambodian New Year in April. In between, the highlight is Bon Om Dteuk , the "Water Festival" - celebrated every year when the current of the Tonlé Sap River reverses and flows into the Mekong River. The centre of festivities is Phnom Penh's riverbank, where everyone, including the royal family, gathers to watch boat racing, an illuminated boat parade and fireworks. At this time, Phnom Penh's population swells massively, as thousands of country workers head to the capital for the occasion. Festivals tend to be fixed by the lunar calendar, so dates vary from year to year. Offices may shut on national holidays, but everything else continues much as normal. 

ADDRESSES

Many roads in Cambodia have no names and those that do are often known by a number rather than a name, so for example, 50 Street 125 means building number 50 on Street 125. Where street names are non-existent, we have located places by describing their location or giving a nearby landmark 

HISTORY

Little is known about the early history of Cambodia. Archeological evidence suggests that the area was occupied and cultivated from at least 4000BC. These early dwellers lived in buildings similar to those inhabited by today's Khmers, indicating that they may be direct ancestors, but the origin of these first settlers and the date of their arrival in Cambodia is unknown. 

It wasn't until the first century AD that the indigenous population began to adopt advanced concepts of rice cultivation, religious beliefs and social structure and to establish themselves as a civilization worthy of note. This transformation owes much to the visiting Indian traders, en route to China, who brought ideas as well as goods to the region. Thus, the area to the west of the Mekong Delta began establishing itself as an important commercial settlement centred around the port of Oc Eo (now in Vietnam). The civilization became known by the Chinese as Funan.

The Indianized Funan port community enjoyed prosperity for several centuries, but gradually declined in importance from the sixth century, as farmers began to move away and cultivate the fertile areas around the Mekong and Tonlé Sap. From this time, the Chinese referred to the inhabitants as the Chenla . Although this term implies a cohesive culture, the Chenla actually consisted of small, disparate fiefdoms operating independently. It took the foresight and inspirational guidance of Jayavarman II, recently returned from Indonesia, to guide these rival factions towards a prosperous unification. 

BEST OF

Angkor Wat 

The distinctive five towers of Angkor Wat, designed to look like lotus buds, are a truly stunning sight - and the focus of nearly all travellers who visit Cambodia. Clamber to the top for a birds-eye view.

Phnom Penh to Siem Reap by boat 

Cheaper than flying and quicker than driving, travelling by boat from Phnom Penh to Siem Reap, Cambodia's most touristy town, may not be the height of comfort, but it affords a glimpse of life on the Tonle Sap.

Ratanakiri 

Isolated Ratanakiri is one of the least developed provinces and home to many of Cambodias hilltribe minority groups. If you like nature and wildlife, this is the place to be.

Irrawaddy Dolphins 

Kampai, 20km north of Kratie, is one of the few places in Asia where you can see the rare freshwater Irrawaddy dolphins; less than a hundred are thought to remain in the Mekong.

Choeung Ek (The Killing Fields) 

Victims of Pol Pot were exterminated at Choeung Ek, the most notorious of Cambodia's "killing fields." Their exhumed remains are demographically arranged in a glass-sided stupa, and fragments of their clothes are piled below.

Sihanoukville 

The fledgling beach resort Sihanoukville is a great place to relax and unwind. Follow lazy days on the sand with drinks and sunset views of Koh Poh Island at Hawaii Seaview .

Banteay Srei 

The tiny red sandstone temple of Banteay Srei, nestled in the jungle about 30km northeast of Angkor Wat, could have been plucked from a fairytale. Its miniature proportions, unusual pinkish color and intricate ornamentation create a surreal effect.

Bokor 

A fabulous jungle track leads to the ghost town of Bokor, perched high in the Elephant Mountains. Explore the old palace, hotel and casino - just some of the buildings that lie derelict and abandoned.

Grand Hôtel d'Angkor 

Splurge on dinner and a performance of traditional dance and music at Siem Reap's Grand Hôtel d'Angkor , or just watch for free from the sidelines by the park fence.

Yeak Laom Lake 

A swim in the clear turquoise waters of Ratanakiri's Yeak Laom, a volcanic crater lake, is irresistible; lined with dense green forest, its remarkable tranquillity is interrupted only by the occasional birdcall.

FOOD AND DRINK

Khmer food is similar to Thai cuisine, but not as spicy. Chilli is usually served on the side rather than blended into the dish. Even the curry dishes, such as the delicious coconut milk and fish amoc, tend to be served very mild. Rice is the staple food for mealtimes, while noodles are more of a snack. Hygiene standards are not high, especially at street stalls, so make sure the food is fresh and piping hot, and make for the busiest places if possible. 

MEDICAL CARE AND EMERGENCIES
For serious medical emergencies consider flying to Bangkok, although clinics and hospitals in Phnom Penh are equipped to deal with most ailments . Sihanoukville and Siem Reap have limited facilities, but generally medical facilities outside Phnom Penh are poor. If you are stuck in the provinces and require emergency evacuation to Phnom Penh, contact AEA International on tel 023/216911. We've listed general emergency telephone numbers, but whatever the emergency, it's probably best to contact the English-speaking operators , available 24 hours. 

Street-corner pharmacies throughout Cambodia are well-stocked with basic supplies diverted from NGOs, and money rather than a prescription gives easy access to anything available, though beware of out-of-date medication. Standard shop hours apply at most of these places, but some stay open in the evening. More reputable operations with English and French-speaking pharmacists can be found in Phnom Penh, where a wider variety of specialized drugs are available. Some even offer 24-hour service . 

CRIME AND SAFETY
The security situation in Cambodia has improved significantly over the last few years. Areas that were once plagued with bandit activity or by the threat of unpredictable Khmer Rouge factions, are now pretty safe to travel in. However, there is a huge number of guns in Cambodia, and there have been incidents of armed robbery against tourists. All areas covered in this guide are safe to travel to overland, with the exception of Stung Treng and Ratanakiri, which have been subject to infrequent bandit attacks. Even in these areas, most overland travellers do not have any problems. Check the current situation before you travel. It's also a good idea not to take anything of value to the remoter provinces and to take the minimum of cash. 

Gun crime is actually more frequent in Phnom Penh than anywhere else in the country, and reaches a peak at festival times, most notably Khmer New Year. Even so, the threat is small, so it shouldn't stop you enjoying the nightlife. Taking a few simple precautions can reduce the risk further: 

Do not go out alone after dark.

Do not carry your passport or other valuable items; lock them in your hotel safe.

Carry only a small amount of cash.

Use a moto or taxi rather than walk.

Use a trustworthy moto-driver, preferably someone recommended by your hotel or guesthouse.

If you are robbed, do not resist and do not run.

There are plenty of civilian and military police hanging around, whose main function appears to be imposing arbitrary fines or tolls. Of the two, the civilian police , who wear blue or khaki uniforms, are more helpful. Military police wear black-and-white armbands. 

TIME DIFFERENCES

Cambodia is seven hours ahead of London (GMT), fifteen hours ahead of US Pacific Standard, twelve hours ahead of US Eastern Standard, one hour behind Perth, and three hours behind Sydney 

BOOKS

Most books about Cambodia concentrate either on Angkor or the Khmer Rouge atrocities - travelogues and fiction are virtually non-existent. If you can't find the following books before you leave home, you should be able to get them in Bangkok or Cambodia itself. Where a book is published in the UK and the US, the UK publisher is given first, followed by the US one. The abbreviation o/p means "out of print". 

David Chandler , A History of Cambodia; Brother Number One (both Westview Press). In A History of Cambodia Chandler, the acknowledged authority on Cambodian history, examines the changing fortunes of the country during the two thousand years of its existence. His considered biography, Brother Number One, serves to shed some light on the enigma of Pol Pot, a man with mild manners, but a genocidal bent. 

Amit Gilboa , Off the Rails in Phnom Penh - Into the Dark Heart of Guns, Girls and Ganja (Asia Books, Bangkok). A shallow, seedy, sensational account of expat life in Phnom Penh. Gilboa sets out to shock rather than to create a literary masterpiece. 

Claude Jacques , Angkor (Konemann). One for the library rather than the suitcase, this generous volume tracks the rise and fall of the great Khmer civilization. Bright, readable history and thorough technical descriptions of the temples are interspersed with stunning photographs and detailed temple plans. 

Henry Kamm , Cambodia - Report from a Stricken Land (Arcade, US). The truth of contemporary Cambodian history laid bare - an informed and authoritative narrative of the complex international manoeuvres which destroyed Cambodia's chances of an early recovery. 

Norman Lewis , A Dragon Apparent (Picador/Transatlantic-Pubns Inc). Now only available as part of the Norman Lewis Omnibus: A Dragon Apparent; Golden Earth; A Goddess in the Stones, Lewis's colourful travelogue describes his journey through Indochina during the last years of French rule. 

Dith Pran , Children of Cambodia's Killing Fields (Yale University Press). A moving compilation of memoirs from those who experienced the Cambodian holocaust first-hand. 

Dawn Rooney , Angkor (Odyssey, Hong Kong). A comprehensive introduction to the temples of Angkor, with the benefit of detailed plans and a monument-by-monument guide to the main temples. 

Vittorio Roveda , Khmer Mythology (Thames and Hudson/Weatherhill). Roveda explains the legends and histories behind Angkor's incredible carvings, bringing numerous reliefs to life. 

David Smyth , Colloquial Cambodian (Routledge). An easy-to-use introduction to written and spoken Cambodian. 

Chou Ta-Kuan , The Customs of Cambodia (Siam Society, Bangkok). A translation of the intriguing accounts of thirteenth-century Chinese Mandarin Chou Ta-Kuan. His detailed chronicles offer an amazing insight into daily life at Angkor, at the peak of the Khmer Empire. 

Usha Welaratna , Beyond the Killing Fields (Stanford University Press, US). As fearful Cambodians fled the country in 1979, thousands of refugees were left without homes. Welaratna's perceptive book examines the experiences of nine Cambodian refugees who settled in the United States to rebuild their lives. 

Ray Zepp , The Cambodia Less Traveled (o/p). Part travelogue, part dated guide book, this rare edition is worthy of a read if a copy can be found. Reveals the wonders, limitations and frustrations of travelling through Cambodia in the mid-1990s. 

ENTRY REQUIREMENTS AND VISA EXTENSION
All foreign nationals, except Malaysians, need a visa to enter Cambodia. Tourist visas are valid for thirty days and cost $20. A business visa costs $25 and is valid initially for thirty days. Tourist visas are issued on arrival at Pochentong airport in Phnom Penh; one passport photo is required. It's also possible to obtain a visa on arrival at the Thai overland border crossing at Poipet, but not as yet at the other overland crossings - Ban Hat Lek on the Thai border, and Moc Bai, the border crossing with Vietnam. For these border points, you'll need to obtain a visa beforehand. You can either organize this before you leave home or obtain one at the Cambodian Embassy in Bangkok - you'll need a passport photo and the visa takes up to two working days to process. If you don't want the hassle of queuing at the embassy yourself, travel agencies on Thanon Khao San will organize the visa for you for an additional charge of $5. In Vietnam , you can get visas from the Cambodian Embassy in Hanoi or from the consulate in Ho Chi Minh City , but note that the latter charges $30 instead of the standard $20. 

Extending a tourist visa is a painless process in Phnom Penh, but impossible elsewhere in Cambodia, so if you're planning a long trip into the provinces, think about whether you'll need an extension before you go. Extensions are issued at the Department of Immigration, 5 Street 200, Phnom Penh (Mon-Fri 8-10.30am, 2.30-4.30pm); you'll need two passport photos. Next-day service costs $40 for a one-month extension or $75 for three months. A tourist visa can only be extended once. 

Phnom penh

Cambodia's capital, PHNOM PENH , sprawls west from the confluence of the Mekong and Tonlé Sap rivers. At first glance, the city is a confusing mess with no obvious landmarks. The main boulevards are choked with motos and other traffic and lined with generic low-rise concrete blocks, crying out for repairs. The unsealed back streets look identical, with only the varying pattern of potholes and piles of building debris to distinguish them. 

Despite initial impressions, however, the heart of Phnom Penh, immediately west of the river, has a strong appeal. The French influence is particularly evident, from the colonial shophouses lining the boulevards to the cheese-filled baguettes, and here and there a majestic Khmer building animates the cityscape. The Phnom Penhois are open and friendly, and the city itself is small enough to get to know quickly. Phnom Penh may not have much in the way of tourist attractions - the majority of sights can be covered in a day or two - but many visitors end up lingering, if only to soak up the unique indolent atmosphere of this neglected city.

Phnom Penh's history began in 1372, when a local widow, Lady Penh, stumbled across a floating trunk containing four bronze Buddha statues and another in stone, washed up by the Mekong River. She saw them as bearers of good fortune and had a small temple built for them high above the water level to guard against flooding. This hill became known as Penh's hill - Phnom Penh - a name adopted by the town that grew up around the site. Phnom Penh was briefly made the capital in the fifteenth century, sacked and destroyed by the invading Thais in 1834, then reinstated as capital again in 1866 under the French. The city flourished during the Indochina years, but the departure of the French signalled the beginnings of political in-fighting in Cambodia, with Phnom Penh at the centre. Then came the Khmer Rouge whose experimental ideology rejected an urban existence, and the city was completely emptied, many of its buildings destroyed. It wasn't until 1979 and the Vietnamese victory over the Khmer Rouge that people began drifting back to the devastated city. From a low of around fifteen thousand during the Pol Pot era, the population now stands at around one million. 

Prosperity has also been slowly returning, and mobile phones, land cruisers, and glitzy karaoke joints are much in evidence. Although not a modern, developed capital by any means, it's still a huge contrast to the rest of the country, where the majority of Khmers live a simple, rural existence, earning an average weekly wage of less than $5 

Royal Palace and Silver Pagoda:

Behind the park, set back from the riverbank on Sothearos Boulevard, stand the Royal Palace and adjacent Silver Pagoda (daily 7.30-11am, 2.30-5pm; $3, additional $2 charge for cameras; entrance at Silver Pagoda). These are Phnom Penh's principal tourist sights and its finest examples of twentieth-century Khmer-influenced architecture. Both are one-storey structures - until the Europeans arrived, standing above another's head (the most sacred part of the body) was strictly prohibited. 

You'll catch glimpses of the glistening, golden Royal Palace buildings behind the high daffodil-yellow perimeter walls with their white-painted castellations. The buildings are at once simple and ornate - the main building structures follow uncomplicated geometry, but are crowned with highly decorative roofs. Naga finials ripple and curl towards the heavens. The multi-gabled golden-yellow roofs finished with wide green borders, draw the eye to the central wedding-cake spires which in turn climb skywards to the hot Cambodian sun.

The Royal Palace itself is strictly off-limits, but it's possible to visit several buildings within the compound, even when the king is around - a blue flag flies when he is in residence. The original palace on this site was built in 1866 during the reign of King Norodom, great-grandfather to the present king. Norodom decided to move his residence from the then capital, Udong, to Phnom Penh, presumably on the advice of his colonial masters. In 1913, work began to replace the deteriorating wood-and-brick structures with the current concrete buildings, remaining faithful to the original designs. 

Visitors enter via the Silver Pagoda and are directed to the palace compound first, an oasis of order and calm, its perfect gardens and well maintained buildings strangely at odds with the chaos of the city outside. Head straight for the main building in the centre of the compound, the exquisite Throne Hall , guarded on either side by statues of naga. The cambered ornamental curves that adorn the tiered roof are also likenesses of naga, their flowing tails peeling upwards into the air, as if trying to prise open the layered roof. The hall is crowned by a spire with four heads carved around its base, a modern-day rendering of the ancient carved faces at Bayon . Inside, the ceiling is adorned with colourful murals recounting the Hindu legend of Ramayana. The throne itself, watched over by busts of past monarchs, only sees action at coronations. 

Leaving the Throne Hall via the main stairs, on your left you'll see the Elephant Pavilion where the king's elephants were kept. A similar building on the right, the Royal Treasury , once housed the crown jewels, royal dress and other valuable items. In front and to the left, bordering Sothearos Boulevard, is the Chan Chaya Pavilion, from where the king used to address his subjects. Classical dancing also used to be a regular event at this podium, but it's little used nowadays. 

Back towards the Silver Pagoda stands the quaint grey Pavilion of Napoleon III , originally erected at the residence of Empress Eugénie in Egypt, then packed up and transported to Cambodia as a gift to King Norodom. It was reassembled on this site in 1876, and now contains royal portraits, dresses for the royal ballet, and other royal paraphernalia. From the balcony it's possible to view the ornate detail of the roof of the neighbouring Royal Offices. 

The internal wall of the Silver Pagoda is decorated with a faded mural, another depiction of the Ramayana myth, painted in 1903-4 by forty Khmer artists. A Polish project to restore the fresco ran out of money, so it remains in a state of disrepair. The Silver Pagoda takes its name from the floor of the temple, completely covered with silver tiles - 5329 to be exact. The temple is also known as Preah Vihear Keo Morakot ("Temple of the Emerald Buddha"), after the famous Emerald Buddha image kept here. Made from baccarat crystal, the Buddha image was a gift from France in 1885. Near the central dais stands another Buddha, a solid-gold life-size statue, decorated with over nine thousand diamonds and precious stones. 

Returning to the stupa-filled courtyard, seek out the artificial Mount Meru to see one of the Buddha's footprints - with feet that size, buying shoes must have been a problem. Notice also the statue of King Norodom in front of the pagoda, a gift from France in 1875. The body and horse actually belonged to a statue of Napoleon that was surplus to requirements. The French simply knocked up a Norodom head and stuck it on Napoleon's shoulders 

Wat Phnom

The most popular of Phnom Penh's temples, Wat Phnom ($1 donation), atop the city's only hill, was originally founded by Lady Penh in 1372 . The current construction, dating from 1927, sees hundreds of Cambodians converge daily for elephant rides, photos and perhaps a prayer or two. Weekends and holidays are especially busy. 

At the eastern entrance, lions and naga images beckon the visitor to the top of the staircase, where a gold-painted bas-relief depicts the victory of King Jayavarman VII over the Cham army in the twelfth century. Apsara images flank the mural. Inside the temple, a resplendent Maitreya Buddha ("Buddha of the Future") looks down from the central dais. Some of the paintings adorning the walls and ceiling are barely visible - years of incense burning have taken their toll - but you can just about make out tales of the Buddha's life and the Ramayana. Behind the main sanctuary, King Punyayab's stupa remains the highest point in Phnom Penh, a fact not lost on the French, who commandeered the shrine as a watchtower. Rumour has it that Lady Penh's original Buddhas are entombed here and there's a small shrine to her between the temple and the stupa.

On the northern side of the hill nestles a temple to the spirit Preah Chau , popular among the Chinese and Vietnamese communities. Gifts of raw meat and eggs are offered to the stone lions outside in return for protection from enemies. The empty, half-finished construction on the western side of the hill was intended to house the Buddha relics currently enshrined in the small blue stupa outside Phnom Penh railway station. However, financial and engineering problems have caused the project to be abandoned. 

Wat Ounalom

Set back slightly from the river at the junction of Sothearos Boulevard and Sisowath Quay, Wat Ounalom ("Eyebrow Temple") is the centre of modern-day Khmer Buddhist teaching, led by Supreme Patriarch Taep Vong, respectfully referred to by the novices as "The King Of Monks". The main temple building, built in 1952, is a modern reincarnation of the original, built in the fifteenth century. The building to the right is the main residence for the monks, and the five-hundred-year-old stupa behind the temple encases one of the Buddha's eyebrows, after which the temple is named. Just in front stands an UNTAC monument to those killed during the Pol Pot regime. It's pleasant to stroll around the complex - many of the monks are learning English, and are happy to tell you what they know about the temple and its history. The best time to visit is at 6pm, when the monks congregate in the main sanctuary to chant their prayers. 

National Assembly and around

On Sothearos Boulevard just south of the Royal Palace, you'll come to the National Assembly . You'll know if the Assembly is in session by the excessive police presence and a row of black limousines. Just beyond, on the other side of the road, there's a park, in the middle of which stands the Liberation Monument , sometimes called the Cambodia-Vietnam Monument, commemorating the defeat of the Khmer Rouge by the invading Vietnamese troops. Designed by the Vietnamese and crafted by Phnom Penh's own School of Fine Arts, it was erected in 1979. The southern tip of the park is crossed by Sihanouk Boulevard, lined with colonial-era buildings. Following Sihanouk Boulevard west brings you to Independence Monument , at the roundabout at the junction of Norodom Boulevard. Built in 1958 to celebrate Cambodian independence from France, the curious muddy-brown tower now serves as a war memorial. 

Tuol Sleng Museum (S21)

As the Khmer Rouge were commencing their reign of terror, Tuol Svay Prey Secondary School, in a quiet Phnom Penh neighbourhood, was commandeered and converted into a primitive prison. Corrugated iron and barbed wire were installed around the perimeter, and classrooms were divided into individual cells, or housed rows of prisoners secured by shackles. During the four years from 1975 to 1979, an estimated twenty thousand victims were imprisoned in Security Prison 21 , or S21 as it became known. Teachers, students, doctors, monks and peasants suspected of anti-revolutionary behaviour were brought here, often with their spouses and children. They were subjected to horrific tortures, and then killed or taken to extermination camps outside the city. 

The prison is now a museum (daily 7-11.30am & 2-5.30pm; $2) and a monument to the thousands of Khmers who suffered at the hands of the Khmer Rouge. It's been left almost exactly as it was found by the liberating Vietnamese forces - the fourteen victims found hideously disfigured in the individual cells have been buried in the school playground. It's a thoroughly depressing sight, and it's not until you see the pictures of the victims, blood stains on the walls and instruments of torture that you get any idea of the scale of suffering endured by the Cambodian people. 

National Museum

Just north of the Royal Palace on Sothearos Boulevard, the grand red-painted structure that houses the National Museum (daily except Mon 8-11am & 2.30-5pm; $2) is a collaboration of French design and Cambodian craftsmanship. Opened in 1920, the museum houses the country's most important collections of ancient Cambodian culture. The museum's four galleries, set around a tranquil courtyard, shelter an impressive array of ancient relics, art and sculpture, and general craftsmanship covering Cambodian history from the sixth century to the present day. Angkor buffs will not be disappointed - in addition to numerous Angkor relics and sculptures, some of the sculpted heads from the bridge at Angkor Thom are exhibited, as is the original statue of Yama the Leper King from the Terrace of the Leper King in Angkor. The catalogue of exhibits continues to grow as treasures hidden from the Khmer Rouge are rediscovered. Some ten thousand pieces of art found in the basement are currently being cleaned and restored. The statues and images are arranged chronologically, becoming fatter and happier with the increasing prosperity of the Angkor kingdom. An interesting exhibit from more recent history is the king's boat cabin, a portable wooden room used by the king for travelling on the Tonlé Sap. Closer inspection of the intricate wooden carvings reveals images of birds, dogs, monkeys, crocodiles and dragons. 

If you have time, it's worth exploring the streets around the museum . Street 178 is dotted with art-and-craft shops, selling paintings, woodcarvings and silverware, while Street 184 west of the National Museum is home to a plethora of language schools. Occasionally referred to as English Street, this area comes alive after class, with students only too happy to trade colloquial Khmer for conversational English.

Sisowath Quay

The heart of Phnom Penh life is a small, fairly nondescript square of land at the junction of Sisowath Quay and Street 184, in front of the Royal Palace. It's here that Cambodians used to congregate to listen to declarations and speeches from the monarch, and where Khmer families still gather in the evenings and at weekends. Picnics, games, kite flying, and perhaps a cup of dteuk k'nai choo are the order of the day. Running to the north and south of here is the scenic Sisowath Quay, lined with tall palms on one side, and bars, cafés and restaurants on the other. In the middle of the day the area is deserted, save for the odd tourist, but as evening draws in, the quay is transformed into a popular and lively social centre - the Phnom Penhois enjoy the simple pleasures of the fine river views from the riverbank, the expats, tourists and well-to-do locals do the same from the luxury of the bars across the road. 

Around Phnom Penh

Escaping into Phnom Penh's surrounding countryside for some peace and fresh air is very easy - it doesn't take long to get out past the shanty-town suburbs, and the majority of roads that extend from the capital are in fairly good condition, making the excursions we've listed an easy day- or even half-day trip 

Phnom Chisor

Originally known as Suryaparvata in honour of the monarch Suryavarman I, the eleventh-century temple of Phnom Chisor , around 17km south of Tonlé Bati just off National Route 2, looks east from its hilltop vantage point, across the green palm and paddy plains of Takeo province. There are two routes to the top of the hill, both of which are best climbed in the cooler early-morning temperatures. The track which skirts around the hill is an easier climb and gets you to the top in about twenty minutes. 

The modern pagodas and preahs that surround Phnom Chisor are of little interest. Make straight for the main courtyard of the ancient temple. Eight edifices surround the main sanctuary tower dedicated to Shiva. Although the buildings were badly damaged by American bombing raids in the 1970s, you can still see some of the sculptural reliefs. The most impressive of these is to be found in the former library, where there is a pediment carved with a dancing Shiva figure set above a lintel, showing Indra riding a three-headed elephant. Looking down from the eastern edge of the complex, you'll see a long causeway, interrupted by temple ruins, stretching to the lake of Tonlé Om, the former gateway to Phnom Chisor.

The site lies off National Route 2 - a few kilometres along a dirt track that bears left at Prasat Neang Khmau. You can hire a moto for around $10 in Phnom Penh, or a taxi for about $25 - a side-trip to Tonlé Bati should be included in the price. Capitol runs a tour to both destinations for $8. 

Oknhatey Island

Oknhatey Island in the Mekong River , an hour's boat ride north of Phnom Penh, has been developed as a tourist attraction. An all-day tour here is organized by Hotel Sofitel Cambodiana and most travel agents, and costs $32 per person. It's billed as an experience of traditional Khmer culture, and does indeed include dancing, music and handicrafts. There's also a zoo, model village and elephant rides. Alternatively, to experience real Mekong River life, simply hire a boat from Sisowath Quay for a few hours ($5-10). 

Tonlé Bati

If, for some reason, you can't make it to Angkor, you might consider a trip to TONLÉ BATI (daily 8am-4pm; $2), some 40km south of Phnom Penh and the nearest Angkorian site to the capital. The site consists of two temples located near Tonlé Bati's lake, Ta Prohm and Yeay Peau. The temples are small by ancient Cambodian temple standards, but impressive nonetheless. Many legends surround their construction, but it is thought King Ta Prohm had them built in the twelfth century. Ta Prohm is set in a garden of palms and tamarind trees. Approaching from the eastern entrance, don't miss the carved stones either side of the path, one depicting The Churning of The Ocean of Milk, the other an episode from the Ramayana. Inside, there is only one intact Buddha image, the Khmer Rouge having destroyed most of the other artefacts. You'll need to take a torch to examine the bas-reliefs in the smoky darkness, and to find the upright lingam phallic symbol in the central chamber. In the southern chamber a headless Vishnu statue presides over a local fortune-teller who will tell you what you want to hear for a few thousand riel. 

The smaller temple of Yeay Peau is to the north of Ta Prohm, dwarfed by the new, colourful buildings of Wat Tonlé Bati. Inside, a headless Madame Peau (Ta Prohm's mother) stands next to a seated Buddha. The lakeside to the northwest of the temples is a popular spot for lunch and a swim. You can rent a platform ( p'deh tdeuk) for the whole day for 3000r, or 2000r just for lunchtime. There's a restaurant and food stalls nearby. Inflatable tyres are available to splash around in the lake for 500r each. 

To get to Tonlé Bati by moto ($7) take the smooth National Route 2, and after about 32km turn right onto a bumpy track, then right again for the temples. A taxi for the day will cost about $25. Buses from the central market cost 2500r each way, or Capitol organizes a day tour for $5. It's quite feasible to combine the trip with a visit to Phnom Chisor , further south on Route 2. 

Choeung Ek (The Killing Fields)

A visit to CHOEUNG EK (daily except Mon 8.30am-4.30pm; $2), 15km southwest of Phnom Penh, signposted from Monireth Boulevard, is a sobering experience. It was here in 1980 that the bodies of 8985 people, victims of Pol Pot and his Khmer Rouge comrades, were exhumed from 86 mass graves. A further 43 graves have been left untouched. Many of those buried here had suffered prolonged torture at S21 prison in Phnom Penh, before being led to their deaths at Choeung Ek. Men, women and children were beaten to death, shot, beheaded, or tied up and buried alive. 

At the entrance, a hand-written sign in Khmer and English outlines the Khmer Rouge atrocities, a period described as "a desert of great destruction which overturned Kampuchean society and drove it back to the stone age". A tall, white, hollow stupa commemorates all those who died from 1975 to 1979, displaying thousands of unearthed skulls, demographically arranged on glass shelves. A pile of the victims' ragged clothing lies scattered underneath. Although Choeung Ek is by far the most notorious of the killing fields, scores of similar plots can be found all over Cambodia, many with no more than a pile of skulls and bones as a memorial. Transport to Choeung Ek can be arranged at Capitol Guesthouse for $2, or take a moto for $3 return. 

Royal Tombs of Udong

The ancient capital of UDONG , 40km to the northwest of Phnom Penh, served for over two hundred years as the seat of power for successive Cambodian kings, until, in 1866, it was sacked by King Norodom, who transferred his court to Phnom Penh. Nowadays, visitors come to see the hill of Phnom Udong, dotted with stupas harbouring the ashes and spirits of bygone royalty along its east-west ridge. A long line of food and drink stalls marks your arrival. Continue to the end of the road, where a staircase will lead you up to the larger of two ridges. You can then descend via the staircase at the eastern end of the ridge to complete the circuit. 

At the top of the staircase, at the western edge of the hill, sits what's left of Vihear Preah Ath Roes, also known as Wat Preah Thom , built by the Chinese in around the thirteenth century to house a giant stone Buddha. The buildings and Buddha were badly damaged by the Khmer Rouge in the 1970s. Continuing eastwards along the ridge, you come to a series of viharas containing statues of the sacred bull Preah Ko, his younger brother Preah Keo, a naga-guarded Preah Prak Neak, and the strong and powerful Preah Boun Dai. The royal stupas themselves are higher on the ridge to the northeast. The first you'll see is the decorative, yellow stupa built by King Monivong for King Sisowath, who died in 1927. Elephants, garudas and lotus flower motifs make this the most interesting of the stupas. The adjacent Tray Troeng chedi, said to house the ashes of Ang Duon and his wife, is weather-beaten and neglected, but bright-painted tiles can still be seen. The third stupa, Dam Rei Sam Poan, now rather overgrown, was built by King Chey Chetar II for the former King Soriyopor. At the end of the ridge, a further stupa is under construction, designed to house Buddha relics currently contained in Preah Sack Kyack Moni Chedi, outside Phnom Penh railway station. 

From the Royal Stupas, the eastern staircase descends to a small, dusty monument in memory of those killed at a nearby Khmer Rouge detention centre . Bones and skulls of the victims were exhumed from mass graves in the early 1980s, and are displayed here. 

To get to Udong by rented Honda or bicycle follow Route 5 northwards from Phnom Penh for about 37km, turn left at a large Angkor Beer-sponsored picture of Udong, and follow the road for a few kilometres to the western staircase. Guesthouses and hotels in Phnom Penh organize tours for $5. A taxi here and back costs $20, a moto around $9. Local transport is also available, with buses (4500r) and pick-ups (3000r) leaving from the central market throughout the morning.

Southwest

To the southwest of Phnom Penh, a series of mountain ranges, known as the Cardamom and Elephant mountains, rise up imposingly from the plains, as if shielding Cambodia's only stretch of coast from the world. Indeed, only a few places along the coast are accessible by road or rail. The most popular destination is the beach resort of Sihanoukville , whose sandy shores are the launching point for remote and sparsely populated islands in the Gulf of Thailand. Further east along the coast, the city of Kampot makes a good base for exploring Bokor ghost-town hill station and the quaint coastal village of Kep . On Cambodia's western border, Krong Koh Kong serves as an interesting transit point for visitors arriving from Thailand. 

The accessible areas of the southwest are well served by public transport . National Routes 2, 3 and 4 all in a fairly good state of repair and passable all year round, while comfortable Malaysian-mad speedboats ply the sea routes.

Kampot

Despite its riverside location and French terraces, KAMPOT , on the south coast, isn't as attractive as it might be. However, it's a handy stepping stone to nearby Bokor, Kep and Kampong Trach, and is a pleasant place to spend an afternoon, browsing round the markets, strolling along the Tuk Chhou River, or heading out to nearby Tuk Chhou Waterfalls. The river marks the northern boundary of the town, with the new market at the eastern end and the roundabout in the centre of town. 

The train station is near the new market in the eastern part of town. Taxis and pick-ups will drop you at the stand just south of the roundabout on the road to Kep. Taxis to either Phnom Penh or Sihanoukville will cost around 8000r, while a pick-up to Phnom Penh will cost 5000r. Most places around Kampot are walkable, but motos are readily available to take the weight off tired feet. 

The best place to stay is the Borey Bokor Hotel (tel 033/932826; $15-20), between the roundabout and the river, with brand-new en-suite rooms, equipped with cable TV and air-con. A cheaper option, at the roundabout, is Phnom Khieu Hotel ($5-10). Cheaper still is the friendly Ta Eng Guesthouse (under $5), on the road towards Kep, with no-frills rooms. The curiously named National Bank Guest House and Karaoke (under $5), tucked away at the western end of the riverbank, has basic, clean rooms with two double beds in each. 

Two of the local restaurants in Kampot do outstanding Khmer cuisine, particularly seafood dishes, but note that they usually close at 9pm or soon after: Phnom Penh Thmey and Prochum Mith Restaurant at the roundabout. Opposite, the restaurant at Phnom Kamchay Hotel serves up cheap Cambodian food in a canteen-like setting. The food isn't as good as its competitors', but it stays open a bit later in the evenings. More upscale, Restaurant Marco Polo (tel 015/330166), south of the roundabout, offers fine Italian dining with main courses for around $6. The manager David can help organize excursions and boat trips and is a walking library of information about the area. 

Kampot isn't known for its nightlife , but there is a club, the Bopha Yaya (over the bridge, turn right), which stays open until midnight. You can escape the painfully bad live music by taking drinks onto the riverside balcony. 

Ream National Park

Ream National Park , also known as Preah Sihanouk National Park, located 18km east of Sihanoukville, is one of the most accessible national parks in Cambodia. Its 50,000 acres include evergreen and mangrove forests, sandy beaches, coral reefs, offshore islands and a rich diversity of flora and fauna. It's a great place to explore some of Cambodia's unique, unspoilt natural environment. To get to the park headquarters you'll need to take a taxi or moto from Sihanoukville along National Route 4 to Ream village and then turn right down the track next to the airport. The rangers at the park headquarters (tel 015/914174) are extremely helpful, and can arrange boat trips ($20) along the Prek Toek Sap estuary, to the fishing village of Koh Kcchang, and perhaps on to the islands of Koh Thmei and Koh Ses. They can also organize guided walks and basic guesthouse accommodation at Ream beach for $5 per room (two beds per room, bring your own food). 

If you want to visit the park independently, continue along National Route 4 through Ream until the next village of Bot Koki, where the park will be signposted to the right. Follow the dirt road to Koh Kcchang fishing village, where some hard-nosed negotiation in pidgin Khmer should secure a fishing boat to the islands for about $6, depending on the number of people in your group. It's possible to stay overnight on the islands, but as always you'll need to bring supplies, including mosquito net, and make it clear to the boatman when you want to be picked up 

Kep

Some 25km southeast of Kampot, KEP is a gem, with its agreeable tropical atmosphere, palm-shaded walks and delicious, inexpensive seafood freshly plucked from the clean waters. The beach, unfortunately, is tiny and grubby, but serves its purpose as a place to soak up some rays, and forms part of an indisputably pretty bay. Kep is also a province in its own right, the second smallest after Pailin, although it's really no more than a fishing village during weekdays. At weekends, however, hordes descend on the seaside resort from the capital, and the pace picks up a notch. 

Approaching Kep from Kampot, you'll see the remains of magnificent colonial villas and holiday homes half-hidden in the shrubs. These bombed-out shells hint at Kep's distinguished past, when Kep-sur-Mer was a highly exclusive coastal resort. No one knows for sure whether the resort was destroyed on principle by the Khmer Rouge, caught in the crossfire, or looted by locals - it was probably a combination of all three, leaving Kep the poor neighbour of prosperous Sihanoukville. 

The large Vietnamese island of Phu Quoc rises offshore in the Gulf of Thailand. The sovereignty of the island has long been in dispute, however, and the white statue of a woman at Kep beach looks out towards the island, yearning for the day when it will be returned to Cambodia. At the other end of the bay from the white statue, the old Royal Palace occupies a fine sunset vantage point atop the cliff. 

One of the highlights of a trip to Kep is a boat tour to one of the nearby islands, such as quaint Koh Tonsay (Rabbit Island), with its three good beaches and five welcoming families. Nicer still is the beautiful Koh Poh (Coral Island), with blue water and white beaches, and of course great coral for snorkelling. Boat trips can be arranged at Le Bout Du Monde Guesthouse in Kep, or back in Kampot at Marco Polo Restaurant . A boat to Koh Tonsay costs about $15, or $40 to Koh Poh. Overnight stays are possible. 

If you happen to be in Kep on a Saturday, the Especa Orphanage opposite the Seaside Guesthouse puts on a show of traditional dance and music . Ask locally for details. 

Krong Koh Kong

Boat schedules and border opening times conspire to make an overnight stop in KRONG KOH KONG (Koh Kong town) a necessity for many, but tourists tend not to loiter as they hurry onwards to Thailand or Sihanoukville, so the town remains largely unaffected by the steady stream of barangs. Krong Koh Kong is not an island as commonly assumed, but the principal mainland town of Koh Kong province, which in turn takes its name from the largest island off its coast. Situated on the eastern bank of the Dong Tong River, where it empties into the Gulf of Thailand, the town was historically a remote and insular outpost, its small economy based on fishing and prostitution. As the logging and smuggling industries began to flourish, so the town grew, trebling in size during the 1990s to a current population of around 22,000. 

Despite the fact that much of the rich sandalwood forests has been transported to Thailand, the area around the town remains beautiful and unspoilt. This remote outpost owes its identity more to Thai influences than Khmer culture: most people speak Thai, baht is the favoured currency and Beer Chang is the drink of choice. Even the Governor of the province sends his children to school in Thailand. 

The locals consider the Royal Palace to be a tourist site of sorts, but it's not. Looking like a deserted 1980s Spanish time-share villa, it sits empty and decaying on the northern-most point of the riverside. Wat enthusiasts might want to make the short trip out to Wat Chotgneau , named after Supreme Monk Chuom Nat Chotgneau, who died in 1972. In 1961, Lon Nol used his forces to begin the construction of a building to distribute food to the poor. On becoming Army General in 1968, he built the Buddhist temple nearby, although this was all but destroyed in the late seventies. Despite its renovation, it still has the air of a crumbling, neglected temple. An interesting feature is the statue of Bpray-ah K'mao setting off on a journey of discovery with a big blue umbrella, a kettle and a walking stick. 

A popular spot with locals is the jungle waterfall , sometimes known as Chros Srei (Charming Stream) waterfall, around 20km from the town. A moto costs 100B for the return trip. The interesting journey to the falls takes you past cashew-nut-trees, with the Cardamom Mountains rising to the left. Very quickly, the countryside turns to forest, and then to dense jungle. After thirty minutes on a moto, you arrive at a picnic spot, from where it's an enjoyable trek through the foliage and across streams to the waterfall, best in the wet season. It's only a smallish waterfall, but there's a fast-churning plunge pool for an exhilarating swim. With a local guide and time on your hands, it might be possible to trek further upstream where allegedly the falls are more impressive. There is no shortage of waterfalls in the area around Koh Kong, the most impressive of which is reputed to be Tatai Waterfall , around 50km from the town. Access is a problem; the only way to get there is to charter a boat for the hour-long journey. 

There are several islands near to the town, the largest of which is Koh Kong itself. However, an easier excursion is Koh Kapi , where you'll find some of the nicest beaches in the district. A small speedboat will cost around 200B each way for the thirty-minute trip. No guesthouse accommodation is available on the island, but it's possible to buy seafood and water at the small village, and camping is an option if you want to explore the island. Nearer to home, it takes just twenty minutes to cover the 17km on a moto to Love beach , although the beach isn't as good as those at Koh Kapi and can get overcrowded. 

Koh S'dach

The small island of KOH S'DACH (population 2306) is the fishing capital of Cambodian waters, just off Koh Kong province in the Gulf of Thailand. If you're rushing between Sihanoukville and Thailand, there's little here to warrant an overnight stop, but if you've time on your hands, the area is worth exploring. Koh S'dach itself (King's Island) takes its name from the legend of a visiting monarch who sheltered here with his soldiers in ancient times. They had been fighting off invaders from across the sea, but were low on supplies and in desperate need of fresh water. Finding no source of fresh water on the island, the King summoned the powers of the gods and miraculously fresh water began gushing forth from an undiscovered spring. The royal spring can be found near the passenger boat port. The island's other attractions include the friendly monks at Wat Koy Koh , and the tiny beach from where it's possible to swim to Koh K'maoch (Ghost Island). Locals will tell you that a few lucky officials from Lon Nol's administration fled here to escape the Khmer Rouge. A US navy ship then ferried them to safety. It is not clear whether they took the time to snorkel around the nearby coral . They would have needed the foresight to bring their own snorkels and masks, as none are available on the island. 

The real reason for stopping in Koh S'dach is to get out in a boat to explore the cluster of islands and the mainland nearby. Koh Samai, Koh Samot, Koh Chan and Koh Totang are all within a boat's row. The remote mainland village of Boy Japon, named after the Japanese logging concession located here, is easily reached from here. The Japanese have long since gone, taking with them most of the primary forest, but a long narrow beach stretches out from the village, and a small waterfall can be found a short walk along the inland path, a cool spot for a dip. A boat to the mainland is 20B each way, while a fishing boat to the islands is open to negotiation. Guesthouse accommodation can only be found on Koh S'dach, although it is possible to camp on any of the beaches if you have a hammock, mosquito net, food and water. Make it clear to the fisherman when you want to be picked up. Koh S'dach Guest House (under $5) on the main path from the port has rooms with comfortable double beds or dorm beds for 100B. Further down the path, a small blue sign in Khmer points left down an alleyway to a rustic guesthouse (under $5) over the water. Note that all transactions on the island are in baht . The pathway from the port to the small market area is the centre of activity on the island. Fishermen gather to gamble at street-side games of cards, dice, or playing-card pool. There are also plenty of places to buy simple food here, and of course the fresh seafood is fantastic. 

The only way to get here is by one of the speedboats, which stop briefly as they surge between Krong Koh Kong and Sihanoukville or Sre Ambel. The fare is a flat 300B to or from any of these destinations and takes about two hours. 

Bokor

Unable to cope with the Cambodian heat during the hottest months of the year, the French searched for cool relief among the higher elevations of the Elephant Mountains. Thus the hill station of BOKOR , 40km northwest of Kampot, was born, combining the requirements of a milder climate at its elevation of just over 1000m, and magnificent views across the Gulf of Thailand. As in Kep, the villas, King Sihanouk's former royal palace and casino were abandoned in the 1970s, but here the buildings, while still derelict, remain somewhat more intact. It's a ghost town that feels as if the last guests left just recently. In fact, the last people to stay in the empty hotel were UNTAC officials helicoptered in during the early 1990s. 

Bokor, however, has been given a new lease of life as Bokor National Park (daily; $2), nearly 350,000 acres of prime forest. Park Rangers claim that tigers, leopards, pythons and more than sixty elephants roam the park, but they keep well away from the touristed areas, so your most exciting brush with nature is likely to be a dive-bomb attack by exotic butterflies. 

The rangers have also recently opened Popokvil Waterfall , a magnificent sight that has been virtually inaccessible for the last twenty years. It's now an easy twenty-minute walk to the falls on a well marked path. Four streams converge just before the rocks to push the discoloured jungle water over two giant steps of more than ten metres each, flanked on both sides by dense vegetation. 

One of Bokor's neglected buildings that has seen better days is the Bokor Palace Hotel . It's safe to explore the upper stories of the structure, but the best views are from the terrace, looking out towards the Vietnamese island of Phu Quoc, and the smaller islands of Ream National Park on the right. As you walk to the edge of the terrace, and look over the sheer drop into the dense jungle, a concert of jungle calls rises up from the foliage. Legend has it that high-rollers who lost big at the casino would throw themselves over this steep ledge in despair. 

Sihanoukville

The closest that Cambodia gets to a full-blown beach resort, SIHANOUKVILLE is overrun with locals on weekends and holidays, enjoying the sandy beaches, well-stocked seafood restaurants and slow-paced ambience. It's a friendly, prosperous town, thanks to the soothing influence of the sea and the healthy local economy, based on port trade, fishing and tourism. It may not be able to compete with the best of the beaches in neighbouring countries - the vistas are pleasant rather than stunning, and facilities, though improving, are not exactly up to international standards - but the town does have a certain charm and is proving a popular stop with travellers, not just those en route to or from Thailand, but also Phnom Penh visitors looking for an easy excursion. The resort is certainly a good place to relax and unwind, especially if you've been travelling hard on the provincial Cambodian roads. Moreover, lazy days on the beach can be complemented by an evening of partying at one of the town's vibrant nightspots. 

Sihanoukville came into being just after the dissolution of Indochina. The French-occupied Mekong Delta reverted to Vietnamese possession, depriving Cambodia of a maritime port. The Cambodians decided to build a new one at Kompong Som, as Sihanoukville was then known, with work beginning in 1955. Sihanoukville has since been used to supply arms to Vietcong guerrillas, Nationalist troops and Khmer Rouge soldiers, depending on prevailing political conditions. A small amount of humanitarian aid managed to make its way through the port during the famines of 1979-81, but its primary trade seems to be in arms; as recently as 1998, containers of illegal arms heading for Prince Ranarridh's soldiers were discovered here, allegedly evidence of a proposed coup against Hun Sen.

Sihanoukville sprawls over a large peninsula. The town centre is roughly equidistant from the port and its four beaches. Located here are the markets, most of the nightspots and many of the mid-range hotels. A satellite town of sorts, a couple of kilometres to the west, near to the port and Victory Beach, has become a budget travellers' favourite. 

Eastern Cambodia

The further east you travel from the Mekong to the Vietnamese border, the poorer the people and the more basic the infrastructure. The Mekong River is the overland gateway to this region, punctuated by the three very different towns of Kompong Cham , Kratie and Stung Treng . Travellers are beginning to make the journey here and beyond to the remote hilly provinces of Ratanakiri and Mondolkiri , populated by hilltribes and dotted with spectacular waterfalls. 

During the American War , the eastern provinces were heavily bombed by the Americans in their attempt to flush out the Vietcong from the Ho Chi Minh Trail. These attempts proved largely unsuccessful, however, and thousands of Cambodian civilians were killed, wounded or left homeless by these attacks. It was during this period that the Khmer Rouge began gathering strength and momentum in the area. Pol Pot was using the remote northeastern provinces to hide from Sihanouk's troops, while receiving support from his communist brothers in the Vietcong. Recruiting countrymen for the cause was not difficult - they were happy to join the fight against the systematic destruction of the region. 

Nowadays, the Mekong towns, Kompong Cham in particular, are forward-looking and relatively prosperous, having integrated well with modern-day Cambodia. But striking off eastwards, you'll see a different story, as the remote uplands remain stuck in their own isolated world, largely untouched by the march of modernization and development 

Kratie

Life ticks by slowly in KRATIE . This tiny town on the Mekong is an unexpected delight, with a relaxing, indolent atmosphere. Away from the blemish of the modern market, Kratie is a wonderful hotchpotch of colonial terraces and traditional old Khmer buildings - sturdy wooden structures, with dark-red roof tiles and often a decorative flourish. There's not much for visitors to do in Kratie, but it makes a good base for exploring the surrounding countryside. About 11km north of Kratie, Phnom Sampo is set in a grotto of lush-green vegetation on a twin-peaked hill. The dense trees hide a meditation commune on the first level, and a small temple on the higher summit. Around 10km further north on Route 7, a sign marks your arrival at Kampai , the best riverside vantage point from which to view the rare freshwater Irrawaddy dolphins . Around thirty dolphins live in this area, and can usually be seen in the morning and late afternoon - consult your guesthouse or moto-driver for the best viewing times. Heavy boat traffic and destructive fishing practices are threatening the ongoing existence of this rare species, and it's thought that no more than a hundred of these snub-nosed dolphins remain in the Mekong. The only way to visit these places is to hire a moto from Kratie. If you're negotiating the price for a day, you could also include a visit to Sambor , some 35km north of Kratie, the site of an ancient pre-Angkorian capital. 

Kompong Cham

Cambodia's third-largest city and the capital of the province of the same name, KOMPONG CHAM , 120km northeast of Phnom Penh, is a busy port and transport hub, though with little atmosphere. The current construction of the Japanese-funded bridge across the Mekong will improve access to Cambodia's northeastern provinces, but in the meantime, the project has turned the town into an unattractive building site. 

If you do find yourself in Kompong Cham for a few hours, be sure to explore Wat Nokor , about 2km north of town, just off Route 7, an unusual fusion of ancient and modern Khmer religious architecture, with new preahs built in and around the eleventh-century ruins. Approaching the main preah through the darkness of the crumbling east gate highlights the juxtaposition of old and new: luminous blues, pinks, oranges and greens from the paintings on the walls, columns and ceilings are framed by the ancient monochrome gopura. Elsewhere around the complex, though, the modern buildings sit rather more incongruously with their older, ornate predecessors, the newer facades less inspired in composition. 

About 12km further out of town past Wat Nokor rise up the twin temple hills of Phnom Pros and Phnom Srei , Man and Woman Mountains. The legend goes that, in ancient times, it was the women who had to ask the men to marry them. Getting fed up with this, the women invited the men to compete against them to see who could build the best temple by daybreak - the winners would also win the right to be proposed to in future. They set to work, building their temples on adjacent hills. The women, realizing that they were lagging behind their male counterparts, built a huge fire, which the men took to be the rising sun. Exhausted, they headed for bed, while the women carried on building; they produced a magnificent temple, thereby winning the right to receive marriage proposals. Both Phnom Pros and Phnom Srei afford fine views - of Lake Boeng Tom to the west, and Kompong Cham town and the Mekong River in the east. 

Stung Treng

STUNG TRENG is a riverside town like Kratie, but without its charm and atmosphere. It's bigger, noisier and is essentially a staging post on the overland trek to Ratanakiri. Most people do not stay any longer than they need to, with an afternoon arrival and an early-morning departure providing sufficient time for a quick look around. A border crossing with Laos, just 50km north from here, is officially closed to foreigners. 

Boats from Kratie dock here daily when the river is high enough (25,000r), but by the height of the dry season, a pick-up from Kratie is the only option (15,000r). Virtually opposite the boat terminal and taxi stand is the cheapest place to stay in town, the Amatak Hotel (under $5), offering rustic rooms with shared facilities. A notch up in price is the Sekong Hotel ($10-15), a five-minute walk west along the riverside, though its en-suite fan rooms look rather neglected. If it's luxury you're after to recover from a long journey, look out for the brand-new Sok Sambath Hotel ($20-25) at the eastern end of the market. Other than the usual stalls at the market, the best food in town can be found at the Sokhapeap Restaurant, a few blocks west of the market, with some of the menu in English.

Mondolkiri

The province of Mondolkiri is Ratanakiri's forgotten southern neighbour, in the far east of the country. Although less visited than Ratanakiri, Mondolkiri can claim similar attractions: a high proportion of ethnic minorities, waterfalls and beautiful landscapes. Forested highlands are interrupted occasionally by grassy fields and gentle hills that would look more at home in rural England. Indeed, the climate is not dissimilar either: the temperature is a mere 18°C on average in dry season, with chilly nights. The provincial capital, Sen Monorom , makes a good base for excursions into the countryside. The best way to access Sen Monorom and the region is from Phnom Penh. 

Sen Monorom 

Provincial capitals don't get more remote or inaccessible than SEN MONOROM , 420km from Phnom Penh. The town extends for a short way down either side of a low hill, atop which is an airport. It's not a very appealing place, but it makes a good base from which to explore surrounding hilltribe villages. The only point of interest in the town itself is the Office of Women's Affairs, where you can watch the women weaving kramas on intricate machines. 
Locals will direct you to Damnak S'dach , also known as Monorom Falls , a peaceful nook on the edge of the jungle, where an eight-metre-high cascade of water drops into a swirling plunge pool. At the time of writing, they were upgrading the road to the falls, so access should now be easy. You can either walk the few kilometres here or hire a moto. The path ends at the top of the waterfall, where brave souls jump into the deep water during the rainy season. The less brave scramble down through the foliage for a refreshing swim. Waterfall enthusiasts might also seek out the spectacular Bon Sra Falls , about 40km northeast from Sen Monorom. It's a dramatic two-tiered affair, with more than fifty metres of vertical gushing water. 

The solemn-looking hilltribes like to keep themselves to themselves and some villages are not keen on foreign visitors, so it's best to take a local to act as a guide and interpreter. There are hundreds of minority villages around Sen Monorom, one of the largest and easiest to access being Phlung village inhabited by Phnong chunchiets. The curious huts have woven wooden walls and thatched roofs almost to the floor. Three or more families often live in just one hut, but you'll be lucky to see more than a handful of people during daytime, as they're all out working in the fields. 

Ratanakiri

Tucked away in the remote northeastern corner of Cambodia is hilly Ratanakiri province, bordered by Vietnam to the east and Laos to the north. If you like nature and wildlife, this is the place to be. The rainy season leaves the area dripping with greenery and alive with exotic animals and rushing waterfalls. The rich and fertile lands are covered with plantations; rubber, coffee, sugar cane, bananas, cashew nuts and pineapples all grow in abundance. The upland forests are also home to around twelve distinct hilltribes, known collectively as chunchiets . It's thought that more than eighty percent of Ratanakiri's population consists of these ethnic groups, although nowadays most ethnicities speak Khmer and have forgone traditional dress for modern clothing. Ratanakiri's principal town is Ban Lung , elevated to provincial capital status after its predecessor Lumphat was devastated by American bombs. Ban Lung is a good base for trips into the countryside to see chunchiets and waterfalls. It's also a short hop to Voen Sai , one of the most accessible villages in the region, and the gateway to the Virachey National Park . 

Isolated Ratanakiri is one of the least developed provinces, with a mere five percent of households having access to safe drinking water. Malaria is also a huge problem, and has wiped out whole villages. The best time to visit is in December just after the rains. 

Voen Sai

The road north of Ban Lung winds its way past numerous chunchiet villages until, after around 38km, it reaches the village of VOEN SAI , located on the Tonlé Se San River, the headquarters of Virachey National Park . The park headquarters are on the left as you enter the village. Covering over 800,000 acres, the park is a haven for a variety of endangered species, including tigers, deer, rare hornbills, and kouprey, the almost extinct jungle cow. Rangers have made real progress in the reduction of logging and slaughtering of rare animals, although it would be impossible to halt these activities altogether, as they have been the livelihood of generations of indigenous people. 

Voen Sai itself is home to an unusual mix of ethnic minorities , predominantly Lao and Chinese, but also Kreung and Khmer. A small boat (200r) connects Voen Sai with villages on the opposite bank - to the right, there is a small Lao settlement, and to the left a Chinese community. It's best to visit these places with a local guide, as you'll need someone to act as an interpreter and smooth the way. 

As yet, organized treks within the park are not available, but it's possible to take a three-hour boat trip upstream (ask at the park headquarters) to the hilltribe village of Oh Lalay , or further on to Chort Preas , inhabited by Kavet chunchiets and site of a high waterfall. 

The easiest way to get to Voen Sai is to rent a moto from Ban Lung ($US5-10), or you could ask at your guesthouse. Theoretically, it's also possible to get to Voen Sai via boat from Stung Treng. 

Ban Lung

The sprawling town of BAN LUNG , approximately 600km northeast of Phnom Penh, has been the capital of Ratanakiri Province since 1979. The town's centre is its market , especially lively in the early morning when hilltribe people set up an unofficial market outside its walls. 

Chunchiets aside, the town is chiefly known for Yeak Laom Lake (daily; 1000r), 4km east of town, created by a volcanic eruption many thousands of years ago and the centrepiece of a government Protected Area project, covering around 12,000 acres. The lake's eight-hundred-metre circumference is lined with dense green forest, its remarkable tranquillity interrupted only by the occasional birdcall. A swim in the clean, turquoise waters is a good way to cleanse yourself of the dust from Ban Lung's unsealed roads. The committee responsible for managing the lake and surrounds is comprised of Tampuan villagers, the indigenous inhabitants of the area; they are currently constructing a Chunchiet Cultural Centre in traditional Tampuan style at the lake. 

About 14km from Ban Lung is a bizarre clearing in the forest covered by an almost circular area of flat stone. The area is known in English as Field of Stone, and in Khmer as Veal Rum Plang . Rum Plang, so the legend goes, was a young boy who fell to his death from a tree onto the black volcanic rock while trying to retrieve his kite. His spirit is believed to live on, protecting the plateau and surrounding trees. 

There are a number of waterfalls around Ban Lung, the most impressive of which are Kanchan and Chaa Ong. At Chaa Ong, water sprays from a rock overhang into a small jungle clearing. It lacks a decent pool for a swim, but brave visitors shower under the smaller column of water. Be careful, though, as it's slippery. To get there follow the Stung Treng road past the airport for about 2km. A small road to the right leads to Chaa Ong, and the one on the left goes to Kanchan. It's best to go with a guide, as you need to navigate your way through about 5km of forest. 

An easy ten-minute climb up Eisey Patamak Mountain , behind the town's wat, is well worth it for the glorious views of the O Traw Mountains. Locals even claim it's possible to see the mountains of Laos to the north, and Vietnam to the east. All this is lost on the five-metre-long Reclining Buddha, which lies at the summit, its eyes closed. If you've time to spare, you could ask about elephant rides at your guesthouse. Nearby villagers are only too happy to give these animals a break from hard work and let them stroll around for a day with tourists on board.

Western Cambodia

The flat stretch of land that fans out from Phnom Penh to the border with Thailand is sandwiched between the Cardamom Mountains in the southwestern corner of the country, and the Dangrek Range in the north. A perfect hideout, these frontier hills were home to the Khmer Rouge guerrillas for nearly twenty years from 1979. Until the defections of the late 1990s, the Khmer Rouge had a tight grip over these upland regions. However, government control has now been officially restored, and travellers are returning to areas that were previously off-limits. The towns within the former occupied territories, such as the remote frontier outpost of Pailin , are not attractive places, as you might expect after twenty years of war and isolation, but the countryside is stunning in places and has a Wild West appeal. Many of the residents are ex-soldiers who have spent most of their lives living in the jungle. Sticking to the roads and paths is essential, as this is the most densely mined area in the world. Stretching across the vast central plain is the country's largest lake, the Tonlé Sap , which swells to 8000 square kilometres during the rainy season, and is the region's primary focus of transport, livelihood and leisure. The area's commercial hub is Battambang , an agreeable town, bearing traces of its French colonial days. Its northern neighbour, Sisophon makes a convenient stopping-off point on the route into Thailand. 

Pailin

Some 85km southwest of Battambang, PAILIN may not appeal to everyone. Remote and isolated, its only link with the rest of Cambodia is the long and arduous road from Battambang. Once you finally arrive at Pailin, there's really no reason to be here: there's not much to see, and nowhere else to go - the border crossing to Thailand is not open to Westerners, so the only option is to retrace your steps to Battambang. However, the very fact that tourists have no business here is precisely the attraction of Pailin. It's a down and dirty frontier town , the heart of old Khmer Rouge Cambodia, and a roughneck gem-mining outpost. It's easy to get the feeling that you've stumbled into guerrilla territory, that you're somewhere you shouldn't be. In reality, the wild and edgy atmosphere owes more to the history of the place than to the outward appearance of modern-day Pailin. The town, high up and surrounded by jungle, was long a Khmer Rouge stronghold, supplied with food and weapons from the nearby Thai border. The highly organized, well-disciplined group of guerrilla soldiers was led by Ieng Sary , Brother Number Two to Pol Pot in the old Khmer Rouge government. In 1994, government forces launched a sustained attack, and pushed all the way to Pailin. Celebrating their victory, the forces ran riot in the town, pillaging and looting, without a thought for securing the area. Meanwhile, the Khmer Rouge regrouped and counterattacked, driving the Cambodian Army eastwards to within six miles of Battambang. However, in an unexpected move in 1996, Ieng Sary and the soldiers under his command defected to the government, and struck a deal. In return for ending his revolutionary struggle, Ieng Sary was spared the death penalty, and Pailin was to become a semi-autonomous region. In reality, however, central government still holds little sway over this border outpost; its lucrative gem mines and timber concessions are now run like a business by the warlords of old. Although Ieng Sary has officially retired, the current Governor of Pailin is his former Khmer Rouge commander Ei Chhien, and the Deputy Governor is his son Ieng Vuth. You might be surprised to learn that Pailin has the lowest crime rate in Cambodia: the reason for this is that in Khmer Rouge tradition, criminals are executed without trial, often on the spot. 

Forget French terraces and colonial mansions; Pailin is a worn and shabby collection of timber shacks and concrete blocks, with the odd incongruous glamorous chalet, recently erected by the old warlords, now Pailin's nouveaux riches. All over town, there's evidence of gem mining . Bulldozers dig up every available square inch of earth, and machines sift through the heaped piles. Outside nearly every shop is a man sitting behind a rickety table, ready to hand over cash for rough, uncut stones pulled from the ground. Rubies are commonly found, but sapphires are more prized. 

A carving of the legend The Churning of The Ocean of Milk covers the outer wall of Wat Kong Kang on the way into town. Inside, the unusual three-story temple is decorated with tales from the Buddha's life, and two curious-looking, strangely proportioned Buddha images can be seen on the ground floor. In a room of their own on the roof of the wat are two intricately carved four-faced wooden figures, at one time set with gems. The adjacent hill of Phnom Yath houses a smaller pagoda, its outer wall decorated with startling images of people being tortured in hell. Tongues are pulled out with pliers, women drowned, people stabbed with forks, heads chopped off; it's all X-rated stuff. The main buildings have been repaired and restored, but its strategic hilltop position meant that the pagoda took a beating, and there are bullet holes everywhere. Large artillery shells are painted yellow and are used to house incense sticks and offerings to Ta Dom Don Dai. From the hill, there's a great view of Pailin and the mountains around. 

It's an interesting twenty-kilometre moto ride out of town to the Thai border , Pailin's Wild-West frontier. The road winds past neglected coffee plantations originally established by the French, but nothing more than a few derelict buildings remain. The bumpy track continues past abandoned military vehicles and climbs gradually through the forest, where areas are illegally logged. The timber is often fashioned into desirable furniture at workshops on the spot before being whisked away to Thailand. Big, heavy beds, tables and chairs can all be seen on the backs of trucks. At 20km, a few food stalls mark the border area, and a huge white casino comes into view, where the Thais arrive to lose their money. 

Sisophon

SISOPHON has emerged from the shadows of the Khmer Rouge to become an increasingly important staging post for Thai-Cambodian trade. Thai goods are trucked into the town and transferred to trains for the slow journey to Phnom Penh. Travellers, too, are passing through in increasing numbers from the Poipet border crossing , though they don't tend to hang around - Sisophon is a pretty nondescript town, but it's a handy place to break your journey, especially if you get delayed owing to bad road conditions between Sisophon and Siem Reap . From here you can either tackle the last and worst stretch of road to Siem Reap in daylight or detour via Battambang. 

The train station is in the southwest of town. A cargo train leaves Sisophon station at 2pm daily, arriving in Battambang at 6pm (1400r). Few, if any, of the carriages have seats, so you could do what the locals do and take a hammock to lie in. Rice sacks are fairly comfortable to sit on, but if the train is loaded with pineapples you're in for an uncomfortable ride. Currently, Sisophon is the nearest train station to the Thai border, but plans to refurbish the line onwards to Thailand have already been tabled. 

Pick-ups stop either at the northern edge of town or in the centre; motos (10B) will be on hand to ferry you to a guesthouse or hotel. Accommodation in Sisophon is nothing to write home about. The best option is the sleepy Santapheap Hotel ($5-10), which has small, cute rooms overlooking the river with bathroom and TV. There are two places to stay on the road into town from Poipet, next to the silver Apsara statue: the Rong Roeng Hotel and neighbouring Phnom Svay Hotel (both $5-10), offering a variety of rooms, all with bathroom and TV. Nearby, on the same road, is a surprisingly good, inexpensive restaurant , Pkay Proeuk (daily 6am-9pm). Nightlife is limited to the Sereisophon Nightclub, near the train station. While dollars and riel are accepted in Sisophon, most transactions are in baht . 

Battambang

BATTAMBANG , 71km south of Sisophon, is Cambodia's second city, but it's a world apart from Phnom Penh's urban bustle, enjoying an unhurried, pedestrian pace and noted for its friendliness and pleasant atmosphere. The city, however, is keen not to get left behind in the country's recent surge of development and modernization. French-colonial-era terraces on the riverside are rapidly filling with private English-language schools and mobile-phone shops. The busiest Battambang gets, however, is at the central market, where gem stones from the town of Pailin, southwest of Battambang, are cut and traded. Don't expect to pick up a bargain unless you know what to look for - the better stones are shipped straight to Thailand. 

The daily train from Sisophon trundles into the station at the western edge of town. Pick-ups arrive at the central market, and a few blocks north is the port , where boats to and from Siem Reap dock. Planes land in a field of cows to the east of the city. A taxi into town will cost $3-5, depending on the number of people. 

When you're ready to move on , pick-ups for Phnom Penh leave from the central market and charge according to road conditions, generally around 8000-10,000r. A taxi will cost around 25,000r. Pick-ups to Sisophon (4000r) leave from the stand in the northwest corner of town. For Pailin, join a pick-up in the south of town, near the start of Route 10. Again, costs vary according to conditions, around 5000-7000r. When the river is high enough, boats depart daily at 7am for Siem Reap. The foreigner price is $15 for the three-hour trip. Planes fly frequently to Phnom Penh. Check the latest schedules. Phnom Penh Airways and President Airways offices are both on Street 3, south of the market. Phnom Penh Airlines charge $40 one way. 

The post office on the riverside (daily 8am-7pm) has stamps and a national telephone facility, charging 2000r per minute to Phnom Penh. Internet access is available at ABC Computer on the riverbank, south of the central market. The provincial hospital , at the northern end of the riverside, has some English- and French-speaking doctors, although facilities aren't great. The Soksan Clinic (tel 012/897405) is the private alternative. 

Around Battambang

Two popular day-trips, a bumpy moto-drive from Battambang, are the artificial lake of Kamping Pouy and the hilltop temple of Wat Sampeau . Both can be visited easily in one day, with a moto costing $5 for the round-trip from Battambang. 

· The vast Kamping Pouy Lake , around 35km west of Battambang, is an artificial lake, formed by a dam built during the Pol Pot era as part of an irrigation project to enable the farming of three rice crops a year. The dam was built entirely by hand, at a cost of many thousands of lives. People now come here to picnic and cool off in the fast-flowing waters. Inflatable tubes can be rented for 500r from the side of the road at the dam. Make sure you stick to the roads - the countryside all around has been heavily mined, and is not yet cleared. 

· Around 25km along the road that heads west from Battambang, you'll see two lopsided hills rising from the plain. Supposedly, they resemble a sinking boat, Phnom Sampeau being the broken hull, and Phnom G'daong the broken sail bobbing around in the water. An unshaded ten-minute climb up the northeast side of Phnom Sampeau takes you to Wat Sampeau . The site was used to great advantage by the government forces in their skirmishes with the Khmer Rouge. A legacy of the conflict, two Russian-made guns stand near the wat; it's best to steer clear of these, as locals claim that mines could still be lurking there. Across the ridge are the temple of Prasat Brang, built in 1964, and a small brown decorative stupa. If your moto-driver doesn't know it, ask children in the area to show you the complex of caves , known as Lang L'kaon, nearby. The caves were the site of atrocities committed by the Khmer Rouge - smashed skulls are piled up on a wooden makeshift memorial to victims who were thrown into the deep cave from a hole above. An adjacent cave, trailing eerily downwards into the darkness, is apparently still full of the scattered bones of victims. It's thought that more than 10,000 people died in these caves at the hands of the Khmer Rouge. A smaller cave nearby houses a primitive cage full of more bones and skulls, with victims' clothes hanging from the vines. This was allegedly the torture chamber. In previous times, these caves had a pleasanter role: the larger cave was used for plays and theatrical productions, its approaching slope providing the seats for the audience. The smaller caves off to the side were used as dressing rooms and props storage. 

Angkor

The world-renowned temples of Angkor , in northwest Cambodia, stand as an impressive monument to the greatest ancient civilization in Southeast Asia. Spiritually, politically and geographically, Angkor was at the heart of the great Khmer Empire. During the Angkorian period, the ruling god-kings ( devarajas) built imposing temples as a way of asserting their divinity. As successive kings came and went, so new temples were built, and cities were created around them. What remains today are the stone-built monuments of that period - a legacy of more than one hundred temples built between the ninth and fifteenth centuries. 

The nearest town to the temples is Siem Reap , which has established itself as the base from which to explore Angkor, a tradition begun by American Frank Vincent Jr, who borrowed three elephants from the governor of Siem Reap in 1872 to explore the ruins. These days, there are plenty of motos and taxis on hand for the journey. 

Siem Reap

SIEM REAP is Cambodia's most touristy town, and has sacrificed much of its charm and authenticity as a result. However, Western luxuries are freely available, and there are plenty of English-speaking locals. Arriving in Siem Reap by pick-up , you'll probably be dropped at the large central market to the east of the city, a hectic, noisy transport hub, knee-deep in mud for most of the rainy season. Boats cruise into the pier , 11km south of Siem Reap - the approach is a tranquil introduction to the area, passing hundreds of floating houses, children splashing about in the water, and families going about their daily chores. At the pier, guesthouse reps will be keen to offer a free ride into town, so it's a good idea to decide beforehand where you want to stay. Guesthouse touts also meet the planes at the airport , 8km west of town; the other option is a moto ($1) or a taxi ($5). 

There is a tourist information office (daily 7-9.30am & 2.30-4pm; tel 063/963996), opposite the Grand Hôtel d'Angkor, on Tosamut Boulevard, but as usual you'll find the guesthouses are better sources of information. Transport around town is limited to motos. Short hops are 500r, a trip out to the central market will cost around 1000r. 

Temples of Angkor

In 802, Jayavarman II united the warring Chenla factions and worked towards building a magnificent and prosperous kingdom. He declared himself universal god-king, and became the first of a succession of 39 kings to reign over the most powerful kingdom in Southeast Asia at that time. So the Angkor era was born, a period marked by imaginative building projects, the design and construction of inspirational temples and palaces, the creation of complex irrigation systems and the development of magnificent walled cities. However, as more resources were channelled into ever more ambitious construction projects, Angkor became a target for attack from neighbouring Siam . Successive invasions by the Siamese army culminated in the sacking of Angkor in the fifteenth century and the city was abandoned to the jungle. Although Khmers knew of the lost city, it wasn't until the West's "discovery" of Angkor in the nineteenth century that international interest was aroused. A French missionary, Father Bouillevaux, first reported on the "pagoda of Angcor and the ruins of Angcor-Thom", overgrown and camouflaged with jungle greenery. Soon after, in 1858, the famous botanist Henri Mouhot led a journey of exploration that began years of continuing archeological work to restore the temples. 

More than one hundred Angkorian monuments are spread over some 3000 square kilometres. The best-known monuments are the vast Hindu temple of Angkor Wat and the walled city of Angkor Thom . Jungle-ravaged Ta Phrom and exquisitely decorated Banteay Srei are also popular sites. The Roluos ruins are significant as the site of the first capital city and as a point of comparison with the later architectural styles of Banteay Kdei and Takeo . A visit to Angkor wouldn't be complete without the compulsory late-afternoon sunset trip to Phnom Bakeng , with its stunning views of Angkor Wat and the surrounding countryside. . 

Many of the artefacts on display at the temples of Angkor are not originals. Thefts of the valuable treasures have been common since the 1970s, but have accelerated since the peace process began in 1993, when access to the temples became easier. Attempts have been made to protect the most valuable artefacts by moving them to the National Museum in Phnom Penh, or to the Angkor Conservation Office in Siem Reap, and replacing them with copies. 

Angkor Wat

Built in the twelfth century as a mausoleum and temple for King Suryavarman II, Angkor Wat represents the height of inspiration and perfection in Khmer art, combining architectural harmony, grand proportions and detailed artistry. Your first close-up view of Angkor Wat is likely to be a memorable sight. Approaching along the sandstone causeway across a broad moat and through the western gate, you're teased with glimpses of the central towers, but it's not until you're through the gate that the full magnificence of the temple comes into view. At once, its size and scale becomes apparent - a truly stunning sight. The causeway, extending 300m across the flat, open compound, directs the eye to the proud temple and its most memorable feature, the distinctive conical-shaped towers, designed to look like lotus buds. Four smaller towers surround a taller central one. The temple is made up of three platforms, linked by stairways, and long, columned galleries extend outwards from the central gopura. If you can resist the urge to head straight for the main temple building, the entry gopura at which you're standing is worth exploring, both inside and out, for its exceptional carvings and an eight-armed Vishnu image with a Buddha head, an interesting marriage of Buddhism and Hinduism. Originally built as a Hindu temple dedicated to Vishnu, Angkor Wat was later converted to a Buddhist monument. 

Continuing east along the causeway, you'll pass between the wat's library buildings and two ponds, and mount a flight of steps, guarded by a set of four crouching lions, to the Terrace of Honour , where the king would no doubt have stood, looking down on his subjects, perhaps enjoying some festivities or receiving dignitaries. The terrace is the gateway to the extraordinary Gallery of Bas Reliefs , a covered gallery which extends around the perimeter of the first level, and the inner wall of which is carved with sandstone reliefs. The carvings cover almost the entirety of the wall, 700m long, 2m in height, and depict religious narratives, battle scenes and Hindu epics such as the Ramayana. The best-known carving, The Churning of the Ocean of Milk, in the East Gallery, depicts the myth of creation: gods ( devas) and evil spirits ( asuras) churn the ocean for a thousand years to produce the elixir of immortality, and to create order out of chaos. The detail and sharpness of the images make this one of the greatest stone sculptures ever created. 

As you approach the central chamber, you'll pass through the cruciform galleries that link the first and second levels. On the right-hand side is the Gallery of One Thousand Buddhas , though only a handful of figures now remain. Steps take you up to the next level and into a courtyard, the walls of which are carved with numerous detailed apsaras, celestial nymphs. There are a total of 1850 apsara figures in Angkor Wat, each individually carved with unique features. The final steep climb to the third level, best approached from the southern side, is rewarded with magnificent views of the countryside, framed in the ancient doorways and carved pillars. The apsaras carved on the outer walls of the central sanctuary are so sharp and unweathered, that even the tiny fingernails and cuticles of the nymphets are visible. Inside, a number of Buddha images look down from this vantage point at the seat of the ancient Khmer empire. 

Banteay Srei

The pretty tenth-century temple of Banteay Srei is unique amongst its Angkorian peers. Its miniature proportions, unusual pinkish colour and intricate ornamentation create a surreal effect, enhanced by its astonishing state of preservation. The journey to the site, about 30km northeast of Angkor Wat, takes about an hour. Tour groups start arriving en masse from 8.30am, and because of its small size, it gets crowded quickly. If you can arrive here an hour or so beforehand, you'll have the temple to yourself. 

The sharp and detailed carving above the doorway of the east gopura is a prelude to the delights within. The roseate tones here and throughout the temple are caused by the quartz arenite sandstone used in construction. A paved causeway flanked by rows of sandstone markers takes you to the entry tower. From here, across the moat, the tops of the three intricate central towers and two libraries are visible over the low enclosure wall. The reddish sandstone against the green backdrop of the jungle is a magnificent sight, as if you've stumbled across a fairytale city. Inside the enclosure wall, there's a riot of intricate decoration and architecture with elegant pillars and exquisite frontons; walls are covered with carved foliage and guardian divinities, and panels are extravagantly decorated with scenes from Hindu mythology. It's like a magical, miniature fantasy land; the central towers have midget doors barely a metre tall, and the shrines have Lilliputian internal dimensions, making entry impractical for all but the shortest people 

Angkor Thom

Angkor Thom , 2km north of Angkor Wat, was the last and greatest capital of the Angkor era, built during the late twelfth century and early thirteenth century. The immense city is enclosed by four defensive walls, 8m high and 3km long on each side. This in turn is surrounded by a moat, 100m wide. Certainly more spectacular and extravagant than any Western city at the time, Angkor Thom was an architectural masterpiece, home to perhaps a million inhabitants. The buildings were mainly constructed of wood, so have weathered away, but the stone religious monuments remain as a testament to the city's grand scale. 

There are five gateways set in the walls around Angkor Thom, four covering each of the cardinal points and the fifth, the Gate of Victory, set in the east wall and leading directly to the Royal Palace compound. Each gateway is approached via a stone causeway that crosses the wide moat. On each causeway, 54 god images on the left and 54 demons on the right depict the myth Churning the Ocean of Milk, as featured in the East Gallery of Angkor Wat. Each of the five sandstone gopuras is crowned with four large heads, facing the points of the compass, and flanked by an image of the Hindu god Indra riding a three-headed elephant. 

If you're approaching from Angkor Wat, your entrance to Angkor Thom will probably be through the South Gate. Continuing directly northwards will bring you to The Bayon , at the centre of Angkor Thom. Despite its poor workmanship and haphazard sculpting, this is one of Angkor's most endearing temples, its unusual personality created by large carved faces that adorn the sides of its 54 towers; each tower has four heads, each facing one of the points of the compass. The celebrated Bayon heads have been subject to much scholarly conjecture, but they are widely accepted to be a representation of Jayavarman VII. These smiling guardians have aged over time, so that now, each face is unique with weathering, war damage and weeds. 

The temple is pyramid-shaped, the towers rising successively to the highest central tower. Although small, it's actually a confusing temple to navigate, owing in large part to its complex history. It was built on top of an earlier monument, follows an experimental layout, and was added to at various times. It is thought to have been completed in the early thirteenth century, but its chaotic plan was further complicated by damage from the Siamese invasion in 1431. Although originally a Buddhist temple, it has a Hindu history too, and themes of both religions can be found in the reliefs adorning the galleries. The inner gallery displays religious and mythological themes, while the outer gallery, added later, is decorated with historical motifs, including the fight with the Chams in 1181.

Lying 200m to the northwest, the neighbouring temple of Baphuon , though now no more than a pile of rubble, was, at its peak, even more impressive than the Bayon. Baphuon's tower was originally covered in bronze, and writings of the era testify to its magnificence. Restoration work is being carried out and is scheduled for completion in 2004, but in the meantime access is restricted. 

Just beyond the gate to Baphuon is the Terrace of the Elephants , extending 300m to the north. Three-headed elephants guard the stairway at the southern end, but before ascending, be sure to view the terrace from the road, where a sculpted frieze of hunting and fighting elephants adorns the facade. The terrace, which originally housed wooden pavilions, would have been used by the king to address his public and as a viewing platform on ceremonial occasions. 

Immediately north of here is the Terrace of The Leper King , named after the statue of a naked figure that was originally discovered here. The original has been transferred to Phnom Penh's National Museum and a copy now stands on the platform; it is uncertain who the Leper King was or even where the name originates from. An inscription on the statue suggests that it may represent Yama, the god of death or judgement. This would also bear out the theory that the terrace was used as a royal crematorium. Superb sculptures of a variety of figures and sea creatures grace the sides of the terrace. The existing outer wall is in fact a later extension to the terrace. The original wall, also adorned with beautiful carvings, can be accessed via a viewing passageway. You'll need a torch to see the detail. 

The two terraces mark what would have been the western edge of the Royal Palace. The timber buildings have since disintegrated, leaving just the temple mountain of Phimeanakas and the king's and queen's bathing pools . Now little more than a pyramid of stones, Phimeanakas was the palace chapel, crowned with a golden tower and probably completed in the early eleventh century. The western staircase has a hand rail to aid the short, steep climb to the upper terrace. From the top, there's a good view of Baphuon to the south through the trees, and to the north, the royal baths. Feel free to join the bathing monks if the heat gets too much. 

Roluos Group

Not far from the small town of Roluos are three of Cambodia's oldest temples: Bakong , Preah Ko and Lolei . Signposts mark the route from National Route 6, about 13km east of Siem Reap; the temples are a couple of kilometres further on. The relics date from the late ninth century, the dawn of the Angkorian era. With the emphasis on detail rather than size, the period is characterized by innovative construction methods, architecture and ornamentation, evident in all three temples. 

Cambodia's earliest temple mountain, Bakong is made up of five tiers of solid sandstone surrounded by brick towers. Entering from the east across the balustraded causeway, you'll come to some newer temple buildings and a school just before the inner compound. Continuing through the almost completely ruined gopura to the inner compound, you'll see a number of square towers at ground level. Originally eight towers surrounded the central sanctuary, of which only five remain standing today. The towers are of stucco-faced brick opening to the east, with false doors on the other side. Guardian figures decorate the niches, and exquisite carvings adorn the sandstone lintels. Turning to the central five-tiered pyramid, you'll see a number of carved elephants looking out into the surrounding forests from the corners of the first three platforms. At the fourth tier, twelve sandstone towers surround the central sanctuary, while on the fifth tier, a few panels remain of the frieze that originally adorned all four walls surrounding the central sanctuary. The sanctuary itself is a later addition; you can see the newer stones resting on the original base, and the lotus spire betrays its twelfth-century origins. 

On the western side of the road to Bakong stands Preah Ko , built by Indravarman I as a funerary temple for his ancestors. It was originally surrounded by three enclosure walls, now in a state of ruin. The highlight are the six brick towers of the central sanctuary, approached through a pile of rubble, once an imposing gopura, entry tower and galleries. The carved window balusters remain standing. Passing through the foundations of the galleries, you'll see on your left a square brick structure of unknown purpose, possibly some kind of storeroom. Before the central sanctuary, three ruined sculptures of the sacred bull Ko face westwards. Pass through any of the small lion-flanked staircases to reach the raised platform of the central sanctuary: much of the original decorative stucco remains on the towers and is exceptionally elegant, especially on eastern towers. Male figures flank the three eastern towers and those behind are female. 

The sanctuary of Lolei , 1km north of Preah Ko, was built by Yashovarman I on an artificial island, and consists of four brick-and-sandstone towers opening to the east. The stucco has all but disappeared, but the excellent decorative sandstone lintels of makaras and the bulbous-eyed Kala hint at the previous intricate splendour of these towers. 

Takeo

About 2km east of the Bayon, this towering replica of Mount Meru scores well on the height points but is awarded nothing for decoration. Takeo is bereft of the usual Angkor refineries; perhaps they were to be added later, as the temple was never finished. The sandstone pyramid, although imposing and architecturally significant, is hard to get really excited about, especially as there's so much else on offer at Angkor. 

Ta Phrom

The stunning twelfth-century temple-monastery of Ta Phrom , 1km southeast of Takeo, has a magical appeal. Rather than being cleared and restored like most of the other Angkor monuments, it's been left to the ravages of the jungle and appears roughly as it did to the Europeans who rediscovered these ruins in the nineteenth century. Roots and trunks intermingle with the stones and seem almost part of the structure. The temple's cramped corridors reveal half-hidden reliefs, while valuable carvings litter the floor. 

Jayavarman VII originally built Ta Phrom as a Buddhist monastery, although Hindu purists have since defaced the Buddhist imagery. The temple was once surrounded by an enclosed city. An inscription found at the site testifies to the importance of Ta Phrom: it records that there were over 12,000 people at the monastery, maintained by almost 80,000 people in the surrounding villages 

Phnom Bakheng

The hilltop temple of Phnom Bakheng , south of Angkor Thom, is the earliest building in this area, following Yasorvarman's move westwards from Roluos. The state temple was built from the rock of the hill on which it stands. Upon its completion in the early tenth century it boasted 108 magnificent towers, set on a spectacular pyramid. Only part of the central tower now remains. The five diminishing terraces rise to the central sanctuary, adorned with female divinities, and once housing the lingam of the god Yashodhareshvara. Bakheng, however, is visited less for its temple than for the view from the hilltop - Angkor Wat soars upwards from its jungle hideout to the east. At sunset, the best time to visit for great views of Angkor, it becomes a circus crowded with tourists and vendors, with elephant rides on offer and one-dollar drinks and souvenir T-shirts piled up on the ancient stones. 

Banteay Kdei

Southeast of Ta Phrom and one of the quieter sites in this area, Banteay Kdei is a huge twelfth-century Buddhist temple, constructed under Jayavarman VII. It's in a pretty poor state of repair, but the crumbling stones create an interesting architecture of their own. Highlights are the carvings of female divinities and other figures in the niches of the second enclosure, and a frieze of Buddhas in the interior court. Opposite the east entrance to Banteay Kdei are the Srah Srang or "royal bath", a large lake, which was probably used for ritual ablutions, and its landing stage, decorated with lions and nagas. 

Preah Khan

Just beyond the northeast corner of the perimeter wall around Angkor Thom stands Preah Khan , a tranquil, jungle-ravaged temple, surrounded by dense foliage on all sides. The twelfth-century temple served as the temporary residence of King Jayavarman VII while he was rebuilding Angkor Thom, damaged in an attack by the Siamese. A systematic tour of the temple is impossible, as routes are blocked with piles of fallen stones, trees or archeological excavation. Most people enter from the western entrance, but it's worth continuing all the way to the eastern edge of the temple. Here you'll find an unusual two-storey structure, with circular columns supporting the second floor of square columns and windows, unique in Khmer architecture. Not far from here, at the southern end of the east gopura, a photogenic battle of wood and stone is being fought as an encroaching tree grows through the ruins. The tree appears to be winning. Preah Khan can be visited in the hotter hours of the day, as it's largely in shade. 
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