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FRIDAY 3:30PM
e i

is a breeze. Just a litde «

bt to Siem Reap, Cambodia from Kuals Lumpur

two hours and | am with

the Khmer people. Siem Reap International Airport
is modest in size yet unmismkably modern—I arrive
without a hitch. Everyone likely knows Siem Reap
as the scar of th

yendary Anghor Wat (carly 12¢h

century), the largest religious momument in the world

thar contin ire the imagination of many. This

erip, howev o discover Siem Reap's other sides,

At the arrival hall, Chivoan (G1) from Bensley's

Paol Villa is here for the pick-up right on time.

Only a short drive away from the airport, and

the laid-back neighbourhood of colo:

al \huplumscs

bearing French influences, Bensley's Pool Villas,

al for a carefree geraway.

b nra Mani .‘m::luir 5 I
4:05PM

After a fast ¢

1y '\\'.l!}.l“;" into a "lilc[ corner ‘l]c
black door « ol Villa reveals itself. Two
Hoors connected by a Highe of stairs as pretry as a
picture, and with one’s own plunge pool to boot, the

villa opens up 1o an interesting layour, with semi

or walkways from the front yard to the shower

ick offering surprises ar every tumn. From the

ancient Khmer art details of King Jayavarman’s robes

up her travel journal as

to the suriking black and white floor tiles, the design
is very ferching; instead of occupying maximum
horizontal space, Bensley's Villa plays more with
vertical heighr, bringing o life a certain kind of
SWag, In the upper Hoor, soft _vr“.ow Howers ri.lrlg_lr_'
like chandeliers, complete with an inviting daybed

and a bar counter to host friends. In the bedroom

downstairs, a king-sized bed shares space with a
wopical garden. Plus, the espresso machine and |
become best friends overnight. Bur as amazing as the
villa is, T need w get going. The circus is in own,
6:00PM

Ar the tailend of Sok San Road, after rows of pubs and
n up at the psig Tup. Home

bars with neon lighes, 1

1o Phare, the Cambodian Circus, this location is easy
to find and only a short #uk sk away from Bensley's
Villa. The show starts ar 8pm but the crowd is here
carly for the one dollar beer and local strect food.
Backstage, Phare performers are gerting ready.
Trained in the art of acrobatics, acrial acts, I)ad.\-
contartion, tightrope walking, music and dance,
mare than vour usual circus folks, Phare (pronounced
as 'far’) is French for ‘lighthouse’, and Phare, the
Cambodian Circus is an extension of what began in
1994 between nine Cambodian art students and thelr

PMASETS. CRVETAL WOO SHINTA MARS ANSKIR L GETTY MASES

French art teacher following the cruel cim
Rouge. They formed a school and ple
light on o local arts, and to suppore underprivileged

youth; all Phare performers are proud school al

Some say, old wounds cast long shadows

ind a way to heal

iu:rh.l'u Phare performers
betrer wgether, tmnsmuting growing pains into art

Under the Big Top, audiences are given a h

and [ get the best seat in the house, right in the
lonight's show, Khmer Metal, is sct in a Phne
and a

day Cambodi

bar and tells the story of love, desire, money,

plimpse into the rrials of moderr

expressed through various graviry-defying stunts,
music and dance. An original masterful composition
the music is at rimes haunting, mixed with traditonal

Khmer rhythm and bears, udding layers to the overall

experience. dwitching from instrument to

nent
drums, electric guitar w xylophone—these talented
1. This is

musicians showeased their skill with great pas

indeed a different kind of circus, purposctul and viso

(Ticker sales help o fund the school). pharecirens,on
SATURDAY 7:00AM

A beautitul new day to venture out to the out

kirts of

rown. A small village with big storics, | learn abour the

existing struggles of villagers in brea

of poverty and how Shinta Mani Foundation is

g them to secure a better life. A young girl gers

schoal and runs

weery stall in her village

x documentary waiting to be made). Here,
there is a school, access to clean warer and new shelters

the fundamenrals thar w

for far too long,

kin deep, chis visit brings

ting to know the people, giving

k to the communities in small ways. [ root for

them. Shinta Mani means good hearts in Sanskrit,

und at the risk of sounding « v, this heart is open.

hily room rates from Shinta Mani

cls kecps Shinta Mani Foundation alive and golng

ing the lifes of the Khmer people.

PM
i

westically fro

1 Slem Reap, | disembark at

International Airport, on my way 1o Shinta

Mani W

that the brand-new e

ild, the unnamed road. Thank my lucky stars

SWaAY |ust started it operallons

the ravel time wo close 10 wo hours
ind making the car journey smooth and pleasant.
4:00PM

E xirng the h

v, the size of the roads I'm Il.l\'('"lllg

on offer tale-tell signs that the elusive Shinta Mani
Wikd is near. Re
Cardamon Nat

ing in the southern border of the

al Rainforest, Shinta Mani Wild

Phare, the
Camboadian
Cireus




ESCAPE

observes 15 low-impact tents gently placed in a massive 865
acres river valley. (Imagine the size of Central Park, more or less).
Entering deeper into Cardamon National Forest, the largest in
Cambodia and the second largest virgin rainforest in Southeast
Asia, I'm eager to check-in bur felt a little g
daunted. Shinta Mani Wild has abandoned
conventional desk formalities, and gueses
simply check-in via a 400-metre zip line, which
just happens to be the longest in Cambodia. i \
When the driver pulls to a stop, | meet b \
Masin, my Alfred Pennyworth, for the first
time, Still in a daze, Masin leads me to the
Easvern Tower with its many steps. On our way
up, the high view rakes my breath away and
f-rngning betrer judgement, [ look down for a
nano second and vertigo slips in...but giving up
is not an option. So 102 steps later, we reach
the top, smiling, Wasting no time, Masin bricfs  *
me on 3.[?‘:(}' as he straps mc into the £i|' line harness. “H{Jd'\'..._}_"ﬂ! " His calm
words echo away from me as | zip down nervously. i-ll\'ing Across tree tops,
gushing rivers and waterfalls, fear and excitement rake hold, but the experience!
Priceless. Fi(ul!_l( muuhing down ar the l..llldhlg Zone Bar, a n.'ir;-s}liug
requila drink is served o calm the nerves. Widh that, I'm officially checked-in.
6:30PM
It takes a lirtle bir of walking to get to my rent but I dont mind. Along
the narrow gravel path, wild burterflies swoop in as if welcoming my
presence, as do some squirrels. T wonder if Absolem is nearby. Shy gibbons
are known to hang around this part of the jungle, not to mention a long list
of endangered animals that count on the Cardameon National Rainfores
for survival, among them the Sunda Pangolins, Clouded Leopards and
Sun Bears. It’s as if David Attenborough's voice is narrating in my head.
My Wild tent is a sight for sore cyes. A Goliath-size wooden table
perfect for writing (or daydreaming) sits on a deluxe front porch.
With vintage fans, books and manuscriprs, comfy seatings with bright
whimsical art prints, and a well-stocked beast of a fridge,
everything here encourages one 1o stay outside o enjoy
the river view, open-air and Cardamon jungle charms.
lumning the key, | enter my perched nest, which is a hybrid
cabin-tent made from hardwood and high quality canvas,
There's 2 leatherbound headboard in vintage tobaceo on the
king-sized bed, a rotary dial p]'lnrlc. a long double-vaniry with
charming chrome detils and a perite reading area thar looks
out to the jungle. The sun is about 1o set and there’s nothing
maore inviting than rays of sunlighe that bathe the room ina

golden glow. [ am in for a most comfortable slumber tonight.

The Headquarters (HQ)

Turmeric Chicken Rice

Backwater Boating at
Shinta Mani Wilkd

- SUNDAY 7:30AM
After a big breakfast (Turmerie Chicken Rice), I'm off
into the wild. Early morning hiking in the Cardamon
National Rainforest is sparking the explorer in me,
trekking on different jungle loors, dodging tree branches
and drinking rainwater from wild pitcher plants, stopping only to listen
to the hoots and howls of gibbons. Then out of nowhere, a pristine
lake perfeer for swimming. With clear warers and tiny fishes dancing
around my feer, s“'ilnq\ing in the wild is a most rl:frtshing cx?ed:nce.
Nature truly is the best playground, and o think only three percent of
primary forest remains in Cambodia. Before we lose even more, there is
no time than the present to play our part. Shinta Mani Wild and Wildlife
Alliance are leading the way by taking care not to cause harm to Cardamon
Narional Rainforest, preserving wildlife, and purting a stop to illegal
logging, mining and poaching. To daze, over 7,000 illegal snares have been
removed, and close to 200 illegal logging camps have ceased operations.
Learn mare at wild, shintamani.com/, vt
2:00PM
Nexr on the agenda is a boating expedition ar the backwaters of Upper Srcy
Ambel Estuary. Channeling Agatha Chrlstie’s 5.5, Kamak on the Nile (albeit a
smaller version, sans murder), this expedition boar has solar p:nd.- and a sundeck
10 laze or snooze on after birdwatching, Rarely
do 1 get to see eagles and white-throared
kingfishers in their natural habitar, tis a good
time for some tisanc or cold beer and snacks.
Come dusk, my fect is back on the ground
as I'm en roure to the next destination, by
way of a 4WD. The sky is changing colour
and my final night ar Shinta Mani Wild is
spent at the top of a hill. Bouyed by misty

mountaing all-around, wine, margaritas,
and warm conversations, | can't take my
cyes off the big bonfire burning through
the night. Exchanging storics with cclectic
eravellees from Germany, South Africa, and
Tibet, | am chankful for the here and now. [

BACK AT HQ

Dining at the Headquarters (HQ) means having the glorious warerfalls
as your company, A long terrace with an unbeatable view, HQ thrives on
sponmncity—it will cook up just abour anything for the guests. Serving
breakfast, lunch, and dinner no marrer rain or shine, it is connected T the
Landing Zone Bar, but also goes wall-less right by the rivers and waterfalls,
complete with intimate table seatings for romantic moments. Try the signarure
brath with red ants, one of the many local edibles sourced directly from the
Cardamon Rainforest, the peripheral benefits of having nature as your ally.
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