[image: image1.png]—aD-

GREAT RAIL
JOURNEYS



       Tour  Manager’s welcome 

I would like to wish you a very warm welcome as we set off for our tour to Vietnam & Cambodia. On the assumption everyone shows up there are 38 members in the party including myself, so we are quite a large group. I hope you have a thoroughly enjoyable adventure as we travel to South East Asia, visit the cities and countryside of Vietnam, enjoy some extremely comfortable hotels, cruise the Mekong Delta, and experience the fascination of Cambodia’s long and latterly turbulent history.

I am one of more than 300 freelance Tour Managers engaged by Great Rail Journeys on a trip by trip basis to escort their holidays. My role is to accompany the group throughout, looking after the logistics and liaising with suppliers on the ground to try to ensure all arrangements run as smoothly as possible. I shall be pleased to try to help with your queries at any stage. We shall also be accompanied for much of the time by local guides who will be delighted to share knowledge of their homeland. 

I do hope too that you find this note helpful. It is intended to be read in conjunction with the official itinerary booklet and is designed to add some extra detail and advice. One or two initial general pieces of information may possibly be helpful at this stage:

Time:  During the European winter, Vietnam is 7 hours ahead of the UK. I recommend adjusting at least one timepiece so that you are certain of having the correct time for meeting up etc.

Telephones/IT:  UK mobiles will generally work in SE Asia as long as you are signed up for ‘international roaming’. Coverage is extensive but there may be no signal in more remote areas. Charges for calls, texts and data can be quite expensive and if you have a smartphone you may wish to switch off ‘data roaming’. Free wi-fi is available in most hotels and some other locations such as bars and restaurants. 

Money: The Vietnamese Dong and Cambodian Riel are closed currencies so not officially available outside the respective borders. In both countries US dollars are widely used, though Vietnamese Dong is necessary for small purchases and you may pay somewhat more when settling bills in dollars. However in Cambodia where there is little point in obtaining any Riel. In both countries should you pay in dollars you may receive change in local notes. ATMs in Vietnam dispense Dong but in Cambodia will provide $US. Larger denomination dollar bills ($50 or $100) are much less useful than smaller ones. Cash can conveniently be exchanged in the hotels we use, though better exchange rates are possibly more likely to be available from banks and money changers. Any extras in hotels may be paid by credit card. Cards are also accepted by higher scale restaurants and shops but not necessarily by market traders!

· One pound should buy you well over 30,000 Dong or 6,100 Cambodian Riel. 

· One US dollar equals approx 21,000 Dong or 4,020 Riel.

· Take care with all those noughts!
· If paying in US dollars it may be useful to remember that a dollar = approximately 65 pence.

Occasionally UK banks may spot ‘unusual behaviour’ and impose a block on overseas use of your card(s). If you find yourself unable to make cash withdrawals or if retail transactions are refused you will need to contact your bank and make your displeasure clear to them!

Religious monuments:  It is important to cover up properly when visiting the Phnom Penh Royal Palace and at temples including Angkor Wat. Shoulders and upper legs should be covered. Shoes should be removed on entering temples and women should take care not to touch monks. Laughing and joking is generally inappropriate when visiting religious sites or war memorials.

Dealing with locals: Please avoid raising your voice or showing any hint of aggression even if experiencing some kind of difficulty. This will lead to ‘loss of face’ and will not help resolve the particular problem. In such situations locals may giggle or laugh – not at you, but as a way of diffusing tension or to hide the embarrassment of not understanding. Additionally it is courteous to seek permission before taking close up photos of local people going about their everyday life. Sometimes locals will expect money for having their picture taken. In Cambodia, unlike in Vietnam, you will see many beggars including children and may be pestered by them.

Safety & Security: Both countries we visit are reasonably free of major crime, though pick pocketing and petty theft even of low value items is always a possibility, especially in the cities. Bag snatching from motorbikes is something of a problem, most especially in Saigon. Thieves are looking to relieve you of bags, cameras, jewellery, mobile phones etc as they drive by. Please therefore take very good care of all your belongings and use hotel safes for valuables where possible. Do remember though to empty the safe when leaving a hotel! Traffic can be chaotic and vehicle lights/street lighting may not exist or be switched off, so do be very careful when crossing roads etc. That said, sometimes a degree of confidence/assertion is necessary if you are ever going to get over! Always keep moving forwards and vehicles will go behind you. NEVER STEP BACK! If taking Rickshaw Rides keep hands, arms and feet inside at all times. Please be generally aware too that UK health & safety standards are not the norm in SE Asia and you may wish at times to exercise your own judgment and assess risk before ŵ be highlighted. Some small boats may not be equipped with lifebelts or lifejackets.

Health and hygiene: It is important to keep hydrated. Our hotels generally provide a small supply of complimentary bottled water (use this as opposed to chargeable bottles from the mini bar) and bottles should also be available during longer coach journeys. Tap water is often described as potable but is probably best avoided. It is sometimes a good idea to have your own supply of wipes, tissues, soap, toilet paper etc and a small hand towel may be useful. Sun screen and insect repellent are also fairly essential too. Air quality in the cities can be poor, potentially affecting anyone who has respiratory problems. If you suffer cramp it is a good idea to add salt you might not normally take to your food.

Coach travel: We do have a number of fairly lengthy coach journeys in addition to our short transfers between airports, stations and hotels. Coaches are not always equipped with toilets but we will make appropriate stops during longer journeys. Seats belts may not be fitted and there are certain seats I might ask you to avoid for safety reasons. Please always leave all the front row seats free for the guide/tour manager. Additionally while I do not intend to impose a formal rotation, it would be kind if those who occupy seats towards the front on one journey move further back another time so as to be fair to everyone. 

Commercial outlets:  On occasions our guides may take us into outlets selling souvenirs and other locally produced goods. This is fairly standard practice in the tourism sector in Asia and you should not feel under any pressure whatsoever to buy something you do not want. Frequently such establishments may offer the best option for a journey break with clean toilets and the opportunity to obtain refreshments, or indeed browse the range of goods on offer.  

Your holiday:   This is your holiday and if there is a particular trip/activity you do not wish to join please feel free to do your own thing. It is helpful however if you can let me know if you are planning something different from the rest of the group so I am not worrying about where you may be!

I hope that you have a thoroughly enjoyable holiday and everything meets your expectations. Most tours run very smoothly, but if you do have worries at any stage about the itinerary or the travel and accommodation arrangements I would much prefer you to mention any issues when they arise rather than ‘bottling’ them. That way I am aware of any problems and can try to help resolve them. It is a busy tour with a lot of moving on, so it is easy to become fatigued and you may need to ‘pace yourself’. Local guides and suppliers work hard to please but now and again there can be cultural or communication misunderstandings. It therefore helps to have an open and flexible outlook and spirit of adventure!

Tipping; Tipping is not expected in Vietnam in the way that it is practically mandatory in North America. However it would be normal for foreigners to leave the small change in a restaurant and to reward tuk tuk and cyclo drivers, boat hands and others who prove helpful. A dollar goes a very long way! You should also consider tipping drivers and guides who spend some time with the group, while hotel staff such as bell boys/doormen/maids will always be pleased to receive gratuities.  You may find too that offering a tip ‘oils the wheels’ and you will be accorded preferential treatment! You might discover that soliciting for tips is rather more overt once we reach Cambodia.

Passports: To simplify hotel check-ins/border crossings I will need to collect/store some of your personal details for the duration of the tour. I will destroy such records at the end of the holiday. Please do not pack your passport in your suitcase which on occasions travels in a separate vehicle from that of the group. Some hotels may still insist on seeing your passport on arrival.

Some day by day details follow, but amendments are always very possible depending on local conditions. In particular the order in which sightseeing is undertaken may be altered by the local guide at short notice.

Tuesday 17th November   

Our outward flight is scheduled to depart Heathrow at 11.00. I expect to be at the Airport from around half past seven in the morning and will be looking out for clients close to the Vietnam Airlines check-in at Terminal 4, Zone G. Please make contact either with me or my meeter/greeter colleague Geoff Herbert  BEFORE checking in. There is no need to arrive too early and desks may not open until 8am. However I would always advise allowing plenty of time to reach the airport. The recommended check-in is three hours prior to departure and on line check in is NOT possible for this flight. We will issue you with a numbered baggage label for your main luggage (one per person). Please keep this label safe and only attach it to you bag on arrival into Vietnam, when reclaiming luggage in the baggage hall in Hanoi. If your label goes missing at any point, do let me know and I shall be pleased to supply a replacement.

If you have specific seating requests please do be certain to mention these at the airline check-in desk and do not leave the desk until you are happy! Meals will be served during the flight and you should advance your watch by 7 hours to be on Vietnamese time. 

Wednesday 18th November

We are due to reach Hanoi at 05.00 after a journey of approximately 11 hours.

On arrival please follow the signs and make your way to the immigration control then the baggage reclaim area. Luggage delivery in Hanoi can be somewhat slow but when it arrives please attach the numbered label(s) given to you in the UK. Please wait by the luggage belt with other group members until I am certain everyone is present. We will then make our way landside and meet our local guide. Our journey to the hotel should take around 40 minutes and a morning check-in has been arranged by GRJ.

The Melia hotel is located in the business/government area of the city close to main tourist attractions such as such as the Hanoi Opera House, Temple of Literature, and Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum. Additionally we are just a couple of blocks south of the pleasant Hoan Kiem Lake. The hotel has an outdoor swimming pool, gift shop/drugstore and there are cash machines immediately outside.

After some time to freshen up there will be the opportunity this afternoon for some sightseeing scheduled by our local guide. If you are bursting to look around immediately, the “Hanoi Hilton” (Hoa Lo) prison complex where captured US Airmen, including John McCain now a Republican politician, were kept is about 300 metres away. Turn right out of the hotel, then right after the large ochre coloured courthouse building. The museum is a short distance on the left and is open 08.00-17.00. There are English language captions to the exhibits and admission costs 20,000 Dong. 
Our guided tour will include the Temple of Literature and Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum with quite a lengthy cyclo ride back to the Media afterwards. The drivers will incidentally expect a tip - $1 or $2 should be fine!

Dinner tonight is a set menu served in the Press Club local restaurant which is a short coach ride away.

Thursday 19th November 

Breakfast is available in the hotel restaurant from 6am. We expect to depart by coach at 8am and will make the 150km journey eastwards to Ha Long City. The road journey will take around three and a half hours including a comfort stop along the route. On arrival we join our luxury junk operated by Bhaya Cruises for the overnight visit to scenic Ha Long Bay with buffet lunch served soon after our arrival. 
The bay is dominated by more than 1,600 limestone karsts and 3,000 islets which rise out of the water to heights of up to 100 meters with numerous caves and grottos spread throughout the bay and I hope you find this both a stunningly scenic and relaxing experience. The bay is allegedly inhabited by a mysterious marine creature known by the French name Tarasque and has been a UNESCO World Heritage site since 1994.

Excursions off the boat do involve making your way between the junk and a tender, while our cave visit involves a lot of steps in dark conditions. Tonight we anchor near Ho Dong Tien and enjoy a set seafood dinner on board.

Friday 20th November  

We continue to explore the Bay and buffet brunch is available on board the junk. Once our cruise is over in mid-morning we join our coach for the journey back to Hanoi with a stopover at Dong Trieu Pottery village. In Hanoi we have the opportunity to eat prior to our transfer to the station for our overnight train journey south to Hué.  

Train staff can assist with your luggage which should fit underneath bunks or on unused bunks. (All cabins have been booked for the exclusive use of up to two people). This is not the Orient Express and some of the compartments can be a little down at heel by European standards. However you should be provided with a silk sleeping bag which is yours to keep and this may become useful as a seat cover on our subsequent train journeys. You will be provided with a breakfast ‘picnic’. Hot water is available on board so you could have some tea bags/coffee sachets handy. However beware it is ‘hot’ rather than boiling and if the water has not been properly boiled could give rise to stomach problems! Carriages generally have one European style and one Asian style (squat) toilet as well as some wash basins. 

It is a 430 mile journey to Hué and much of our travel will be in the dark, though the sun rises a little before 6am so the tracks south of Dong Ha should be traversed in daylight. Dong Ha is just south of the 17th parallel demarcation line which divided Vietnam and saw creation of the de-militarized zone that was later the scene of some of the fiercest wartime fighting. As background, the line along which we travel in four stages during our tour was completed by the French in 1936, and services linked Hanoi to Saigon until 1954, when as just mentioned Vietnam was partitioned and the railway was cut. Train service resumed on 31 December 1976 when the Reunification Express, brought the country together once more. Today the name is still used by the state railways though it does not apply to any one specific train service.

Saturday 21st November 

Please be ready to leave the train in Hué and be aware of the big step down from the train. We will transfer directly to the Best Western Premier Indochine Palace which is positioned on the same (south) side of the river as the station. There will be an opportunity to freshen up before we are taken to the centre of this great imperial city which was capital of Vietnam during the rule of the Nguyen Dynasty from 1802. There is the chance to buy some lunch, then in the early afternoon we take a boat trip on the Song Huong or Perfume River and visit the two great symbols of Hué, the Thien Mu Pagoda and the Imperial Citadel. From the citadel owing to a one way system it is about a one mile long walk back to the bus park, though if you flag it in good time you may be able to use the electric buggy service which charges $2/head for a lift. 

The modern hotel has a large outdoor pool and tonight we are served a Vietnamese set meal. There is a large Big C supermarket close to the hotel, open 08.00-20.00 and useful for buying snacks for tomorrow’s train journey. Turn left out of the hotel and it is in the large building approx 200 metres on the left. Food is on the first floor. You must deposit any large bags you are carrying in the lockers while shopping.
Sunday 22nd November  

Today we travel onwards by train to the port city of Da Nang then continue by coach to Hoi An. Our main luggage travels separately and I will confirm a baggage collection time in due course. There will be the opportunity for further early exploration before we meet up around 10am for our coach transfer to the station.

The rail journey features the most scenic part of the north-south line with some good coastal views. It is around 65 miles, though the train is scheduled to take two and a half hours to cover the distance. The train runs close to the South China Sea, snaking from cliff to jungle-covered cliff past beaches and islands, then heads through the lush green mountains via the Hai Van Pass to our destination. 

Boarding can possibly be a little chaotic but signage on the platform does suggest where to stand and seat numbers are displayed on the back of seats on a small blue disc. On occasions it may be necessary to evict other passengers who are occupying our seats! 
Da Nang was home to a major air base during the Vietnam War so may be a familiar name. After arriving in the city we visit the Cham sculpture museum and also the cluster of five hills known as Marble Mountains before continuing by coach to Hoi An. 

There we check into the colonial style Anantara Resort for two nights. The hotel is by the Thu Bon River and close to the old town where shops and stalls are open until late into the evening. Hoi An has grand merchants’ homes and wooden pagodas and is crisscrossed with cycle lanes. There is a lantern-lit riverside and small beach. This is arguably one of the best places to shop on the tour and the city is renowned for its tailors. Once again the hotel has an outdoor pool and a Vietnamese set meal is served this evening.

The Number One Laundry opposite the front of the hotel provides a cheaper service than the hotel. Items handed in on Sunday should be ready for collection by 16.00 Monday. 

Monday 23rd November 

We have a morning walking tour to discover something of the historic town which was a prosperous seaport from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century before silting led to its decline. Hoi An has been declared a World Heritage site thanks to its concentration of well preserved buildings. Lunch is included today, provisionally at Hoi An Silk. The rest of the day is free to do as you please so no dinner is included this evening.

Tuesday 24th November 

After breakfast we travel by coach back towards the coast to join the train at Da Nang for our onward nine and a half hour train journey to Nha Trang in ‘soft seats’. It is about 330 miles on the train. The main luggage travels separately and I will advise ‘bags out’ time.  A packed lunch will be provided for the journey.

Once again our coach meets us in Nha Trang and a buffet dinner is included tonight in the Novotel which overlooks Nha Trang Bay and the beachfront promenade. The town has developed as a significant tourist destination thanks to its golden beaches and climate, though November is normally the wettest month! As it will be mid evening I recommend going almost immediately to the buffet following our arrival. The hotel has both outdoor and indoor (3rd floor) pools.

Wednesday 25th November

This is an entirely free day to relax in this beach resort with breakfast but no other meals included. The hotel has a private beach just opposite with sun beds and umbrellas available on a first come first served basis. If you want a more active day our local guide should be able to advise some of the options for possible excursions. I will be available both morning and evening at times to be advised if you have any questions for me.

Please be aware that owing to the long distance and restrictions on commercial road traffic into Saigon our big bags need to go ahead of us. Consequently there will be a bag collection this evening at a time to be confirmed and you should not pack anything needed in the morning! 

Thursday 26th November 

We have an early departure today to catch our onward train – likely to be around 08.00 from the hotel, but I will confirm nearer the time.  The hotel will provide a picnic lunch for the journey. It is almost 260 miles to Saigon and the journey will take around seven and a half hours. The official name for the conurbation is Ho Chi Minh City though the central part of the city is always Saigon, the name by which, certainly in the south, the whole metropolis is generally known.

We will be taken on a short orientation tour of the centre of this busy bustling city before reaching our hotel where we stay for two nights on a bed and breakfast basis. The Grand Hotel was established in 1930 and completely restored in 1997 and is located quite close to the Saigon River. 

There are plenty of restaurants nearby as an alternative to eating in the hotel and many of the city’s main sights are within walking distance. Traffic can be chaotic though it can be great fun to hire a tuk tuk –haggling is advised to get the best price. Construction of an underground rail system designed to relieve congestion has begun, with the first section expected to open in 2017.

Friday 27th November

This morning we will leave the hotel around 8am and drive about 45 miles north west to the site of the complex of Cu Chi tunnels used by the Viet Minh in their struggle for independence from France and then to great effect by the Viet Cong during the Vietnam War (known in Vietnam as the American War). The tunnels are fascinating and though open to visitors not everyone may feel comfortable climbing into them!

After time to look around we return to Saigon for lunch in a local restaurant, before visiting such city attractions as Notre dame cathedral, the large covered Ben Thanh Market and then in the earlky evening a water puppet theatre show which lasts for around 45 minutes and is great fun! Once again p are free to make your own dining arrangements this evening.

Saturday 28th November 

We will leave the hotel around 8am and drive to the town of Cai Be where we should arrive in late morning. Here we join a private boat taking us along the Mekong tributaries and offering a fascinating view of local life from the water. We will experience lunch at a local house, dining outside.  Today could involve some walking in bog/forest areas and reasonably stout footwear is probably a good precaution. The last part of the journey is by coach from Vinh Long to Can Tho where we stay at the colonial style Victoria Resort.. The hotel incidentally operates a complimentary boat shuttle across the water to Can Tho city. Dinner is included this evening – our last night in Vietnam – and is a European style meal.

Sunday 29th November 

If you are up and about early there could be an opportunity to visit the Cai Rang floating market. Departure would be at 05.15 from the hotel jetty, getting back for around 7am so still allowing time for some breakfast.

The group will then depart by speedboat(s) at 8am A prompt start is necessary in order to complete most of the journey to Phnom Pehn in daylight. We stop for around an hour for an early lunch at around 11.30 in Chau Doc before continuing up to the Vietnamese border point where passengers must generally disembark. Here you will be able to change any remaining Vietnamese currency. 

Once formalities are completed we continue upriver to the Cambodian border where it is necessary to disembark once more and proceed through further controls. The authorities are reasonably tolerant of anyone who might struggle getting on and off the boat and permission may be granted for anyone with limited mobility to remain on board. Sometimes officials may offer to ‘fast track’ passengers on payment of a small ‘fee’. However Great Rail’s local agents now advise this practice is illegal and should be avoided!  Please decline any such offers politely.

Arrival into Phnom Penh should be around 6.30pm and it may be dark. Care is needed here climbing up from the boat to the street. Assistance is provided for customer luggage. We will meet our new guide and travel by coach to the Sunway Hotel which is located within the central business district of the city. We stay for two nights and tonight’s dinner is included at the hotel

Monday 30th November 

This morning we have a city tour provisionally departing at 8.30am. We will take in the Silver Pagoda, Royal Palace and National Museum. Please be aware that for the visit to the Royal Palace you are required to wear long sleeves and keep shoulders covered. Similarly legs should be covered with trousers or longer skirts to below knee level. Additionally owing to historical sensitivities you should NOT wear anything that features Vietnamese logos or flags here!

Lunch is included today and will be an Asian set meal in a local restaurant.

After lunch we continue to the Toul Sleng genocide museum located in a former Khmer Rouge school- come prison and detailing the history of the harrowing Pol Pot era which forms a significant part of Cambodian history. This may not be everyone’s cup of tea so please let me know if you would prefer not to visit. Afterwards we make our way to the Russian (flea) Market before returning to the hotel. Alternatively it should be possible to arrange a side trip to the Killing Fields, around a 45 minute trip out of town, for which a fee would be payable to the guide..

This evening dinner is included at the city’s Foreign Correspondents Club (which is a public bar and restaurant, not a private club) close to the Tonle Sap River.. 
Tuesday 1st December

We have an early departure (probably 7am) from Phnom Penh by coach taking us on a journey of almost 200 miles to Siem Reap. This is likely to take about seven hours as a lot of improvement work is taking place on National Road 6. Delays are likely and road conditions are really quite poor. If susceptible to travel sickness you may wish to carry appropriate medication. We make a comfort stop then a lunch stop en route.

On arrival in Siem Reap we go straight to the awe-inspiring Angkor Wat Temple complex, the biggest religious monument ever built, where you will be issued with a 3-day photo pass. A similar dress code to that encountered in Phnom Penh applies here and shoulders, arms and legs should be covered. After sunset we leave the temples and ride the short distance of less than three miles to the Borei Angkor Hotel. Once checked-in, there should be a little time to relax before we dine this evening at a local restaurant.

Wednesday 2nd December

After breakfast we begin a full day excursion by tuk tuk. The day is arranged with two people per tuk tuk which allows some flexibility. It is important that you have with you your photo pass issued yesterday and also that you observe the dress code outlines above. We will meet together for lunch at a local restaurant before continuing our visits. 

We will return to the hotel to freshen up before departing again around 7.30pm for dinner in a local restaurant that features an Apsara traditional Cambodian dance show.

Thursday 3rd December     

Thursday morning is at leisure in Siem Reap. You may wish to enjoy the hotel facilities, explore the nearby town centre, or even return to Angkor Wat (your pass is valid for 3 days so is still good today). Normal hotel checkout time is noon but it may be possible to continue to have use of one or two rooms to freshen up and I will confirm any such arrangements nearer the time. Lunch may be purchased in the hotel or in nearby restaurants.

I will confirm the early evening meeting time for the group and a coach will transfer the party to the small Siem Reap airport where we check in for our flights. The bags should be checked in all the way to the UK. We are due to leave Siem Reap at 20.25 and change planes in Hanoi after a flight of about 90 minutes. We then connect to our Heathrow bound aircraft.  Generally group members disperse very quickly on arrival into the UK. Therefore you may wish to take the opportunity to say goodbyes to fellow travellers, exchange e-mail addresses, promise to swop photos etc. while still in Siem Reap or when waiting to board in Hanoi.

Towards the end of the holiday I shall be distributing some questionnaires. Great Rail Journeys do take your feedback very seriously and your scores and comments are used in the planning of future holidays. I will be very grateful therefore if you would spare a few moments to complete the form, seal it in the envelope provided and return it to me. Great Rail will not reply to any comments you include on the form, so if you have any questions to which you require a formal response you would need to write or e-mail separately.
Friday 4th December 

Clocks go back seven hours and arrival into Heathrow is scheduled for 07.15 local time. Please do not hesitate to ask if you have any queries regarding onward travel in the UK.

I do hope at least some elements of my information sheet have been helpful, and once again may I wish you a thoroughly enjoyable and memorable holiday with Great Rail Journeys.
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 Eric Wise 

 (Tour Manager)

