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In 2023, during what was my fifth stay in Thailand, I found myself approaching the end of the visa-exemption period. Before committing to a long-term elite visa from the Thai authorities, I was not keen on going through the process of obtaining a paid extension at their immigration office. So, like many others who enjoy Thailand, I decided to do what is commonly known as a "visa run." But the question was, where to?

Thailand shares borders with a number of countries: Myanmar, Vietnam (through the Gulf of Thailand), Laos, Malaysia, and Cambodia. At the time I was planning for the visa run, I had already visited three out of these five countries, leaving Cambodia and Laos still to be explored. As I weighed my options, I reflected on what had initially held me back from choosing Cambodia. 

Cambodia isn’t as popular as Thailand, partly due to its visa policies. Thai people have spent many years developing their tourism infrastructure, making Thailand a more common first choice for travellers than Cambodia.

Occasionally, news of crimes occurring in Cambodia would circulate, and many people, quite understandably, were concerned about their safety in the country. This led to a general reluctance to travel to Cambodia. In Autumn 2023, a documentary was released, revealing how some workers from other countries were deceived and trapped in a cruel work camp near the Thai-Cambodian border. This raised a question: Is Cambodia attractive enough for people to overlook these risks? Or, more to the point, what can Cambodia offer as a country?

I flew to Siem Reap with limited knowledge about the place, apart from Angkor Wat and the genocidal history of the former communist regime, the Khmer Rouge. 

Back in my school days, I had the opportunity to study extensively the horrors of genocide and famine in Mao’s China. When I was in Poland, I watched Schindler’s List to decide whether to visit the Auschwitz Camp in Krakow. I chose not to, perhaps because I did not want to confront so much suffering. However, when it came to Cambodia, I felt it was time to face this part of history.

The term "Kamphucha" was a new one for me. When the airport staff at Suvarnabhumi (BKK) in Thailand asked me where I was going and I replied “Cambodia,” they asked again, “Where?” Then they said, “Kamphucha.”

In this book, I use the term "Kamphucha", the Thai designation for Cambodia. This choice is deliberate: the Thai pronunciation resonates more closely with the Khmer language than the Anglicized 'Cambodia.' This narrative, therefore, is presented through the lens of a traveller familiar with Thai culture, enriching it with my insights into the complexities of communist China. Such a viewpoint, I believe, brings forth a unique understanding of Cambodia as it stands today.

Additionally, I delve into the historical term 'Kampuchea,' once used by the communist party in Cambodia. A significant portion of this book is dedicated to recalling the lives lost under the Khmer Communists, a chapter that reflects on the poignant past of this resilient nation.

This book begins with my arrival at the newly-opened Siem Reap-Angkor Airport, followed by my visits to Angkor Wat, the people I spoke with, the food I savoured, and my journey between Siem Reap and Phnom Penh.

The forthcoming second book in the series, The Magic Tree: Phnom Penh, Genocide and China, focuses on my visit to the nation's capital, exploring the markets, and the genocide museums,  culminating with my departure from Phnom Penh to Malaysia.
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After the release of Kamphucha: How a Visa Run from Thailand Brought Me to Cambodia, I was moved by the interest readers showed in this journey. I wrote it to capture the feel of Cambodia—its layered history, vibrant people, and distinct cultural edge. 

Hearing that so many of you connected with those impressions has been incredibly encouraging.

In this expanded edition, I’ve included more reflections on Southeast Asia’s rapid changes and the conversations I had with locals about how these shifts are reshaping their everyday lives. During my time in Siem Reap, I met local guides who had studied abroad and returned, bringing a fresh perspective to the tourism landscape. Conversations with them added new dimensions to my understanding of Cambodia and its place within the evolving ASEAN community. 

They spoke candidly about the increasing Chinese investments in their cities and how Cambodians are learning to adjust to the influx of development that comes with it.

I’ve also included a new chapter focused on ASEAN regional growth and the intricate relationships forming between countries like Cambodia, Laos, and Indonesia. 

These insights are woven directly from the exchanges I had with locals, exploring how economic change, tourism, and cultural identity interact across borders. My hope is that this edition not only offers a fresh look at Cambodia but also lets you feel the energy of a region that is as interconnected as it is unique.

Thank you for joining me on this journey. May it inspire your own explorations.
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Part 1: Before Cambodia: Bangkok
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Chapter 1: Visa Run
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I must have spent too much time in Thailand in 2023. 

Thailand is so much different from Japan, with fewer rules, and much more latitude. While Japan reached its economic peak in the 90s, Thailand remains an emerging economy today. 

My Japanese friends travel to Thailand very often, while my Thai friends like to enjoy their 14-day visa exemption in Japan. 

The first thing a Thai person usually complains to me about Japan is that people are not as friendly and accommodating as Thais. 

It came off as quite off-putting, but I can understand why some Thais think of Japan in this way.

I think I must have spent at least four months on and off in Thailand this year, and I was about to overstay if I did not leave the country. 

I heard that it would not be difficult to apply for an extension at the immigration office in Thailand, but not many people do that - the long queues, the general idea of not wanting to deal with government officials, and so on. 

In the streets of Koh Samui, advertisements for a service called Visa Run are everywhere. 

A visa run is a way for people to circumvent the duration limit imposed by their visa or visa exemption. 

Some agencies openly market visa runs as a service they provide. Thinking about it, it makes much sense. 

To many, it is less of a hassle to fly out of Thailand, or leave the country by bus, than to pay about 2000 Thai Baht to get an extension from the immigration office.

In the old days, people would go to the north to visit Myanmar. 

I crossed the Thai-Myanmar border once in 2017, from Mae Sai to Tachileik, but that was not for a visa run. 

A few years ago, serious conflicts started to take place in Myanmar. The said border was once shut to prevent Burmese refugees from coming into Thailand. 

The current state of affairs would deter people from doing a visa run to the Thai-Myanmar border altogether. 

The easiest way to cross into another country by land route would be from Hat Yai, south Thailand, to Penang, Malaysia. 

I crossed that border not long ago in late-2022, again not for visa-run purposes as I was going from Malaysia to Thailand. 

That was a trip that started from Changi Airport, Singapore to Hat Yai, Thailand, as an attempt to travel from Singapore to Thailand without flying. 

It went well, but once is enough.

After trying these many land borders, there were two left that I had not tried - the Cambodia one and the Laos one. 

What deterred me was the realisation that I was not as young as I once was. 

When I was younger, I would not mind taking overnight buses. Now it is a different story. 

In any event, I checked the online schedules; buses were leaving Khao San Road, Bangkok, arriving in Siem Reap, Cambodia every night. 

It would take about nine to ten hours and cost about 1200 THB. Flights, on the other hand, were much more expensive.

This time, it did not take me much hesitation to choose the flights instead of the buses. I did not know how long I would be staying in Siem Reap, though a round-trip ticket was significantly cheaper. 

I bought the ticket the night before I flew, and the next morning I was in Cambodia.
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Part 2: Arriving in Siem Reap
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Chapter 2: Siem Reap-Angkor International Airport
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The Thai Airways flight just landed at this airport, which is only two months old. 

As I was walking to the immigration checkpoint, the Bangkok Airways flight, which was supposed to leave Bangkok five minutes later than my flight, was already parked at the next gate.

This airport looked very much like Suvarnabhumi (BKK), so quite understandably, I couldn't discern its newness until I did some research online.

After some walking, I got to the immigration hall. Here, a bunch of immigration officials on the right were dealing with visa-on-arrival applications. 

This Cambodian trip was an ad-hoc trip for me. I waited until the second-to-last day of my visa exemption to leave Thailand. 

My experience had shown me that online visa applications could take much longer to process in advance, so I opted for the visa-on-arrival route. 

The only downside is the large green sticker on my passport, which takes up an entire page.

There was a Polish family and a young solo traveller queuing in front of me. 

All of a sudden, the Polish woman dropped some liquid onto the floor. 

She went into panic mode. The visa officials were waving for the next applicant to approach. 

The young guy, quite naturally, wanted to walk past the woman and get to the counter. Then, the woman asked him to stop pushing her. 

At that point, the young guy, interestingly, gave the Polish woman a lecture, reminding her of the “importance of being responsible as a grown-up”, and said that
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