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Planned as the second tour of 2010, is the Mystic Mekong of South East 
Asia Study Tour in September. This exciting new tour takes in the many 
remarkable, varied and unique sights of the Mekong Basin — the southern part of the 
Mekong River Valley — its spectacular river gorges, ruins left by ancient 
communities, unique monuments like the Plain of Jars and famous Angkor, and the 
interesting developing cultures of present-day Laos, Cambodia and southern 
Vietnam. However, it also includes three exciting new cruises travelling on different 
parts of the Mekong River — a 2-day cruise through the Mekong's deep and narrow 
gorges in isolated northern Laos with an overnight stay in a new river lodge, a 3-day 
cruise in southern Laos seeing many remarkable sights while living on board in 
comfortable cabins, and a 7-day luxury cruise through the Tonle Sap wetlands and 
the Mekong delta seeing much wonderful bird-life, peoples attending to their 
traditional farming and fishing, Buddhist pagodas, and large cities and towns. 

Archaeological evidence has shown that the region has been settled for at 
least 200,000 years, with a well-developed Bronze Age culture and agricultural 
practice existing from at least 10,000 years ago, and there is modern evidence to 
show that the world's first intensive systems of farming were developed here about 
8000 years ago, based on irrigated rice cultivation, with the assistance of the region's 
unique natural seasonal flooding of the land. At that time, less intensively grown 
millet was the staple in China, and wheat and barley in South-west Asia and the 
Middle East, but rice was soon able to support much greater population densities, 
and large prosperous civilisations grew up in the rich fertile Mekong-Tonle Sap 
basin of what is now Cambodia; from here, that significant system of intensive rice 
farming would spread throughout much of the surroundings and eventually to China 
and India. Many different kingdoms rose and fell, and some great civilisations 
flourished for centuries. 

To the ancient Chinese, this important area of intensive farming in the central 
area of South-east Asia was known as Funan, and to the Khmers, it was Nokor 
Phnom, with the walled city of Angkor Borei, just south of present-day Phnom Penh, 
as its earliest capital. The Funanese built elaborate systems of canals, and became 
famous for their fine art and architecture while embracing the religions of Hinduism 
and Buddhism introduced from India. Before the Funan Kingdom declined in the 6th 
century, the Champa Kingdom grew to prominence in eastern Vietnam with a Hindu 
culture imported from India; they built brick tower temples and expanded into Funan 
territory. Then, in AD 802, after the Funan Kingdom had declined, a strong 
personality emerged (Jayavarman) and declared himself the first Khmer Devaraia -
"god-king". This was the beginning of one of the greatest empires of the ancient 
world — the Khmer; it was centred on Angkor Thom during the reign of a great 
dynasty of kings in the region's Golden Age. This would end in 1431 when Angkor 
was sacked by the Thais, following provocation, and a period of regional wars, with 
the rise and fall of other dynasties in the region, this would become the region's Dark 
Ages, until the arrival of the French as a colonial power in the middle of the 19th 
century. However, because of its long and complex history, the region has been left 
with countless significant and spectacular sites of the past — the mysterious 
magalithic stones of the Plain of Jars in Laos, the monuments of the Champa 
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