
 
 ATER. WE TAKE IT FOR GRANTED, DON’T 
we? Turn on a kitchen tap, run a bath, 
flush a toilet – and there it is! Nothing to 
get excited about. But for millions of 
Asians, water means everything. They 

live alongside it or on it or in it, just like their ancestors did. 
It feeds their families, irrigates their crops, washes their 
clothes, takes them to town, and rocks them to sleep.  

  Generation after generation, they’ve been born on 
the water and died on 
the water. Which is 
why water’s the best 
place to see them in 
action … 

  On a warm 
Wednesday morning 
we found ourselves in 
a small wooden boat, 
put-put-puttering up a 
tributary of the mighty 
Mekong River to the 
bustling Cai Be 
floating market – a 
traffic-jam bedlam of 
overloaded sampans, 
with neighbours noisily trading fruit-&-veg. Each boat 
seemed to be selling something different, with samples  
  tied up on the mast so ‘shoppers’ could see-before- 
     they-buy. We’d never witnessed anything 
          so colourful, so fastinat- 
                     ing, 
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so utterly eye-popping in our lives! But scenes like this are 
repeated every ordinary run-of-the-mill day all over 
Cambodia.  

  Thirty-six hours later, in an ugly Russian ‘speedboat’ 
called the Rambo Express, we crossed another of those 
waterways (Tonle Sap – a vast shallow lake) and spluttered 
slowly down the ‘main street’ of a floating fishing village. 
And, once again, we couldn’t believe our eyes! It was an 
amazing shanty-town, built of thatch and sticks and plastic. 

Here was somebody’s 
home, anchored in the 
stream, pot-plants 
sprouting on the 
veranda. There was a 
Catholic church, 
patchy-blue, floating 
just above the 
waterline. Here a one-
room schoolhouse, 
tied up next to a 
garden planted on the 
muddy bank. There a 
semi-submerged pen, 
holding four pink pigs.  

  There were 
people-people-everywhere: women in coolie hats paddling 
canoes … men fishing with bamboo poles and filmy nets … 
families eating together under makeshift shade … and 
naked kids waving and hello-ing us while they rowed about 
in their little basin-boats. 

    A happy, watery, sunshiny shambles! 


