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Located between Thailand and Vietnam in 

South East Asia, what is now Cambodia 
was home to the ancient Khmer kingdom 

which,  around 1,000 years ago built 
huge, intricately carved temples. The 

temples, especially the iconic Angkor Wat, 
are now popular tourist destinations. 

However, our trek was to the remote and rarely visited Cardamom Mountains.  
 

We flew into the capital of Cambodia, Phnom Penh, where we were reminded of 
Cambodia’s more recent, and bloody, history. For 3 years, 8 months and 20 days (a 

duration known to every Cambodian) in the late 1970s, the country was controlled by 
Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge regime. Driven by a bizarre, communist desire to create a 

society consisting only of peasants, the regime forced people out of towns and cities to 

work on the land in appalling conditions. It tortured and murdered the educated, 
professionals, and all dissenters – and many more besides. Out of a population of 7 

million, it is estimated that 3 million people lost their lives – 1.7 million killed directly 
by the Khmer Rouge, and 1.3 million through malnutrition and disease. We visited a 

former school which had been used as a detention/torture centre, now a museum. 

 

 



Leaving behind the chaotic traffic and 
noise of the city, we headed by coach and 

then boat to the village of Chi Phat, in the 
southern foothills of the Cardamom 

Mountains. 

 
It was quite an overloaded leaky old boat, 

but we managed to stay afloat for the 

two-hour journey towards our overnight 
village stay. 

 
Chi Phat has been the focus of a project to employ local people in preserving the 

rainforest and wildlife, and to develop limited “eco-tourism” so that there is no 
incentive to engage in illegal logging, hunting or destruction of the forest for farming. 

 
The next day, we headed off through the village towards the forested hills. 

 

 
Not far outside the village, we 

were reminded again of the 

country’s violent recent history, 
as we passed an area not yet 

cleared of the mines laid at the 
time the Khmer Rouge retreated 

to these hills, pursued by the 
Vietnamese army which had 

invaded to bring an end to the 
regime’s stranglehold. 

 
Thankfully the rest of the route 

was free of mines, but not free 
of …. 



…. LEECHES!  

 
On the ground, they look like small thin 

worms about 1-3cm long, but they have a 
remarkable ability to spring into action 

when sensing an animal approaching, and 
trekkers seemed to be the leeches’ 

favourite animal. Once on the skin, they 
inject an anaesthetic and an 

anticoagulant, so you do not feel them 
efficiently gorging themselves on your 

blood. Pulling them off risks leaving their 

mouthparts in your skin, but rubbing on a 
little Tiger Balm or a local mixture of 

tobacco leaves in detergent, was enough 
to send them on their way.  

 
We had some very becoming, specially 

made, thigh-length, “leech socks” to try 
to prevent leeches getting into our boots, 

through our socks and under our trousers. 
They were uncomfortable, but generally 

did the trick. 
 

 
The rainforest was hot and 

humid, with torrential 

downpours most afternoons. 
We slept in hammocks which 

were strung over raised 
platforms, under thatched-style 

roofs, in clearings in the forest. 
The raised platforms and the 

hammocks themselves kept us 
off the ground where leeches, 

snakes and a myriad of insects 
might have taken an interest in 

us.     
 



The hammocks had built-in 
mosquito nets, which was quite 

claustrophobic at first, but 
otherwise they were comfortable.  

 
At our second camp-site there was 

no pre-existing structure, and 

when we arrived in the early 
afternoon, our support team made 

a clearing near a river, and built 
the framework structure from 

scratch with logs and bamboo.  
 

 

 

Two smoky fires burned all time during 
the work, to try to smoke out the 

mosquitos, leeches and other unpleasant 
creatures! A large plastic sheet was used 

to cover the structure as soon as 
possible, as it was pouring with rain all 

afternoon.  
 

By the evening, the rain stopped and we 
sat round the fire sharing our experiences 

so far. 
 

 



Each day, our trek took us through stunning and dense forest scenery.  

In some places the path had become overgrown, and an axe was used to cut back the 

undergrowth, at other times we had to cross streams and rivers on makeshift bridges. 

 
The Cardamom Mountains have one of the 

few wild elephant corridors left in Asia, and 
the elephants are actively protected, as this 

sign makes clear. 
 

Unfortunately we didn’t see any elephants, 

but often saw their tracks. 
 

 
 



This was one of the most 
challenging treks, not in 

terms of distance 
travelled or altitude, but 

with the heat, humidity, 
leeches and very basic 

sleeping conditions. It’s 

especially great, 
therefore, that you 

helped me a raise a 
record amount for one of 

my treks - £3,755, or 
well over £4,000 with 

Gift Aid added.  
 

Thank you so much for your support – it is much 
appreciated, not just by me, but by Teenage Cancer Trust 

and all the young people with cancer the charity helps. If 
you get the chance to watch it, there’s a lovely short video:  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&
v=iCEZxpYJZbI 

 

 

A great thing about the 
treks is all the other 

trekkers. 19 of us 
trekked this year, 

although, unusually, 
we had to split into 2 groups as the forest clearings and 

shelters weren’t big enough for a larger group to sleep. 
We had almost a 60-year age span within the group!  

 
So trekking is for everyone, and we need more trekkers, 

so if you’ve ever thought of joining me, next year could be 

the year! 
 

Thanks again for your support. My trekking website is 
www.trekraise.com and, of course, I’ll be in touch about 

next year’s challenge! 
 

Nigel      NIGEL TURNER    
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