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​Introduction
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It is 2am and you cannot sleep. Your heart is beating wildly and emotions tear at you while your mind is racing. Backpacking South East Asia. The idea just does not want to leave you alone. Fear and joy have a tug of war with your heart. Where should you start? How long should you plan for? What countries should you visit and how much will it cost? The ultimate, can I do it permanently? The sheer excitement of a backpacking adventure is intoxicating. However, the fear of not knowing what to expect can derail plans and have people put off their dreams – or worse – cancel them.

If this is your first trip...relax. It really is not difficult, and it is not the Wild West or jungles filled with booby traps. There is, in reality, only one thing you need for your adventure – a will to travel. A spirit for excitement, and discovering the unknown, will help in the start, but even that, you will obtain on your journey.

Money, passport, visas, airplane tickets, and so forth, all come by themselves when you put your mind to travel. All you have to do is decide to go and find solutions for what is holding you back. I know people that went to Asia with a one-way ticket and $200 in their pocket, and now permanently live there and own their own business. The sky is no longer the limit; your imagination is.

My own backpacking adventure started in mid-2005 when I decided to quit my high-paying I.T. job and go teach scuba diving somewhere. I had enough of the rat race and wanted out. I just did not have any idea where to go. Circumstances led me to the Cayman Islands at first, where I made it my base for several years. From there, I explored the Bahamas, UK, America, Peru, and Jamaica. However, it was not enough to just go exploring for a few weeks at a time and then return to the island. I wanted to be free and on the road.

In 2014, I packed my three backpacks, one big and two small, and headed for Cambodia. I spend 18 months backpacking through South East Asia, spending the majority of my time in Cambodia, Thailand, Vietnam, and Laos. In 2015, I returned to South Africa, my home country, to see my folks, but the nomad bug had bitten me. Settling down was not for me anymore.

Leaving your job and being constantly on the road is not easy, nor is it for anyone. However, you do not need to go to such extremes to explore South East Asia. In this book, you will find from a one-week suggested itinerary to a six-month and more one. Tips and advice from what I have learned along the way in my years on the road are penned in this book. I hope that it will help you plan the ultimate trip and have the experience of your lifetime.

Planning a backpacking trip can feel like a daunting task. However, no need to worry. This guide gives you a detailed breakdown of where to go in South East Asia, how to budget time and money, as well as many tips.

Get ready to have your life changed.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 1: Why South East Asia?
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For new and experienced backpackers, South East Asia is one of the highlights of their travels. There is so much to see and do. However, more importantly, especially for new backpackers, it is affordable, reasonably safe, has very friendly locals, and is beautiful. It is the perfect place to start a world tour or backpacking experience.

South East Asia consists of Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam, nine counties in total. It covers about 4.5 million km2 (1.7 million mi2). That’s about 3% of the earth’s total land area. This is frightening and exciting at the same time. There is so much to see and do, and each country gives its own unique experience. With its low cost of travel compared to European countries, it is backpacker heaven.

Angkor Wat, the world’s largest religious temple, stunning diving sites in Malaysia, spectacular caves in Vietnam, amazing beaches and parties in Thailand, impressive monasteries in Myanmar, breathtaking pagodas and temples in Laos, and more await you. You can even Motorbike Cambodia & Vietnam.

If your heart is not racing from excitement by now, please close this book, as I cannot help you. Just kidding. Pack your bags and South East Asia will cure you.
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​Chapter 2: How Much Will It Cost?
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Budgeting for a backpacking trip through South-East Asia is actually easier than it sounds. Depending on how long you are traveling, one of your biggest expenses will actually be getting to your first place, and then getting back home. Depending on where you live, a flight could be as little as $300, or as much as $3000.

With this in mind, look at where you can get the cheapest flights to Asia, from where you are. Bangkok being a world hub, is often the cheapest place to start. Good flight search engines are https://www.momondo.com/, https://www.skyscanner.net/, and Expedia. Once you have your flights sorted, use the table below to get an estimate of the average cost of each country you are planning on visiting. Use these numbers, in conjunction with the itineraries given later in the book, to get a rough estimate of how much it is going to cost you in total. All values are in US$.

Note: The lower figure for accommodation and food are the least you should expect to pay and the higher figures are for more luxury services. It works out cheaper to travel with someone and share accommodation costs. If you have no one, try to link up with other backpackers at your hostel or hotel.


Country|Bed|Meal|Average Daily Cost

Thailand|4-15|1-5|20-50+

Vietnam|5-15|1-8|20-40

Laos|3-15|1-8|20-35

Cambodia|3-15|1-5|20-40

Malaysia|5-15|2-5|30-40

Singapore|20-50|10-20|40-55

Indonesia|5-20|2-5|30-50+

Myanmar|15-25|3-10|25-50+

Philippines|5-15|1-6|30-55+






The average daily cost is what you realistically can expect to spend as a minimum if just relaxing at the hotel for the day, to the average sightseeing day. It is possible to spend less if you stay longer and get a discount from your hostel, or rent a room with a local. However, this is normally only feasible if you are staying a month or longer in one place.

The above table does not include your visa fee. Some countries, like Thailand, give you a month free entry (if coming by air). If you stay longer or are not on a visa except list, you will need to add the monthly visa fee for that country. See the chapter for each country for its visa fees.

Below is an estimate of a monthly-expected budget. This includes visa fees, lower-cost accommodation, lower to mid-level meals, as well as a bit of sightseeing.

Monthly Minimum Cost|Country

600 – 900|Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam

750 – 1050|Thailand, Myanmar, Malaysia

900 – 1200|Indonesia, Philippines, Singapore

From the above table, you can see that some countries are cheaper than other countries. Know that if you stay in popular towns or islands, it will be more expensive. For instance, Siem Reap in Cambodia is near Angkor Wat, and is more expensive than say Battambang. In addition, if you stay on any of the islands, it will be more expensive than staying on the main land.

By creating the right budget and using a few cost-saving hacks, you can have an amazing but low -cost trip.
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​Chapter 3: Proof Of Onwards Travel
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More and more countries now require you to have proof of onwards flight travel, and sufficient funds for your stay. In many cases, the airline itself does the check as they are held responsible if you land without a visa or onwards travel plans. Thus, you may be denied boarding your flight or you may be forced to buy an expensive return ticket on the spot, from the airline.

There are several legal ways you can get around the problem.


	
Buy A Refundable Ticket: You can purchase a fully refundable ticket if you can afford the steep price. Note, however, that often there may be a service fee for refunds, and you may wait days or even weeks to get your money back. As soon as you pass immigration at your destination, cancel the ticket. You can also use air miles on your credit cards to buy a ticket and then later cancel it. Air miles are normally refunded faster than cash.

	
Rent A Ticket Confirmation (BEST): Some travel agents rent ticket confirmations. They book a ticket for you in your name, and then cancel it for you, for a small fee. One service you can try is OneWayFly.

	
Buy A Cheap Ticket: You can buy a cheap ticket for $30 or $50 to a neighboring Asian country, and then just never use it. Look for the cheapest one -way flight to another country. AirAsia has cheap tickets.



Some airlines (mostly the US), allow you to reserve a flight for 24 hours without purchasing the ticket. Most of the time you can use the confirmation email to get past immigration or board your flight if you have no other options.
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​Chapter 4: Suggested Itineraries
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Now that you have an idea of how much it will cost you per day, or per month in a country, you should have an estimate of how long you will be able to backpack for. Below are some suggestions to help you decide where to go. You can mix the schedules up, or combine different itineraries, as well as do them in reverse order.

Please note, that in real life, things rarely go as planned. Therefore, when you do your planning, do not plan it down to the last minute of detail and exact things you are going to see each day. Give yourself some free time, even if it is only half a day on a week tour. There is always something else to see that you only hear of when you are there.

Following is a rough guide for what you could realistically expect to do for different time frames. Later, each country is covered in more detail on what they have to offer. After deciding how many countries are feasible to do for your travel time, go to the countries you like and choose the attractions they have to make up your own route.

Tip: When planning, think of what you want to get out of your travels. Each country offers different things. Decide if you want to just hang around on the beach in the sun, or dance the night away until the sun comes up. Do you want to trek through the jungle and climb mountains or volcanoes? Do you want to immerse yourself in busy markets and bustling cities? Or do you want to explore ancient temples?
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​1 Week Tour
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Ideally, to see any of the countries properly and experience the local culture, you should plan on a month per country, keeping in mind a week as a minimum. If you only have a week of vacation, then I suggest seeing only one country, or maybe two.

I love Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam. Not just for what they offer, but because you can so easily travel between them. If you do want to do two countries in a week, I suggest Thailand and Cambodia. Do budget on flying from Bangkok to either Siem Reap or Phnom Penh, as taking a bus is going to cost you a day in travel. You cannot do overnight from Bangkok to Siem Reap as the border at Poipet closes at around 6pm.

The other worthwhile epic one -week travel I would do would be a motorcycle ride through Vietnam, after having spent a day in Siem Reap and experiencing Angkor Wat.

Advice: Travel, especially by bus, takes a lot of time. Stick to smaller countries like Cambodia and Laos, or stay in one area.

Some say you can explore Vietnam by riding the train from Saigon to Hanoi or back. I have done it, and although it is a cheaper option to travel than flying, it is not the way to explore Vietnam. You can read about my trip here.

Suggestion for one week is 2 days in Bangkok, fly over to Siem Reap, 2 days in Siem Reap seeing Angkor Wat and the other main temples, then head to Phnom Penh. 2 Days in Phnom Penh. If you don’t fly to Phnom Penh, travel will take a day. From Phnom Penh, fly either back home directly or to Bangkok first and then home, depending on which is the cheapest.
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​2 Weeks Tour
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With two weeks, I would suggest sticking to either one country and explore it fully, or split your time between two countries. At the most, I would suggest three. My favorite three would be to start in Bangkok. Explore the city for around 2 to 3 days, then head off to Siem Reap (Angkor Wat). I suggest a minimum of 3 days in Siem Reap (that includes visiting some of the temples). If you like temples and want to explore some more, see this guide. If you like waterfalls and mountains, you can explore Kbal Spean & Kulen Mountain, the birthplace of the Khmer Empire. That will take you an extra half -day to a day.

If you like remote temples, you can explore Koh Ker Temple and Preah Vihear Temple, each will take a day. From Siem Reap, I suggest you head to Phnom Penh, the capital of Cambodia. Phnom Penh should take you around one to two days. Depending on how much time you have left, you can either go to Vietnam directly or make a turn at the beaches of Cambodia. The most popular is lively beach parties in Sihanoukville, followed by rustic Kampot, and lastly quite Kep. After Cambodia, head over the border and finish in Vietnam (Saigon). If you have time, from Saigon head up to Hoi An and Da Nang for some amazing beaches.

Know that even if you spent two weeks in only one country, you will just be scratching the surface of what they have to offer. However, splitting your time among three countries is a good way to get a taste for a country, if you want to later come back and explore a country more.

Alternative Two Country Two Week Tour. Because travel takes so much time, you could start in Siem Reap or Phnom Penh, then from Angkor Wat travel directly to Bangkok. From Bangkok, you can visit the temple city of Thailand, Ayathuya, and Sukhothai. While in Ayutthaya, you can hop over and see the biggest Gautama Buddha in the world at over 300 feet tall. As Thailand has some of the most stunning beaches you could check out Chiang Mai (Northern Thailand) as well as Pai (the hippie mountain town). If you are just after partying, see Angkor Wat, then head to the beaches of Thailand or explore the southern islands of Thailand.

For those that love scuba diving (as a tri-mix instructor, my tour has to have some diving in), head to Malaysia (Tioman and Kappas Islands). Do make some time to see Malacca city.

If you love motorcycle riding, you can dedicate your time to explore one country by motorcycle. I suggest Cambodia or Vietnam. See this guide and this one. Although it is possible to ride from Hanoi to Saigon in a week (or reverse) it is not fun. You can do it halfway and start from either end and finish in Hoi An / Da Nang. Or you can start in Hoi An and finish in either Saigon or Hanoi. Do see the caves at Phong Nha if you are going to or coming from Hanoi. To read about my month -long motorcycle ride through Vietnam, and share in my laughs and adventures, read Almost Somewhere. Loaded with pictures and places I visited along the way as well as links to YouTube videos, you will get a good feel for what to expect in Vietnam.
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​3 Weeks Tour
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With three weeks, I suggest either spending a week in one country each for a total of three countries or explore one country for two weeks and spend the last week in another country. If you just want highlights, you can split the last week between two countries (such as Angkor Wat and Bangkok).

Again, it depends on what your fancy is. If you are into beach parties, then head to Thailand and its islands. For surf, yoga, and some jungle trekking, you can do a few islands in Indonesia.

For diving and stunning beaches, Bali, Malaysia, Lombok, and Gili Islands, the islands in southern Thailand, Sihanoukville in Cambodia, are good places to go. Here I would start in Malaysia, head over to Cambodia, then pass Angkor Wat, get some diving and partying in Thailand, finish with temples and the golden palace in Bangkok, and fly out from there.

If you do either the Philippines or Indonesia, note that transport is not that good and you will lose a lot of time. Either stay more in one place longer or pick another country. For the Philippines, head over to Port Barton for some good beaches (fly into Puerto Princesa). Also, check out El Nido as well as Tubbataha Reef Marine Park. Boracay is one of the most famous beaches in the Philippines.

For the ultimate wreck diving, head to the WWII wrecks in Coron. Culion Island and Busuanga Island are said to be the ultimate getaway diving experience if you like remote places. From Manila, you can head over to Puerto Galera for good diving.
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​1 Month Tour
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With a month to explore, you are warming up. I suggest a three -country tour. Starting in Cambodia (Seeing Phnom Penh and Angkor Wat) for a week, then heading to Thailand for two weeks. You can spend two or three days in Bangkok, then explore Ayutthaya and Sukhothai and the southern islands or Chiang Mai (Northern Thailand) as well as Pai (the hippie mountain town).

From Thailand, after you had your share of full moon parties, use the ferry or train to Laos. The train goes from Bangkok to Vientiane and the ferry to Luang Prabang. You can see the jar plains in Laos, as well as just enjoy the stunning mountains. Vientiane, Vang Vieng (main place for backpackers), and Luang Prabang (the ancient capital) are the most popular towns. Vang Vieng is said to be open to joint smoking and partying. If there, check out Tad Lo Waterfall. Note that you can take a bus from Siem Reap to Vientiane, but after doing it myself, I would not recommend it. It takes two days. You can read my blog about my experience here. Use the links on the top to go to the next pages.

Alternatively, you can motorcycle through Vietnam and Cambodia, giving two weeks for each country. See links under the two -week tour for more information. Vietnam is also good for scuba diving and has some stunning beaches at Hoi An / Da Nang. From there, you can take a bus or rent a scooter and go see the caves at Phong Nha. If you are in Hanoi, there are several places you can visit, I suggest you see Ha Long Bay (or the bay of dragons). This is a cluster of islands that you either explore by boat where you can go for the day or sleep on. Or you can be dropped off at one of the islands. The Perfumed Pagoda is one of the most ancient pagodas in Vietnam. Situated on a mountain that you reach by rowing down a river, it is spectacular. Cat Ba Island is another good option. From Saigon, you can check out Mui Ne and from there the mountain town of Da Lat. If you want a more complete list of attractions along the Ho Chi Min Road from Saigon to Hanoi, see Vietnam Caves.
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​2 Month Tour
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With two months, you have a lot more options. I may be bios a bit, but I am still leaning towards the four favorites, being Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam. Personally, I would give Cambodia two weeks, Laos a week (maybe two if you like parties and smoking joins), and then split the difference between Vietnam and Thailand. With my favorite being Vietnam, especially motorbiking it. The north (Sapa) is stunning with rice terraces on the mountains. Just know it can get cold there in the winter.

I would start in Vietnam, either from Saigon or Hanoi (motorcycles are cheaper in Saigon) then travel all the way to the other end. If you end up in Hanoi, head over to Laos. If you end up in Saigon, head over to Phnom Penh or Sihanoukville in Cambodia. Then go see Angkor Wat in Siem Reap. From either Laos or Cambodia, your next stop is Thailand. Then do the country you have not done. As mentioned before, you can ride a bus between Laos and Cambodia, but I would rather fly. The sleeper train between Bangkok and Vientiane is fine.

You can also cross over to Myanmar from Thailand. In Myanmar, see Yangon, the monasteries by Hpa-an, the Saddar caves, trekking in Hsipaw, Bagan for stunning temples, Pindaya (home to the cave of eight thousand Buddhas). I would dedicate at least a week to two weeks to Myanmar if doing it. If I had to choose, I would cut time short in Laos and pass it over to Myanmar.
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​3 Months Tour
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Three months, now we can have some fun. Yes, I have focused heavily on mostly four countries, but they are backpacker favorites for a reason. The only problem with more time is that you have so many options. If you really want to experience the culture, you can dedicate a month to Vietnam and Thailand each, and do two weeks in Cambodia and Laos each.

If you do not want to be tied down, use the two -month suggested tour and start in Thailand. From there, do go see Angkor Wat in Cambodia, and then let the wind take you along. From Bangkok however, with its cheap flights, you can easily hop over to the Philippines, Indonesia (Lake Toba), Malaysia, and Borneo island. Also from Bangkok, both Manila and Bali are options with Amed in Bali being a good choice. Penang National Park in Malaysia has some great hikes if you love the outdoors. Ratanakiri in northern Cambodia also is great for hiking and you can go see the pink dolphins in Kratie (reached from Siem Reap). Sumatra also becomes an option with stunning diving in at Pulau Weh (Sabang) and orangutan viewing in Bukit Lawang sanctuary.

Warning: To get to Pulau Weh, you have to pass through Banda Acehto. Sharia Law is in effect here.

In Malaysia, if you like island hopping, see Langkawi and Penang Island with mainland Seberang Perai in Penang a good place to stay awhile for city life.

With more time to spend in the Philippines, you can do scuba diving in Coron, mountain climbing on Mt Pulag, and definitely see the Crystal Cave at Sagada. For some jungle trekking, you can do Kalinga Jungle. And for those that want to party, El Nido (on Palawan Island) will have you swinging your hips.
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​6 Months and Over Tour
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Many backpackers plan for a month or two, then find themselves loving it so much that they continue for 6 or more months. If you can find an income while backpacking, you can make it a lifestyle.

With so much time on your hands, I suggest you hit the main four countries first (Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Vietnam) and spend at least a month in each. Then go explore Malaysia and the Philippines for two weeks each. If you have more time, then immerse yourself in the country that you love for two or three months, then use the suggestions from before and do the other countries.

As before, I suggest you start in Bangkok and then take things from there. Alternatively, since many flights land in Kuala Lumpur in Malaysia, you can start there and either fly on later or do a land trek through Cambodia to Thailand.

Country Breakdown

With some idea of how long you will be backpacking for and a shortlist of possible countries, you can now look a bit closer at the countries that interest you. Since each one has a different culture, food, and landscape, you have to pick what you want to experience. It is not possible to list every possible place in every country in one book. However, the more popular towns and attractions with suggested itineraries for each country are listed in the next chapters to help you decide what country to visit. Have fun.
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​Chapter 5: Cambodia
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Cambodia was my entry point into South East Asia. I loved it so much, that I made Siem Reap my base. From here I went on excursions into Vietnam, Thailand, and Laos, but always came back home, to Cambodia.

Like Thailand, Cambodia does have some amazing beaches down by Sihanoukville, and river rides on the Mekong Delta. However, it is Angkor Wat, the largest religious monument in the world that is arguably creating one of the biggest pulls. With mountains to trek in, amazing waterfalls, and good food, you might just want to stay in Cambodia.


Town|Min Days Suggested

Siem Reap|3 Days

Kampot|2 Days

Sihanoukville|2 Days

Battambang|1 Day

Phnom Penh|1 Day

Kep|1 Day

Ratanakiri|2 Day

Islands|2 Days



1 Week: With only one week in Cambodia, stick to Siem Reap (Angkor Wat). and Phnom Penh and possibly Sihanoukville with 2 days in each.

2 Weeks: With two weeks, use the one -week tour, then add a day in Siem Reap to go see the Kulen Mountain and if possible Kbal Spean. You can do both in a day. Spend 2 days in Kampot seeing Bokor National Park, then add 1 day to go see Kep and the National Park on the hill there. Travel will take a day from Phnom Penh to Sihanoukville. With the added 2 days, you can either spend more time in Sihanoukville or longer in Siem Reap so to see Koh Ker Temple and Preah Vihear Temple.

3 Weeks: With 3 weeks you can add Battambang to your list and spend 2 days here, possibly going to see Banteay Chhmar Temple. With the extra days, go see Ratanakiri for 2 days and spend some time on the islands near Sihanoukville.

4 Weeks: With 4 weeks, do the 3 -week tour, but add 2 days to go see the pink dolphins in Kratie (reached from Siem Reap). You may want to go up to Anlong Ven to see Pol Pot’s grave (1 to 2 days, can be done with a visit to Preah Vihear Temple), and 1 day to see Sambor Preikuk Temple Site (done from Siem Reap or Phnom Penh).
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​Entry Requirements and Visas
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Cambodia is perhaps the easiest country to obtain a visa. There are currently two types of visas available: a Tourist Visa, and a Business Visa (called an E visa). Talk of a Student Visa, and Retirement Visa, have been going on for some time, but nothing has happened at the time of this book’s update. It used to be very easy to get a Business Visa that was valid for 3, 6, or 12 months, but it is getting harder and harder now with new laws and stricter requirements. Passport holders from other Asian countries are exempt from visa requirements. If you need help in obtaining a visa, try https://www.ivisa.com/apply-online.

A tourist Visa at the time of this writing costs $30 + $7 processing fee, and can easily be obtained at all border crossings, with Siem Reap and Phnom Penh airport being the easiest locations.

Note: The Ko Kong crossing (Thailand (Pattaya) – Cambodia (normally Sihanoukville)) can be a problem, having a lot of scams and a very poor exchange rate from Baht to Riel (officers may demand you pay in Baht).

The Tourist Visa is valid for 30 days from arrival.

Tip: To make things easier at border crossings, get an online visa beforehand. This is especially useful for the Poipet border between Thailand and Cambodia (Bangkok to Siem Reap route). An e-visa can be used at large ports of entry. The cost is $40 total, including processing fees, and can be paid online with a Visa or Master Card. Approval normally takes three working days, and a confirmation email will be sent to you. Print two copies of the visa, and take it directly to the immigration desk.

Note: For online visas, you will need a passport with more than six months remaining beyond your intended time of entry, and a recent passport-size photo in digital format (JPEG or PNG format). In addition, online visas are not accepted at small border crossings. The visa is valid for three months from the day you specified you want to enter, so if you are a few days late – no worries. However, the visa can be extended only once for 30 days, up to the expiring date of the visa. Thus if you enter two months after the visa was granted, it cannot be extended in Cambodia, and you will need to leave the country.

Government webpage for online visas: https://www.evisa.gov.kh/

iPhone visa application: https://itunes.apple.com/ph/app/evisa-cambodia/id1436702505?mt=8

Android visa application:

https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=ptel.mfaic.evisa&hl=en

Note: it is very difficult and expensive to get a Work Visa after you initially acquire a Tourist Visa. If you want to stay and work in Cambodia, get a Work Visa from the start. Else, you will be doing endless border runs.
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