
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          From Koh Samui to Hanoi: A Hotelier's Memoir Through Southeast Asia

        

        
        
          Greg Hoehn

        

        
          Published by Greg Hoehn, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      FROM KOH SAMUI TO HANOI: A HOTELIER'S MEMOIR THROUGH SOUTHEAST ASIA

    

    
      First edition. July 31, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Greg Hoehn.

    

    
    
      Written by Greg Hoehn.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Life’s a Beach: My First Year in Paradise

A light and humorous novella by Greg Hoehn
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Chapter 1: Arrival in Samui (2007)
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FRESH OFF THE PLANE from Switzerland, crisp hotel management diploma in hand, I stepped onto the tarmac of Koh Samui International Airport. It was love at first sweat.

I’d traded Alpine peaks for palm trees, precision schedules for Thai time, and snow boots for sandals. I had no idea what to expect, but I had a job offer in hand, a linen wardrobe, and a mysterious line on my contract that read “start date: flexible.”

Everything smelled like lemongrass and potential.

The resort driver held a sign with my name — “Mr. Greg”— and greeted me with the warmest smile I’d ever seen. He handed me a chilled towel, a bottle of water, and drove me along winding roads past coconut stands and mopeds carrying entire families plus livestock.

My first hotel was a charming beach resort on Chaweng Beach. It had a laid-back vibe, bungalows nestled under palm trees, and a Resident Manager who wore flip-flops and said things like “we manage with our hearts, not clipboards.”

I hadn’t even started work yet. I was given two weeks to acclimatize.

I intended to use them wisely.
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Chapter 2: Two Weeks of Freedom
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THOSE TWO WEEKS BEFORE work felt like summer break with a beer budget.

I rented a scooter that squeaked every time I turned right, got lost trying to find Lamai Beach, and ended up at a reggae bar with three friendly expats, one of whom claimed he’d once taught yoga to Sting.

My days were full of pad thai and sunsets. My nights? Equally flavorful.

I got invited to the infamous Full Moon Party. I’d heard of it. I thought it might be overstated.

It wasn’t.

Buckets of alcohol, neon everything, glow paint, fire jump ropes, and a sound system that could shake coconuts off trees. I danced barefoot on Haad Rin beach under a full moon, wondering how this counted as career development.

Back at my hotel, I lounged by the pool, read books I’d never finish, and tasted every fruit I couldn’t pronounce. Thailand had me hooked. And I hadn’t even checked into the office yet.
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Chapter 3: The Management Trainee Begins
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DAY ONE ON THE JOB began with a briefing, a broken printer, and an Australian guest demanding to know why his room didn’t have “ocean spirit energy.”

As a Management Trainee, my job was to learn everything — and fix everything else.

I rotated through departments: Front Office (smiling while hiding confusion), Housekeeping (impressive towel origami), Engineering (I held the flashlight), and F&B (where I once dropped a tray of five coconuts and earned applause).

I learned the property by heart. I greeted every guest like we’d shared a past life. I made it a mission to remember staff names — even the ones who only worked Tuesdays.

I also learned the phrase: “Yes sir, I understand. Let me check with my manager.” It became my safety net.

But behind the heat, the lost luggage, and the occasional iguana in a guestroom, I was thriving. My Swiss schooling hadn’t prepared me for this chaos. But my instinct had.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4: Blue Lagoon Bound
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THREE MONTHS IN, THE owner called me into his office. He wore sunglasses indoors and drank espresso from a sake cup.

“You’re doing well,” he said. “Too well.”

I braced for either a raise or a firing.

Instead, he handed me a key and said, “You’ll run Blue Lagoon now.”

Blue Lagoon was our bigger sister property, also on Chaweng Beach, with 90 rooms, two pools, and an infinity of expectations. The Resident Manager stayed at the smaller resort — the owner wanted someone energetic, hands-on, and slightly naive to take charge.

I was 26, with more ambition than sleep, and suddenly, I was the Resident Manager, answering to no one but the owner himself.

I moved into a slightly bigger staff room across the road, where the aircon hummed like a truck engine. I wore pressed shirts in 35-degree heat and led daily briefings with a voice one octave deeper than my normal speaking voice.

Staff looked to me for answers. Guests looked to me for upgrades.

And somehow, I loved it.
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Chapter 5: The Beach Table Diaries
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MY SECRET WEAPON DURING those hectic days? Food. Beach food.

I discovered a tiny no-name shack near the northern curve of Chaweng. Plastic chairs, a cooler of cold Singha and Chang, and a cook who nodded whenever I ordered “Masaman Gai, spicy.”

He didn’t ask how spicy. He just judged me quietly.

The curry was heaven: coconut-rich, soft chicken, roasted peanuts, and enough chili to keep me awake through any 14-hour shift. I’d sit in the sand, sweating and smiling.

Other nights, I’d go for red curry from a place closer to Lamai. The cook danced while stirring and shouted over 90s Thai pop hits. One time I cried from spice. He gave me free rice in solidarity.

And then there was pad kaprao — stir-fried basil chicken, fried egg, jasmine rice, and a Singha so cold it gave me hope. My staff started to tease me: “Boss always smell like holy basil.”

I took it as a compliment.
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Chapter 6: Nightlife & Island Life
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SAMUI WASN’T JUST BEACHES and bedsheets. It was scooters on midnight rides, laughing tuk-tuk drivers, and impromptu karaoke battles with Swedish backpackers.

I visited the Big Buddha one morning after three hours of sleep, just in time for sunrise. I watched monks chant while tourists tried to selfie in silence. I lit a candle, made a wish, and promptly dropped my sandal in the pond.

Lamai Beach offered quieter escapes. I swam alone, read Thai-English phrasebooks, and got mildly sunburnt despite applying SPF like a nervous tourist.

On my day off, I joined an island-hopping tour — five beaches, one speedboat, and a rum distillery with a tasting room that doubled as a nap trap.

Nightlife? Let’s just say I knew the names of the bartenders, not the bars. I danced, laughed, and once ended up helping a stranded Russian couple find their hotel using only mime and Google Translate.

I lived. I learned. I drank enough coconut water to offset all the Chang.
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Chapter 7: Festive Season Frenzy
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AS DECEMBER APPROACHED, so did the Holiday Chaos.

We prepped for the New Year’s Eve Gala like it was the Oscars. The theme? “Tropical Elegance.” The budget? Flexible. The guest demands? Endless.

We planned a buffet stretching from the pool to the sand, with sushi, roast lamb, coconut mousse towers, and an ice sculpture that arrived partially melted. My favorite moment was watching the kitchen staff test 14 types of canapés while dancing to Mariah Carey.

One guest requested fireworks “synchronized to Coldplay.” We tried. It ended with bangs at random intervals and a confused guitarist.

But when midnight struck and lanterns floated into the sky, I felt something real: pride.

Not for the décor. Not even the revenue.

But because the staff smiled, the guests cheered, and no one caught fire during the sparkler countdown.
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Chapter 8: The Crossroads (2008)
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JUST AFTER NEW YEAR’S, the owner invited me to lunch.

“You’ve done everything here,” he said between bites of papaya salad. “Time to build something new.”

He slid a folder toward me. Inside: plans for a new resort on Samui’s north coast. Untouched land, boutique design, full creative control.

He wanted me to lead it. From the ground up.

I blinked. I nodded. I tried to act like this sort of thing happened to me weekly.

But inside, I was shaking. In the best way.

We toasted with coconut water and shook hands in the sand.
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Epilogue: One Last Sunset
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ON MY FINAL NIGHT AT Blue Lagoon, I walked the beach with a cold beer, watched kids light fireworks, and said goodbye to the staff who became my Thai family.

A local kid asked if I was famous.

“Not yet,” I said.

He nodded. “Okay. But you dress like a manager.”

I took it as a win.

The sky turned orange, the tide rolled in, and I realized: I came here with a suitcase and a schedule. I was leaving with stories, memories, and possibly a slight addiction to spicy food.

Next up: a new resort, a bigger challenge, and more untranslatable guest requests.

But that’s another book.

PART 2 : Maenam Beach

A light and humorous novella by Greg Hoehn



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: The Bungalow Life
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THE FIRST THING I NOTICED about Maenam was the peace.

Not the kind of silence you get in the middle of nowhere — there were still distant motorbikes, an occasional rooster with an aggressive schedule, and waves that never quite took a break — but it was a softer, more natural quiet. The kind that made you exhale without realizing you’d been holding your breath.

We had just moved into a modest but comfortable bungalow right on the beach. It wasn’t one of those romantic wooden huts you see in travel magazines — this was more practical, with tiled floors, concrete walls, and an old but reliable ceiling fan that could stir up a mini monsoon on a hot night. But the real charm was outside. The garden was wide and wild, full of swaying palm trees and clusters of banana plants, where butterflies fluttered and geckos ruled.

Our neighbors were mostly older Europeans — semi-retired sunseekers, amateur philosophers, or digital expats from a time before the term even existed. Every evening, like clockwork, they'd gather on the beach with their folding chairs and lukewarm cans of beer to exchange opinions on politics, weather patterns, and the price of cheese back in their home countries. It was oddly comforting.

I lived there with my girlfriend at the time. We shared a sweet, simple rhythm: slow mornings with Thai iced coffee, and breakfast runs to the famous noodle soup stand a few minutes down the road. There was also a Thai crêpe cart nearby, where the lady knew our order after just a few visits — crispy roti with banana and condensed milk, extra crispy for me, soft for her.

From the beach just steps from our porch, we could see the island of Koh Phangan shimmering like a lazy cloud on the horizon. Every now and then, I’d hop across by boat — usually for a Full Moon or Half Moon party, just to remind myself I wasn’t becoming completely boring. The music, the crowd, the neon body paint — it was a loud counterbalance to my otherwise peaceful island life. I never stayed too late or partied too hard, but the occasional escape felt like a rite of passage.

Meanwhile, a new chapter in my career was beginning. I had just been promoted to Resident Manager of Samui Buri, a well-loved resort perched further down the Maenam coastline. The resort was soon to undergo a major rebranding under Accor, becoming the Mercure Samui Buri Beach Resort & Spa. And I was to help lead the change.

It was a big step up — bigger property, more staff, international brand standards, and a brand-new General Manager to work alongside. But before the emails, the room inspections, and the festive season madness began, I had this: quiet evenings by the beach, the sound of the waves mixing with sizzling woks, a cold Singha in hand, and a spicy pad kaprao, massaman gai, or red curry from one of the humble beachfront warungs.

It was the calm before the storm — and I savored every bite of it.
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Chapter 2: The Temple of Hospitality
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BY THE TIME I OFFICIALLY settled into my role at Mercure Samui Buri Beach Resort & Spa, I was no longer a wide-eyed newcomer. Having already begun my duties as Resident Manager, I had spent a few weeks observing, adjusting, and slowly easing into the rhythm of the resort. But this day stood out — the day I took a proper walk across the entire property, not as a guest, not even as a trainee, but as someone now responsible for its future.
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