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From the terrace of the Foreign Correspondents Club in Phnom 
Penh there are beautiful views across the Tonle River to the 
confluence of the Mekong and Bassac Rivers. With a cold Angkor 
beer in hand it is a great place to finish the day as the city 
beds down for the night. Below me I can see waves of traffic; 
motorbikes, pedestrians weaving their way, and Sam Bo the 
elephant walking home after a day’s work at Wat Phnom Penh. He 
wanders along Sisawath Quay; part of the crowd. Sam Bo has been 
around Phnom Penh for as long as anyone can remember, taking 
children for rides around the Wat and posing for photographs for 
tourists. He fits into this bustling, irreverent and cosmopolitan 
city, following the same route everyday. What seems unusual or 
unexpected is certainly the norm here in Phnom Penh. 

Many of our guests ask me if I tire of visiting South-East Asia and 
hosting groups. The answer is no, I love every minute of it! Even 
after many years of travel and even when you think you know it all, 
there is always something around the corner to inspire, confuse or 
bedazzle (like an elephant walking down the main street of a busy 
city). And of course you never know it all. Each journey we escort 
is like a new beginning; we never know what face our destination 
will be wearing – the weather, the traffic, and the airlines can all 
conspire to intervene. We expect the unexpected and look forward 
to moments that shake us from the everyday and remind us that 
travel is a true discovery.

We had a busy 2008 with regular trips to Vietnam, three journeys 
to Myanmar (Burma), and our Laos and Cambodia journey at the 
end of the year. We held a fund raising event for KOTO (a charity 
supporting street kids in Vietnam), which was attended by over 180 
people and raised $12,000 on the night. A fantastic effort and a 
very pleasant evening it was, as many groups from previous tours 
formed tables and managed to catch up and relive memories of 
our travels together. For us at Goddard & Howse we enjoy seeing 
our guests after the tour, renewing friendships and rekindling a 
wonderful spirit that can only be forged together in the hotels, 
restaurants, boats, cyclos and sites of SE Asia.

As usual on tour we had our fair share of significant events, 
including birthdays, anniversaries and national days. In southwest 
China on ANZAC day we held a small ceremony at the Tenchong 

War Cemetery. During WWII, 14,000 Chinese Nationalist troops 
died trying to stop the advance of the Japanese. The cemetery is 
serene and peaceful and we paused to remember all of those who 
died as a result of conflict.

In Burma I had three birthdays! - not uncommon in this country 
because they actually celebrate the day you were born rather than 
the date or year. My birthday is the 27th of November (pop that in 
your diary!), and for some reason our local office in Bagan decided 
to present me with a cake on the 25th. When you are travelling in 
exotic parts the days and dates become confused, so I accepted 
graciously and mistakenly mentioned to a couple of my guests that 
it was my birthday the following day, which was still only the  26th. 
The day dawned and my guests greeted me with another birthday 
cake - I was still a day short, but again I accepted happily. The 27th 
finally arrived and I celebrated a very quiet day, musing to myself 
that one birthday is enough for anyone.

This February, Jeff Culnane will join us as our China specialist. Jeff 
speaks Mandarin and has spent many years in the travel industry. 
He will bring a wealth of experience to Goddard & Howse and, 
importantly, open our eyes to the wonderful travel opportunities 
that exist behind the closed doors of rural China. We are currently 
developing some exciting new tours in Vietnam, Myanmar and 
China. While the process is long and the research full, we hope 
to have these new journeys in place by the middle of 2009 and 
operating in 2010.

The financial crisis has been well documented and of course we 
are all impacted, particularly with the fall in value of the Australian 
dollar against the US dollar. These unique circumstances required 
some tough decisions in terms of our pricing, and after much 
thought, we are pleased to advise that there will no increase in our 
prices for 2009. This makes the Year of the Ox a great time to be 
travelling to SE Asia because it is still great value for money. 

Another year begins, and with it the excitement of travel and the 
stories and events that will unfold - some planned, others quite 
random. I hope you can join us somewhere on a Goddard & Howse 
journey in SE Asia, and thanks again for your great support of our 
company in 2008. Enjoy the moment!
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from the Front Desk 

Cao Bang province of Vietnam. It is one of the most beautiful mountainous landscapes in Vietnam.



  

Goddard & Howse tour leader, Nadine Ziegeldorf, has hung up 
her tour-leading boots (for the moment) to involve herself in full 
time charity work with Blue Dragon, an Australian organisation 
assisting homeless children in Hanoi. I usually catch up with her 
on my visits and on this occasion she had two tickets to the Hanoi 
opera - an invitation too good to refuse.

We had an early dinner at KOTO then scrambled a cab to get 
to the opera house on time, but we were late. It was a rainy 
and foggy January night so the traffic was more intense than 
usual - our taxi driver cursing every now and then, near misses 
everywhere in the dark. Nadine said that she felt safer riding her 
bike than being in a taxi - small comfort, I thought. 

We arrived at the opera house - what a beautiful building it is! 
Built by the French at the turn of the 20th century and standing 
imposingly, with its back to the Red River and a boulevard running 
from its entrance to the centre of Hanoi and Huan Kiem Lake. 
From the outside you expect the theatre to be a lot bigger, but it 
is actually quite small. A dress-circle looks down to the stage, 
a couple of private boxes to the side and general seating near 
the stage. Our seats are the best in the house - centre stage and 
dress-circle! We settle in as the Hanoi Philharmonic Orchestra 
go through their paces under the baton of a visiting Japanese 
conductor. There is a cellist who is quite brilliant; he is from 
Europe, though Nadine and I are not sure where exactly. The 
music is Dvorak and goes for about 90 minutes with an interval. 

The music and surrounds are delightful, and sitting there I found 
myself thinking of earlier times when the French controlled 
Vietnam and probably thought they would forever. I could imagine 
these intrepid colonialists coming to the opera house, wives and 
mademoiselles, businessmen, profiteers, planters and military 
types, all craving a night of French culture. They must have been 
robust people to survive as long as they did against a background 
of resistance and turmoil, which existed every moment of their 
occupation. I am sure the Vietnamese revolutionary forces would 
have watched these French iterlopers turn up at the opera house, 
cursing their bravado but secretly admiring their civilisation. 

All these years later Vietnam can look back on the French war, 
the failed land reform program of the late 1950s, the war with 
the Americans, the Communist Party retribution after 1975, the 
continuing war with the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia (1978 to 1988) 
and the Chinese border war in 1979, as tests of the people’s will 
and solidarity. Then came the subsidised times (1980s) and the 
labour exchange program with the Soviets and East Germans. 

Many Vietnamese headed west, shivering through the European 
winter, working endless days and, no doubt, craving a steaming 
bowl of noodle soup - again the people were tested, but this 
time from within their own ranks. This small part of Vietnamese 
history is now distilled into a rapidly growing and modernising 
society. Manufacturing is dominating; many rice fields have now 
been filled with concrete to build factories and produce cheap 
goods for consumption in other societies. The relationship 
with China is at its friendliest for years as both have put aside 
two thousand years of fighting and disagreement to follow the 
economic road. Here in Hanoi there is an organised black market 
that buys and sells Chinese goods. If it is cheap, they say, it 
comes from China.

The transformation from an agrarian feudal society to a colonial 
state and then a fierce battleground has all occurred in the last 70 
years. The people have scars I am sure, but they are rarely seen. 
The Vietnamese are a proud bunch; their history is a testimony to 
that. A new era now dawns and it will be fascinating to watch the 
changes from these western eyes.

There is a sparse audience in the theatre, mainly Europeans but a 
few young and stylish Vietnamese are there. The Vietnamese have 
never lacked culture or an appreciation of culture. These days 
they like to be seen at the opera house - the sons and daughters 
of the cadres from a different time. The cellist looks up from the 
intensity of his playing and greets the audience. The performance 
complete, the all-Vietnamese orchestra rise as one to the 
applause and the acknowledgment of their conductor.

A night at the opera in Hanoi is a celebration of music and 
culture, but somehow I leave that grand old building with a new 
sense; a notion that determination and self belief will always 
triumph over suppression and manipulation, one way or another.    
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At Goddard & Howse we have slide presentations and 
informative talks on all of our destinations that we 
present free of charge to your club or organisation. If 
you are looking for guest speakers, please call us and 
we would be happy to come to you.

ROSS GODDARD

A night at the opera!
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Let us come to you KOTO cookbook – a culinary journey through Vietnam 
The new KOTO cookbook is available for sale from our offi ce at 
a cost of $45, all proceeds going to KOTO. This long-awaited 
publication is stylishly presented in full color with beautiful 
photographs and some recipes that are sure to become 
favourites. Drop in to collect your copy for the kitchen or share 
the Vietnamese food experience with your friends and relatives 
as the perfect gift.



Like many travellers to Myanmar I was confronted with the moral 
question ‘should one travel to Myanmar?’ I answered this question 
for myself in 2002 when I committed resources and myself to 
bringing travellers to this country. For me it was not a difficult 
decision. I had already visited the country a number of times and 
met the people who I believe are the real barometer of how a 
country is functioning. What I saw made me feel confident that 
not only would tourism work in Myanmar, it would also help the 
people. I have visited the country 50 times since 2002. 

As a tourism operator in Myanmar I have been accused by many 
of supporting the regime and, more accusingly, of commercial 
gain. When I dared to advertise travel to Myanmar I was regularly 
accosted by emails and letters, casting me as a scoundrel in terms 
of human rights. It probably never occurred to those people who 
wrote to me so passionately that a commercial gain in this case 
means that something can work in Myanmar. The very fact that we 
are able to operate in Myanmar, travel where we wish (admittedly 
sometimes with advance permission), arrange buses, internal 
flights, dinners and events, is a testimony to some transparency in 
State operations.

I knew from my experience working in Vietnam and Cambodia 
for ten years through the 1990s, that tourism was a catalyst for 
change. I had seen it with my own eyes. Here were countries that 
had been devastated by war, infrastructure torn to shreds, and 
somehow they had risen from the ashes. It is no co-incidence 
that Vietnam’s maturity into organisations like the World Trade 
Organisation and a rotating seat on the United Nations Security 
Council, can in part be attributed to tourism. The Vietnamese 
government saw the foreign exchange potential and made 
changes to be more accommodating. As a result, their system of 
government has also become more accountable.

Tourism opens doors and breaks 
down barriers; travellers are on 
the ground first. In 1994 the only 
people who visited Vietnam were 
true explorers looking for countries 
that were ‘original’ - remember that 
Vietnam was a closed communist 
state and it was difficult to visit. 
In the late 1990s there were the 
adventurous types looking for 
something different (and Vietnam 
became easier to visit), and now in 
2009 Vietnam chalks up 3.6 million 
visitors a year. Tourism has become 
mainstream and is the third biggest 
income earner for the country. 

Tourism is often overlooked as a cheap and effective way to bring 
change. Some say it is the quickest way to alleviate poverty, and 
when you look at statistics in Vietnam in terms of income per head 
per annum, you can see a sharp spike in disposable incomes in the 
mid-nineties. It makes a compelling argument when we see how a 
repressive communist regime in Vietnam has gradually untied the 
apron strings and let everyone into the kitchen. Politics is less of 
an issue now in Vietnam than it has ever been, and the people are 
benefiting because of it. This can also be the case in Myanmar. 

It seems to me that the domain of 
academics, analysts and political 
strategists is to view solutions 
for change in a government or 
constitutional system through 
traditional parameters. I think 
that this process holds us back; 
it inevitably gets bogged down 
in administrative dialogue that 
becomes increasingly useless 
and ultimately irrelevant. Tourism 
offers an alternative where we see 
people and governments motivated 
through employment and opportunity. 
This, I believe, can also apply to 
the government and the people of 
Myanmar.

Arguably, Myanmar has the same or even greater potential for 
tourism growth than its Indochina neighbours. 

small world journeys to Vietnam, Burma, China, Laos and Cambodia                                                                          www.gparts.com.au

Goddard & Howse  40 Allara St, Canberra City ACT 2601 T: 61 2 62489399 F: 61 2 62485466 M:  0407990707 E: ross@gparts.com.au W: www.gparts.com.au

small world journeys to Vietnam, Burma, China, Laos and Cambodia                                                                          www.gparts.com.ausmall world journeys to Vietnam, Burma, China, Laos and Cambodia                                                                          www.gparts.com.ausmall world journeys to Vietnam, Burma, China, Laos and Cambodia                                                                          www.gparts.com.ausmall world journeys to Vietnam, Burma, China, Laos and Cambodia                                                                          www.gparts.com.au

Tourism - A catalyst for change 

Myanmar, Inle Lake: Buddha’s white 
hand at Nanthe Paya.

TAKE AN EXTENSION to your Vietnam holiday with 
a Hill Tribe Experience in Vietnam.
View of Sapa highland city on a morning 
in November from Dragon mountain.

China Yunnan Dali Three Pagodas 
is a popular tourist and holy site of 

national heritage.




