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Of all the regions in the world a traveler might venture, Southeast Asia must 

be the easiest to love: The food is delicious. The transportation is cheap. The 

hotels are plentiful. The streets are fragrant with temple offerings—crushed 

tuberose and sun-warmed marigolds. Everywhere you look, there’s a wall 

heaped with fuchsia bougainvillea, or a flowering orchid that’s cleaved itself 

to the trunk of a jacaranda tree. And best of all, despite the ubiquitous and 

at times discomfiting presence of the digital age—the monks tucking their 

cell phones into their saffron robes; the battered rubber-and-wood float-

ing house on the Mekong with its gleaming satellite dish—it is still a place 

where artisans and their work can be found in abundance.

As a traveler, my happiest discoveries always involve something hand-

crafted, made more precious as the experience of encountering them becomes 

rarer. Every decade brings a diminishment of places where you can find peo-

ple who are still creating, by hand, things that their families have been making 

for generations, for centuries. Sometimes an old method is enhanced with 

technology; sometimes not. What’s certain is that these crafts and traditions 

stay alive only as long as there are customers and people to appreciate them. 

A tradition of artisanship often survives modernity because of econom-

ics, because it’s still cheaper to have it made than to buy it. But this isn’t 

always true: One need only look at Japan, for example, to realize that a 

culture needn’t be poor to value the painstakingly fashioned, the object 

that’s been made by a human, not a machine. There, the traditions endure 

because they are central to the identity of the culture: Japan, like India, like 

Morocco, like Mexico, has always been a nation of 

makers and of markets—to create something, and 

then to have it bought by someone who under-

stands that creation, is an essential part of these 

countries’ national identities.

And so, too, in Myanmar and Cambodia, both 

countries with their own distinct craft traditions 

and whose modern histories have in many ways 

eclipsed what they were always known for: their 

carvings, their weavings, their lacquerwork. Both 

are continuing their emergence from decades of 

violence and oppression: in Myanmar (known 

interchangeably by its colonial name, Burma), 

the restrictions and privations of a military junta, 

which remained in place from 1962 until the 

country became a nominal democracy in 2011; 

in Cambodia, the horrors of the Khmer Rouge 

regime, which murdered an estimated two million 

people in the 1970s. These two countries will have 

to decide (insofar as any country gets to decide) 

how much of the old ways they’ll want to discard 

or abandon in favor of technology and globalism. 

For many travelers, a trip to either of them 

becomes, inevitably, about box-ticking, and 

rightly so. How can you go to Cambodia and not 

visit Angkor Wat? Or to Myanmar and not see the 

glorious temples of Bagan, or Yangon’s dazzling 

Shwedagon Pagoda? The following itineraries 

don’t include these icons, but that doesn’t mean 

you should skip them (in fact, you’d be remiss 

if you did). Instead, I’ve focused on where you 

should go after you’ve experienced what you’ve 

come to see. That is, the places where you can not 

only meet the people who are giving new life to 

their communities, but also find and buy local 

crafts at their most sophisticated—a reminder 

that sometimes, the truest, most intimate con-

nection to a place is one you make through its 

material culture.
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Previous spread, from 

left: A fisherman  

on Inle Lake; silk with 

hand-crocheted 

cotton flowers at the 

Eric Raisina shop in 

Siem Reap. Opposite: 

A girl holding a 

handmade umbrella 

at Inle Lake.
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