Coming to Cambodia

Over the years, people have often asked me how I became interested in Cambodia.  Like many things in my life so far, my decision to work there was a combination of desire and luck.

In early 1959, after a few months in the US Foreign Service, I was asked like other newcomers to set out my preferences for overseas postings.

Where was I to go? I was twenty-six years old and single. I had just completed eight months as a college lecturer in Puerto Rico. Behind that lay two years marking time as a typist in the Army in Washington DC, a year of graduate work and four years of college, where I had majored in English. I had come into the Foreign Service without precise, long-term ambitions. I saw myself less as a potential diplomat than as a writer, and more specifically as a poet.  I hoped that a diplomatic career would feed and support my writing habit.  I compared myself (while talking to myself) to the French poet-diplomats Paul Claudel and St-Jean Perse. Claudel, incidentally, when he visited Angkor in the 1920s had found it “one of the most accursed…evil places that I know”. 

So where was I to go? Southeast Asia beckoned, although I forget exactly  why. I began asking people about the region.  A cousin whom I liked had just come back from a couple of years in Bangkok. He suggested that I go to Cambodia, about which I knew nothing.  I think he said it was “more authentic” than Thailand. I was an Orientalist without knowing it, I guess, and the word “authentic” settled the issue. I volunteered for a Cambodian posting, to be preceded by Khmer language training at the Foreign Service Institute. 

Classes began in September 1959. There were two other students of Khmer: Peter Poole, who left the Foreign Service later on but remained in the government, and Carter Townes, a lively US Information Service (USIS) officer in his 40s who was returning to Cambodia for a second tour.  Carter was hounded out of the government a few years later because he was gay. In the late 1980s, he died in Oregon where he was a radio talk show host and the mayor of his hometown.

Our teacher, Hang Pham Vanphut, was a laid back, 20-something member of Cambodia’s small elite.  His classes were good-humored and sometimes chaotic. There was no

Khmer-English dictionary in those days and no accessible linguistic texts. Vanphut did 

his best, but traveling without a road map made the classes less productive than they might have been. 

The best parts of my eleven months of training were the seemingly anarchic but insightful visits to the class by the linguist Dale Purtle, an eccentric chain-smoker whose only personal possession, aside from his clothes and a mattress, was an opium weight in the form of a duck that he had picked up in Laos. Dale was in love with Cambodia and with its language. I caught up with him again in the l980s, when he was living south of San Francisco, still chain smoking, happily married, with a house full of possessions.

When classes ended in September 1960 I drove to San Francisco to put my second hand convertible onto a ship. After a couple of days relishing my first encounter with California, I flew to Hong Kong where I was measured for the white suit with two pairs of trousers that was the required diplomatic costume for a tropical posting in those days.  In late October, I landed in Phnom Penh. As I’ve said many times, the sight of cows being chased off the runway by determined women with sticks foreshadowed some of the rackety charm and “otherness” of Cambodia that has nourished my affection for the country and its people ever since.

Over the next two years, I slowly assembled what the novelist Louis Auchincloss, quoting Henry James, has called a writer’s capital  - the fund of memories, friendships, insights and encounters that continue to sustain me after four decades of thinking, writing and talking about Cambodia.

I started work the day after I arrived.  The US Embassy was located in a run-down, four storey building, once a school, just off Norodom Boulevard, a block north of the Cine Lux. Offices for USIS and the US aid mission occupied two buildings across the street. All in all, the Embassy and its dependencies, including a military aid mission, numbered about a hundred people. Offices opened at eight, closed for two hours at lunch, and closed for the day, I think, at six. During my tour, I worked successively as an economic officer, a political officer and a vice consul. My apartment provided by the Embassy was a hundred yards away and I found it easy to settle in.

The Ambassador for most of my tour was William C. Trimble, Princeton ‘32, a gentlemanly career diplomat from Baltimore. Trimble was soft-spoken, tolerant, impeccably turned out and the only US Ambassador who ever earned Sihanouk’s respect. His deputy was C. Robert Moore, a sharp, approachable man who later served as Ambassador to Syria and Mali.  Ambassador Trimble did not supervise our day to day work.  Bob Moore, although intellectually demanding, was a joy to work with.

I was lucky to meet up with both of them again in the l990s, well before they died, and I recall with pleasure the friendship and guidance that they offered me at an earlier stage of my career.  Their successors, under whom I served briefly, were also agreeable, dedicated professionals, but they made less of an impression on me.

The Embassy was an American family, marooned in a backwater of Southeast Asia where hardly anyone spoke English. The family came equipped with affections, quirks, quarrels and disorders that are best forgotten. It’s worthwhile to say, however, that I always enjoyed my work and from among my colleagues in those years I gathered several life-long friends.

The Cold War and the passions that fuelled it were in full swing in 1960.    Cold War thinking dominated American policies toward Cambodia and the rest of the world.  Most of what we reported from Phnom Penh fitted Cold War tactics and priorities, often in a Procrustean way.  From the perspective of 2006, the global competition between “us” and “them” seems Manichean, cyclopean and simple minded, but in those days it was a congenial mind-set for many of us and a game that nearly everyone in the Foreign Service was playing without forethought or regrets.  Especially in the backwash of the Vietnam War, it’s hard to recapture or explain the enthusiasm with which we went about our tasks, happy to be serving a young, stylish and adventurous new president, John F.  Kennedy, in a global confrontation with China and the USSR.  We were delighted to do what we could for what we assumed was an overwhelmingly just cause. 

We couldn’t do very much. Cambodia was a drowsy, peculiar place. Prince Norodom Sihanouk presided over it with benign, sometimes hysterical insistence. He treated the kingdom as a stage and a personal possession. He was immensely popular with rural people and with his fawning entourage. A few intellectuals grumbled about him, but there was no real opposition to his rule. His love of the country and his “children” blended seamlessly with his high opinion of himself. To his admirers, Sihanouk “was” Cambodia. Even to people who failed to succumb to his charm he was a tireless, patriotic politician, working to keep his country from becoming a casualty of the Cold War.

It’s crucial to recall that although the Vietnam War lay in wait for us  “around the corner” none of us imagined the dimensions it would take.  Sihanouk worked hard to make Cambodia an “island of peace”, and we were all cocooned inside it. 

Ambassador Trimble spent much of his time trying to convince people in Washington that Sihanouk, by refusing to ally himself with the United States, was neither a criminal nor insane.  Trimble even suggested in a couple of telegrams that Cambodia might have national interests of its own and that our Cold War policies could perhaps best be served by dealing with the kingdom at least to some extent on its own terms. His mild remonstrances failed to strike a chord.  In the early 1970s, during Cambodia’s civil war, Ambassador Emory Swank tried and failed to set a somewhat similar agenda. In his case, unwelcome suggestions ruined a promising career. 

Cambodia itself had little intrinsic interest for most Americans in Phnom Penh.  Few of them fell in love with the country as thoroughly I did, although Michael Vickery, then teaching English in Kompong Thom, was busy building up his colossal fund of knowledge, Bill Thomas of the Embassy took time to assemble an exhaustive guide book to Cambodian birds and Dick Melville, then working with USAID, traveled widely, sometimes on elephant back, in search of birds and animals to shoot. I joined him in early 1961 on a two-day excursion on elephants into the Stieng country of western Kratie. Bill and Dick, I’m sad to say, both died in 2004.

 As a language officer, and because I was single and curious, I probably had more exposure to the country and more fun than most people did in the Embassy.  Some of my enjoyment was work-related.  Throughout my tour, I was asked to monitor Sihanouk’s interminable speeches broadcast and then re-broadcast on the radio. On several occasions, wearing the white suit, I accompanied Ambassador Trimble to inaugurations of American aid projects, where I was asked, in Sihanouk’s presence., to summarize the Ambassador’s remarks in Khmer. In l962 I traveled to Takeo to talk to Cambodians who had fled the fighting across the border in Vietnam and on another occasion I traveled around eastern Cambodia acting as m.c. For a USIS- sponsored American folk -singer. Knowing Khmer also enabled me, sometimes, to pick up useful information from people outside Embassy circles. 

When I was off duty, I mingled with people my own age, entertaining them in my apartment, eating dinner in their homes or dining at French restaurants like Bar Jean, La Taverne and St Hubert. In those days, there were no restaurants in Phnom Penh that served  Cambodian cuisine. Television, which a cartoonist in the Washington Post has aptly called a weapon of mass destruction, had not yet arrived in Cambodia.   There were French and Indian movies, sometimes dubbed in Khmer, and American ones that were screened at the Embassy on Friday nights. With my Cambodian friends, I sometimes attended Khmer theatre performances, which were gritty amalgams of Indian musical epics and raucous slapstick drama—Vishnu wearing a wrist-watch, clowns discussing current events, and so on. These were fun. 

My Cambodian life began at breakfast and the moment I came home, because my cook -factotum Chea Thon spoke no English and very little French.  Thon was a couple of years younger than I was. He came from the rice-growing village of Krol Ko in Kompong Speu, a few miles south of Udong and about fifteen miles from Phnom Penh.   He had learned to read, write and cook as a novice monk. He told me that if the food he prepared weren’t good enough the monks would slap him. As a result, I guess, the dishes he cooked for me were tasty and varied.  

Thon was a patient teacher of Khmer and often took me on visits to Krol Ko. I’ll come to these visits later on. In 1973 I had a long letter from him, telling me about his marriage and children, and then he vanished, probably, given his forthright, good-humored personality, a victim of the Pol Pot regime.

Once a week I took more structured Cambodian lessons from a former monk named Chy Lat. Together we worked our way through a collection of folk-tales and some nineteenth century poetry. Years later, as a graduate student in Bangkok, I returned to the folk tale collection where I discovered “How the kounlok bird got its feathers”, one of the texts that I wrote about in the essay that gives this book its name.

Phnom Penh in those days was a somnolent, handsome city, with mustard colored or whitewashed villas and government buildings, and with wide, almost empty boulevards bordered with flame trees and bougainvillea.  It had a sun struck, provincial elegance that reminded some visitors of southern France, and others of Celesteville, the African city ruled compassionately, in a famous children’s book written in France in the l930s, by Babar, King of the Elephants. 

There were about 500,000 people in the city  in those days, perhaps a quarter as many as live there in 2007.  Running from north to south. The city was divided informally into four zones, housing Vietnamese, Chinese, French (and other foreigners), and Khmer. The Embassy, for example, was in the “French” zone, but my apartment on Rue Hassakan, a hundred yards nearer the river, was almost in the  “Chinese” quarter,  teeming then as now with commercial life. 

Americans seldom ventured into the northern or southern parts of the city, although Peter Hickman of USIS lived in the south, in a wooden house where he kept a bear in a cage, a python  and   several other animals.  Near Wat Tuol Tampung, unknown to the Embassy, Saloth Sar (who later called himself Pol Pot) taught at a private school and was edging up in the hierarchy of the clandestine Communist Party. After I became his biographer in the l990s, I often wondered if we had had ever  passed each other in the street.

The anthropologist May Ebihara, whose death in 2005 came as a terrible blow to me, once said that her Phnom Penh, like mine, rarely extended south of the Independence Monument, east of the New Market or north of Wat Phnom.   Our section of the city was  “colonial”, French and Chinese in appearance, and filled with people who spoke French and Chinese.  Sihanouk himself was a dyed in the wool Francophile and set the tone for much of the capital’s cultural life.  A statue of Marshal Joffre, France’ s military leader in World War I, presided over a roundabout near the French Embassy. It was later melted down by the Khmer Rouge. In Siem Reap, Bernard Philippe Groslier and a handful of French archaeologists supervised the maintenance and restoration of the Angkor temples for the Ecole Francaise d’Extreme Orient.  France owned and managed the country’s prosperous rubber plantations. Several daily newspapers and monthly magazines were in French, which was the country’s official language.  

It was easy in this ambience for some of us to take French clichés about Cambodia more or less on faith. The received wisdom, echoed by Sihanouk in his speeches, was that the Khmer were childish, backward, affable people who had once constructed the temples at Angkor and now in their “decline” had little to offer beyond their helplessness and joie de vivre. 

 As I made friends with Cambodians who knew no French, however, I began to feel that keys to understanding their country lay deeper than these demeaning “explanations”. They lay buried in Cambodia’s often-violent pre-colonial past and in the colorful,  closely woven fabric of Cambodian daily life.  Cambodia and its people existed on their own terms, breathing in and out, largely unaffected by French disdain or by France’s “civilizing mission”. The country that I came to know—like France, for that matter-- was complex, resonant and easy to love.  The longer I stayed in the Cambodia, the deeper it burrowed into me. 

I traveled around the country as much as I could.  Cambodia’s network of paved roads built by the French was well maintained in the l960s by corvée labor. The roads connected the kingdom’s major towns. They were almost empty of automobiles, although ox-carts, dogs, cattle and people asleep on the road  sometimes  made driving hazardous. 

On weekends I drove to lunch in one provincial capital or another, went to the beach, looked for out of the way ruins or hung out with Cambodian friends.   Once, in the woods near Kompong Cham, following directions in a 1920s guidebook, I stumbled across a dozen eighth century stone statues, probably worth tens of thousands of dollars, scattered disconsolately in the underbrush.  One of the statues, a headless female torso, had fresh joss sticks placed reverently at her feet. Wholesale looting of Cambodian art had not yet begun.

My overnight trips were almost all to Angkor. I could reach Siem Reap in as few hours of easy driving, setting off after work on Friday and arriving at the Hotel de la Paix, near the Siem Reap market, in time for a latish dinner of steak frites and byre Larue. Over the next two days I would tour the ruins, often with Cambodian friends whom I had brought along, before setting out for home on Sunday afternoon. In those days, the ruins, like the roads, were almost deserted. There were very few tourists, no tourist guides, and no one selling “you want scarf” or  “nice cold drink”. In the hushed, well-shaded park, there were more trees, more local people and more monkeys,  butterflies and birds than there are today.  On many occasions, my friends and I had the haunting temples to us. 

When I came back to Angkor in l992, I was taking a break from a research mission for Amnesty International and I saw the temples with a different eye. In the intervening thirty years, Cambodia had been engulfed by civil war, foreign invasions and the horrors of the Khmer Rouge
The temples were still beautiful, of course, but in the aftermath of the Pol Pot era, and from a human rights perspective, I began to wonder about the human costs involved in hauling, raising and carving the stones, digging the moats and reservoirs and raising the temple mountains.  Coercion, violence and megalomania, it seemed, had always been features of Cambodian governance.   In  1992, after talking to bandaged victims of political harassment in Siem Reap, I asked myself if the Khmer had always been brutal to each other. I wondered why Suryavarman II deserved such a gigantic personal tomb. I also wondered what Jayavarman VII was saying to “his” people as he forced them to cover the landscape with vast, supposedly magnanimous buildings. I’ve asked the same questions about Jayavarman IV in more recent times, after visiting Koh Ker.  Paul Claudel may have foreshadowed my concerns in 1923 when he wrote in his journal that he was  “dimly aware of a strange feeling of depression and disgust” after spending an entire day in Angkor Wat.

Perhaps, I thought later, in Angkorian times there had been compensations for oppression. These might have been connected with comforting religious beliefs, the absence of alternatives and the shared feeling that the people inhabiting Angkor lived in an enormous, semi-magical city that was endowed by their ancestors (and by the gods) with ample water for rice, a splendid king and a self-absorbed, protective (and coercive) ruling class.  The impression that Angkor was, after all, essentially a happy place emerges from Zhou daguan’s account of Angkor in the 1290s. 

Nonetheless, visiting the temples in 1992 made me hesitant to use aesthetics or art history as the only approaches to these haunted, overpowering constructions. Just as “my” l960s were a time when I looked at Cambodia with most of the politics and   violence left out, it was no longer possible, thirty years later, to think of the country in an apolitical, aesthetic, slightly condescending way. 

In late l961, I began to visit my cook Thon’s home village of Krol Koh. Thon went   there on Saturdays on his day off.  I was curious to see what the village was like and Thon generously invited me to visit it with him one afternoon.  His widowed mother, his brother and aunts were gracious and welcoming.  Among these people I encountered   the same profound good manners and hard-wired hospitality as I did in   1990 when Susan and I visited May Ebihara’s village, which she calls “Svay”, to attend a wedding.  These characteristics broke to the surface again on the far sadder occasion of Ingrid Muan’s Buddhist funeral in Chrui Changvar in January 2005.

I went back to Krol Koh with Thon   many   times -- twice for weddings, but usually for a few hours on Saturday afternoon.  We would bring some fruit and some food to cook, and small presents for his mother and her sisters. On several occasions local musicians broke out their instruments and played for us. I chatted with people in a desultory way and walked around Krol Ko taking pictures. I listened to what the villagers told me and I began to work out who was related to whom, who was richer than others, who had authority and which villagers were treated as buffoons.  I learned about family incomes, Krol Ko’s   rice and palm sugar crops and the villagers’ amicable relations with the local Chinese shopkeeper.  I heard their thoughts about child rearing, different Cambodian dishes, Buddhism, the government, and anything else they felt like talking about. They told me, for example, that everyone they encountered in the government was corrupt and unpleasant. The one exception they made was Sihanouk, whom they revered.  I fielded questions about America and about my family, or my lack of one, because my bachelorhood was a source of polite bewilderment to them.  On one occasion I told an old lady that it would take  “many weeks” to reach America by cart.  The villagers and I smiled at each other a lot, and I came to believe, as I still do, that Krol Ko in those far-off times enclosed and embodied a truth or a kind of answer that could only discover if I stayed there much longer, or kept coming back.

Unfortunately, the wheels of the US government continued to whir, and time ran out for me at the end of l962. I returned home in time for Christmas and two months’ leave, to be followed in Washington by a few weeks of briefing and orientation about my next posting, supposedly to Panama.

In fact, I was able to change this assignment, and I ended up working in Colombia for two years. I had no idea at the end of 1962 if I would ever return to Cambodia or that I would become a Cambodian scholar. I also had no idea about how to use my Cambodian experiences in a literary way. In twenty-five months in the country, I’d written no poetry at all and my irregularly maintained journal was filled with entries like

” R tells me that spiders at one stage could speak Khmer”. All the same, I knew that something wonderful had happened to me. My writer’s capital was an inchoate, unwritten jumble of friendships, encounters and half-remembered conversations. It included the folk tales, poems and proverbs I had read with Chy Lat and the times I had spent, painfully cross-legged, paying respect to monks. It was made up of “national day” celebrations at embassies in Phnom Penh (in the white suit) and some boisterous dinners with friends. It included   the photographs I had taken and failed to take of the sugar palm strewn landscape around Krol Ko, of Angkor or of children scuttling off in packs to swim in a brown pond.  My writer’s capital was made up of unhealthy, hairless dogs nosing in trash, a Brigitte Bardot movie dubbed into Khmer and the benign, implacable stone faces of Angkor Thom. 

My time in Colombia was a disappointment. By the time I came back to Washington in l965, the prospects of pursuing a diplomatic career for another thirty years began to pale, but I had no ideas about other things to do.    What turned out to be my final posting, however, solved the issue marvelously.  I was assigned to the Foreign Service Institute and put in charge of the orientation courses for junior diplomats and aid officials going to Southeast Asia. After a year of this, having listened to inspiring lectures by tenured historians, some of them a little younger than myself, I decided to resign from the Foreign Service and pursue an academic career.   Encouraged by the late Professor Harry Benda, a dynamic lecturer for my courses, I applied successfully to the Southeast Asian MA program at Yale. I was also urged to do so by my friend Bernard Fall, whom I had gotten to know in Phnom Penh.  Bernard told me that the chance to study with Paul Mus at Yale would change my life, and he was right. Bernard was a courageous witness to history. He was killed two years later in Vietnam. 

Looking back across my forty-seven years of engagement with Cambodia, it’s impossible to list all the people I am grateful to or all the ones I remember with affection and respect.  It’s impossible to pay adequate homage to the ones who are dead. What’s important at this stage of my life is that another generation of scholars in love with Cambodia is hard at work examining its present, its thought world and its past, helping us to understand what I once called the songs at the edge of the forest, and teaching even younger people the words. 
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