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me about some af the legends depicted in Anglkos
Wat's magnificent bas-reliefs: the primal myth of the

in fact they are never where one expects. Angkor
Wan is, for example, indisputably a temple, yet 1t never

churning of the Sea of Milk; the legend of Vishou i
his toriodss avatar; of the doomed Abhimanyu, trapped in a baitle forma-
tion that he had learnt to enter but not escape; of the death god Yama ruling
over his tormented shades. The stories were all familiar 1o me, of course, a3
an Indian, some in the misiy way of tales told by 3 grandmether; others in
the manner of texts, learned under the threat of a tutor's cane and quickly
forgotien. But for Kong Sarith the stories were vividly alive; he told them m
the confiding, urgent way in which people describe their neighbours” over-
heard quarrels
He was & thin, slight man, i his early forties, with a wispy, intongreously
villainous-looking moustache. He spoke fluent English, in a raped, gravelly
vobse that sometimes broke into a hacking laugh. His hands were never
without a cigarette and while he spoke he scemed to paint the air with its
glowing tip, conjunng up visions with curls of Hee smoke Then, talking of
the intricate iconography of those sculpted panels, be turned a page, and we
were suddenly in an altogether different kind of story
L

f Sarith’s story took me by surprise 11 was bocause it was 3o unexpected

For in the time I'd spent in Cambaodia, | had made a discovery aboul

Anskar Wat: | had discovered that its place in the world rests upon a
kind of paradox. For many people around the globe, Angkar ‘u_‘-'.LI L
uniquely powerful symbol of the romance of lost avilisations — o ancieni
glory devoured by time. But for Cambodia it serves asa no less vivid symbal
of modermity

Imagss of Angkor Wat are s0 common in Cambodia, so inescapable that,

after & while, they become an sssault upon the visitor's senscs; the vasual
equivalent of radio music plaved oo public loudspeakers. There ane 30 many
of them everywhere that at first the images appesr to be omnipresent,
ubiquitous. But the impression is misleading; the images are Rt ubiquitous
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o figures in anything to do with religion, or indeed 1a
any context that might be called “iraditional’ or old fasheened. Iis likencss
hke beer; 11

appeard mndtead on certain faclory produced Sommmod 185,
logos of farge

stamped on uniforms, ovil and miliary; it fig

na

corporations, like banks, indesd, the erstwhile Kampisthea Airlines even

succeeded in transforming this most eanthbound of strectures inle a symbaol
of Might, by lending 11 a pair of wings

Mot of all Angkor Wat belongs on flags - flags of the country and flags
of political parties, Cambadia has been 1omm beiween [actions for decades,
vel, although the country's Mag has changed with every mew regume over the
past 40 vears, there has always been one constant in its design: it kas never
peased to bear an image of Angkor

Several of the parties which coptested the recent Umited MNations-
sponsored elections coninved dommehaw Lo work Angkor Wat imo their
flags: it was as though their claim o govern depended on 1. One of the
oddewt of thoss flags belonged 10 a small pany founded by an expatnaie
Cambodian businetiman (rom California. The party was called Republic
Democracy Kl . and its flag looked very much like the $ars and
Stripes except that in place of the stars 1 featured & five-towened image of
Anghkor Wal

Flags, oniforms, banks, airlines, b&er it isn't hard to predict as wel
unrealised contineations of 1
personal compuaters, asdal

£TICs = cgareites, shaving cream, feritlisers
o4 and =0 on. Temples and monastenes do
uag in Cambodia is more innocent of
referen h are the
country's most promuncot landmarks, m oan and wl age alike. Theds
therr smuons woodwork, ane

arms of Anpkor Wat

not figure in this series and indead 1

ces lo Angkor than the Buog

15t Wais, or papodas, whi

graceful, ncoly or shimncs, with
i

Aol &5 di

. —— !

cwhere i this contrast betver llustrated than Reellp i JISS By o

in Angkor Wat esell. Hidden behind rows of Bing f .

trees, in the tempbe’s fls1, greal courtyard, al
a digereet distance from the Nagstoned cavseway that
sction of the monument, are two modest litle s
archaealogisis head strzight down the cawseway vowards the temple’s colon-

leads mia the inner

Jas. Tourists and

naded gdill.'l::h. armed with ther cameras and callipers: local people,
pilgrims and religious supplicants veer off towards the Buddhist shrines,

bearing offerings and flowers

! e 3 o .
Che moming. electing to Follow the pilgrims for a change, | made my wav
10 one of those pagodas, The shrre, with its brig

v ogloured, la

life-size image of the Buddha, wat tended by an elderlv Buddhist k:a
fall, agquilme man whose saffron robes hu like
hveels on a wire lenoe. Several Garmibes were it PaTa]
of ihe shrine when | ammived. Some had come 10 Ll ri had

s of Siem Reap. several miles away, They

The monk chant

brcyeled all the way |

tarm, and then |

tarn e, 1 ask :
L with the sizpulanon that the converation would have

w= o hus lock who were in a particular harry

He agre

tov e interrupted £

- i n - - " eyt sl 7 n “Thaur | . +d h ¥ i1
He was known as the Venerable Luong Chun, he savd, and he had Lved o
the premises of Angkor Wat for most of his life. He had entered the
monasiery ab Angkor Wat in his adolescence, and he remembere Jijals
when the lavout ol the Lo h - wife lerer N
Limee o pagoda sat dereCtly o ] creed o the B
{11 can be soon cleardy an twm-al-the-ceniuey ph
3 e . .
Lhatch-rooled sirecture (fanxsms ghi areat L 1%Ly
lather, who had spenl some Bngc m e oudnadicny
siory of how the paoda cume 1o be moved
The French archacologsts who were estonng Angkor W

snunied ofl the premases zle:

Boen a Buddhis

conceive of ab
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bed at half past two in the mormng to wash dishes 1
the work camp's kitchen. And somehow he managed
to carry it off, as i he had done nothing else all his
life, ;|I|huugﬁ thape were times when he [:'Ii,'l!'.a'_l‘ll he would die of exhaustion,

In 1978, shortly before the regime collapsed, he was forcibly marned ofl,
along with seven other couples. His wife was a woman from Phnom Penh
whorm he had never met before. Marnage was the last thimg on his mand at
the time and he didnt want to marry her. Yet the marriage lasted and they
went on to have four children. *After suffering through so much together, we
could not leave each other.”

Cm about 3 January 1979, when the Vietnamess army was approaching
S',s.-:l]:uh-:-n. tha pe_:-:_:-p]l:' if1 Sarith’s camp were herded topether and teld that the
‘new people’ could leave next morning if they wanted to, and that they
would be given a litile rice 1o take with them. Two of the inmates made the
mistake of cheering: that night they were lad out to the cassava Lelds and
clubbed to death. In the morning the rest were set free and handed milk tins
filled with rice. Sarith lefi the camp with
his wife and began walking towards
Siem Reap, with the intention of going
te Phnom Penh to fGnad his family, On
the way they fell in with some other
people irom the camp and they decided
1o go on together; they slept beside the
road at night, and boiled their rece n
milk tins over open fires. They walked
into the town of 5iem Reap on the night
of 21 January. The following morning,
led by a member of their group - a
young woman = Sarith and a few others
began walking towards Angkor. The
woman who lead them had been an
mmate in the same camp as Sarth, and
in & way they were familiar with each
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olher, But on the WLy 10 Anckor Sarith made a diseow.
£y that astonished him: the woman revealed herself 1o
be an archasologist, and satd she had once known the
temple well. Like Sarith, she had bosen so successful in disguising her identity
at the work camp that he scarcely knew whether to believe her now.

Sarith had never besn to Angkor Wal before: he had heard about 1t of
course, and seen pictures, but still, seeing it before his eves now, he was
dumbstruck. The monument was complelely avergrown; in the
YEArs the _|l.||1:..,'_'!|.' had marched in, but the luseriane: af the vegatalion only
served to hi ht the majesty of the structure

They made their way slowly down the flagstoned cause Wiy e |_i1.::.' gt
1o the colonnaded galleries they were lilled with curiosity an the sight of the
mossy bas-reliels. They sat dowm nght there, on the stone Noor of the
galiery, and asked the woman o el them about the legends depicted on the
panels. “You must remember,” said Sarith, ‘for vears we had s2en nothing
but hunger, death and famine,” ™Now, they would not let the womsan sLop;

pasi few

they listened entranced as she recounted
those old, old stores. They worked their
way around the vast galleries, listeni 18
to the storwes over and over again. "By
the end of the dav.” said Sarith, '1 Krnew |
sand: "I will spend the
kor War™

That was i January 1979, He went
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could not
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IEave:

rest of my life here, in Ang

away for a

while 1 [9E],
Phoom Penhb 1o look for his parents, He

ound, as I had feared, thay they were
dead. As soon as he could, he turned
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