The Delicate
Sound of Thunder
The Khmer people renounce a
stormy past to forge a new chapter
in the chronicles of Southeast Asia’s
most tormented country.
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LIFELESS EYES STARED BACK AT ME FROM THE OTHER
SIDE OF THE GLASS, their hollowed and blackened recesses screaming

out in anguish, begging me to listen, to understand a tortured existence. A
web of fissures radiated from a dime-sized hole in their stained and hairless
temporal lobe, terminating at the rear of the parietal bone. My peripheral vision detected a second pair of empty sockets to the left, then another to the
right, another above, and yet another below. Stepping back revealed thousands
of soiled, oatmeal-colored skulls, each defaced in similar fashion—the physical remains of entire families and villages. Beneath my feet, bone fragments,
teeth, and clothes leached up through the muddy soil, gruesome evidence of
a horrific chapter in the annals of this small country in Southeast Asia. This
was Choeung Ek, the most notorious killing field of the Khmer Rouge and the
final resting place of 8,895 souls.
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Clockwise from top: Half man, half monkey,
an ancient sandstone sculpture maintains
a vigilant guard over the temple of Banteay
Srei. Razor wire encases holding cells in Tuol
Sleng, a Phnom Penh secondary school that
was converted to an institution of torture by Pol
Pot. One of the mass graves at Choeung Ek
held the bodies of 166 headless victims. Teeth,
bone fragments, and bullet casings are a grim
reminder of Cambodia’s troubled past. A shrine
of skulls, femurs, and tibias honors those who
perished in Choeung Ek, one of the many killing
fields of the Khmer Rouge. Opening spread:
Villagers busily sort through the morning catch
along the banks of the Praek Tuek Chhu River
near Kampot.
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Twenty-four hours earlier I had landed in the capital city of Phnom
Penh and spent the day with Mr. Red, my tuk-tuk driver and new friend.
As a teenager he had survived the hell of the Khmer Rouge by living in
the jungle, eating insects and roots to survive, and crawling into villages
under the cloak of darkness and at the risk of being shot to steal food.
His family had been taken away to one of the extermination camps; most
were never seen again. They may have ended up in Tuol Sleng, a secondary school that Pol Pot, the sociopathic Khmer Rouge leader, wrapped
in razor wire and converted into an institution of torture. Of the tens of
thousands that entered, only 179 survived. I had come to Cambodia not
to dwell on its decades, centuries, and millennia of strife and subjugation,
but to embrace where it is today, absorb its vibrant and animated culture,
explore its rich backcountry, and delve into what the future holds.
That evening, Kurt Smolek, an American working in the region, and I
were navigating a maze of narrow, tuk-tuk-choked streets in the red light
district. We made our way to Larry’s 110, an ex-pat bar and one of the
only in the area that didn’t hire their waitresses out by the hour. Overland
Journal contributor Sam Watson arrived, fresh off the plane from Cairo,
and then Jason Thatcher, an Aussie entrepreneur who leads dual-sport
motorcycle tours in Cambodia’s hinterland. Rounding out the group was
Rudi Smith, a larger-than-life medic who sauntered in like he had just
stepped off the set of Gunsmoke. Pushing our cans of Angkor beer aside,
Jason pulled out a map and stretched it across the long, wood-plank table.
He dragged his finger south along a thin red line, then east into a green
area void of roads—at least roads large enough to merit reference. “This
will be our route,” he said, “to a village called Wat Phnom Tamove. There
is an ancient temple there that is rarely seen by outsiders.” We set plans
for an early departure and slipped out past a row of beer bars and massage
parlors.
30

Clockwise from top left: An enterprising young boy filets fish in a Phnom Penh
street market. Open-air butcher shops display their wares along a busy street.
Mr. Red maneuvers his tuk-tuk through traffic in Phnom Penh. Pants, suits, and
dress shirts are handcrafted in one of the country’s thousands of small textile
shops. Opposite: Navigating a narrow track en route to Wat Phnom Tamove.
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TEMPLES AND WINCH LINES

We turned off the red line on the map and into a world far removed
from the 21st century. These were the lowland plains of a region that receives up to 150 inches of rain each year. The two-track was elevated above
lush green rice paddies; to either side were clusters of women, ankle-deep
in water and attending to their crops. Periodically we passed a thatchroofed hooch (hut or small dwelling) suspended a meter above the mud by
rickety bamboo columns. Their residents, barefoot and shaded by broad
straw hats, squatted on their haunches and quietly observed us, void of expression—the result of life in a world where it was better to go unnoticed,
to blend in with the ordinary. The awkward moments were breached by

the universal gesture of a smile and the wave of a hand. At each encounter
our offering was reciprocated tenfold.
Life in this remote and forgotten enclave is simple: cultivate enough
rice to feed your family, honor Buddha, and hope that your children experience a better life than you. Although most Westerners would consider this existence the epitome of poverty, it holds an air of contentment.
There is little need for an iPad, hoverboard, or electric dog walker; life is
better served by a well-honed machete, a healthy water buffalo to pull a
plow, and a dry place to sleep.
Midday we found ourselves stringing out winch lines and recovery
straps to pull each other through a heavily rutted section on the way to
our lunch stop. Shutting down the engines in the village of Wat Phnom
Tamove, Jason pointed to an area of dense foliage and a well-worn path
that dissolved into a cleft in a blackish granite precipice. I followed it for a
few hundred meters, winding my way up a series of carved steps to a small
temple. Inside were several statues, a plaster water buffalo, and handpainted murals of rural Cambodian life, each veiled in a dusty patina. I
wondered for how many centuries the inhabitants of this village walked
these steps to find solace and share the lessons of their culture with a new
generation.

POL POT AND RICE PADDIES

The next morning I was near the coastal town of Kep, standing under
a bullet-riddled stone archway and stepping over the tattered remnants

of a Khmer Rouge stronghold. Just a half mile
Although most
away, white sand beaches dipped into the Gulf
Westerners
of Thailand, and restaurants served copious
would
consider
quantities of seafood to vacationing tourists.
this existence
From the beginning of the 20th century and
the epitome
Cambodia’s French colonial period, this was
of
poverty, it
a thriving resort area, a destination for the
country’s upper echelon and ruling party. It
holds an air of
represented the golden age of French-Camcontentment.
bodian culture and architecture. But in 1975,
when Pol Pot gained control and began his genocidal sweep, Kep, as well
as many other posh resorts, were put into service as military retreats. Although it is making a comeback, the scars of small arms fire on many of its
buildings provide a glimpse into a troubled past.
Heading inland, our company of Defenders found itself slogging—
two tires on a levy and two in a rice paddy—through Cambodia’s expansive agricultural lowlands in the Kampot Province. It was an area where
Jason had led moto treks, but to accommodate four-wheel drives we deviated from the known route. Finding ourselves at a dead end, we asked a
farmer if we could cross his land. He was quite agreeable, pointed his finger toward an extensive grid of paddies, and suggested we might be able to
make it through. What ensued was a 4-hour, hit-and-miss guessing game
of mud madness, dodging cattle and water buffalo, and addressing overheating issues on Kurt’s 110. He had shipped it from Cairo (his previous
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assignment) when he moved to Phnom Penh, and the motor (along with
pretty much everything else) was suffering from a case of the third-world
rebuild blues.
We eventually found high ground and made our way to a small hooch
near the village of Wat Por. It was similar to the thousands we had passed in
recent days: semi-enclosed with a porous thatch roof, supported by rickety stilts, and with a doorless entry at the
I thanked each of
top of wobbly wood stairs. What was difthese
beautiful people
ferent was the new, modern-looking strucas I composed
ture next door. The other difference was
that the family immediately approached us
them through my
and embraced Jason. We were witnessing
viewfinder and
the results of human compassion and good
captured snapshots
will: one man’s desire to help the poorestof their toilsome lives.
of-the-poor in his adopted country. After
observing so many hardworking families living in squalor during his moto
treks, he took it upon himself to change the world, one hooch at a time.
Jason’s non-profit foundation, Global Village Housing, works with
local churches to identify worthy families. They then show up, unannounced, and build them a new home (see Overland Conservation, Fall
2016). While visiting with the family we learned that the grandmother
was having some health issues. Rudi pulled out his medical kit, examined
her, and deduced that her condition mandated a visit to the local clinic.
We loaded her up, took her to the hospital, and Rudi gave her money for
a tuk-tuk ride home. It is moments like this that restore my faith in the
human race.

FISH MARKETS AND DEAD ENDS

It was still dark when my alarm went off at 0500. We had grabbed a
room in the riverside town of Kampot and I wanted to catch the local
fishing fleet returning from their night’s work. The eastern horizon was
just waking up when I stepped onto the muddy banks of the Praek Tuek
Chhu River and into another world. Boys carrying baskets of small fish
marched by, a woman picked through an aluminum trough of squid, and
men, women, and children of all ages offloaded their haul from a kaleidoscopic fleet of wooden fishing vessels.
It was obvious that few tourists ventured into their realm, and I felt
the presence of every eye upon me as I slowly walked by. “Sues-dey, soum,
sues-dey, soum,” I said as I raised my camera in request and extended a
smile and respectful bow of the head. Hello, please, and thank you were
the extent of my Khmer vocabulary, but the attempt and courtesy it conveyed granted me the permission I was hoping for. “Orkun cheraown,
orkun cheraown,” I thanked each of these beautiful people as I composed
them through my viewfinder and captured snapshots of their toilsome
lives. This moment in time was over in less than an hour. Trucks piled high
with their slimy, odiferous loads rattled onto the street heading for markets and food processing plants. Jason and his wife, Vu Trang, showed up
looking for me and it was time to move on.
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Opposite, clockwise from top left: Our caravan traverses an open and
thankfully dry stretch. A concrete and stone entrance to one of the last
Khmer Rouge strongholds. Jason Thatcher fords one of the many flooded
tracks during our wayward rice paddy slog. Opposite, bottom four images; clockwise from top left: Fishermen sort through their morning catch.
Craters from small arms fire pepper the forehead of a Khmer Rouge mural
near Kep. Farmers work a rice paddy near Kep. Cambodia’s lowland plains
receive up to 150 inches of rain each year, washing out handbuilt bridges
and leaving many roads impassable.
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Our convoy turned onto a semi-established levy track along an unnamed river and we followed it for several hours. Boys did backflips from
the top rails of two-story boats and young children peered through the
doorways of tin buildings. It was yet another frame of rural Cambodian
life, but this one circled around the country’s primary crop: rice. Beyond
the elevated metal and thatch homes, many feet below the road, rice paddies extended as far as the eye could see.
During one of our stops I met two men who appeared to be about my
age. Weathered well past their years, their hands evidenced decades of
hard labor, and their faces bore the penetrating fissures caused by exposure
to the subtropical sun. In a reflective moment I realized that the three of
us were teenagers when the Khmer Rouge swept through their country.
While I was focused on girls and obsessed with getting a new dirt bike,
these two men were most likely just trying to survive, blend in with the
masses, and not be exterminated. On the other hand, they may have been
recruited into one of Pol Pot’s killing machines and forced to kill or be
killed. It was a sobering moment. But whatever ghosts lay in the dark recesses of their closets, it didn’t really matter—their wide smiles were contagious and welcoming.
The levy road we were following was intended to be a loop that would
take us to a paved road. After half a day we came to the end, only to find a
sturdy metal grate had been cemented into the middle of our escape route.
One of the crew walked to the next village to locate a key for the lock. Several hours went by; we watched boys fishing nearby, took a nap, and conversed, as best we could, with a local buffalo. Villagers passed on bicycles,
scooters, and “iron buffaloes,” funky hybrid walking tractors converted to
wagons, trucks, and even buses. They shared with us that the roadblock,
which was recently installed by someone in the village, was conveniently
placed to allow for iron buffaloes, tuk-tuks, and bicycles—but not vehicles. We waited as the sun slipped closer to the horizon; the guy with
the key was nowhere to be found. Our goal was but a few hundred meters
away, and rather than driving all the way back we found an alternate path.
The last stop on our tour of the southern lowlands was Bokor Hill
Station, a palatial hotel and collection of royal residences built on Bokor
Mountain in the 1920s. As with many of the country’s landmarks, its past
is infused with strife. Dark clouds began to develop over the station during its construction, when more than 900 laborers perished in a period
of 9 months. It was abandoned during the Indochina War of the 1940s,
then reopened and expanded in the 1960s. But this heyday was also shortlived, as it was commandeered by the Khmer Rouge in the early 1970s.
It remained a stronghold, one of their last, until the 1990s and has been
dark since.
The next morning during our drive back to Phnom Penh, the bonnet of Kurt’s Land Rover was up more than it was down. Although the
Landy’s cooling problems persisted, we had a more pressing concern. Sam
had arranged a short-term loan of the Defender we were driving through
RMA Land Rover in Phnom Penh. The issue was that we had to return
it and we were to borrow Kurt’s 110 for the second leg of the trip…and it
was dying.
We sheepishly made our way into RMA with the vehicle squeaky
clean and topped off with fuel. Sam, with all the British charm he could
muster, posed the question to the general manager, Paul Varley, “Another
week with the car?” This was their dedicated service truck fitted with an
air compressor, welder, and shop tools; I could tell it was going to be a
hard sell. Paul disappeared for an hour while Sam and I pondered the idea
of hiring a tuk-tuk and going local. Although Siem Reap, our next destination, was 300 kilometers distance, the “highway,” or so it is called, is a
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chunky thoroughfare choked with semis, scooters, and iron buffaloes—
speeds rarely exceed that of a runaway goat. If we could source a tuk-tuk
with a full canvas enclosure to fend off the monsoon thundershowers, and
avoid being flattened by a rogue truck, plan B might work. Plus, it sounded like more fun than three monkeys riding
an irate crocodile. Paul eventually returned
Although our next
and the news was good: we had a car.
destination was
The road north from Phnom Penh to the
only 300 kilometers
Siem Reap region allows for full immersion away, the “highway,”
into Cambodian culture. My usual modus
or so it was called,
operandi is to take it slow, turn left or right
was slow-going,
when something catches my eye, and stop for
with speeds rarely
a bite when the savory aroma of street food
exceeding that of a
draws my attention. The chaos of the city fadrunaway goat.
ed as we crossed over the Mekong River. On

the roadside, artisan stonemasons carved larger-than-life Buddhas, farmers guided plows behind lumbering water buffaloes, and tuk-tuks zipped
north or south, overloaded with baskets, beds, and passengers. Along the
rivers, boys prepared their afternoon meal of rice atop rustic wood fishing
boats. The sweet smell of roasted something persuaded us to pull over at
a roadside cart where a young woman was removing sections of bamboo
from a grille. She peeled back the husk of one and handed it to me. I dug
my fingers into its center, pulled out a chunk of rice, and delighted in its
nectarous flavor. I had found my favorite Cambodian street food.

BANTEAY SREI AND GROUND ZERO

“Do you have a ticket?” the guard asked. It was closing time and I was
standing behind a rope security boundary at the edge of an 800-year-old
Khmer temple. The entrance booth had been empty 15 minutes prior and
we had walked right in. “No, there was no one selling tickets when we arrived,” I responded, slightly concerned that I was in for a tourist shakedown act. Ever so pleasantly he began a short dissertation on the history
of Banteay Srei, one of the smaller Khmer complexes near Siem Reap. It
ended with, “There is no one here. I can let you past the rope and into
the temple for $5.” Even though Sam had wandered off to another area, I
decided this was not an opportunity to pass up.
Although Cambodia is making significant economic progress, it is still a poor
country and most laborers rely on public transportation. Opposite: A couple
sorts through a truckload of fresh fish and shrimp in the Kampot fish market.
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Clockwise from top left: Economics mandate that everyone pulls their weight. A young girl rinses a pan of fresh squid for the family restaurant. A gas station
attendant fills an old-style glass fuel dispenser. Fish, whether fresh or marine, is a staple for Cambodians. Each morning families can be seen on small dugout
canoes catching their evening meal.
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Clockwise from top left: Scooters and tuk-tuks are a primary form of commercial transportation, hauling everything from pigs to mattresses. Young children
peered from windows and doorways as we passed through their village. Boys leap from the top deck of a fishing trawler.
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We stepped over the barrier and he proceeded with his oration, pointing out the intricate details of each statue and pillar, serpent and demon.
We entered a small portal into the central temple. At the end of a dark
passage, candles burned at the base of a shrine, dimly illuminating the
musty stone walls. I noticed several blankets and crumpled newspapers
in the corner behind it. My host said that
he stayed there at night to protect the site
We were standing
from tomb raiders, who given the opporunder the stone
tunity will steal the remaining antiquities
arch entrance to
and sell them on the black market. The
Angkor Wat, one
reverence he held for his country’s heritage
of the planet’s
and dedication to preserving it were commost remarkable
mendable. When our time together came to
examples of prean end, I said I could not give him money
modern
architecture.
for breaking the rules, that it would not be
honorable. Dismay spread across his face as
I continued, informing him that I would instead leave $10 in a stone bowl
at the entrance, a donation to help preserve his country’s antiquities. I’m
sure my message was mixed, but I also knew that the small contribution
could feed his family for 2 weeks.
Although we had camping gear and supplies, in a tourist area like Siem
Reap you are better off getting a room. Working on a tight budget, we
decided to go local and get an economy room south of town. The power
was off on the second floor where our room was located, and I clicked on
my headlamp to find the door. We were greeted by a placard with three
international symbols: a gun, hand grenade, and hypodermic needle, each
with a diagonal slash through them. There was another placard over the
toilet that was equally enlightening. Sam and I glanced at each other with
feigned smiles. The room was tidy, we did not possess any of the listed
contraband, and we figured if the door was locked it would be okay.
In the morning we were standing under the stone arch entrance to
Angkor Wat, UNESCO World Heritage site and one of the planet’s most
remarkable examples of pre-modern architecture. This was ground zero
of the Khmer Empire, the economic and spiritual hub of a people caught
in the crosshairs of Southeast Asia’s unremitting bid for resources. Construction began in the 12th century under the order of King Suryavarman
II, who dedicated it to the Hindu deity Vishnu. The outer, 15-foot wall
measures 1,380 by 2,650 feet and is protected by a 600-foot moat. The
200 acres shielded behind the fortification feature expansive gardens, the
private residences of high priests, and dozens of temples, each adorned
with intricate bas-relief engravings. Nāgas, great deities that have taken
the form of a cobra, guard the cardinal points of most structures, and tangled webs of tetrameles roots appear to be devouring much of the complex
like a giant squid.
Angkor Wat’s social and economic history have ebbed and flowed
with the tumultuous tide of the nation. It was transformed to a Buddhist
temple complex near the beginning of the 13th century, and has remained
a protected place of spiritual significance since the setting of its first cornerstone. Throughout the Vietnam War, and in the years that the Khmer
Rouge occupied Angkor Wat, its sandstone towers were off limits to car-
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The Khmer culture dates back more than 1,000 years. Their crown jewel is
Angkor Wat which was originally built as a Hindu temple to honor Vishnu,
one of the religion’s primary gods. Its galleries, towers, temples, and palatial
quarters are adorned with intricate sculptures and bas-relief depictions of
goddesses and serpents. It, along with Banteay Srei, are splendid examples
of classic Khmer architecture.
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pet-bombing and raids. Sam and I spent the day exploring its corridors
and galleries, engrossed in the complexities of its mysterious past.

THE DELICATE SOUND OF THUNDER
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One of our young shipmates works the go-devil long-shaft motor during our
trek to Kompong Phluk. Homes in Kompong Phluk are typical of fishing villages on the banks of Tonlé Sap Lake, where seasonal rains will raise water
levels up to 30 feet. Net casting is a primary means of fishing on Tonlé Sap
Lake. They are crafted from nylon thread encircled by a ring of weighted wire.
With a good toss it will sink to the bottom evenly, trapping the fish within.
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“Chhb, anak nung tow bok touk!!!” I had no idea what they were
screaming, but when the bow of our 40-foot longboat rounded a bend
and sheared off the uprights of another vessel like a machete through a
stand of toothpicks, the need for a translator had passed. It was midafternoon and we were bound for the village of
The elders are
Kompong Phluk—a name that conjured up
passing
and the
visions of a bad tequila hangover more than a
next
generation
floating fishing community. All had escaped
injury and we found ourselves threading our
is penning a new
way down a narrow, muddy river with high,
volume, one
bare banks to each side. The captain was all of
of prosperity,
13 years old, and his confidence was optimistic
hard work, and
considering his dubious skills at the helm. On
contentment.
the rear deck, our engineer, also around age
13, managed the long-tailed outboard, or go-devil mud motor, typical in
these parts of the world. They were young, but in their world an extended
childhood is not an option.
This was the western edge of Tonlé Sap Lake Basin, which occupies
nearly 40 percent of Cambodia’s landmass and supplies much of the
country’s fresh fish. Corrugated-metal homes began to appear, built on
stilts and 25 feet above the water level. It was the dry season, but when the
monsoon rains fall, the entire region floods and Tonlé Sap rises to meet
these lofty doorsteps. Young children jumped off the gunwales of tethered
boats, laughing and giggling as children do, while all other members of
the village took advantage of the dry season to repair their craft, patch
fishing nets, or seek relief from the unrelenting tropical sun. I observed
a few boats arriving with their daily catch. Interestingly, the specimens,
such as snakehead and catfish, were quite small. Maybe it was a bad day,
or maybe the reports are true that the country’s increasing population and
associated commercial fishing is taking its toll. The Mekong catfish, which
can grow up to 8 feet in length and weigh 600 pounds, was hunted almost
to the point of extinction. It is now off-limits to all fishermen. Kompong
Phluk was fascinating. I would have been content to step off the boat and
spend a month living with and learning about the ways of this unique
community.
But I didn’t have a month, or even a week. Sam and I were due in Kenya just a short 72 hours later and needed to move south. We spent our
last night camped on the banks of the Tonlé Sap River under an angry
sky. The fold-down door of our Landy doubled as a bar, and we sipped
gin and tonic while sheet lightning radiated the sky and thunder rolled
across the lake, buffeting our tents and rattling our bones. I thought about
the world’s opinion of this small country in the heart of Southeast Asia.
Prior to arriving here and meeting Mr. Red, the two men on the levy road,
and the guard at Banteay Srei, I may have had a predisposed view—one
of killing fields, torture, and oppression. These chapters, which are disturbingly factual and quite recent, cannot be rewritten. The scars have
not completely healed, but the country and its people have closed that
archived book. The elders are passing and the next generation is penning a
new volume, one of prosperity, hard work, and contentment. We poured
another gin and tonic as the last of the throw-net fishermen disappeared
with the light. A new page had been written.
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