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If you have not visited Angkor Wat and its surrounding ancient city complex you have not seen the best of what Cambodia has to offer.  At dawn, sunset or throughout the day you will be haunted by the mystery of these ruins, and by the secrets they have witnessed.  Angkor remained shrouded in dense jungle until the middle of the 19th century, known to local residents but not beyond, so I had been told..  

Literally a wonder of the world, the entire area was steeped in mystery as it re-emerged from the jungle which hid it for so many centuries.  Angkor is a symbol of the former glory of Cambodian rulers, a monument to the nation’s proud heritage, a unifying principle.  

The city is a testament to the immense power of its rulers over the rest of humanity, a celebration of battle, a glorification of the seductive nature of woman.  Soldiers and apsaras, the ancient forms of sexy dancing girls.  Here too you will find them, carved forever in the silent stone, just as you will see them in the flesh in every provincial town.  If nothing else, this will convince you that Cambodia is by its very nature a place where the power of military force has always been supreme.

When I was living in Cambodia there were two main ways to reach the town of Siem Reap, which lies near the ancient city of Angkor, both of them from Phnom Penh.   Either you took the boat up the river (a half day trip) or you flew.  These days you can take a plane direct from Bangkok and avoid the seedy capital.   The boat was not as safe, with reports of some sinking and others being shot at by bandits.  Being the cheaper alternative, and in order to see more of the countryside, I took the boat.

Luckily, it was the right boat.  On my first trip to Angkor I met up with a Cambodian woman from the capital who had come up the same day as me.  While on the massive inland lake, the Tonle Sap, the passengers witnessed a police patrol vessel nearing some fishing craft.  An argument ensued and shots were fired.  The captain of the passenger boat, curious, steered towards the others, only to be greeted by warning shots over the heads of those on deck.  The woman blamed the captain, as he was endangering the lives of others by not minding his own business.

For many months after the coup many security problems remained.  Bandits abounded, especially near lucrative spots frequented by middle class Cambodians or foreign tourists.  There were less visitors than normal, with some of the more remote ruins truly a singular experience.  You could well be one of very few there.  I remember the feeling of awe as, having swum out to the middle of a lake, I was able to stand on a submerged statue of another age.  In my own country, Australia, all our ancient monuments were naturally carved by the elements of wind and water.  This was unique.  How privileged to be able to touch and feel this underwater treasure.

When I wanted my guide to take the motorbike further up the road to be even further away from the few people around, his reply was that it would not be safe.  For the very reason that I, accustomed to the beautiful solitude of nature, was attracted to isolated spots, he avoided them.  

It is difficult to convey in words the awe which the ancient city of Angkor inspires, in all its moods, from dawn to dusk.  Some vignettes will have to suffice.  There were always extremes.

For example, during the opening of the renovated five star hotel various performances were held, free for all to attend.  One was on New Year’s Day.  The governor of the region was seen to be reassuring the Singaporean hotel owner that he had patrolled for a couple of hours beforehand, checking the security of the jungle area surrounding the temple chosen for this ceremony.  High born young ladies of the revitalized Royal Dance Troupe (partly funded by French aid) graced the platforms and while some were peeping out behind temple pillars.  A scruffy little beggar girl, complete with diarrhoea stricken puppy, looked on, calling out occasionally to the elegant performers, some not much older than herself.  I met an Australian singer who was contracted for the opening, with her boyfriend and we walked down to view the mist rising from a nearby lake between performances.  In contrast there were two backpackers tagging along, totally doped out on the local weed.

On another dawn morning, I took a motorbike taxi out to the main temple to watch the sun rise over its rutted walls.  Luckily I was the first tourist there.  Inevitably before me the resident monkeys had started to play, scampering over the ruins, and not long afterward a couple of the local kids, equally agile, were skipping up and down the steps.  The friezes outlined hundreds of soldiers armed with spears and shields.  You could almost hear the cries of battle.  Panel after panel of gracious apsaras complemented this visual ode to brutality.  As the solid light of day diminished the shadows and secrets, Angkor’s half hidden past receded.  It became just another magnificent photo opportunity.

We were told that to visit one of the most beautifully preserved temples, Bantey Sreay, we would need to take a road near a Khmer Rouge camp.  There was a “tax” on this road, with a checkpoint operated by soldiers.  The long trip was well worth it as the rock was of a different type, much harder, so that you could even make out the teeth on the carvings of the monkeys.  As it was a secure area I was wondering why I could hear gunshots nearby.  Was it another case of soldiers renting their weapons to tourists at $2 a bullet?  What were they shooting at among the trees?  Well, surprise.. the target was huge bunches of orchids.  There were plenty displayed for sale.  An enterprising tourist venture, Cambodian style.

