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GNGKOR WG'T

Plates by MAJOR WARREN §. FIEED

When American troops moved into Cambodia, many wete amazed by the
cultural difference between the two bordering countries, Where and how did this
other culture originate? What is its most basic characteristic?

To seck the answers in any one place may be foolhardy, yet as in any country,
the monuments, the icons and the temples tell us much of the people’s history.

In north central Cambodia, in the sloping valley of Siam Reap, jungle enve.
lops the enormous and intricately detailed temples that mark the seat of the Khmer
Empire, an empire that in its day drew tribute from Laos, Thailand and Vietr
nam.

For mile upon mile these ruins extend, the result of more than three hundred
years of back-breaking labor. These temples were built as tombs for kings, for in
Cambodian Buddhist belief, gods were the only ones who lived under the roofs
of stone. The king lived in wooden castles until the end of his natural life, moving
into the temples only when he became a living god and part of the spirit of Vishnu,

In 1431, there was a disastrous war in which the armies of Siam attacked and
casily destroyed the once mighty Khmer nation which, by then, was weakened by
the massive demand on its manpower and resources that the temples had posed.

The Khmer court moved to Phnom Penh, 150 miles to the southeast, where
it has remained since. The Thais sacked and plundered the temples but did not
remain,

It was then the jungle’s turn to play with these magnificent temples. The vines
and giant creepers moved in and with their powerful fingers tore apart the towers
and strangled the statues. Seedlings blown in from the west grew in the mausole-
ums and ferociously tore apart the walls and turrets,

In the mid-19th Century, Pietre Lot, a French archeologist who happened on
the sculptured ruins, recorded his astonishment: “I looked up at the tree covered
towers which dwarfed me, when all of a sudden my blood curdled as T saw an
enormous smile looking down on me and then another smile on another wall,
then three, then five, then 10 appearing in every dircction. . . .”

Only in the last 50 years have archeologists reversed the course of decay, cutting
back the vegetation, restoring buildings, uncovering roads and canals. Much of
Angkor’s grandeur is once again open to the sun, but as a recent article in a na-
tional magazine quoted, “It is 2 melancholy victory.” For once again the kingdom
of Khmer is fighting for its freedom from foreign aggtessors.
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