Life in Phnom Penh, Cambodia.

The constant flow of traffic on Norodom Boulevard invades my small office and I’m vibrantly aware of this fascinating city. My third level, open-lounge apartment is a protected haven behind locked gates. Even today, the people still rebel against the politically decisions controlling their lives and over-zealous military police. The sirens wail as a cavalcade of military strength; surround a convoy of black Jeep Cherokee’s, flanked by elite motorcycle police races by. I stand and watch from my balcony thinking, that was probably Hun Sen, traveling to parliament, or a visiting foreign dignitary. A kind of blasé, innocence protects expiates who live here and then they are shocked into reality by violent death of people they know. The unexpected coup in 1998-1999, caused many foreign families to return to the safety of their country of origin.

 I email my friends and family telling them that I am safe and well in this city, which has experienced turbulent years of military coups, civil unrest and political executions. Over the last few weeks, I have noticed a grumbling unrest, an uneasy atmosphere in the streets of Phnom Penh. Recently there were two hotel attacked with grenades, killing three people and injuring many others. The political reason given was that there had been an extortion attempt for US$200.000 from the hotel owners; this was an attempt to cover-up other motives.

Political assassinations have been kept quiet, two party members in the provinces had been eliminated and supporters of the opposition party cried out for justice to be done. Cynical expatiates, who have lived here for many years are aware that the commune elections will be held in February 2002. Historically, these will be a series of attacks on members of both political parties and rebel military personnel or dissidents from the provinces will be blame and executed. This is stern warning to other rebels to toe the political party line, or risk expulsion from Cambodia or death. 

The royal family lives in seclusion behind high walls, protected by Koran elite guards. Tourists stare in wonder at the golden idols encrusted with diamonds and emeralds. They ogle the wonderful treasures given to the royal family over the centuries and marvel at the golden buildings housing historic icons. 

The view of the Tonle Sap River from the ‘FCC’ (Foreign Correspondence Club) is serene, as the local fishermen draw their nets full of fish for the local restaurants. Phnom Penh has many restaurants to tempt the tourists; the ‘River House’ with its mix of Thai and Indonesian delicacies or ‘Topaz’ with its blend of up-market Thai –French menu. A popular coffee house is ‘Java’ where expiates meet to sample delicate salads, fresh yogurt and wonderful muffins and cakes. The local ‘Russian’ market or ‘Central’ market will satisfy the most avid shopper with its selection of silk clothing, silverware, wooden Buddha’s and tempting Asian food. Many of the shopkeepers are Vietnamese or local Chinese and barter is an ancient method of purchasing your latest treasure. I always donate my Riel to the beggars and victims of landmine accidents, especially the war veterans and the children. Although many mines have been recovered there are still accidents in the provinces and the victims are now receiving training in new skills to re-build their lives.

The Khmer people are of Indian Hindu and Brahman culture, their ancestors traveled here many centuries ago.  The ornate temples are splendidly carved and restoration work will enhance their beauty. Sheltering beneath black umbrellas, the orange robed Buddhist priests wait patiently for their daily donation of food from local businesses. The Cambodian’s welcome the tourists with a wide smile and friendly attitude; this turbulent country plagued by war is slowly recovering it place in South East Asia and the people strive for a peaceful life.
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