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% ® Introduction

Say “Cambodia,” and two associations come
to mind: the lost glories of .\1:5k1, and the horrors
of the Khimer Rouge”’s “Killing Fields™.” Any
understanding of Cambodia today must embrace
both these opposites, as well as the changing
attitudes caused by a demographic revolution.

Cambodia was the center of the < hie
empire’, which from its capital at Angkor from the
ninth to the fourteenth centuries ruled much of what
1s now Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand. The ruins of
the Khmers’ palaces, temples, and cities testity to
their power, wealth, high culture, and engineering
skills, and their abandonment and long obscurity
provide a sobering example of civilization’s fragility.
That one of the world’s great civilizations arose here
and left a heritage of such power and beauty 1s a
source of great pride for Cambodians.

After the Thais captured Angkor in 1431,
the Khmers moved their capital to Lo Penly’
and maintained a precarious independence—a
situation exploited by Portugal and Spain, until the
expulsion of the Spanish in 1599. From 1600 the
‘Thais and the Vietnamese vied for influence over
Cambodia, beset as it was by rivalry within the royal
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family. In 1863 the French established themselves in J g F

‘i .'!: i'.l: ] l|

Phnom Penh and brought Cambodia increasingly
under their control. While retaining the trappings
of monarchy; it became virtually a French colony.
During World War II, the Japanese occupation
demolished French prestige. After the war,
(ambodian opposition and the conflict in Vietnam
rendered the French position untenable, and
in 1953 ine Sihanouk declared Cambodia’s
independence, but the troubled years that followed
culminated in the brutal regime of I’/ 1’01 and
the Khmer Rouge. In the 1970s an estimated one
and a half milhon people were killed by execution,
starvation, or forced labor. Those who have survived
carry with them memories and guilt. Young people,
however, know only what they may have heard from
their families: the subject 1s not openly discussed.
Thankfully, Cambodia today has reentered

the world community. Tourism thrives. Visitors are

surprised by the resilience of its people. Culturally
they share many of the values of their neighbors,
influenced by the faiths and cultures of India and
China but possessing distinctive languages, styles,
and customs of their own. Despite the traumatic
past, Gambodians remain courteous, hospitable,

good-natured, and welcoming to visitors.




