Stopover in Phnom Penh December 2024

... highlighting the ‘I in Michael

year | chose to return home via Mongolia, because | could. Finding a business
class seat on Turkish Airlines from Brussels to Ulaanbaatar for a reasonable
number of miles made the decision easy for me.

M y sense of adventure is taking hold again. Returning from Europe earlier this

An invitation to spend Christmas in Ho Chi Minh City with a small family we’d met on the
Antarctica cruise last year presents another opportunity to travel via a new destination,
this time to a Southeast Asian city. For no particular reason, Phnom Penh in Cambodia
has always held appeal. Maybe it’s the chance to stay at the vaunted old Raffles
establishment and enjoy old-world charm at half the price of the Raffles Singapore
sister? Anyway, I’m not disappointed. From the first moments of arrival, wonderful
decorations and lights create a joyous Christmas spirit. The welcome, the bowing and
kowtowing, the smart tailored uniforms, the smell of jasmine, ginger, and floor polish,
and palms swaying in the tropical gardens, take me back many years to working in Asia,
and privileged to stay in such storied establishments.

I’m travelling with an old friend Andrew Stuart. One thing we did agree on before leaving
home was that we didn’t want to visit Pol Pot’s ‘Killing Fields’. Chatting along with our
English-speaking guide at The Royal Palace, our resolve is reinforced as we listen to his
answer to a simple question about his experience in this dreadful period. His father and
sister were murdered. From the age of 7 till 11, his assignment in the collective was
simply to collect cow dung for use as fertiliser. Like so many others, he received no food
and of course no education. He survived only by stealing potatoes. 1.7 million
Cambodians were murdered during this period!

Staying in this old colonial Raffles Hotel, enjoying breakfasts at tables outdoors in the
cool of a shaded colonnade, it’s difficult to imagine that such times of great suffering is
less than 50 years ago.

Cambodia was part of French Indochina for 90 years until 1953. There’s very little
remaining here in Phnom Penh that reminds me of this French connection, (perhaps the
lovely bread gives it away). Most signs and street names are in English and the people
we meet speak English or aspire to. When visiting the very beautiful Royal Palace
grounds yesterday we see one significant nod to France. In 1869, the French
government offered the King the chalet from which Empress Eugenie had attended the
inauguration of the Suez Canal. Emperor Napoleon lll had it dismantled and shipped
here to Phnom Penh to be re-erected as a gift to the King. Against all the gold and glitter
of other structures in the palace enclave, this small decorative building is painted in a
simple grey colour. Today it’s used as a museum.



Even though Cambodia is largely a Buddhist country, | have a distinct memory from a
previous visit to Angkor Wat of an India connection. Listening intently to our excellent
guide at the Royal Palace, | learn that Cambodian culture is predominately influenced
by Buddhism, but it still retains significant elements of Hindu ceremonial practices and
traditions. These come into play in ceremonies even today.

Our city sightseeing takes a completely different bent from the norm. A friend in Timor
recommended a ‘friend of a friend’ who operates sightseeing around Phnom-Penh in a
tuk tuk. We meet-up with the tuk tuk owner, Mr T, at the entrance to the hotel on our first
morning. Having no knowledge of the important sites in the city, we are happy to sit
back while ‘Mr T’ shows us a sheet of paper with pictures of the key places, (something
like pictures of menu items in a Chinese restaurant back home). None the wiser, we
merrily accept what he recommends as the ‘best’ places to visit. We’ve come this far.
So, throw caution to the wind. We are on vacation.

Climbing in and out of the contraption for an 82 year old is another thing though. | soon
learn that the flexibility and balance I’m so proud of in a gym setting doesn’t exactly
assure me the agility to alight gracefully from a tuk tuk! (On day two, | take my stick. |
can give Andrew’s shoulder a rest particularly coming down flights of steps.)

Coming to our first stop, | sit thinking how | manoeuvre my way out of the tuk tuk. | sit for
a while watching crowds of families climbing up the side of a forested hillside to reach
the temple and wonder how I’m going to make it. But, | do. We set off up the flights of
steps and reach Wat Phnom, a temple dating back to the 14" century.

When we reach the top, | see people taking their shoes off. Bugger. | hate this practice
and baulk at first, (and wish | wasn’t wearing lace-ups). The annoyance is short-lived as
| take in what is a precious scene of devoted small families, with children dressed in
their ‘Sunday-best’, reverently carrying bunches of lotus blossoms, fruit and joss sticks
entering the temple to make their offerings.

It's refreshing to witness the elders gently providing their children with a deeper
understanding of their culture while showing them how to pray and observe the rituals
of their Buddhist faith. | pause for a time behind a large pot plant to watch through
clouds of incense rising to listen to a small orchestra playing and hear a group of men
chanting.

There’s charming legend around Wat Phnom involving an old lady by the name of Doun
Penh. She lived on a small hill where there was no access to running water. Thus, she
undertook a daily hike to the port in order to get a bath. One day she came across a
floating koi tree in the water. Inside she found four tiny bronze and brass Buddha
statues. Employing the help of some townsfolk, she transported the tree up to the top of
her hill. There, she assembled a makeshift house of worship for the Buddhas.
Eventually, monks from all over the region arrived to see Lady Penh and her statues.

Aboard the tuk tuk once more, weaving and dodging to avoid motorcycles and cycles
coming from every direction, we enter the old French Quarter. The buildings that remain



are quite dilapidated in the main, reminding me of the once gracious buildings in
Rangoon and Havana. We see the colonial Post Office gleaming cream after a recent
makeover, before moving on to another restoration, an architectural masterpiece also
of French origins and design. The bright yellow (now cream) Art Deco building of the
Central Market is quite an experience (as is the visit inside). It was completed in 1937
and features a 26-metre-high central dome, four tall arch-roofed arms radiating
diagonally across the block. Inside is like a maze with hundreds of locals all making a
living, all seemingly selling the same merchandise. Absolutely nothing catches the eye,
and | wouldn’t want to start bargaining if it did.

Wat Ounalom is the most important wat of Phnom Penh and the centre of Cambodian
Buddhism. It was established in the 15" century and consists of 44 structures. Today it
is a walled Monastery and home to 200 Buddhist monks. Up the steps and shoes off
again, we enter the main complex to see the monks in saffron robes reciting what
sounds like a litany of prayers in a space so enormous. Behind the main central
Buddha, we see a marvellous ‘chapel’ that appears as a ‘garden of glittering gold
Buddhas’ of so many sizes and styles.

Back outside, across the street in a little park by the river, there’s a group of men,
women and children with arms outstretched, ‘gently’ jostling around a utility truck with
one woman, central to the scene, standing up in the back. She is distributing bags of
rice ‘donated by a rich man’, handing them to what | learn to be poor Vietnamese
refugee families. It’s heartbreaking to see faces of little children expectant of
something to eat while their mothers wait patiently with a calm stoicism for their little
bundle of food. It reminds me of moments up in the mountains around the Jesuit
Mission in Railaco, East Timor where mothers bring their children and wait for a
nutritional meal to be served in the children’s feeding program that we support from St
Canice’s.

I’m always asked about the cuisine in the unusual places | visit. Here in Phnom Penh,
our personal ‘feeding program’ centres around what’s on offer in the hotel. We don’t
venture out to ‘local’ restaurants at all. It’s too easy to ‘eat in’. Another reason is not
wanting to deal with the complications of using an inflated local currency where
AU$100 converts into 2.5 million Khmer riels! Imagining how to calculate what to
withdraw at an ATM is too much for my brain.

Would I recommend a visit here? Yes, certainly, if you have ticked-off other Southeast
Asian places. You may prefer a visit to Angkor Wat, another popular Cambodian
attraction in Siem Reap, or perhaps Luang Prabang in Laos first. Take a tuk tuk
sightseeing? Yes, for the sheer fun of it, more than to gain too much historical
information. In all,

I’m leaving Phnom Penh for Vietnam feeling very uplifted by the experience of taking-in
another “first’.
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