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Carved in stone:
A Buddha sits.
beneath a naga
at Phimai; the
main tower,
above, has been
réstored.




am staring at a lyrical bas-relief representing the Hindu
myth of lhf churning of the Sea of Milk when Thear a dull
roaring. Inimm1wﬂw. helicopter blades seem to rise up from
the earth.|A big chopper |
from the wre

ands on a promontory not far
md a dozen Cambodian
n military uniform, followed
stern dresses.

It's the governor of this Cambodian district, here to meet his

Thai counterpart for one of their pe WS

odic border poww
t Khmer temple
g on one of the highest crags of the Thai-owned Dangrek
Mounn ns. Nearly 40 years ago the International Court of Jus-
tice in The lla;,ur nd:ri along dispute by g this temple
though i ible only through Thailand.
“ambodian border has been woubled for so long,

by the ruins of Khao Phra V

it’s difficult to believ
I walk 2
bulle

that peace h
ound the gallery enclosing the templ
ndstone walls, along with el

rie scrawled

holes in the

rs. On one side are two

messages left by long-gone sold
bunkers. No one remembers who these bunkers belonged to—
Lon Nol's roops, Pol Pot's, Heng
itdoesn’t seem to matter, I walk to a shelf of rock and look out.
The cliff drops straight down almost 2,000 feet to the vast, haze-
shrouded Cambodian plain. He
se from farms burning the det
why this temple was the last stronghold for successions of armies

amrin’s, or Hsen Sen’s—and

id there, plumes of smoke

tus of a rice harvest. T can see

in Cambodia’s tragic civil wars.

EYE OF THE SERPENT Ruins of Khmer temples a
»uthern part of the Khorat Plateau in north
arls that have rolled aw
string of the Dangrek Mountains. The stone temples are all
ains of the Khmer empire—even the palaces, like
everything else in the cities, were built of wood and have long
ished. Once, the Khmer empive suetched north across
35, west to the Bay of Bengal, east
ula.

ast

¢ from the broken

that rer

since var
Thailand into southern La
to the Mekong Delta, and south to the Indochina peni
For some 600 years the Khmer ruled Southeast Asia, and they
left behind one of the world's greatest monuments, the temples
of the legendary city of Angkor.

Today the l\h() at Plateau is called the most *
Thailand, -undeveloped area where old cu
It is quite beautiful, a sweeping shelf where farm plots give way
to lakes filled with pink-blooming water lilies. From the 9th
through the 13th centuries, this
satellite kingdoms of Angkor. These we
backwaters, and though their temples can’t compete with
Angkor Wat in size or magnificence (the way a lone cathed

gion was home to powerful

st inconsequential
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Peace dividend: Visitors can again trek to the rubble-filled central
sanctuary at Khao Phra Viharn, on the Cambodian border;

Buddhist nun at Muang Tam, a smaller Khmer temple, top.




t‘Land Mines,”
A|Soldier Warrﬂs.
| “Don’t Step
Dff The Rath.”

utiful, can't co
are completely captivating and far less
blihg steps leading 1o Khao Phra Viharn, a pair of
aded stone serpents called nagasrear up, thei

silhouetted heads fanned out like cobra’s hoods, guarding the
first of the temple’s five entrances. The architecture is majestic
and graceful, but everywhere the stones lean crazily, and they
- worn by wind and covered in lichen. People scramble with-
out thought across delicatel
across doorways. The restoration of Khao Phra Viharm will h:
to be an international effort, but two of Thailand’s most

no matter how be:

pete with Vatican City),
ed. Atop the

arved picces that have tumbled

o

important temples in the region, Prasat Phimai and Prasat
Phnom Run,
dozens more worth seeing, some partially restored, others in

ruins, and, the

. have already been extensively restored. There are

1y more as yet undiscovered.

LOST WORLDS, LOST GODS Traffic hurtles through the
small town that surrounds the 11th-century temple of Phimai,
but the din falls away as I walk across the hedge-lined cause-
way to a stone bridge once surrounded by moats. The temple
is entered through concentric galleries, like boxes within
boxes. Inside is the central temple with its breathtaking white
sandstone tower, or prang, which is uncharacteristically round-
ed and is thought to have influenced the builders of Angkor
Wat. Like most Khmer temples, Phimai has
surrounded by four smaller towers, representing the Hindu
gods’ dwelling place on Mount Mehru, like the Greeks’ Mount

a central tower,

k in awe around
cal cr

Olympus. My guide Jaran, our driver, and I wa
the prang’s carvings of Hindu gods and mytholog;
A 10-armed Siva dances the cycle of destruction and
of dancers treadi

g on
ily mixed ancient animist
beliefs with Hinduism and Buddhism, and all the carvings are
sinuous and graceful, everything caught in mid-motio

somethin;
reliefs. We 1
down the street toward the local market. We buy a bag of
mangosteen and crack open the hard, eggplant-colored skin,
popping the translucent white fruitinto our mouths. We eata
few slices of durian, then Jaran tries to talk me into sampling
gnoring a lime leaf

most overwhelming about th

e bas-
l Iwalk

red ants. He takes a pinch and swallows
that's ant for flavor. “Not bad,” he s shrugging.

When the ruins of Angkor we 1 by Westerners in the
mid-19th century, the world was enthralled by etchings of the
massive stone temples that the Khmer had abandoned to jungle
when their empire fell in A.D. 1431, The crumbling towers,
snarling lions, rearing nagas, and the serene smiles of immense
Buddha heads all were swallowed in stran,

e {irst se

figgs, ceib
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When time stood sf ang Tam, above, has been extensively
rebuilt, but work has yet to begin onTa Muen Thom, below.
Opposite:Young novice monks still worship at Phimai, top; harvesting

rice by hand near Surin;{a local merchant sel







Something old, something olde; opposite:The temple city of
Ayutthaya, lefe, was built by the Khmer's Thai conguerars; from top,
Ta Muen ildren 3t Muang Tam; Buddhist monks;
the sanctuary at Phnom Rung, ndar Surin; durian fruit in Surin's
ng‘n: Market.This page, from top: Rebuilding at Phnom Wan; silk
weaving begins after the rice harvust near Surin; lintels from Phimai.

One Lojpted Lintel
i Ended Up
! In The Art Institute
| Of Qhicago.

dense tropic

serub. Some still wish the ruins of Angkor, now
d and an increasingly popular tourist site, had
been left as they were, romantic and decadent.

“Restoration has to be planned very, very carefully, or you
lose the monument forever,” warns Kitcha Yupho, an architect
with the Fine Arts Department’s Bureau of Archaeology and
National M igkok. In the past, Thailand’s Fine
Arts Department has worked with representatives of L'Ecole
Francaise d’Extréme-Orient, from whom they adopted a tech-
nique known as anastylosis. But there is disagreement today
over how far 1o take the restoration process, Is it really

ms in B

nents

with substitutes? Or should the ruins
further deterioration, perhaps with some
sive reconstruction? Is it right to repl
balustrade, the
has supplied the
tive stone hoops? In the end, the demands of tourism will

1ply be protected from

mal, noninva-

answer some of these qu

As beautiful as Phimai is, Phnom Rung, about two hours’
drive to the east, surpa i top sometime
1 the 10th and 12th centuries, this was the temple of a
powerful local ruler related to King Suryavarman 11, the builder
of Angkor Wat. Phnom Rung has been more ambitiously
restored than Phimai. The carvings h re even richer, but
the most famous is a lintel depicting Vishnu reclining on a
serpent, which was looted in the "60s and turned up at the Art
Institute of Chicago. After y of haggling, it was finally
returned when the temple’s restoration was finished
When you see Phimai and Phnom Rung, partici
lambent glow of late afternoon when the bas-relic
come to life, it's impossible not to appreciate th
restoration. These temples are incomparable,

“First we make grid drawings of the templ,
condition, then as it was in the past, then the future pl

betwey

This is the first phase of anastylosis. After the grids are com-
pleted, the temple are numbered, then the site is
dismantled. The numbered stones are placed in a prepara-
tion area, and a new foundation is excavated and poured. The
stones then are painstakingly returned to their spots

SLone

and salt erosion,

The temples are vulnerable to groundw
and restoration is a constant process of 1d error. At Phi-
mai, Kitcha tells me, they used reinforced conc that's proven
too rigid. In other sites, they've discovered that even benign-
seeming grass collects damaging humidity. The vibrations from
traffic on nearby roads can cause damage. Some of the temples

Continued on page 123
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THAILAND

Continued from page 92
have remained in use, and over the

centuries monks have altered them,
forever obscuring the original structure.

OFF THE GRID I find Thanongsak
Hanwong and Vichian Ariyadej under
an umbrella examining a tattered grid
drawing of Phnom Wan, a small temple
site a short drive north of Khorat on the
way to Phimai. A Caterpillar tractor is
slowly swinging into place a huge laterite
foundation stone secured by a single
loop of frayed rope. Thanongsak is the
architect, Vichian the engineer in
charge of restoration.

“There are certain things we know
for sure about how things are put to-
gether,” Thanongsak explains. “Lotus
shapes are always on the base; a naga
only goes on top, But if there’s no clear
design, we have to use trial and error.
If we can't find a stone, we either cuta
new one or use one of the leftovers, but
we mark it differently. We'll use repli-
cas here and keep the important
carvings in the Phimai Museum.” He
sighs, “People still rob the sites.”

Phnom Wan is a site in cri: he
says, 5o it has taken precedence over
Ta Muen Thom, a key temple right on
the Cambodian border where a 1991
attempt at restoration was interrupted
by Cambodian unrest. But Thanongsak
is still in charge of Ta Muen Thom, and
it will be next, he assures us.

“When we first started there, it
took two truckloads to clear away the
land mines the army missed,” he
laughs. They had a minesweeper, but
Thanongsak preferred using a knife tied
to a stick. “Also,” he adds dryly, “in the
Jungle there are pits with spikes.”

Jaran and I exchange glances. Ta
Muen Thom is our next stop.

SIDESTEPPING THE LAND MINES
The next day we stop in a shop near the
border and ask directions to Ta Muen
Thom. Jaran and the driver are nervous
—we've been warned by several people
not to attempt the visit without an escort
of at least two soldiers. It hasn’t been
long since the place was a Khmer Rouge
camp, and things are still not completely
setiled in this area. The refugee camps
are gone, but some former Khmer
Rouge guerrillas have nuned to banditry,
and the military remains edgy, wary that

things will flare up again. But the boy
in the shop says he'll go with us. To our
surprise, he reappears in a starched
police uniform, toting an ancient pistol
that looks like a toy. He says not many
foreigncrs try to visit Ta Muen Thom,
and most turn back when they see the
DANGER signs. As we head down a
rutted, red-dirt road, we pass check-
points at two army camps, and each
radios ahead that we're coming.

We drive by two smaller restored tem-
ples, one connected to a Khmer hospital,
another to an inn. By the time we pull
up to the ruins of Ta Muen Thom,
several soldiers have arrived and are talk-
ing and laughing with a small band of
laborers, scarves tied rakishly round
their heads to ward off the tropical sun.
The jungle has been hacked away, but
it seems only to be waiting for an un-
guarded moment before it springs back
over the tumbled-down ruins of this
Llth-century temple. At the edge of
the clearing, ceiba and strangler figs still
wrap their roots around big blocks
of charcoal-gray laterite and pink
sandstone. Hillocks of fallen stones are
eerily numbered in white paint.

We walk down the laterite stairs that
were once the temple’s main entrance.
At the base is a platform by a stream,
and on the other side, Cambodia. This
was once the main pass through the
Dangrek Mountains, on the “Royal
Road” from Angkor to Phimai. “Don’t
step off the path,” one of the soldiers
warns. “Land mines.” It would be hard
to miss the red skull-and-crossbones
sign, and we've been warned by Than-
ongsak anything beyond the tree line is
“not suggested.” Inside the temple en-
closure, two of the towers that had made
it through centuries intact now lie in a
pile of rubble. This is Ta Muen Thom's
tragedy. Not only has it been damaged
by years of battles, but it's been savagely
plundered, It’s said the prangs were
blown up by Khmer Rouge looking for
artifacts to sell. (No, someone tells me
later in Bangkok, with a smile at once
cynical and ashamed: More likely it was
the Thai police.) Everywhere you look
there is evidence of looting: stones with
the marks of figures gouged out, whole
panels of bas-reliefs hacked away.

The decorative elements that haven't
been looted have been moved to a store-

room in a local schoolhouse for safe-
keeping, where they are still woefully
vulnerable: just a padlock, really, away
from antiques shops in Europe or the
States. One of the teachers proudly
ushers us through, knowledgeably
discussing the artifacts while his
students giggle and peer through the
doorway. In the dim light, a broad,
high-checked Khmer face fastens us
with its blind sandstone gaze.

That evening, in the city of Surin, we
celebrate the end of a safe journey with
dinner in the Night Market. We plop
down at a table behind one of the many
food stalls and share a big bowl of tham
yum gai soup and a plate of the local
spicy noodle salad.

“Which temple did you

ike bes

Jaran asks.

We all drift off into private reve
1 think of the list: Khao Phra Viharn,
Phnom Rung, Phimai ... I couldn’t
possibly pick. I'm sure Jaran will pick
Khao Phra Viharn; he was so visibly
moved by its spi

Then we all laugh in embarassment.

“Ta Muen Thom,” we say in unison. TH

tual power.

For more information on visiti
please turn to “Essentials.”
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