
Letters From Cambodia 2014

Arrival

Early morning. The dogs have stopped barking and the cocks start crowing at 4am. There is a 
gamelin playing somewhere and I can hear soft Buddhist chanting. Someone pumps water in the 
garden, a gecko chuck chucks in the roof and it is time to greet the day.

I am staying with Sister Soklin and Sr Ponthip and yesterday we went by tuk-tuk into Siem Reap for 
mass at 6am. There were six sisters of charity there so after mass I went to their Mother Teresa 
house around the corner where they care for sick children;  a roomful of cots and unbelievably small 
children sitting round having breakfast though there were soon a half dozen bouncing on my knee to 
the Grand old Duke of York.

Then an hour and a half’s drive by pick-up truck to the floating village on the edge of the Tonle Sap 
Lake. The schoolhouse was surrounded by floodwater but young boys, who seem as at ease on the 
water as on land, rowed us over tipping the boats for fun as they pretended to sink us. Sr Ponthip 
goes every week, once the floodwater recedes enough for it to become accessible by road, taking rice 
soup and drinks for the children and afterwards teaches catechism to a small group. A dozen young 
Australians had come for "immersion experience" and brought games and songs. Then the 130 
children, sometimes more, sat down cross legged in rows for lunch looking every bit like a famine 
advertisement. Afterwards she distributed some of the 100 New Year parcels to needy families, each 
bag of food containing among other things 10 kg of rice.

       

But to begin at the beginning…

Sixteen hours’ travel and then out into sunshine and Palm trees, roads crowded with tut-tuks, 
motorbikes wheeling everywhere with children and babies perched between their knees, hot red dust 
and that redolent familiar smell of the Far East.

Met by Fr Jinhyuk and taken to the Jesuit centre in Phnom Penh, with a jumble of constantly changing 
priests, Irish, Filipino, Korean, Indonesian, Indian … A quiet hour in their chapel and I am ready for 
bed. I have the essentials, water, mosquito net, fan, and definitely no need for blankets.

Our first day

After a cold shower, mass squatting on the floor and breakfast with a huddle of priests (I wonder 
what the collective noun is?), Fr Jinhyuk took us to Banteay Prieb, set up in 1991 to give a trade 
to land mine victims and to those disabled by polio and traffic accidents. Once a prison and 
killing field the Jesuit  Service Cambodia have transformed it into the Centre of the Dove. JSC 
works in partnership with the Government of Cambodia. Trained in agriculture, literacy, 
mechanics, sculpture, sewing and making wheelchairs specific to their owner's needs, up to 
1000 a year, the hundred or so students live together, shopping and cooking for each other and 
gather strength from being with one another. More than 1500 young people have passed 
through and learnt to be self-supporting. Fr Gobi, a Filipino Jesuit, raises plants and trees to 
replace those lost by deforestation, through industry and logging. They keep in contact with the 
students for five years after they leave to work outside.



     

We went on to the Don Bosco Technical School for boys, run by the Salesians. They teach 
computing and car mechanics, there were five of their vans there in various stages of 

decomposition. Ten students from Kompong Thom are there including two whom we sponsor. Fr 
Peter was delighted to see them again as he remembered them well from previous visits.

On to the Don Bosco School for girls over 18 who are trained in computing and secretarial skills. 
Whilst Fr Peter chatted to the five girls from Kompong Thom, three of whom we sponsor, I 
explored the school with Sr Lisa from India.  Amazing to see the girls all in uniform, lining up 
neatly and then later mopping the floors, washing the dishes and clothes; all done to great 
merriment and laughter. The boarders sleep together in a large dormitory in bunk beds with a 
mat, nothing else in the room. Back to chat and joke with the KT group, to watch part of a 
volleyball match played in long skirts and explore the kindergarten.

    

We ate dinner in the evening with students at the University, including three from KT all keen to 
ask questions though shy to practise their English. Tiaveen, a very bright pupil, hopes to enter
medical college. I met her mother later in the week, she suffers from Aids and her father died 
from it. It would be good to sponsor her. At 8pm we went into the chapel for prayers. They love 
to sing and it is beautiful to listen to. An amazing first day!

Next Day

We drive for 4 hours on rutted roads, beside flooded rice fields to Kompong Thom. Glimpses of 
daily life, cows feeding on rice stalks in dry fields, boats lying in the mud, palm trees like lollipops 
on the horizon. All life beside the road, a stack of bamboo poles for scaffolding, stalls crowded 
with marrows or coconuts, metal cooking pots, bamboo baskets of every size, another stall with 
ceramic water pots, luxury houses next to shacks on stilts roofed in disintegrating palm matting, 
a baby being bathed outside the house and pink lotus buds and flowers rising some four feet 
from the water, their large heart-shaped leaves turned to the sun, a Buddhist symbol of 
purity. We were travelling too fast to take photos. Little wayside Buddhist shrines, plastic bags on 
poles for scarecrows, road rebuilding and widening by the Chinese, and overcrowded lorries and 
tuk-tuks holding up to 40 people and luggage. Always thick red dust so we could sometimes only 
see 50 yards ahead. As Fr Bong-Bong said, roads are either dust or mud, nothing else.

      



We stopped for a break and a stall was selling, among other things, sweet potato crisps, fried 
sparrows and chicks, boiled eggs ( elsewhere you can get duck eggs with embryos almost ready 
to hatch which I am told are delicious), fried crickets, ants and big, black, four inch long spiders, 
that admittedly look juicy but I am not tempted. The children later look amazed when I show 
disgust, "But they are delicious!" A real treat for them.

We stopped at Tangkok, where Bishop Joseph Chhmar Salas was murdered. Ordained the year 
before the beginning of the Pol Pot regime began he could have escaped but chose to stay. His 
bishop's cross was hidden by his mother, then dug up after the war and given to the new bishop. 
A mass is held here every May in his honour. The relics of St Therese of Lisieux came here last 
year and about 3000 Cambodians came to venerate them, almost all the Cambodian Catholics. 
We hear echoes of memories of the Pol Pot days from the older ones but it is still too painful for 
them to talk about.

           

Kompong Thom

We arrived for lunch and then in the afternoon there was a memorial mass to celebrate 100 days 
since the death of Sr Soklin's grandmother. Greeted by the family, we then sat on chairs with the 
other grandparents including Thim's mother. The room beautifully decorated and a marquee 
outside with silk covered chairs and tables for all the world like a wedding.  After the mass we sat 
down at the tables for nibbles, soup and fruit. Thim was there with his family looking very well 
and happy. His wife Gumsua is lovely, so glad to get a photo of them all.

Because most older people were killed under Pol Pot, the young people don't know their identity 
and culture so are finding their way. Until recently arouind 75% of the population were under 
25. The Jesuits say it is mostly social work, as you must fill their stomachs first.

We ate dinner with 11 of the 20 boys staying in the Nazareth Hostel who are looked after by 
Brother Thomas. The others had cycled home for the weekend. When I told one boy it had taken 
16 hours for us to get to Cambodia he said it took that long for him to get to his village. The rice 
harvest spread out on a sheet at the end of the compound is almost dry, it has to be turned and 
raked for a few days. We often see it lying out beside the road too.  

         

Local Families

The 8am Mass was taken by Fr Peter and attended by around 20 families. He gave warm 
greetings from Tunbridge Wells and assured them of our love and prayers. The last hymn was 
Jingle Bells, "Joy ah tear, joy ah tear ..." After Mass Thim took a spry 91 year old lady home on 
the back of his motorbike.



Fr Jinhyuk took communion to some of the families living along the riverbank and we went with 
him. We met a great grandmother and a baby, Dao Lin, two weeks old and swaddled in blankets 
despite the heat. In another home there was a 97 year old great grandmother whose eyesight is 
poor yet she still manages the steep rungs of the ladder to her house. She had seven sons but 
her husband and all but one son were killed. She lives with her last son and his wife was ill and 
had been given medicine by the hospital but was afraid to take it in case it was poison. So Fr 
Jinhyuk had to reassure her. Many of the families are related to the boys and girls we had seen 
at the Don Bosco Schools. All very poor, living in one roomed shacks on stilts that were flooded 
last month but they are all full of smiles and welcome.

Thim has extended his workshop where he repairs wheelchairs and seems able to turn his hand 
to most things, including repairing the pick-up truck. He teaches English now and works in the 
parish office. Fr Jinhyuk still does most of the accounting and management on his own though 
he may ask one of the Don Bosco girls to be his assistant next year. He certainly needs to as his 
workload is enormous yet he always has interest in every one of his parishioners and all the 
boys and girls at the hostels.

In the afternoon we visited the church at Breksbo, some 3 km away for their mass. One of 
Thim's eight brothers is building a house nearby and they were all helping.  I shall be excited to 
see how far they get by the time I leave. I learn later that his mother had 15 children of whom six 
died, and the house was finished in a week.

Some computers have been given by Taiwan to the boys' hostel, no wifi as yet but they can 
learn how to operate them. So much international help, NGO's and volunteers are flooding the 
country. We had dinner with the girls at their hostel which lies behind the compound. After 
washing up they dressed in costumes and danced for us and gave us bunches of exotic flowers. 
I have been lucky to go with Fr Peter as he is taken everywhere and I have been able to 
accompany him and so seen much more than I would have been able to otherwise.

We go on to Siem Reap tomorrow and then to Kompong Chhnang where I stay. I hope to visit 
Kompong Thom again before I leave. 

      

On to Siem Reap

Breakfast with the sisters at the hostel of fish in soya, dried squid, rice, star apple and Chinese 
gooseberry then off to Siem Reap. We overtook a motorbike with three pigs, their snouts and 
legs tied, upside down in a row on the back.
On arrival we were greeted by two lovely sisters, Soklin from Kompong Thom and Ponthip from 
Thailand, together with two postulants and an aspirant. Fr Peter knows Sr Ponthip well and had 
wanted to see her as she goes back to Thailand soon on her annual holiday. A lovely lunch and I 
went off with Sr Soklin by tuk-tuk to the Cultural Centre with displays of regional dancing, leaving 
them to talk. Later we had dinner at the night market, fried noodles $2 and pashminas $5! I took 
the opportunity to try out some Khmer with her, with hilarious results. They have 33 consonants 
including two clicks, and 13 vowels in their alphabet. Pronunciation is tonal and very difficult.
Later in the week we had early morning mass as usual at Siem Reap Church. Sitting on the mats 
with some children, I  turned round to discover around 100 Thai priests had come in, many very 
young and all very friendly, Thailand is only 30 km away, and chatted to me about Catholicism 
which is very strong in Thailand and also in South Vietnam.



       
Frs Franco, Viney, Jinhyuk and Peter had also arrived as well as Deacon Ros (Ruh) who is from 
Kompong Thom and will be ordained later this year, so lovely to meet him. He has given me his 
email address and will be very happy to hear from TW parishioners.
rosmoung1980@yahoo.com

The Mass was celebrated by three bishops including Bishop Kike, who is the Vicar General of 
Battambang Diocese which includes the six KT parishes and the 4 parishes of Kompong 
Chhnang. The visiting priests (and me!) were given a cross of the wounded Christ by an 
amputee from Banteay Prieb, Seetoun, who had made them. The inscription was, "The 
happiness of God is our strength."
We left the priests to their Conference, Sr Ponthip went off to Thailand and Soklin and her friend 
Ratana and I had a lovely lazy day at the museum of 1000 Buddhas and in the market drinking 
sugarcane with orange, waffles made with coconut milk and small cockles from the lake cooked 
with chilli, garlic and tamarind - all delicious.

Fr Jinhyuk is a gentle, humble, overworked priest who loves his people and says simply, 'I 
want to take Jesus where he wants to go.' I became very fond of him. Fr Franco and Fr Viney 
you know.

The Statue

We spent the night at the Jesuit Reflection Centre where people of any faith can stay. The lovely 
chapel had paintngs that told the story of an amputee working in the fields with his father, 
mottoes around the wall including the Ignatian, " Contemplate in action, finding God in all things". 
The tabernacle was a Buddhist monk's begging bowl where the food collected was used to feed 
his community and the altar was carved by a Khmer Rouge soldier as a symbol of reconciliation. 
There was a collection of Cambodian pots outside and I was asked to choose the one I was 
attracted to. I chose the brown one third along from the left and one row up, and was told it was 
from Kompong Chhnang! That felt like a good omen for the months ahead. We are all made from 
the same clay yet so different.

On to Battembang in the morning, where I met Deacon Ros again and Fr Mark Hackeson from 
Norwich, who had nursed Bishop Michael in his last illness. He was with a group from East 
Anglia and hopefully they will have a parish to twin with Fr Viney, since Fr Franco is being 
recalled back to Italy this May for three years and Fr Viney will be on his own here. They plan to 
bring their new E.A. bishop, Fr Alan Hopes, to Cambodia in the near future. A huge, beautiful 
church is at Battembang.

Fr Franco has worked hard to raise finds in Italy for his work here and Fr Viney has many plans 
for moving the church from the lake onto dry land,  since more people will then be able to attend, 
providing schools for the Vietnamese and helping them to integrate with the Cambodians.

Fr Peter has long had the idea of buying a statue for our church from the home for the disabled 
at Banteay Prieb. One of the disabled now lives at Siem Reap and bishop Kike (Keekay) who 
has a large collection of his carvings in his house let Fr Peter choose one and then said it was a 
gift. When we protested he said we could send the $300 cost to Kompong Thom rather than give 
it to him. I do hope you like it. To prevent the wood splitting it needs polishing with natural shoe 
polish every week for about six months! 

The latest news, hot off the press, which I heard two days later is that deacon Ros will be 
ordained on 29th November at Battambang. We stopped off at Sisophon on the way back. It is 
another martyr site, where Bishop Tebim and the parish priest were killed by Khmer Rouge.  A 



mass is held here every May. Fr Ashley Evans has huge plans for the area, building primary and 
secondary schools and eventually a university. The priests here have such vision and such plans 
for the future. It is awe-inspiring.

We also stopped at Pousaat, one of Fr Franco's parishes. There was a beautiful golden sunset 
that evening and then the clutch started jamming but with two priests praying hard we got to 
Kompong Chhnang safely. Probably someone around here will know how to fix it.

There was mango for breakfast and then Fr Peter was off back to Kompong Thom. I talked to the 
ladies doing the flowers, (expect different flower arrangements when I get back!), went for a walk 
through the fields behind the church with Fr Franco in the lovely light of falling dusk and settled 
into my new home at Kompong Chhnang.

Kompong Luong

Mass at 6.30am only to find the rats have been nibbling the flowers. Off into the market to buy a 
clock, mine has died, and flip flops, the only sensible footwear when you are endlessly taking 
shoes off to go into houses, for $2.50. Trying to find the right size from a huge jumble of shoes, 
mine have Ferrari written on them so are obviously men's but I am delighted with them. 

A party from North Walsham in East Anglia have arrived with their parish priest, Fr David 
Bagstaff, eager to visit Fr Viney's parish at Kompong Luong, a floating Vietnamese village on the 
lake some 30 km away. I joined them for the morning and we took a boat out past houses built 
on bamboo rafts. The lovely wooden church is floating too though tied by rope to several houses. 
They tell me one area objected to the cross but were very happy with a statue of Mary with her 
arms held open to embrace them all.

A group from North Walsham come every year, some have come several times. They come with 
gifts of basic necessities, toothpaste and soap, and buy large quantities of the cotton scarves 
they all wear and sell them back home. They raised £400 this way last year. They also have a 
Cambodian mass twice a year. At the Cambodian New Year, around May, and in September, 
near All Saints, the two main Catholic Cambodian feast days.

There is a kindergarten supported by the Kompong Luong Church next to it with three classes all 
copying the complex hieroglyphics that make up the Khmer alphabet. They need to learn Khmer 
if they are ever to integrate into the local community. When school finished they clambered into 
boats to be dropped off at their homes for lunch. They are so agile, jumping gaps of four foot and 
walking along ropes holding the school to another boat. School uniforms are provided for them.

        

       



Over 1000 families are living on the boats, mostly Vietnamese, and the population is around 
6000. There is malnutrition and lack of knowledge about sanitation, hygiene, childcare (many 
babies die) and health. The water from the lake, which is filthy, is used for everything. The 
church provides weekly classes teaching about hygiene and nutrition and has set up a filtration 
plant to provide clean water.

The challenges are enormous but the priests take the long term view, these children will teach 
their children and so in a generation or two things will change. On the way back we were 
overtaken by a house being moved to another location. There is a main highway between the 
boats and they go up and down this at great speed. We had several traffic jams but all sorted 
amicably.

I love the mass here. The priest sits on the floor as do most of the parishioners except the 
elderly, everyone leaves their shoes outside, two incense sticks are lit in front of the altar, the 
children kneel for a blessing before doing the readings and the sign of peace is namaste, with 
the hands folded together. We all kneel up for the consecration. I thought how lovely it would be 
if we did the same but the image of 300 pairs of shoes in the narthex made me think again! The 
children would certainly enjoy it and it would be an act of solidarity with the Cambodians.

Domestic Issues

I could write a whole email about "creatures". The snake someone found curled under their 
pillow in the morning, the scorpion in Franco's sandal, the tarantula-sized spider under the loo 
seat and the gecko who lives in the church and disturbs mass with his loud clacking. I am told 
when he bites he does not let go unless you put a lighter to his tail, but then Franco delights in 
telling me horror stories. There are snake holes in the dykes around the paddy fields, now dry, 
where I walk. There are cobras here, ones with five heads at all the entrances to Angkor, 
reminding that you must enter with respect.

We have netting over all the windows thankfully though I recently found a giant grasshopper 
resting outside my window. I don't know about grass this one could probably hop 
over trees. The sisters are native and leave all their windows open so you find all these things in 
their house.

I have persuaded our cook to make Amok, a coconut and lemon grass stew, which is delicious. I 
ask Sister to find out what time I should go to the kitchen to watch. There follows an intense ten
minute discussion and I have no answer at the end. However, I find amok on You tube and the 
next day help to make it by pounding the spices together and amaze cook by showing her the 
video, which is in Khmer.

There is a New Year present on my breakfast table in the morning of stuffed rice wrapped in a 
banana leaf. This one is stuffed with pork. I dream of one stuffed with mango... It is the Chinese 
and Vietnamese New Year so everyone takes a holiday. Only six children in class so I show 
them pictures of stilt houses on my iPad and they draw them - complete with shoes left at the 
foot of the ladder. The church decorated with a mass of golden chrysanthemums, from Vietnam, 
a tree with hundreds of yellow flowers tied on, balloons and rolled letters with quotes from 
scripture hanging on, one for each of us. Mass at 9 am but some are coming from 30 km away 
so we wait for them and mass starts at 9.45 and the church is full of happy people in their best 
clothes.

         



The gardener/guard says he doesn't celebrate the Chinese New Year but later decides he would 
like the day off anyway and that he's going to worship the Chinese gods as the Chinese have so 
much money; hedging your bets - like putting a green man inside a Cathedral, just in case the 
Christian God lets you down.

You ask about your statue. The figure of Mary of Mercy protecting her children within her mantle 
is a very old Italian devotion, protecting sinners from the wrath of God and leading them towards 
Jesus. Both Pierra Della Francesca and Greco painted one. Bishop Kike, who is Spanish, liked 
the devotion and adopted it for the Cambodian people, hence the flute, the scholar with his book 
and the wheelchair. We have one here and Franco is erecting a statue of St Peter healing the 
paralytic as a symbol of the love of Christ for his people. This is the parish of St Peter. So glad
that you all love the statue, we hoped you would.

Village Life

One of my favourite quotes at the moment is, "You're going to visit the families! That is good but 
8 o'clock is too late." Nevertheless I go with Sister by motorbike to see the families of some of 
my students, their school starts at 7, small huts with woven palm leaf walls and no land. They 
are out and we leave food with a neighbour but learn later that she has kept some for herself. 
Food for two small children who sit open-eyed and silent at class, their mother left with another 
man and their father drinks. A small boy wearing only a red jumper down to his knees wanders in 
and out of the class but stays for drawing. They have school in the morning so my class is 
optional. I get different children each day, four new ones last week that I have not seen before, 
so lots of repetition and games to make classes fun. Hopefully, something goes in.

Some have concrete houses with corrugated iron roofs which become unbearably hot by 9am. 
The lucky ones have stilts that protect from flooding. They sleep in the house but otherwise they 
spend their life below it, on a bamboo slatted  bed or a hammock where the through breeze 
keeps it cool and they cook outside.

       

There are posters on some houses with pictures of landmines and cluster bombs, warning not to 
touch. There have been at least 64 000 casualties since the war ended and although most have 
been cleared there were still 186 accidents in 2012.

We visit one house beside the road with two elderly friends, one blind. Her father hit her with a 
bamboo stick when she was 16 for not looking after her sister, she had a brain haemorrhage and 
has been blind since. Somehow he managed to protect her through the Khmer Rouge days. 
People in the area are visited regularly, many are Buddhist. If they ask about Christianity they 
have instruction from the gospels for one year, so that they come to know Christ. After that "it is 
up to God", catechesis is for three years before they are baptised. There is definitely no rush to 
bring people into the church, but if they ask about Christ, "Who am I to deny them?"

I discovered yesterday how to make these palm leaf slats that are used for the roof and walls. 
One old lady, they always ask how old I am and I have stopped minding, was folding palm 
leaves in half over a bamboo stick and then stitching them in place using the vein of the leaf as 
thread and a piece of metal for the needle. Ingenious and simple. She is paid $1 for each five 
she makes. I ask and it costs $2.50 to feed a family of five for a day. Most families I see subsist 
on rice three times a day, sometimes with a little watery vegetable soup added or dried fish. 
There are bamboo ladders up some of these tall palm trees. They cut the base of the leaf and 
collect the sap in a bottle and boil it for palm sugar and alcohol.



           

We are 12 for lunch on Valentine’s Day. Bishop Kike is endlessly travelling between Battambang 
and Phnom Penh so breaks his journey here. Cook is busy skinning a small hen with a cleaver, 
they are all small here though the cocks are magnificent and some are kept for cock-fighting. All 
eggs are probably fertilised and some are sold before hatching. Embryo eggs are a great 
delicacy. She had seven dogs until recently but a neighbour ate one. Lunch is on the verandah 
and delightful, somehow she has made fish and chips on two rings, as well as vegetables, salad 
and chicken soup, and the conversation is in Khmer, English, Italian, Spanish and Cantonese.

I tell the children about Valentine cards and they all make one but give them to me instead of 
their mothers. “I love you teacher.” What a lovely keepsake.

About Teaching

I remember saying one day to Sister that there are no coconut or mango trees in the UK, and her 
look of unbelief, as if to say, what do you eat then? I refrained from adding that there are no 
paddy fields either. Everyone here eats one or two large bowls of rice three times a day, 
sometimes with thin vegetable soup or fish, more often without. But the fruit here is wonderful. I 
gave up trying to find the names of everything, mango, banana, pineapple, scented jack fruit, 
tamarind, milk apples, lemut, rambutans, longan, lychee, papaya and a dozen others, I tried 
them all. Papaya has the reputation of regulating the stomach thus curing both diarrhoea and 
constipation, something well worth knowing for any traveller. When Fr Franco had an infected 
cut that did not respond to antibiotics he was advised to treat it with the sap from a papaya plant. 
It itched at first but healed it.

I taught Sr Carmel and Sr Chantra separately and the four men from Humanities in the evening, 
but the children came each day from 2.30 to 4 pm. They swooped in on bicycles any time from 
1.30 and played on the patio underneath the building until I arrived. There was then a race to get 
the key and we all tumbled into the classroom; children in every state of dress or undress, in 
pyjamas (unnerving that), in shorts and every possible variation between. Noisy and 
enthusiastic, “Good afternoon, teacher!” booms round the room and we are off for another 
adventure of discovering English. I have to remind myself how hard learning French was.  
Numbers varied, as did the pupils, anything up to 20, all with different amounts of English. They 
had 'proper' school every morning from 7 am so my class was optional and had to be fun if they 
were going to bother to come.

         

One game they liked was a version of 'Simon says' where they had to 'touch your nose', 'point to 
the door', 'sit under your chair' (they soon learnt under!), 'hop like a frog' etc. I took lots of 
flashcards with me and there were innumerable games to play with these. One they liked was 
when I described a card and they had to guess what it was. If they got it right, they got the card 



and we counted who had the most at the end. They love singing and dancing. The hymns at 
Mass have been set to old folk tunes and half a dozen children can raise the roof.

Scruffy ragamuffins, knee-high to a grasshopper, full of smiles and laughter, they were a joy to 
be with. Hopefully they learnt something! Sometimes they brought their younger brothers and 
sisters with them and they would sit just able to peep over the top of the desk.

The old church

One day I went with Sister to see the old church on the second floor above the market. The 
entrance is through a shop, there is a concrete floor, small rooms for teaching and another 
where sister slept. The rooms were rented and are now abandoned though the cross and a 
statue of Mary are still there.

Afterwards we sat by the river watching the Vietnamese houses on the water, the Vietnamese 
are not allowed to buy land. There were carts selling dried fish threaded on skewers, open sacks 
of rice and palm sugar, fish being filleted to order though covered with flies, snakes, herbal 
medicines, babies being rocked in hammocks, two-toed socks to wear with flip-flops and a 
thousand other things, too many to describe. Plastic bags everywhere but when there is no 
refuse collection this becomes inevitable.

          

By the end of February the temperature was beginning to edge up to the 40's and was too hot 
for me. Fr Franco dared me to walk across the compound at 1pm but I have had mild sunstroke 
before so did not dare.

We had agreed I would spend the last few days before returning at Kompong Thom. It was very 
painful to leave. The children clubbed together and bought me some flowers with their own 
money and one boy gave me a note saying 'I love teacher'. Certainly I loved them.

My Birthday

I've had some exciting birthdays, on a boat on the Mekong, at Oaxaco, a horse ride at Mumbai, 
but I wondered if I was going to be on my own this year. Frs Franco and Viney are usually away 
visiting other parishes at the weekend. So I tentatively asked if they were going to be there on 
the Friday. A big grin from Franco and yes they would be there and why? It turned out that he 
had realised it would be my birthday when he had collected my passport after the visa had to 
be renewed for a second month and Fr Peter had reminded him though I don't know how he 
knew.

The day before I watched cook prepare a Cambodian speciality. How do you make a cake when 
you only have two rings? She took a small squash, cut a lid, then hollowed out the centre. Six 
egg yolks were beaten with sugar and coconut cream and then poured spoonful by spoonful into 
the waiting squash. This was then put on a saucer in a large saucepan and steamed for 45 
minutes. Intriguing.

This wonderful creation was served for breakfast. The squash was sliced and eaten with the 
coconut mousse. Delicious, Franco and I ate half of it. I had my favourite meal for lunch. Palm 
sugar was dissolved in a wok, lots of garlic added and then slices of seasoned meat. Some 
water, then simmered. Simple but delicious and best of all no bones which meat always has 
otherwise. Palm sugar tastes exactly like fudge, I could live on fudge and condensed milk, so I 
bought a kilo in the market later to take home and shall cook with it.



It sounds as though my birthday was all food! A hug from Fr Franco before mass, a whispered 
Happy Birthday and “May you be blessed forever” which had me in tears. I celebrated with the 
children by giving them all plasticine I had brought with me and we made animals and snakes 
and then I gave them a chocolate bun each at the end of the lesson. Possibly the first one they 
had ever had and Franco came in to make sure they sang happy birthday to me and to take 
photos. Was I happy! In the evening the sisters, their students living in and the lay missionaries 
came to dinner and we had another more traditional birthday cake with lots of cream and roses 
on the top;  a lovely way to round off the day. Even some presents. Franco gave me a wooden 
Cambodian Madonna and child which I shall always treasure. One of the most extraordinary 
things about being here has been being surrounded by love the whole time. Never a cross word, 
no criticisms, no negativity, everyone supports each other. I have been truly blessed.

Last Few Days

Fr Jinhyuk has six parishes, Tangkok, Phum Pang, Maneav, Kompong Ko, Prek Sbaov and 
Kompong Rotest which last is where he lives over the church with the boys' hostel adjacent. His 
original plan was to spend one day each week with each community but that hasn't proved 
feasible. It is only since 1990 that the Catholic communities have been given permission by the 
government to worship freely. However, he goes every weekend to Kompong Ko. It was under 
Bishop Michael’s inspiration that we raised money to build a kindergarten at Maneav.

Kompong Ko is a curiously English looking place. Bright green rice fields, a pond - the water is
used for washing and stored so the sediment settles - a small hut for a presbytery which needs 
rebuilding, a small cemetery behind the church and all surrounded by trees. Korean youth 
workers recently spent 10 days relaying a path and painting alphabets in the nearby 
kindergarten. A new road has been built round the paddy field which provides enough rice for 
the kindergarten children for a year but their machinery has destroyed over 200m of fencing and 
there is unlikely to be any compensation. His priority at the moment is to rebuild the stupa or 
ossuary. The bodies are dug up after two years and the bones put in the ossuary. Cambodians 
have great reverence for their ancestors and the villagers are very distressed that the hut is 
falling down. I once, very naively, asked him how much money he needed and he said he could 
use whatever he gets.

         

The villagers have to pay to have water pumped onto their land from the river. They borrow 
initially and hope to pay back when they sell the rice. If it is a poor season they have to give up 
their land to pay the debt and get work as a casual labourer. If this doesn't bring in enough 
money they go to work in Thailand, often abandoning their children; a depressing, recurring 
cycle where the children are always the losers.  Jinhyuk feels they need to strengthen their faith 
first so that they have trust to collaborate. At the moment their need for survival is stronger than 
their need for community.

It is so basic that every household should have access to clean water. Larry, from a Safe Water 
company in the USA and money from a Rotary Club in Thailand, came for a few days to 
supervise the digging of wells. Thim had advised which tribal villages had great need so we 
drove off into the bush for over two hours along stony paths to find them and to consult with the 
local chief. The men have to provide the labour and need to dig a hole around 5m deep, drop 
concrete rings into it and cover it with a concrete lid to keep it clean. If the ground is rocky it 
needs to be drilled, one we saw was 40m deep.



        

This water is fine for washing and cooking but to remove e coli, the big killer of babies and 
children, the water needs to be filtered and they are reluctant to pay for one, around 
$10, claiming the deaths of children are due to the spirits of the forest. Providing latrines is a 
second need but where there is bush they say they don't need them. The government has 
pledged to provide latrines for every household and indeed many villages now have them.

On the way we visited a house built for a widow. Last time Thim saw her she was sitting with her 
three children on the ground, her house had fallen down. He has built her a new one, now the 
best one in the village!

I realise there are a hundred things I haven't written about, the kindergartens set up for the 
Vietnamese children to teach them Khmer and help towards integration, the boy chosen by his 
village elder to have vocational training in motorbike maintenance (one of five children whose 
parents have abandoned them), the wonderful lay missionaries (Lucia, Cristina and Margaret) 
who train teachers and visit the disabled, training social workers to help them, the four day care 
centres for the mentally handicapped, (there is one at Kompong Chhnang), the Humanities staff
who work with schools and health care, the boy who fell from a palm tree, was in a wheelchair 
for a year, was seen by chance by a visiting physiotherapist travelling with Larry who examined 
him and said he could walk and he did, giving ingredients to a woman so that she could make 
cakes and sell them in the market, self-help rather than giving money and watching the youth 
group  with Fr Viney putting struts on the stilts of her house that was beginning to lean too much 
and in danger of collapsing.

What do I say? It has been an extraordinary two months and I have learnt so much. I started 
these letters in the hope that the parish would become more involved, we could do so much. 
Perhaps more people will visit now. I hope so.

Lucia

March 2014


