ANTHONY'S BLOG

A Blog about my 2003 summer research trip to Cambodia
Thursday, June 12, 2003

Thanks everybody for checking out my BLOG. I'm not exactly sure if I'm comfortable doing this, but it definitely seems to be the perfect way to get everybody the skinny on what's up this summer for me... plus, you guys can be my lifeline too... cash in the mail is always welcome! ;)

Well, this is my last day in Toronto before I leave for Cambodia. For those of you outside the loop, here's the scoop: I originally had an international health project on family medicine education in China planned for this summer. However, due to the S-word, I couldn't go... by the time I realized this, it was already May! Hmm, well, over $3000 to go overseas but no project - why not go somewhere else? In May I went nuts meeting with different people, having different proposals thrown at me left and right... I got offers to go pretty much everywhere, every few days - Africa, Argentina, Trinidad,... but in the end I decided to go for a project in Cambodia. Finally, about 2 days before school actually ended, I found out that I had the project and had 2 weeks to make all the arrangements.

My status now? Well, it's a little funny. I don't really have a "project" per se yet... all 3 of my supervisors are out of town... no one is confirmed to meet me at Phnom Penh airport yet... and I can't speak any Cambodian. Darn. This should be fun...

One thing I'm looking forward to is a one-night stay in Singapore... what adventures await me there? Hmm... 

(Test blog)
What the heck is blogging? Why do people do it? What's the meaning of life? 

Sunday, June 15, 2003

I've got good news and bad news!

I guess I'll start with the bad news. It won't make much chronological sense since the good news happened first, but bear with me because that's how I feel like writing it rite now.

I'm writing this msg from a 6th gen Intel that seems to be networked to the slowest connection ever! Even had trouble getting to write this Blog out. On the bright side, it's only 1000 Riel an hour, which works out to be about 35 cents. I arrived at Phnom Penh (PP, the capital of Cambodia) at 11:30am PP time (Sunday, June 15). The process of applying for a Visa and getting through customs at the airport was extremely quick... I think I was out within like 15 minutes. I didn't even fill out some of the forms properly and they didn't give me any trouble. For some of you who didn't hear my travel itinerary for getting to PP, here it is: Toronto => LA => Taipei => Singapore (20-hour transfer flight time!) => Seam Riep => PP. That's 4 transfers! I'm glad that the travel agency happened to book it this, way, otherwise I would have no good news to tell you whatsoever. Anyway, back to PP - I quickly realized that there would be nothing to see at the airport - it's even more plain and boring than JFK - so I left at 11:50am, to the reception area. Now, I'd tried to arrange to be met at the airport a week before I left Toronto, e-mailing everyone I could think of that could possibly help me. And guess what... no one was there! Now, I could either panic or turn this day into a good thing, so I checked in a cheapo hotel, showered myself the equivalent of three times. I was filthy as a Frenchman from the 48 hours in flight and transit - I even have some kind of "diaper rash"-like spots on my arms from being absolutely soaked, and a red ring around my neck from the camera strap, which I've termed "camera neck." One thing I can't get my head around here is how everybody stares at me... I stick out so much it's not even funny. This alone wouldn't cause me that many problems... but the main concern is that they can smell the money on me. I'm only carrying $40 US in cash at any one time, but this is a city where that'd probably be somebody's earnings for a week... or even a month. Anyway, instead of panicking from not being met by my NGO, I'm just going to spend $20 for a room for 1 night and go crying to the Australian consulate tomorrow - it's closed today (there really is no Canadian embassy here in PP - the Australian embassy takes care of all the Canadian affairs) - it will give me a chance to go to the market and take a look around... and more importantly, watch plenty of Taiwanese soaps on stolen cable. Just a few facts: all the street signs in this area (Monivong) are written in 3 languages - Khmer, English, and Chinese; although everybody speaks a bit of English in PP, no one is even close to fluent; Chinese ppl here are very rare... but I think they are influential economywise, and affluent in comparison to Khmers (native Cambodians); the temperature here is 35C and moderately humid; and PP is NOT a very developed city... at least I haven't seen anything resembling office buildings and decent housing (by Canadian standard); there are motorbikes EVERYWHERE! I can barely find room on the sidewalk to walk.

Now for the good news... the whole trip up to Cambodia was spectacular! My flight to LA was unremarkable because I was on AC. From LA to Taipei to Singapore though, I was on Singapore airlines - as perfect as economy class flights can get! I saw three movies on board (Cat and Mouse, Go Home, and Love for All Seasons)... seeing movies on Singapore Air is just like having all the VCDs... the passenger has total control. There were also other nice things about the flight which I won't say right now...

Anyway, as I mentioned earlier, I had 20hrs transfer time in Singapore... and they booked me a **** hotel (the Concorde) for the night, as part of the package! I had done a little bit of planning earlier on, and had a list of things I wanted to visit. However, I quickly learned after talking to a native Singaporean @ Taipei that the itinerary was not very feasible... some of the places I wanted to visit were quite remote and some were whole-day trips (e.g. Sentosa Island)... so I trimmed it down on the flight to Singapore and then set off... literally, I was so excited I was half running out from the airport... and during the entire day!

Modes of transportation I took: there was a "Singapore Air shuttle" that goes in a big circle around the heart of the city (where most of the interesting stuff is)... fare was cheap (3 Singapore dollars per day, SD slightly < CDN). The downside was that it was slow... I took it until night time, cuz it shut down at around 7pm. I also tried their MRT, which was super efficient... the downside is that I'm so dumb, it took me quite a while to figure out how it worked... and that was with a person showing me how it worked!

I started by taking a shuttle to Orchard Rd., the greatest shopping street I have ever seen in my whole life! It stretches about 6km E to W, and is full of shops, malls, food courts, outdoor entertainment, and best of all, PEOPLE. OMG, there are so many people (mostly young) there that I almost couldn't breathe. Now, I admit it is only like this on weekends (as I later learned), and also the month of June has a traditional 2-wk sale called the "Singapore Sale." Almost every shop has stuff at great prices... you can see 50% off in most stores - it's too bad I'm not a shopaholic, or else I would've had the patience to buy something! I came to Orchard Rd. to find something to eat - namely, a dish called "Laksa" which is basically noodles, egg, fish, and oyster (?) meat in a soup that looks and tastes like Thai red curry. OMG, so spicy, I had to drink it down with a Japanese drink, "Qoo." I did walk around trying to suggestions on what to see during my day, hoping to get someone who would want to have dinner or go clubbing with me at night, but didn't have any luck in an hour so I left.

Next I took the shuttle to Little India. There, I tried out some Indian noodles (didn't like those too much) and took a few pics at some places. Little India is sparsely populated and wasn't very interesting to me... it also seems to be a comparatively dilapidated part of town. So I split on the shuttle and went to Arab town, which was a little more interesting... but the main attraction (an absolutely gargantuan mosque) was closed to tourists by the time I got there. I ate lunch #3 at a bit Muslim food court. Unique, but I didn't like their food too much. I originally only planned to have 2 lunches, but some guy posing as a customer was explaining to me what all the foods on display were, meanwhile piling them up on a plate... I took pity on him, and thus I ordered a bit... some potato thingie, a deep-fried unpeeled shrimp cake, and some other meat cake that I didn't really take to that well. Food in Arab town really looks disgusting... even if it tastes good, they obviously pay no attention to the appearance of their food. Oh yeah, one more thing... I always thought Sasparilla was the same as Cola, but really it's not - it's the same as root beer!

Later, I went to colonial Singapore. It was boring. However, I did take some pics of the Raffles Hotel for those of you into architecture and that kind of thing.

Next stop (by MRT!) was Chinatown. I'd heard that both Chinatown and Orchard Road were hotspots at night time, so I tried to save the most time for those places, and also I tried to put them last so there'd be something to see. I must say, I had the impression that Chinatown would be similar to what I had experience countless times in Vancouver and Toronto... markets, mildly to medium-packed malls, and lots of sit-down restaurants. Well folks, Chinatown in Singapore is NOT LIKE THAT AT ALL!! It is a shopping mecca in one part, and a large outdoor food court in the other. The shopping mecca was similar to what you would see in Shenzhen... a few smaller stores, overshadowed by huge malls packed with people - hip people. Even better was the abundance of food... the number of street vendors of food there is so high and they are very closely packed into clusters, complete with outdoor seating. Unfortunately, after eating lunch #3 I was in no mood for more food - Singapore Chinese food appears to be slightly, but not too much different from Van/TO Chinese food. Fun fact: Singapore Chinatown is not called Tang Ren Jie; it's called Niu Che Shui (Water-Ox Cart) because the Fukien settlers of Chinatown originally had to use ox-driven carts to transport drinking water from the upstream part of the Singapore river.

After I was done with Chinatown, I tried to take the Chinatown MRT back to Orchard Rd., but the tourist map I got from SA failed to mention that this Stn. was in fact in the process of being built! I met some dude at some bus stop and he showed me the way back to Orchard Rd. (OR) by SMS, their bus system. When I finally got back to OR, it was 9pm, and I was surprised to see that there were even more people that late at night than there were in the afternoon! In addition, the crowd was younger and a bit rowdier. They had outdoor concerts, including a rapping contest, and a karaoke stage where people sang songs on stage in front of the public, with all the words memorized. I thought about heading to the Singapore Mandarin Hotel to try their famous Hainan Chicken Rice, when I got to the line-up the people were all lining up in groups and I felt it'd be really weird to go in alone. I walked down pretty much the whole road, then around 10pm, something very strange happened... I got tired. "Oh great," I thought, "there goes the all-nighter I had planned." I went inside a mall, from place to place, hoping that I would snap out of it, but I just ended up going outside and sitting on a metal railing, somewhat demoralized and slumped half asleep. One goal I'd made for the day was still unfulfilled... I still didn't understand what made Singaporeans so different from any other person. And yes, to do that, I would actually have to try and befriend some people. At about 10:30pm, I looked up from my spot on the railing and there were two girls right beside me. What the heck, I forgot where I was anyway so I asked them where we were on the map. Later they introduced themselves as Junzheng and XY... and somehow that turned into them pitying my sorry disposition, and becoming my tour guides, personally taking me to the Singapore riverfront! I hadn't been there yet because the quay was basically a place worth spending a whole afternoon in. We took a few pics and talked about Singapore, Singaporeans, Singlish, school, and how it sucked that I didn't run into them earlier because I'd wasted a lot of time seeing some places that were photogenic, but in the end not too interesting. They also showed me a few bars, clubs, the Merlion statue (Singapore's national animal), Suntec, around Boat Quay, the area around Esplanade (Singapore's to-be centre for the arts), and we ended with seeing the Singapore WWII monument. Cool! I actually learned stuff. I got back to the Concorde 1:30am to shower off the layers of sweat cast throughout the day, and actually got some sleep after all... 3hrs, cuz my shuttle to the airport was scheduled for 5:20am. Saht! A few fun facts about Singapore: (1) Singaporeans are extremely nice to tourists; (2) even though they are all completely fluent in English, it's still hard to understand them - there are at least ten accents I heard on the street that day (Singapore's four official languages are English, Mandarin, Tamil, and Malay); (3) Singapore is literally a garden city - the govt has spent millions making sure there is so much foliage around that it can sometimes become inconvenient to pedestrians; (4) Singapore is SAFE... people are out at pretty much all hours, in hordes; (5) it's summer all year round... Singapore practically only has one season (6) I wanna go back!

Later, and sorry for the unusually long Blog... 

Wednesday, June 18, 2003

Hiya, right now I'm typing this from some internet cafe in the southern part of PP. Let me continue from where I was on Sunday. It just so happens that 1 hour after I published the last Blog, my supervisor got back to me via e-mail after being incommunicado for like 4 days. He gave me the vital phone number I needed to contact ROSE, the NGO that was liaising with us at U of T. Since it was already about 6pm by the time I got that e-mail, I decided to use the hotel room I already paid for the night and have a quiet night with me and my best friend - that's right Ken, I mean the TV. Man, I can't believe how many Taiwanese dramas involve old men and their sordid, sicko affairs with younger women.

Anyway, the next morning I took out the four phone numbers that my supervisor had given me. I actually had to try three of them before one got through... and to my surprise it was Ben!

[The scoop is, two other (much better-prepared) students from the first-year meds class, Ben and Nisha, were also to do projects in Cambodia that summer, but had arrived two weeks before me and thus were much better-adjusted... plus they got a reception at the airport! *sniff* I feel underappreciated...]

[I might as well tell you about ROSE too... it's an NGO based in Cambodia headed by a Canadian plastic surgeon. I don't know what ROSE actually stands for yet, so don't ask... but it does a lot of good work, providing free surgeries for patients from all over Cambodia... orthopedics, plastics, and ophthalmologic. I won't go into anymore detail because you (and I) will be bored... let's keep this Blog totally non-medical, k? Hush-hush...]

I got picked up at the hotel by Ben, Nisha, Kunthea, and Bunthoeun (pronounced a bit like "bun-toon" I think, correct spellings to follow) - what a fun group! Kunthea is a final-year med student in Phnom Penh, being hired by U of T to help us with translation. Bunthoeun is an employee of ROSE, who seems to do a lot of the networking for them. I don't actually know the title of his post, but he's very important to the organization and to us, he THE MAN - has a truck too, without which we'd hafta pretty much motorbike our way through all terrain here.

So, we went in our little truck back to the ROSE camp, which is on the east side of the Tonle Sap (a body of water that kinda goes from the northwest of Cambodia down to the southeast, and swells up to twice the size during the rainy season - luckily the rainy season has just ended here!), in a less populated part of PP. I was shown around the whole ROSE area, which is pretty small - somewhat the size of a small apartment building. Most of the rooms are for patients to stay... either pre- or post-op,... but the NGO is overflowing with patients so the people have to hang around outside on the steps of the building. There is one operating room I was shown, and two clinic rooms - one for plastic/orthopedic and the other for eye exams. Although it isn't part of my project, I will definitely try to scrub in on a surgery while I'm here. After being shown around the whole place, I made plans to hop by a library in the afternoon... for the morning I would just sit in on interviews Ben and Nisha had been conducting since they came two weeks ago, on acid burn victims. Very interesting. For lunch we went to a nearby place where I would eat my first REAL Cambodian food. It was not actually an indoor restaurant, but more like a shaded wooden wall-less shack operated by a woman and her daughter (I think). The way the ordering worked was that there were 3-4 "dishes of the day" in little pots, and you hafta pick which dishes you want and they serve it to you in bowls with a plate of rice. We ordered some veggie stir-fried stuff with some meat stew stuff. They gave us forks and spoons in a cup of boiled water (I haven't yet used chopsticks here), along with tea. Before, I hadn't heard many good things about Cambodian cuisine - "it's like Thai except blander" was the consensus from the literature - this food, while not bad, was no exception. Everything Cambodian I've eaten up to the time right now is either a stir-fry or runny stew... but I'll cross my fingers and hope it gets more interesting... at least all six of us can rely on getting fed for $2 USD...

Near the restaurant was a pagoda which we visited for about half an hour. Now, about 95% of Cambodians are Buddhist, so pagodas aren't that much an unusual finding - however, the couple I've seen are breathtakingly beautiful. Ben expressed the wonders of the "Buddha + Naga" combination - come to think of it, I hadn't seen any of those before Monday either. However, having traveled through China a couple times, and having Buddha stuff sprinkled around my house in Van, I'd kinda gotten desensitized to their splendour. I love buddhas, especially the golden reclining fat kind (the fat is mandatory)!

In the afternoon I went to a library. It wasn't really a library tho, more like four bookshelves in a room. Umm, not much to say here. The soursop juice I bought across the street there was WONDERFUL... and just 25 cents. I'm buying a keg of the stuff when I get back to TO.

Monday night, we went to the ROSE guesthouse, the place where all of us were to stay until next week when we leave for Kep (a rural town south of here). Once there, I soon realized how spoiled I was going to be for the next week - the house has ceiling fans, bedroom AC, 2 fridges, TV with DVD player, sit-down toilets, and a maid that cooks and cleans for us oh-so-filthy university students! Plus I get my own bathroom - which I just hafta have because of the Turkish roommate era.

Yesterday was Tuesday. I woke up really early around 6am to the sound of screaming children. WTH I thought, do they use children to wake people up instead of roosters here? After taking a long look outside the window, I soon realized there was an elementary school right outside my window! I ate breakfast to the sound of children singing and marching to both Khmer and ripped off western songs.

Then I returned to the "MediCam" library in the morning, finished in the afternoon, and at night went to eat with Ben's Dad & friends at this neat Thai place. I was so relieved to eat non-Khmer food (sorry guys!) for a small change, as the only tasty things I've eaten so far are oyster sauce stir-fries. Ben and Nisha swear by this stuff, and I used to as well with all the Chinese oyster sauce dishes until I realized how much sodium/MSG the stuff had... Anyway, we ordered a feast fit for a king... well, 8 kings anyway. Do you know why all those Asian old men grow their pinky fingernail so much longer than all the others? Ask me heh heh...

The day I'm writing this e-mail is Wednesday - today is the birthday of the Queen of Cambodia, so we actually have no work to do... just sweet, sweet play! Today I visited the "Russian Market" - a large indoor Cambodian-style shopping mall where you can get dirt-cheap everything. I was also happy as I ran into the first few random people who actually spoke any English or Chinese... Cambodian Chinese is REALLY funny - their Mandarin is about 80% Guangdong accent, but some of their syllables are really funny... all the "yu" sounds, for example, sound like "yi." Nevertheless, the conversations were fun and I learned a lot about Cambodian life and the cultural scene. Goodness, I also learned that I need to practice speaking more... here are some random facts I learned in the past few days: (1) drivers in Phnom Penh follow almost no rules... the motorcyclists sometimes even drive against traffic! (2) Cambodians are mostly really short... I'm talking super-tiny... must be the food? (3) Khmer (the Cambodian language) is incredibly hard... most notably, the 23 vowel sounds they have! However, it can be mastered by foreigners cuz I saw a white lady at the Russian market today, who was speaking it so well, I wouldn't have known she wasn't native if I had been looking the other direction; (4) there is an area of town that we call "Expat Town"... apparently, Ben and Jake tell me there are bars where you can find fat, sweaty, old, retired fat foreign guys who frequent the bars just to see beer girls... **p blech! (5) I asked one of the guys at the market what young people do for fun in PP... umm... the answer ("Nothing.") wasn't very encouraging...

My first impression of PP was that it was 90% slum-ish and 10% nice... the really strange thing is that the nice places (by nice I mean clean, well-kept roads with people who look moderately well-off)... if people are this poor in the capital city of Cambodia, I cant imagine how it must be like in the more rural areas. Now as I'm writing this e-mail, my impression of PP is slightly better - 70% super-poor and 30% not-so-poor-but-still-quite-poor. There are definitely pockets of relative cleanliness throughout the city, especially since the ASEAN conference is being held here right now... who knows what will happen in the next few days, I can only hope that enough random walking in random directions meeting random people will make the next week fun... Bye for now! 

Wednesday, June 25, 2003

Um, something funny happened to the char set so every funny char I type here is probably a apostrophe or sth... sorry for the eyeache...

Hi everybody, I'm typing this message in the ROSE guest house while listening to Andy Hui. What could be better? I bought these CDs for ~$2.90CDN (I'm gonna try to give all the prices in CDN from now on) each at some CD shop on Kampuchea Krom St. and plan to go to an even better place tomorrow across from Lucky Market on Sihanouk St. 

Wednesday 

As I mentioned earlier, I went for a walk around the Russian Market, a very touristy spot that sells touristy things for very cheap. Why are they cheap? Well, all the stuff is pretty much ripped off, but who cares if you're in for some scarves, carvings, or books? I got a cheap photocopied/colour-copied Lonely Planet guide for about $9.30CDN, whereas the real thing would cost around $40 at home. Then at the market I completely coincidentally ran into Ben and Nisha while taking lunch with an delightful skinny old man (don't see too many people that old here - I read that the average life span is about 54!). I'm definitely going back for bargains later in the trip, but much later so that I don't have to lug stuff around with me the whole summer. 

At night, I went out alone again to the National Monument area... I had to go alone since Ben and Nisha had already seen pretty much everything in their two and a half weeks before I came, and were content with staying home to work a lot of the time. The national monument (aka Independence Monument aka Victory Monument) is a huge tower with a bunch of nagas perched at the top - it is a monument to the Cambodian victims of war. Later, I happened to come across an outdoor rock concert near the national monument. The concert apparently is a weekly charity event for the disabled, and most people simply ride their bikes and park in front of the stage, like a drive-in-movie. Pretty neat, I thought at first, until I began listening to the music! Khmer pop music is IMO, well, let's say behind the times a bit... it's really hard to listen to... the female singers are mostly shrieky and the male singers are mostly off-key... on top of that, the music is poorly composed and only sounds good to me when it's ripped off some Chinese/Korean/American song... perhaps it's an acquired taste? 

After I'd had enough with the concert, I came across a nearby amusement park. Well, it was actually a mini-park - only 3 kinds of rides: 2 fast but rickety merry-go-rounds, a bumper-car ride for little kids, and a Ferris wheel. The cool thing about these rides is that once you pay, you can actually stay on the rides as long as you want... I was standing there for about 10 minutes watching this one couple go around and around, and when I came back after another 10 minutes they were still at it... the one place I know where the ride time is actually longer than the line-up time. 

Thursday 

Other than that, I really don't remember much from today besides what work I did in the morning. After eating a good number of meals in the guest house, Khamla and I decided to take dinner into our own hands today... so what better than to make the deadly Khmer duo - soup and stir-fry? 
Oh, I should probably introduce Khamla if I haven't already. He's the number 1 cool guy in town, in more than one way. He's a student from Laos, who studied in Cambodia on scholarship to learn French for four years. He's about to graduate from his computer science program, and he's working at ROSE for the summer and makign sure everything goes smoothly at the guest house. He speaks, English, French, Lao, Thai, and Khmer! However, I think he could use a pointer or two when he's in the clubs - he dances with his hands in his pockets. We hopped on Khamla's bike and rode to the nearby supermarket and outdoor market. In Cambodia, they do sell a lot of baguette-like bread on the streets (it looks an awful lot like Vietnamese sub bread you can see in Toronto), but that is a little too crunchy for our tastes, so we usually buy Wonder-like-bread at the supermarket for $1.40CDN. We also bought some vegetables, many of which I haven't really seen before - there's a really tasty equivalent to green onions here that you can't get in Toronto. Yeah, anyway, we made the stir-fry and soup, and I fell asleep watching a poorly copied version of Harry Potter. 

Friday 

Today I had to visit two libraries in the day - the Medical School, then the MOH. The Medical School in Phnom Penh (L'Universite des Sciences Medicale) is one of only two in the country, the second one being in Phnom Penh as well, as much less prominent. Kunthea told me that upon graduating from high school, there are about 4000 applicants every year for the medical school, from which they select a class of just 50! That means that Cambodian medical students should probably be on average smarter than Canadian medical students, as the Toronto students are in a class of 200 selected out of only about 2000 at most. Their equivalent of our MD program is 6 years, with their general license taking an additional 2 years (as of this year actually; Kunthea only has to do a seventh year to grad!), and a specialty license being about 3 years after the general license. Anyway, yeah, there was nothing at the library of interest for my project... this particular school trains students to enter the profession, not to do research and develop policy. 

The MOH library was just frustrating. From this day up to the moment I'm writing this blog, I'll have visited that place four tImes, each time looking for a librarian who seems to ALWAYS be off duty! She goes home at ludicrous times (e.g. 3:40pm the 3rd time I was there)... hmm reminds me of all those episodes of Polka-Dot Door where one host could never seem to find the Polka-Roo. Anyway, after the fourth time I actually made first contact with somebody from "The Cabinet." Apparently "The Cabinet" is some kind of group that receives all documents from all over Cambodia - this guy from "The Cabinet" promised me a treasure-trove of materials on my topic... well, I learned later on that he was totally b******tting (not babysitting) me the whole way through... when I met him Tuesday morning (visit #4), he showed me to the library, told me he actually knew nothing, then proceeded to go back to the office and do his own thing while leaving me to wait, just saying, "Oh, I'm so busy, you know? You know?" What a geff... I just gave him my number and told him to call me when he actually had something IN HIS HANDS ready to give me... knowing the MOH, he'll probably make me come a fifth time and leave me empty-handed again. 

Oh, when I got picked up by Bunthoeun (whom you'll remember as our networker/translator/driver extraordinaire), we went to a gas station to fill up the company tank... evidently gas here isn't so cheap ($77CDN to fill up a medium-sized van). I also got the phone number from a gas station attendant who was staring at me... the funny thing was that I don't really know what she looks like from the nose down because all gas station attendants wear a bandana thingie to shield them from the fumes. 

Khamla graduated just recently, and he's going out partying with his colleagues tonight - Jake and I went along for fun. It turned out to be a long night - we went out to 1 bar and 3 clubs! The first destination was some Vietnamese bar (forgot the name). It wasn't a shady place, just a Vietnamese hangout with a few TVs showing Khmer music videos and, strangely enough, Sylvester & Tweety cartoons. We ordered a LOT of drinks and food and proceeded to gorge ourselves... the idea is that drinks at the clubs are pretty expensive, but cover is always free, so if you get your fill before the night starts, you can save a lot of money. After learning to say "Cheers!" in Khmer (something like "Luhk-geuv!"), and then saying "Cheers" about once every 5 minutes, next stop was a spot called "Heart of Darkness," which is an expat (expatriate) bar. I.e. it's full of visibly foreign foreigners, and most of them are not just there to dance the night away. I heard there's an even worse place in town called "Sharky's," where not only are there expats, they are old and gross expats, after the same thing... ew! Well, for our purposes, we just wanted to dance and move on. After we were tired of the place, it was around midnight and Jake was tired, so we dropped him off at home. Afterward we went to an exclusively Khmer-populated club called "U2." U2 was an interesting place - definitely, it was more like one might see in Toronto, because the shady dealing is done at a separate "bar" area and not on the dance floor... and 99% of the ppl are Khmer so you can't tell what's going on. There was one girl there - I think she might've been drunk - that was doing a crazy dance with a whole bunch of random people (I' ve seen that in TO too)... other than that, nothing of note. There's this special dance that seems the be the Khmer national clubbing song... their version of the Macarena... except it's about some guy who's sad about not being able to look down girl's shirts (?) I dunno, the way it was explained to me didn't quite make sense. The dance isn't nearly as hard as the Macarena though... just some wrist action. After U2 it was about 2:30am... I was ready to go back home but Khamla wanted to hit one more place, "The Manhattan." He said it would probably be "nice for me" because the club is supposedly a Chinese hangout. We only stayed there long enough to take a quiet look around though, because we were all pretty tired. Got home at 3am and went to bed. (This may seem late but in Phnom Penh it's not too bad if you are traveling in hordes... ours was a healthy gang of six). 

Saturday 

This morning Bunthoeun and I went to meet up with Ian Small (my logistics/etc. supervisor) at the airport. It was great, and he immediately impressed me with a barrage of practical Khmer phrases, which he uses without abandon. So far, the only things I know how to say are the numbers, "Hi," "tastes good," "school," "market," and a few others... not really any decent complete sentences yet! 

I next went to Wat Phnom with Jake. Wat Phnom is a basically a buddhist pagoda that commemorates the founding of Phnom Penh. I paid this little begging kid 35 cents CDN to take pics for me in various places çause Jake wanted to explore at his own pace. I saw the monkeys! I don't know the big deal about the monkeys right beside the temple... I mean, they're just monkeys. They bite, too, I was told. 

In the afternoon I went to Psah Thmei, the "Central Market." It's supposed to be the central shopping place for PP ppl, but I'm a tourist so there really is nothing of interest there but cheap fruit. You can buy lychee for 0.71/kg CDN there! It's decent too, not the ones with the big seeds. 

At night, Khamla and I decided to go back to the Manhattan club at night, just because we didn't spend more than 5 minutes there last time. First, we hit a Khmer bar, drank a little and ate some goat stew (I insisted on it since I'd never eaten it before - tastes a little like beef, but the sinew is finer... a little bland if you ask me). The music there was, as usual, pretty awful. Then we hit the Manhattan, which was quite... interesting. Just like all clubs in PP, you have your share of shady deals, most of them by old yucky Chinese businessmen. To my surprise, even though it was painfully obvious I was just a kid and therefore probably not rich, I got into a little trouble when a girl dancing in front of me insisted I pay her $50 (71CDN) to do sth... that's when Khamla and I ran for our lives (and wallets?) and came back to the guest house at about 2:30am. Hmm, I think I've had enough of Cambodian clubbing for now... 

Sunday 

Today I decided to lie low and maybe visit a couple museums. I called Sohk Kim (the faceless gas stn attendant) to see if she wanted to be my guide for the afternoon when I was to visit the National Museum. Turns out she is a workaholic, with only Saturdays free. So I went by my enthusiastic tourist self. The National Museum was great. However, I lacked a lot of the Hindu/Buddhist background knowledge needed to fully appreciate the exhibit. I did manage to take a picture in the courtyard (where you supposedly aren't allowed to... but I saw a Chinese tourist group doing it so why not). Oh yeah, I have a rant about mototaxi drivers in PP - they drive me nuts! I mean, they'll agree to take you anywhere, even if they don't know where the heck it is, and they know you don't speak English... they even try speaking to you in Khmer, which is of course still all gibberish to me. You might be thinking, "Oh, well I'll just bring a map and point to the exact place, then there can't be any confusion, right?" Well, NO! I did exactly that when I was trying to go to the National Museum - I mean, it was the NATIONAL MUSEUM, every mototaxi driver should at least know where such an important landmark is, right? Well, NO! And that didn't stop him from letting me hop on his mototaxi of death and almost getting lost... I'm lucky the mototaxi driver at least had the sense to ask a person on the street where it was... sometimes you don't get that lucky. 

In the afternoon I visited Tuol Sleng, which is the national genocide museum. I don't think I can describe the horrific emotions that I experienced in here... because it's not an actual museum, see - it's the actual, preserved concentration camp that Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge used to jail and exterminate thousands of Cambodians from 1975-1979. You can actually walk into a jail cell, look out the crack in the stone wall, and feel part of the same feelings of fear, hatred, and awe that prisoners there felt 25 years ago - and if that is not graphic enough for you, there are photos of the victims, taken by the actual soldiers as they catalogued each of the citizens they were to imprison. You have to see it to believe it.

At night, I had an absolutely wonderful Indian dinner with Nisha and Ian at the Raani restaurant (south Indian)... this is actually the first time I had actually tasted Indian food that I KNEW was good, verified by my palate and by Nisha, the resident expert. We ordered garlic naans, butter chicken, vegetable curry, and masala dosai. Wow! And it wasn't too spicy for me either (for those of you who don't know, my threshold for spice is very low). 

At night I watched two funny Taiwanese TV programs. One's about this girl engaged to this handsome guy, while she is really in love with this not-so-handsome guy with a REALLY long hair growing out of a mole on his chin - it bewilders me how he can walk around like that and not worry it'll get caught in a door. The other show is actually some sort of reality TV show - about two hosts who select normal people and then proceed to interview them and create a whole bunch of conflict in their lives... at one time, they actually caused one girl to get into a huge fight with her ex-boyfriend, who impregnated her and then split! I still don't quite understand how the show works tho, so I'll try to catch it again at a later time. 

Friday, June 27, 2003

Monday 

Today I learn how to count to ten in Korean from Kunthea, who is taking Korean classes in hopes she can get a scholarship to study in Korea. Awesome! I now have to call her Noona (older sister in Korean). In the morning I went to NIPH, got a few references, then visited a nearby CD shop - everything was selling for $2! If you guys want me to look for anything, just give me an e-mail - everything’s obviously a rip though... While in the CD shop, I managed to catch the intro blooper to the MTV Music Awards - it was hilarious!!! Had Justin Timberlake and some other guy playing Neo-like chars in the Matrix, and my fave guy, Will Farrell playing The Architect! I later ate at Thmorda for the second time - the first time was actually my first night in Phnom Penh, before I met up with anyone else. After spending over a week in PP, I realized that this is actually a pretty high-class joint… there are almost to many waiters/waitresses for the number of customers, the menu prices most things at $4-6CDN, and there are 3 levels to the restaurant, the 3rd floor having private rooms for business luncheons. Oh, and I called my parents for 45 minutes after lunch! You know how much it costs to call to Canada/US by internet telephony? 11 cents/min CDN! However, the strange thing is that it costs several times as much to place a call within Cambodia using the same system - 11.25/min… our hypothesis is that maybe the connection is easier with Canada/US because of 
better phone lines. After the call, I started to head back to MOH, but was met by Bunthoeun who told me that their database was wiped out and so they probably wouldn’t have been able to help me anyway. Think about it for a sec - the MINISTRY OF HEALTH OF CAMBODIA now does not have a database of its own archive! What’s going on here? 

Anyway, after going computer shopping with Bunthoeun at the local specialty shop “Anana,” I set out at 6pm to find a Chinese school. I was recommended this one by Bunthoeun called “Duan Hua” - after getting lost of half an hour on mototaxi, I finally found it and managed to sit in on two classes (middle school) for free. 

Oh yes, and Ben is sick - for details, just ask Ben! 

Tuesday 

This morning I went to MOH for the fourth time - I think I told you about this last Blog. In the afternoon I went to the Department of Primary Health Care and met with the deputy chief… there, I managed to run into the chief… and after the meeting, I actually ran into the director! It was a very exciting meeting, and I think they were all very enthusiastic to our initiatives (which surprised me because I am still mystified how I could hold an engaging conversation with three people who are all probably ten times more experienced than me in the health policy field). Later, I went to another CD shop (this one is touted as the best in PP by Bunthoeun) and picked up some Terry Lin! Phenomenal singer. At night, I actually went back to the Chinese school and enrolled in the middle school 2 class - even though all the students are quite a bit better than me, I think maybe I will grasp enough to learn a lot. Most of these students are university undergrads too, so I’m happy that I’m at least not in a class with little kiddies… that’d be embarrassing! It’s too bad I can’t go to all of the classes though, as I’m leaving PP next week… 

Wednesday 

Oh no! I’m missing a day somewhere! How can that happen? 

Thursday 

Things are (sadly) slowing down now… actually I’m surprised I’ve been able to fill my days up so well. Today I spent the whole morning going over the Chinese lesson from last night. It’s really hard! And I think that some of the words are not so useful - some of them are definitely northern dialect words, like “an” a colloquial way of saying “I” or “we.” I’m trying to only remember the ones I’m likely to see again. 

In the afternoon, I went back to the MOH (5th time) to see the Dept. of Health and Planning Information and the Dept. of Human Resources. Both were awesome meetings! It’s amazing how receptive people here are to new ideas from people they don’t really know that well. After the meetings, I was TRAPPED in the MOH building! It had been raining all afternoon and the whole building was surrounded by a huge, deep moat. I’ll try to take some good flood pics later. I had to call Bunthoeun and have him pick me up - on the way home, some streets were completely unrecognizable as streets... like, some of them reminded me of Venice. At night time I had another Chn class and then went home… that’s it! 

Sunday, June 29, 2003

Friday 

Not much happening today. I went for Cambodian noodles for breakfast this morning with Bunthoeun and Ian Small. As usual, it was a thoroughly gorging meal - they even have a version of Chinese dim sum buns… except these ones are 5 times as big and made is a very weird shape. As for the gui-tiu (kinda like the Cambodian version of Vietnamese pho), it just turned out to be vermicelli with meat and garlic - good, but not anything out of the ordinary for my palate. When I came home from Chinese school, there was no dinner left! That kinda peeved me because it was “monsooning” outside (not sure if that’s a word, but hey now it is!). Ian Small’s family came to join us in the ROSE guest house - he has a wife Michelle, daughter Lola, a 9-month old son Nelson (SO cute! And I’m the first to admit, I’m rarely impressed by babies in general, so that is really saying something), and a niece (forgot name). The house is now very re-nao... I wonder, will I be able to sleep? 

Saturday

I decided to go to Russian Market (Psah Tom Tuhl Pong) in the morning and check out more stuff. I managed to drag Nisha along too - it’s always nice to get out for the sake of going somewhere, if not for any other reason. Got some good deals for socks. Haven’t found good men’s shoes yet though. Everything in this country is so mini - Nisha was complaining how she’s a “large” here while in reality, of course, she’s nowhere near large. And the same is true for me - in fact, in Canada I usually have lots of trouble finding clothes that fit because sometimes I’m even too small for “Small,” and it’s almost impossible to find the correct pant length. 

In the afternoon, I decided to call up my gas stn attendant friend and go on the riverside. On the way I picked up my pics from Singapore - they’re awesome! Um, yeah, my gas stn attendant friend understood almost nothing of what I was saying - apparently she says she’s been taking English classes for a year (3hrs/day, 6 days a week - BTW the fee works out to $0.30CDN/hr), but I really doubt she’s been learning for a year because she basically knew nothing - having known so many ESL friends, I know that the learning curve for English is not that shallow - she didn’t even know what an “hour” was! OMG I will just put that exp behind me. 

From 6-7pm I went with Nisha, Jake, and Ian Small’s family to see an Apsara dancing troupe. Apsara dancing is a traditional dance particular to Cambodia. Now, it turns out that Nisha is a classical Indian dance teacher and so she hooked us up with this performance after participating in one of their practices - since Apsara dance has many of its roots in Hinduism, the two dance styles are very similar (I’m told). The performance was very impressive! I was surprised at the athleticism demonstrated - mainly in terms of flexibility of the back and extremities, and in terms of strength required to hold awkward forms. Erqie you ge man haochi de fanguanr! 

At night we went for Cambodian BBQ and hotpot. The BBQ was similar to Korean BBQ and hotpot exactly the same as Chinese hotpot. 

Later I joined Khamla and his friends at the Beer Garden. None of these friends were the same as the group I met last week. All engineers (4 software, 1 civ). I think they were all a little drunk - they were giving each other nicknames that didn’t really make any sense - Lablack, Ladam/Lawhite, Tui, and See. “See” is a certain bad word in Khmer (spoken from the belly), I think - hence the source of many puns, including, “When I go to clubs, I look, but I don’t see,” “Go see yourself,” etc. I also met another Lao named Nok, who is a big computer boss in Sihanoukville (but only one year out of school!). Maybe when I go to Kep I’ll visit him on a weekend. After drinking a bit we went to Martini (expat club with a lot of oddities… I didn’t like it too much, and Khamla spent the whole time sleeping off all the alcohol he'd consumed), then to U2. Got home at 3pm. 

Monday, June 30, 2003

Sunday

This morning I ate gui-tiu again for breakfast. They undercooked the beef so we sent it back. I don't know what they did to it, but it took them about 10 seconds to cook it all the way through. On the way back, we noticed some old man on the side of the road with a weight scale - the kind you would probably put in your bathroom. We were so curious we couldn't help but ask the man what he was doing. Of course, he didn't understand English, but upon inquiring, he got onto the scale and showed us how much he weighed. Then he asked us for 100 Riel. OK, I realize that people in Cambodia are generally poor, but this method of making money completely baffled me... who would pay to get weighed? Or maybe he was selling the scale? Who knows...

In the afternoon I spent an hour watching the second half of a pirated copy of The Gangsters of New York - I'd watched it before... but this time I decided to put on the Chinese subtitles. After five minutes of watching, I quickly realized that the subtitles were all wrong... it's like they put in the lines from another movie or sth. Then, I put the subtitles on English, and watched the rest of the movie in English. Jake and I were both laughing at times because it seemed that the guy who was paid to subtitle this movie just put BS for all the subtitles... they couldn't be simply unsynchronized, because at times the subtitles actually had something to do with what was happening on the screen. But 95% of the time, it just looked like the guy was making the lines up... for example, in one part of the movie, a big riot breaks out as a backlash against the obligatory draft (from which only rich people who had $300 could avoid)... when the riot broke out, somebody said something like, "Riots have broken out on 54th St. etc. etc." but the subtitle said, "It's the Chinese tradition!" We had a good laugh at the end of the movie when Leo is saying "That's how our great city was born" or something like that, and the subtitle said, "My level of English is very poor" - well, at least the subtitle guy was honest.

At night we went to a Thai restaurant on the riverside. Good food. Then I went for a random walk on the riverside - whereupon I ran into 2 people with bathroom scales. I watched as a Khmer guy actually went up to the scale, stood on it, looked at the readout, and then proceeded to pay 100 Riel (4 CDN cents). What the heck is going on here? I walked further down the riverside and ran into one of Khamla's friends, Sarith, with 5 of his ladyfriends (one of them very cute! but he wouldn't say she was his gf), two of them his sisters. I asked Sarith what was up with the scales. He couldn't really justify the strangeness of it... but I guess Khmer people just like knowing their weight! Some people really find unconventional ways to earn money here.

Yo, that's it, I got class now, bye =P 

Saturday, July 05, 2003

I'm now writing this e-mail from the ROSE guest house. I spent the last few 
days (from Tuesday afternoon to Friday morning) in Kep, which is supposed to 
be my project site. I'm now going to Blog by week, because it's getting too 
hard to remember what things happened on which day... I can only Blog once a 
week now when I come into town (either Sihanoukville or PP, or Kampot if I 
want to spend $3 an hour!). 

On Tuesday, Ian's family (Ian, Michelle, Lola, Una, and Nelson), Nisha, Sony 
(Nisha's translator, also a 7th year medical student like Kunthea), and I 
left for Kep. We took two cars, one with Ian's family and the other with 
Sony, Nisha, and me. The ride was relatively uneventful, except for the 
hundreds of potholes along the way. The ride was stipulated to be 3h long, 
but I swear if the road were paved like the highways in Canada, it would've 
only taken like 1h! The good thing was that the car was going so slowly 
that it didn't matter that I couldn't put a seatbelt on - and also, I had a 
place to rest my feet up. 

We arrived at Kep earlier than Ian's family. The very first thing I did was 
mark my territory on the beach right behind a "do not pollute" sign. Then 
only when I went back to the car did I see the public washrooms a few feet 
away. We ate lunch at a nearby shack (everything's a shack here) - pretty 
good! Everything here has a surreal fresh taste to it - right down to the 
lemon iced tea. After lunch we looks for accommodations, and found the 
"Champey Guest House," which was a converted palatial home for some 
politician... $3.57CDN/night, not bad! Better than the $14.27CDN/night I 
was spending at the ROSE house. Champey is now run by Sandra, an expat and seasoned traveler of the south Pacific. She's super nice and very enthusiastic.

The area around Kep beach is really nice. From the coast you can see "Rabbit Island" (an island that neither has rabbits nor is shaped like one) as well as Vietnam. But you can't swim there or you'll probably be shot. It is basically like the stereotypical movie beach you see in the movies... sand, water, and huts in the background with hammocks strung between poles. Most of the restaurant huts aren't bad - one thing they make which I don't really like (and of course, everybody else loves) is fried rice - evidently, the Cambodian version of fried rice has tomato sauce or ketchup mixed in with it, and no egg. The 
overall taste is kinda bland. And when they serve chicken, they cut it up into impossibly small pieces to fry, so that before you take a bite into it, you have to sort out the meat from the thousands of pieces of chicken bone shrapnel embedded in it. Otherwise it's all good! 

The environment here is really... natural. It sounds like a jungle at night - the loudest animal being the gecko, that makes a sound similar to the word, "gecko." Super-annoying! And the spiders here are cursory - they're huge, fast, and they can jump.

On Thursday and Friday there were times that the water pump didn't work in addition to the power. The situation should change by next week, but I wasn't going to hang around in the weekend to find out because I had Chinese class back in PP! On Friday morning I hopped on a truck with Bunthoeun and some amputee fellow who was heading toward an NGO in Klen Kleang (dunno how to spell that, or where it is). On Friday afternoon before class, Kunthea showed me around the Calmette Hospital, which is one of PP's premier hospitals. It's beautiful! The way it works for "senior residents" (aka 7th year med student, which is basically what Kunthea's role is) is that some days in the week are 24 hour call days where they must stay in hospital, and other days are morning duty with afternoon sessions with "the group." The group is a group of 10 med students that studies together 2 hours in the afternoon (without instructors) - since there are 50 med students per class, there are 5 groups in total, and these groups change every few months. The hospital is clearly split into two parts - the "paying" part (for rich patients) and "non-paying" part (only for the poor). The only difference between the quality of the two sections is that patients have guaranteed beds in the paying section, while in the non-paying section some of the patients have to be satisfied with lying on cots in the hallway, with IV units hanging off the walls. An internal medicine consult costs $24CDN here, which is insanely expensive for more Khmers! The Calmette internal medicine pavillion sees patients with all sorts of health problems, but the most common are diarrhea of unknown etiology, HIV, and pneumocystis carinii infection. 

Friday, July 25, 2003

This is a Blog that covers Sunday July 20 to Friday July 25.

On Sunday there wasn't really very much happening. The previous day I had talked to people in my Chinese class but none of them ever seem to go out - they are pretty much 100% controlled by their parents... and by money constraints. So pretty much any activity that I do in PP with friends has to be both (a) cheap and (b) not later than 8pm because people end up going to bed at 10pm! Even Khamla has had to cut down on the late night drinking because it is getting close to elections - and when it's close to elections, apparently, people seem to shoot each other on the street. Anyway, in the morning I got out of my guest house ($4.29CDN/nite) and then went to an Indian restaurant to celebrate Kunthea's birthday (Nisha, her friend Adrienne, and Sony were also there) and we had an awesome meal - I hope Kunthea didn't have indigestion afterward, as it was the first time she had ever tried Indian food. :P

Anyway, we met up with Buntheoun later and headed back to Kep in the ROSE van - man, he was really stepping on it most of the way. Upon arriving, we got hit with the fiercest monsoon rain ever - and it hasn't really stopped for more than a couple hours since. The transportation problems were especially evident when I had finished interviews at the Kep Referral Hospital, and we were trying to go to Ang Koul Health Centre to interview some health care workers there. OMG! If PP's drainage system is a 1 out of 10, Kep is a -10 out of 10! They have almost no drainage, which means that you are wading in anywhere from a centimeter to a foot of rainwater at all times - on the road I took several pictures of the flooding situation here - in addition to the countless potholes there were places where it seemed like we were crossing a river, and places that made it seem like we were sailing on a river! On Friday, there was one occasion where we had to stop because a makeshift bridge that is usually there connecting two pieces of road collapsed under the rain - and there were some people at that junction that charged 71 cents CDN to place two wooden planks in position to let our car pass. Yowsa, this was unbelievable! I think these kinds of transportation problems are fun to come across once, being from canada and all, but I think if I lived here longer I would become really impatient. The last few days made me realize that the quality of roads really is one of the largest barriers to human development in this country - if Kep is any example of places in the rest of the country.

Hmm, what else is there to say - Soleak came back to finish off the rest of the project with me (for those of you who forgot, Soleak is a dental/law student who is my interpreter for the Kep project). OMG I think she needs to work a little bit on her translator skills - not because she's a bad translator - but because she can't stop laughing when she's translating! It's partially not her fault tho... The health care workers that we interview, especially the ones of the older generation, tend to talk on... and on and on and on... about topics totally irrelevant to the questions we are asking - so when Soleak senses that I really want to move on, she laughs, because we can't interrupt the HCW from speaking (too disrespectful). One time, with the director of the health centre, Soleak actually had to excuse herself from the room to collect herself, and I had to say to the director that she was just laughing at a joke I told her before! Likewise, a lot of the patients really have trouble answering some of our questions - just because I think they are not used to being asked for their opinions - so a whole lot of questions usually meet with an "awt-dung" (I dunno) ''awt-yuhl" (don't understand"), or, most terrifyingly, a blank stare... oh well, such are the tribulations of good research, I suppose.

Right now, I'm typing this from Kampot, the province that is 30 mins from Kep. To get here, I had to take a van (1.43CDN) and a boat covered in red ants (0.36CDN) instead of just taking the road - because the road wasn't a road, it was a river!

OK gotta go bye! 

I left one whole week of Blogs in PP! I'll hafta post it after the Blogs for the last two weeks - sorry for the confusion! The following is a Blog for the Monday July 14 to Saturday July 20.

On Monday I tried to look for a school of music in PP - apparently, PP has some kind of orchestra that plays western music, but nobody seems to know where they practice. I looked in the "Cambodia Yellow Pages" (yes, that's right, the yellow pages here covers all the businesses in the ENTIRE country!) and was shocked to see there were only 3 in Phnom Penh - one was the Apsara Association (the same place where we saw Apsara dancing last month), another was the 

Last Saturday Khamla went for drinks like always. Holy crap, we was drink as a fish when I went to meet him at this bar in Tuol Kork. He was drinking with his Lao friend (another one) and they taught me how to count to ten in Lao (which is exactly the same as in Thai). After I had totally butchered their language, I thought it was only fair so I taught them how to count to ten in Cantonese. After I had gotten thoroughly plastered (by my wimpy standard), Khamla and I went somewhere, had a look, then went home. Nisha, Ben, just ask Khamla! 

On Sunday I went to Kunthea's church! No, that wasn't to atone for any sins I'd committed the day before - I sometimes just like to go to friends' churches to find a peaceful place where I can think, and at the same time learn about other people's beliefs. Apparently, their pastor was away in Colorado though - instead of singing songs (to which I was very much looking forward), they ended up showing the pastor's vacation video. 

Work here is going great. The interviews are going a lot more quickly now that Soleak and I have learned how to communicate more effectively with each other. Strange, that at the beginning, all of the grammatical errors in the Khmers' English really bugged me and I was distracted to the point that sometimes I wouldn't even understand what they were talking about - but now that I've gotten used to her sentence patterns (and she's also improved her English quite a bit in just 2 weeks here!), there are almost no misunderstandings. Cool. Oh, and on Friday I went on a crazy trek with my interim interpreter Thavi (a nurse and midwife trainee from Kampot province) and my operational district counterpart Chan Thy into the bush - in one afternoon, we ended up 
getting only two interviews done because we had initial problems talking to the patients and explaining to them our purpose. It was fun, though, because I got to see the living conditions under which the majority of the Cambodian people live (i.e. super-rural environments), had juice straight from the coconut, and got to see about 30 cute black chicks (baby chickens) running around aimlessly. 

Some time during the week I went swimming at Kep beach, swimming for the first 
time in over two years - what a great time! The sea is extremely salty so it 
was easy to float - but then it was also distracting to be getting a mouthful 
of salt water every time I immersed my head. The water here is not super- 
clean, but clean enough I think. We'll see next week whether I've grown 
another head. 

I learned how to drive the small motorcycles that everybody uses here. It's 
actually quite simple - plus, you don't even need a license to drive so all 
the power to the driver! However, I always get nervous when switching gears 
(which you hafta do with your left foot in the middle trying to not fall 
over) - since I never learned how to ride a bike really well (almost killed 
myself last year in China!) I do get nervous and balancing is certainly 
something I have to work on - it's not like I can't do it, but I need to be in 
an undistracted, trancelike state to ride in a perfectly straight line. 

The stars in Kep are beautiful! I wish I knew more about astrology. So far 
I've only been able to see the Southern Cross and Big Dipper - on a clear 
night there are so many stars that making out constellations becomes a real 
challenge. 

On Friday afternoon, the family left! Most of the time left in Kep will 
actually be comparatively very quiet. At night we (Nisha, Sony - Nisha's 
interpreter, Ben, and I) had a delightful crab dinner at the crab shack 
(please ask to see disgusting crab-sucking picture) - yummy! And we settled 
down at night to a sourish bottle of red wine over candlelight. It was 
evidently the first time Sony had drank wine... one glass gave her a headache 
and she went to bed while the three of us talked about some stuff - I think I 
forgot most of it though. 

The ride to PP was awful and cool at the same time! Try stuffing ~25 people in 
a car built for 10, and you'll know what we went through. I think maybe those 
cars are not the safest ways of traveling - but then again, Cambodia's not 
exactly the safest country to live in period, so there's nothing to complain 
about! 

This afternoon I went with my Chinese school friend Chengtai to see a movie, 
Dong Diu! Dong Diu is like one of the biggest movies here - but to a westerner 
it plays a bit like a cheesy B-movie. Luckily, Chengtai was a good sport, 
explaining the whole plot to me as the movie progressed. It's based on a 
famous story that Cambodians study in grade 12 high school literature. Diu is 
a simple village girl who gets caught up in a "love square" - the premier's 
son falls in love with her, the king falls in love with her, but the only one 
she really loves is a monk, Dong, who sings beautiful poems at the local 
temple. Diu's mother is an evil old bitty who wants to marry her daughter off 
to the richest man, so she arranges her daughter's marriage to the premier's 
son without her daughter's consent (such things were common in Cambodia over a 
hundred years ago, and even today most marriages in Cambodia are arranged). 
Then the King sends out his troops to scour the villages for pretty girls in 
search of a wife - and who do they pick, but the lovely Diu (actually, she's 
not that pretty - I saw prettier girls in the movie theatre). Meanwhile, Dong 
leaves the monastery against the chief's warnings of danger, and has a one- 
night stand with Diu which seems to do the trick - she falls in love with him - 
and somehow he ends up as the royal bard for the King of Cambodia. When the 
King tells Dong to sing a serenade to Diu in his place, Dong sings with such 
passion that Diu cries and EVERYBODY knows what's up between them. The king, 
so moved by the penniless monk's song, decides to condone their marriage - 
which really pisses of Diu's mommy, who puts on the most unbelievable hissy 
fit - the mom then tricks Diu into coming back home, saying that she is sick 
and needs her daughter's help. When Diu comes, she realizes she was just 
tricked into being forced to marry the premier's son - who comes across as a 
really greasy, stupid fop. News reaches Dong, and he travels to Diu's home to 
intervene with the wedding, with a note from the King, ordering the premier & 
Diu's mom to shove it and let Dong and Diu be. However, the premier ends up 
chasing Dong before Dong can show him the royal decree, and splits Dong in 
half with his sword (Cambodian movies are VERY gruesome!). When Diu hears of 
Dong's death from Dong's monk-pal hours later, she goes to Dong's body, 
embraces him, and kills herself with the same sword that killed Dong. Then 
Diu's sister is so distressed that she takes the same sword and kills herself. 
As if that's not enough bloodshed, the King takes everybody in the village who 
consented to the marriage and the movie ends with them buried in the ground, 
heads exposed, getting absolutely ripped to shreds! Yuck... oh well, at least 
there are the two obligatory jolly fat Khmer men who are thrown in for comic 
relief... teehee! And during the love scene between Dong and Diu, there is 
also a hilarious glitch in the movie where it cuts suddenly to this guy 
chopping a piece of wood with an axe really violently for about 5 seconds... 
it was so random! I was laughing my head off! 

K gotta go to Chinese class, see ya! 

Saturday, August 02, 2003

This Blog covers the period from Saturday, July 26 to Saturday, August 2.

Last weekend was basically spent lying on the beach. This was a special weekend, as all of the Khmers had taken off to their homelands (Bunthoeun to PP, Sony to Kandal, and Soleak to Kampong Speu, affectionately known as the 'Speu) to vote in the big election. Apparently, every five years Cambodia elects a new prime minister / ruling party. The three big parties here are the Cambodian People's Party (CPP, the reigning party), FUNCINPEC (the Royalist party, headed by the former Prince Norodom Ranariddh), and the Sam Rainsy party, headed by some guy named Sam Rainsy who is loved by some and hated by others for escaping Cambodia during the Khmer Rouge era. There's also my favourite, the Farmer's Party - I mean, theoretically, how could they lose, like 80% of the people here are farmers! It's an interesting system they have here - since every party is supposedly corrupt up to its teeth, it's not a question of who is the party whose mandate matches your own... it's more like, which party is the least corrupt! Last week while Bunthoeun was driving Ben, Soleak, and me from Ang Koul Health Centre, I had a little fun trying to baffle the FUNCINPEC campaign caravan on the road by waving and cheering towards every second car - and it worked! They were so confused... I think I won't try that anymore because if it turned out to be a mixed party caravan, I could've gotten my head chopped off... anyway, they have a neat way of preventing people from voting twice here - for everyone who votes, they dip the person's index finger in something resembling India ink... it doesn't come off for a month! I'm actually thinking of exporting this idea to Canada, because it probably does a lot for breaking down the illiteracy barrier, and it is simple yet effective.

Anyway, back to the weekend on the beach. On Saturday, Nisha, Ben and I (hereafter jointly referred to as the NBA) were lying on the beach reading when we were approached by the shell-selling girls and some of their friends (names with approximately correct spellings to follow). Nice people, but we had a heck of a time trying to communicate with them. I had my dinky Lonely Planet phrasebook, but up to now I still can't communicate anything effectively in Khmer really. Oh, and one of the little boys looked like Mike Tyson and was hyper like Iron Mike too. One of the girls taught Ben and I a neat game called Tiger Falls in the Well (I taught them TicTacToe)... basically, the board of TFITW is a square with the corners joined by diagonals, and there is a "well" in one of the quadrants. There are two playing pieces per person, placed at opposite diagonals of the board. The object is to take turns moving your pieces along the lines (except the line the joins either side of the well) until your opponent cannot move. Very fun game, because if you figure out how it works, you can never lose - and if both players figure out how it works, the game will never end. The girl who taught it to me (sorry, forgot her name, cuz it was more than 2 syllables) hadn't yet figured out the solution for the game, so I was winning every time (making it almost like when Ben plays volleyball with the Khmer boys)! The NBA also climbed the local mountain with them, and took some nice pics with the Buddhist nuns at the top. Darn, it would've been nice if I'd brought my hiking shoes along (I didn't know beforehand we were actually going on a 2-hour hike)... I climbed the mountain in what I would use as bathroom slippers in TO. It hurt. But not as much as for one of the girls, who climbed it barefoot (!!!).

Tuesday (July 27) was Nisha's Birthday. We all pretended that we had nothing planned, but of course we did (especially Ben, who I must say is trickier than a B&B midterm). First of all, Ben had sent Sony to PP for the weekend with cash to buy a CAKE (PP probably being the only place in all of Cambodia where you could get a birthday cake - they don't even have steamed buns here!) to bring back to Kep (remember, Kep is a 4-hour ride from PP in a crowded car, with no refrigerator at our guest house). She had bought an "impenetrable toothpick holder" (very much an in-joke, right Bunthoeun?). Next, while we were in Kampot, I bought a card and pencil crayons, and Soleak and I drew out a nice Kep landscape, upon which everybody signed. Lastly, in the night over a glass of wine, Ben asked Nisha (sorry for any inaccuracies), "If you could have any snack to go with your wine, what would it be... like, something from your youth," after which she replied, "You didn't know me in my youth! Well, the only snack I had in my youth was a back of sour cream'n onion chips"... and boom, he smacked a can of SCnO Pringles in front of her! What an interesting day... oh and BTW when we were having her Bday dinner at the Crab Shack, I managed to ask the cute chef there to teach me how to make her fantastic pepper shrimp... yummy x 2!

Speaking of food, I might as well describe to you some of the restaurants we frequent in Kep. The first is the Crab Shack I mentioned. Located across the Champey Inn and right near the water, this is the most ROCKIN restaurant in all of Cambodia (gross overstatement, but it just may be). If they don't have the food you want, they might just even go out to sea and fish it out for you... nice waitresses, tree-trunk tables, the ocean breeze, and NO SCAVENGER DOGS (i.e. dogs that are not well-kempt, that stare at you while you eat in hopes that you will give them your chicken bones)!

The next restaurant we frequent is called (by us anyway) "The Lunch Place" because, well, we have 90% of our lunches at that same place. The waitresses, while trying not to chop their fingers when breaking ice blocks manually, are really friendly and the restaurant is probably the epitome of the "exotic tropical restaurant" with hammocks on one side and a nice beach view on the other. You can either choose to sit on these platforms to eat, or at a table and be gawked at by the mandatory scavenger dogs (for dog lovers out there, plz don't take this as a disparaging term because that's exactly their role in restaurants here!). As for food, this restaurant serves all the local favorites such as tomato sauce fried rice (Nisha likes this one), pepper chicken fragments, and "chicken on a stick." There was also a time when we would overdose on "tai t'kaw kroch ma" (lemon tea with ice) but we tend to not do that anymore.

And then there's the dinner place, which we call, "Jackie Chan" because they have a DVD player which plays Khmer karaoke and old Jackie Chan films (dubbed in Khmer) when the power turns on at night. Their specialties include tomato sauce fried rice, samlaw m'choo yuen (Vietnamese sour soup), sngau ch'roo trei (another kind of sour fish soup), and CHICKEN FRIED CHILI CHILI! I say chili twice because it's really spicy... my whole face goes numb when I eat it - yummy! There's also a little girl who always looks like she's sleepy, and a t'los nas (a term used for cute and fat babies) baby. Mon video de karaoke favori appelle "Mok t'veu avay" (Why'd You Come Here) - ah-ah-ah-ah-ah! There's also this really cool video which stars a boy band that tries to look fly but ultimately fails because they are singing a teeny-bopper song - I'm sure the name of the song translates to something like "Four Guys Licking Lollies" or something similar.

Lastly, there's the breakfast place which serves the greatest noodle soup ever! It's so good I decided to ask the chefs (an older lady and her strikingly thin daughter) to observe them cook it one morning. They told me that I probably wouldn't be able to watch them cook the soup because they get up at 3am every morning to make it! However, they did nicely offer to write down the recipe so I took them up on that and the next day, I told them I'd come one morning anyway to watch them and possibly help them make the soup (the best way to learn a recipe is to make it yourself, after all!). Some of the ingredients, as I learned later, included .... oh, wait a minute, I can't publish it. =P

Work this week was as usual - had three focus groups. They were a blast - in a couple of them, though, there were certain people who dominated the group, which usually isn't a good thing for any focus group. Oh well, sabaay sabaay (happy happy fun fun). On the way to the focus group in Ang Koul Health Centre, me and Cheth (Ben's interpreter) actually had to stop in the middle of the road and help CONSTRUCT a bridge for the car to get to the other side... yes, some of the roads here are that ghetto. There is one road in particular that has random piles of dirt obstructing 3/4 of the road. Man, I am so glad I didn't have to drive on those roads for my whole project.

Speaking of transportation, getting around by motorbike is getting easier and easier. I can now manage to drive well alone and passably with a passenger sitting in guy position for most (sane) roads. The funny thing about motos in Kep is that they have generic locks - ANY key can make them start. Which is both a good thing and a bad thing. There are some times when Soleak and I had to drive the moto without having a key. We'd get someone to start the moto, drive somewhere, and ask random people to borrow their keys to turn it off. And when we went to get gas, we had to borrow the gas attendant's key to turn our moto off, open the gas panel, and then turn it back on again. I sometimes use my key to the ROSE guesthouse gate to turn it on. Paper clips and our Champey guesthouse room keys tend to work too sometimes. We're hypothesizing that a lot of guys grow one fingernail long on purpose here to pick locks on motos...

The night sky is wonderful here in Kep. On Thursday night, we went out to the statue of the naked lady to watch them (Glad, wish you were there man). I don't really know my constellations, but I think Ben managed to find Mars and the "Pointer Sisters" - but no Southern Cross. The Milky Way was a clear band across the sky, and we also saw around 5 shooting stars in the span of about 1/2 an hour, some which sparked like fireworks. That's fifteen wishes! Note to self - Nisha had a novel idea for a constellation book... hafta check the internet to see if such a book exists.

I just spent part of this (Saturday) morning talking to a guy at the University of Fine Arts Faculty of Music. We communicated in French, and I found out that although he worked in the office of the Faculty of Music, he knew almost nothing about when music concerts and practices would be. I asked him when the piano teachers would come here, and he replied, "On Tuesday and Friday. Maybe Monday and Saturday as well. So you can come on Monday and Wednesday." Oh well, at least I tried...

This morning, Soleak, Roth, and I went to the Sorya Shopping Mall - it's one of the highest class shopping malls in PP! Definitely, I saw lots of people who looked pretty rich (and fat) walking around everywhere, as well as a lot of expensive merchandise (about as expensive as Canadian shopping malls when they have year-end sales). After lunch, Soleak was trying to get her moto out of the parking lots when she realized that she had dropped her parking receipt in the food court - we ended up rushing back up to the food court (on the 4th F), not finding the receipt, then having to go to the parking attendant dungeon and bribing him $3.93 CDN to take the moto out of the parking lot! Both she and Roth had to leave their IDs there and leave their thumbprints on some kind of contract - wow, it was almost like she was being interrogated in that room, so I don't think she will make the same mistake again any time soon... the first time, it's funny; the second time, it sucks!

OK, gotta work, later! 

This Blog covers the MISSING WEEK (Monday, July 7 to Monday, July 14 I think) that I forgot to post but left on the ROSE computer... enjoy!

I’m Blogging this from Phnom Penh - yep, I’m here for the weekend again! Hopefully I’ll meet better weather here than I did last time - by the looks of it, I think this might be one of the last times I come here for a weekend break cause it always seems to rain in the evenings. I just came off the craziest taxi ride from Kampot. Just to fill you in, to get from Kep back to PP you hafta first take a $1.79CDN motorbike to Kampot Province, and then a $3.57CDN shared taxi from the Kampot market to PP. The whole trip takes about 4 hours! I went partially because I wanted to and partially because my translator, Soleak, had to go back to PP anyway to take a dental exam! Luckily, a friendly worker at Champey Guesthouse, Long, gave us a ride to Kampot for free. Long’s a great guy, and it’s too bad he can’t speak English (and I can’t speak Khmer) because we’re the same age. Now, this shared taxi business was unbelievable - the drivers there of course are super-poor like everybody else, so they try to capitalize on their earning potential - namely, by stuffing their taxis like a clown car. The price I mentioned above is actually the price for HALF a seat - as I soon found out… and this really pissed me off. Cuz that meant a car designed for 4 passengers usually is stuffed up to carry 6 people (including 1 driver) - meaning the worst 3-hour taxi ride you will ever have! Luckily, being the adaptable chap I was, I b*tched and screamed in my very foreign tongue when the taxi driver tried to stuff Soleak and I into half a seat - evidently it worked cuz we then got to ride 4 in the back for 3 seats, which was barely tolerable. We were stuffed in the back with two dudes who were stuffing their greasy faces with fried chicken legs. The ride was actually very entertaining - these two guys really put on a show - there was a fat one and a thin one, and they had a system worked out where one of them sat forward, the other back, and they switched about every half hour. And every once in awhile, they would shift so that one was sitting between the other’s legs! At one point, the fat one decided to ask me if Soleak and I were gf-bf - after answering “no” I asked the same thing back to them and they really got a kick out of that. Oh yeah, and the driver also RAN OVER A DOG! Granted, it was already crippled by the truck in front of us - but we felt awful just the same. After 3 hours of back-crunching, we finally got off at PP - it’s nice to be here!

The buzzword for this week was LOGISTICS - that is, nearly everything went wrong this week. While using Ian Small’s laptop on the backup generator at Champey in Kep, we realized only too late that the printer, power supply, and laptop battery were all burned out! Apparently, the generator guy put in 100% gasoline when he was only supposed to put half-gas half-oil… anyway, we (well, mostly Ian) had a heck of a time troubleshooting and trying to figure out which parts were busted and which weren’t. I think the repairs and replacements were in excess of $200CDN. In addition, the issue of power itself reared its head again. We originally chose Champey Guesthouse because it boasted 24-hour power… but we hadn’t had 24-hr power since we came there, and even with the main generator repaired, they weren’t turning it on when we wanted it. Puht-toh-uy! (Since 95% of people here are Buddhist, this literally translates to, “Oh my Buddha!”) However, most of the time is part of the reason I love coming back to PP - not that I can’t adapt to adversity, but if there is a readily available alternative I’ll take it! In Kep we found an awesome restaurant that actually served BEEF… which was a welcome change for everybody because all we seem to get here (and I know I’ll sound spoiled by saying this) is cheap shrimp, crab, fish, squid, and chicken. Occasionally pork. The restaurant also boasts (to my knowledge) the only fluent French- and English-speakers in Kep, and the only Chinese-speaking person in Kep too (respectively Chinese-Vietnamese and Chinese). I know where I’m going back! It’s located in a guesthouse attached to a bungalow too, so when you’re there you really feel like an Ewok… man, I really gotta take more pictures. 

Thursday, August 07, 2003

This Blog covers Sunday, August 3 to Thursday, August 7. Sorry the entries are so short... I'm kinda tired of typing right now...

Some corrections/addenda to add to previous Blogs: (a) the ROSE house has 3 fridges, not 2; (b) it's currently the RAINY season in Cambodia, and will be for many weeks to come; (c) the party named FUNCINPEC is not an acronym, it's the prince of Cambodia's given name! (d) when I mentioned that Ben was sick in the Friday June 27 Blog, what I meant was that he had contracted Dengue fever and he was hemorrhaging internally - he was MediVac'd up to Bangkok, Thailand to have this treated properly, and returned after a week of absence. For more details, just ask Ben! (e) at the end of the Gangsters of New York DVD I watched, there was also a totally random subtitle near the end of the movie, right after they collect all the bodies from the massacre, where somebody says, "You're a stupid head!"

Saturday

On Saturday night, I went out with Rithy & friends to U2, where we danced and had drinks... to my surprise, they actually had musical performances in between the dancing, including a special guest appearance by Treat Savat, one of the most famous singers in the country! He's the one who sings Mok T'veu Avay... make me wish I'd worn a white T-shirt to the club so that I could get it autographed.

Sunday
On Sunday I ate river snails with Kunthea and Srey On, then had lunch with Kunthea at some noodle place near Psah Thmei. Then met up with Buntheoun, Ian, Michelle, and Nelson (oh so cute - have a pic with him hugging a puppy).

Monday
On Monday, I had such a totally bad day I think I'll just write the rest of it in note form... to cleanse the misery from my memories...
- went to Kampot
- took a bike remorque (I still don't know if that's a word) to 
Sreirath Internet (what a beautiful family! very kind, too... B&N I hope you took a pic with them before you left)
- it rained
- it rained some more
- and then it stopped
- then we decided to go for lunch, and the rain started again
- waded our way to the lunch place
- NBA ate at Prochum Mith (mmmmm Luk Lak steak and fried rice)
- then back to Sreirath
- NBA was so distressed by the rain that we went to Seeing Hands to get massages
- then my ride back to Kep came, and left without me!
- road was crappy, NBA couldn't go back to Kep
- NBA met with Cheth, stayed at the Champey Kampot guesthouse
- sorry Cheth for stressing you out so much that day!
- on closer inspection, it's impossible to translate 2 documents in one night
- our room at Champey was partially flooded and the bathroom was infested with mosquitoes
- waded to dinner and back, and drank Black Panther to R&B
- had an awful night's sleep

Tuesday
- woke up at 4am to the freaking roosters... they crow even in the afternoons here, it's as if they have no idea what time it is
- was ordered back to Kep on a dime
- made it to the big OD meeting (our last official meeting in Cambodia) to present summaries of our research... half an hour late
- presentation went well! we invited the whole OD office and our 

counterparts to lunch at The Lunch Place
- packed to leave Kep
- said goodbye to the Crab Shack ladies
The girls here are really sweet... the one who does most of the cooking is named Srei which just also happens to be the name of the restaurant! It's too bad I am leaving before I get to learn how to cook pepper shrimp from her... Bunthoeun and I ended up eating at Jackie Chan for our last dinner in Kep. They showed an awesome movie which had some guy beating up a lot of other guys with Tai Chi, with periodic (and kinda random) love scenes stuck in. I've never seen such a strange combination. I'm going to miss that place too - esp the owner, the super t'los baby, and their Chili Chili Fried Chicken!

Wednesday
- woke up at 3:45am voluntarily to go to the market to learn how to cook soup
- it was pitch black! had a real hard time getting the moto around all the puddles and potholes in the dark
- I should've put more thought into visiting the soup ladies... they usually cook the soup indoors, so when I got to the market there was no one there, and I didn't want to knock on any of the doors because I might disturb sleeping people... and I didn't know enough Khmer to explain why I was there...
- oh well, sabaay sabaay
- goodbye Kep!
- went to Chinese class... WTH most of the people there were new!
- spent a quiet night in the guesthouse...

Thursday
This morning, I ran into a trio of dirty old men from Guangzhou during breakfast... they were so funny! In general, I enjoy talking to people be they good or not-so-good, just to get other people's views on life. These guys were super-slimey... they were just Chinese tourists who had come on vacation to PP with too much cash on their hands - they talked a lot about finding me a "lao po" (their terminology for a hooker), and I tried to explain to them how probably 50% of prostitutes in Cambodia have STDs, but that didn't seem to matter to them! At night, they invited me to come drink with them... hmm, I don't think I'll take them up on that... even in general, hahaha it's pretty lame to hangout with old men, much less old men who've joined the Dark Side. 

Friday, August 15, 2003

This Blog covers the NBA's trip to Siem Reap, plus one or two days before and after (Friday, August 8 to Wednesday, August 13).

Friday Night (Aug 8)
Tonight was Ian Small, Michelle, and Nelson's last night in Cambodia. so we took Bunthoeun and Khamla out to dinner, this time at Dararaksmey, a super-duper hotpot & BBQ place that operates a lot like Chinese hotpot and Korean BBQ. That night I went with Khamla to the Tuol Kok drinking place at around 11pm... it was nearly closing time, so we just had enough time for a beer, some roasted quail (that's what I'm guessing it was, although I doubt they have quail here), and when we were done we went back to the Manhattan Club to do some dancing. This time, I came determined to dance and have a good time without sending mixed messages to the working girls there (for those of you who didn't read the earlier Blog, Khamla and I had come here on an earlier occasion and had to run away from a money-hungry prom queen who was demanding $50 in a dialect I couldn't understand). I figured this time that if I actually ignored any touching and didn't make any eye contact, none of the girls would take notice and think I am a sleazy Chinese businessman. Well, it didn't work, even with me watching a soccer game on the projector at the same time I was dancing... these girls are ruthless! Khamla and I ended up running away again in fear someone was going to beat us up with an ugly stick... we decided we wouldn't go there ever again :p After the club, Khamla and I went somewhere for a few minutes, then went back home. Just ask Khamla!

The Boat to Siem Reap (Aug 9)
I figure I shouldn't have stayed up late clubbing the previous day, as I had to wake up at 6am this morning in order to catch the boat to Siem Reap, the city near Angkor (Angkor is an ancient Khmer kingdom circa 9-13th centuries, from where most of the traditional cultural prowess of the Cambodian people originates). The boat ticket cost 35.71CDN and was probably worth less than that... the Tonle Sap was just a river, with the tops of trees peaking out at the top, and I got sunburned pretty badly, even through a coat of SPF45 on my arms. Note to self: take the bus next time. Upon arriving in Siem Reap, I tried looking around for Adrienne to no avail. However, I did find Mr. Lim (Bunthoeun's friend who had offered to show us around the temples of Angkor and around Siem Reap). We went to Mr. Lim's mother's restaurant for lunch, whereupon I had the best Cambodian soups I had ever tasted... she is definitely the soup queen! Followed by watermelon that was savoured all the more because I hadn't had a drop of water since the beer the previous night. I met up with Adrienne, Ben, and Nisha at about 3:30pm and we got an awesome room for three at the Golden Angkor Hotel (2.86CDN/person/night), courtesy of Adrienne's networking.

1-1 Phnom Bakeng "Bakeng Hill"
That afternoon we took a car to the city of Angkor and bought a 3-day pass into the city (57.14CDN). Then we saw the sunset from Phnom Bakeng, an early Angkor Hindu temple that is climbable to quite a great height. Breathtaking! The architecture of the temple was also a sign of great adventures to come.

2-1 Angkor Wat "Angkor Temple"
We saw the sun rise from Angkor Wat (thanks, Ben, for waking all of us up at 4:30am!) but didn't actually go in - save the best for later!

2-2 Baksei Chamkrong
This is a tall, steep temple. I climbed it. Angkorean stairs are so FREAKING STEEP! Like, probably 60 degrees would be the lower extreme... and they only get worse from there, some places seeming completely vertical until you peer over the edge of the floor! People must've had tiny, tiny feet in that era... either that or they were all had the agility of monkeys.

2-3 Prasat Bei "Three Towers"
It's a temple with three towers. Pretty neat. We also saw a huge LINGA nearby. To the uninitiated, a linga is a phallic symbol worshipped by many of the Hindu faith. Very... um... phallicious... make sure to read "Kbal Spean" below. However, just to give the other side of the story, Nisha (our resident Hinduism expert!) isn't quite sure whether it really represents a phallus per se, or perhaps another body part of the Hindu deity Shiva.

2-4 Preah Khan "Sacred Sword"
Awesome! This is one of the places in which I really felt like an explorer. It's a temple that was basically all ground level, but it is very sprawling and easy to get lost in. In fact, I was walking around for half an hour without seeing my three companions. Lots of lingas there, too... or at least holes where lingas should have been - most of them were probably stolen by looters. Why someone would steal a huge stone phallic symbol is beyond the scope of this journal.

2-5 Neak Pean "Coiled Serpent"
This is a four-headed spring of sorts that were supposed to have healing powers. The pools however were dry when we came - it was a particularly dry morning but I think the pool fills up during certain periods of the wet season. On each of the four sides of the central Naga (multiheaded Buddhist snake), there are four spouts of the shape of an elephant, man, horse, and lion, these representing the four elements (I forgot which is which tho) of wind, water, fire, and earth.

2-6 Ta Som
This temple was nice (large random trees growing through the basement of the temple) but Ta Prohm is better.

2-7 East Mebon
Very massive temple with elephant statues on each corner. It had a very similar feel to Phnom Bakeng though. One amazing fact about it is that it was built originally on an island that existed in the 10th century, but the lake ("Eastern Baray") that surrounded it before is now dry.

2-8 Lolei
The next 3 temples were in the ancient city of Roluos, which was the capital of the Angkor kingdom in the 9th century before it moved to Angkor Thom (the classical Angkor site). Lolei is a series of small temples that have some nice carvings but is in relatively ghetto condition. After seeing this series of temples, we got totally rained over and sought refuge in a nearby hut, where we met a nice family from Belgium (or somewhere else in Europe, I forget) and the two boys who lived there. Luckily, this wasn't Kep rain, and it ceased about half an hour after it started.

2-9 Preah Ko "Sacred Bull"
This temple will be forever known for the 3 sacred bull statues ("I can do sacrilege!" - I said the line but it was Ben who rode the bull) facing the temple at its entrance, and the disgusting black bugs that infested its blocked entranceways.

2-10 Bakong
This was impressive... truly gave meaning to the term, "Temple Mountain." Got rained in again here after seeing the temple. Went to Chivit Thai for a scrumptious pad thai that didn't taste like pad thai. Oh well, at least we got to... sit on the ground?

3-1 Sras Srang
This is now a terrace, with the temple submerged in water. We tried to see a sunrise there but only succeeded in buying curios by some cute kids... one of them gave me a drawing she made because I bought a couple of her bracelets.

3-2 Banteay Kdei
Huge, one of my favourites because it is highly explorable. Lots of trees taking over the temple, but not as many as Ta Prohm. The temple seems like it will fall down any minute in many places.

3-3 Ta Prohm
My #1 favourite - it has been taken over by nature pretty much, and because of its unique appearance due to this, it has been intentionally left unrestored. All the stone used to construct the temple is either grown over with moss, lichen, vines, tree roots, or some combination of the four. Trees poke out of the ground in some places, and in others, they have completely devastated the temple structure and it looks like the temple was built around the three. At one point, I accidentally wandered off to a part of the temple that was off limits, but I didn't know it was off limits because they place they place the warning signs in some places and not in others... so I ended up climbing a huge pile of bricks and took some sweet photos of a tree growing straight out of the temple. Another reason I like this temples was because the LUSH vegetation provided a cool, humid atmosphere that allowed comfortable exploration in the searing Cambodian sun. The girls actually found the exact same doorway-hugging tree that is shown on the front of the Lonely Planet guide book. Hmm... I also saw a spicy HK meatball at this temple.

3-4 Angkor Wat Revisited
Angkor Wat is stunning. It has 3 accessible levels. The ground floor had many Apsara carvings and Buddha statues, as well as bas-reliefs (carved murals depicting stories) which we left for a later visit to check out. The second floor had the best carvings of Apsaras that I found in all of Angkor. This floor was probably the best for examining the architecture of the building, as you could see how each of the towers were built and connected to the body of the first floor. The third floor (up in the five towers of the Wat) was well-worth the climb up a 75-degree staircase, and housed four Buddhas and four corner rooms that smelled a little like urine. The view from the top level of Angkor Wat must be stunning at sunset - however, the temple closes to tourists about half an hour before then, so no luck there.

3-5 Bayon
My second favourite temple! The Bayon is a temple at the dead centre of Angkor Thom, of originally 181 huge smiling faces carved in stone towers. It is generally in contention what the faces represent. However, there are 3 styles according to the information hut at the temple's base: the Asura (evil Hindu god, IMO characterized by a big nose), the deva (squarish face with fat lips), and the devata (rectangular face with thin lips and Chinese-ish eyes). I can't really describe the emotions that are set in the faces - or their function. However, they certainly still emit the aura of power and prosperity that once existed in Angkor Thom, and the faces must have seemed very intimidating to foreign people looking to invade Angkor. If I'd been at the temple alone, I'd have been scared that one of the faces was going to open its eyes and swallow me...

3-6 Baphuon
I don't remember what happened here. Waiting for pictures to be developed!

3-7 Terrace of the Elephants
Nice bas-reliefs with phenomenal carvings of garudas and nagas, with a five-headed elephant adorning the front of the wall.

3-8 Phimeanakas
Ruined temple that had nothing to see (at least from far away; I never actually scaled this temple). I read in a guide book that the kings of Angkor were required to do "something" in this temple every night to ward off bringing bad luck to the city.

3-9 Terrace of the Leper King
A wall with a statue of an anonymous king on top. Not too impressive, as the statue is a replica of the real thing, which is now in the National Museum.

3-10 Angkor Wat Revisited Again
Went back to see the bas-reliefs and was told at 5:30pm to get out of the temple...

Day 3 Excursions Between the Temples
After lunch on day 3 we managed to check out the Old Market, eat some yummy "LUSH" chocolate candies, and check out fat buddhas with interesting carvings of people doing interesting things underneath. For dinner, we went to the Bayon II to eat a 15.71CDN buffet and see Apsara dancing at the same time. I saw an Apsara dancer that looked like Cecilia Cheung! Gave me an eerie feeling similar to seeing the gas boy in Kep that looked like the Cambodian version of Edison Chen.

4-1 Angkor Wat Revisited Yet Again
Returned to see the sunrise from the southern pool, then went through the remaining 11 bas-reliefs. Each tells a story, and interpreting the carvings for oneself is really cool - made me feel like an archaeologist. My favourite was the Battle of Kuru, where you can see hundreds of monkeys biting men and other monkeys in the head... the most artistically stunning, though, is the Churning of the Ocean of Milk, which depicts a competition between two clans to create and claim Vishnu's elixir of immortality.

4-2 Banteay Sray "Women's Fortress"
While this is usually the tourists' favourite temple, I really didn't like this one because most of the super-delicate carvings (undoubtedly the most dense and detailed of all the temples) were barriered off - we could barely make out any of the stories, and I was too tired to strain my eyes... I believe the carvings here were walled off on purpose in order to increase the sales of picture books.

4-3 Kbal Spean "Head of the River"
Our awesome (but excruciatingly careful) driver Di took us next on an hour drive to the entrance site, after which we had a half-hour uphill hike to the river of of Kbal Spean. The river is actually one of the origins feeding the This, along with Phnom Kulen, was the site of the very first capital of Angkor. Nowadays, however, nothing remains except for carvings in the area of two "Rivers of a Thousand Lingas" - that is, there are rows and rows of stubby lingas carved into the riverbed that perhaps served to "fertilize" the water. Here, we joined in the fun of two couples that were playing in a waterfall beneath the linga bed, and Ben and I got to taste some of the water too. Nice but tiring trip - luckily, as it started to look like we were going to get rained in again, we got to the car and sped off into town.

The Afternoon & Night of Day 4
Visited Artisans of Angkor, a place recommended by Ben. The students there make all sorts of carvings from stone, which they later cover with gold or bronze plating. Apparently, the students are aged 16-25 and are recruited from rural areas by teachers to be trained for a year, then produce carvings for the shop. After their time at the shop, they become "teachers" and return home to recruit more students.
After, we spent a couple hours at Aki Ra's Mine Museum, recommended by Adrienne. Aki Ra is a native Khmer that was captured as a child by the Vietnamese as a youth and forced to lay down mines... later, as a Khmer Rouge, he also laid down mines, before he switched sides and began fighting against the KR. Now, he goes around the Cambodian countryside detecting and removing over a hundred mines a week, and he opened the museum to make people aware of the mine problem that still exists in Cambodia, and give support to children who are survivors of land mine explosions. We also had a long discussion with a Scottish man who worked at the BBC before he started volunteering at the museum, and he opened our eyes further to mines and UXOs as international problems that need to be prohibited from production. That night, while the girls were getting massages, Ben and I got to check out all of Downtown Siem Reap, which I must say, was pretty unimpressive. They only things of note we saw were some fruit stands, a couple clubs, and the "Massage Place" sign that was pointing to a dark alley. That night, we went to "Martini" across the bridge, where we danced ch'guht ch'guht (crazy crazy!) to great music. I also participated in some kind of clubbing line dance with ridiculously easy steps... well, easy for everyone except for this one Korean-looking guy who was dancing the wrong steps in the wrong direction.

Back to PP
When we got back to PP (comfortable bus for 5.71CDN), we took Sony, Soleak, Bunthoeun and his family out to "999," a Khmer Hotpot restaurant across from Calmette. There, Ben and Nisha said their goodbyes to everybody since they would leave Cambodia the next day (I'm here 2 weeks longer than them since I arrived in PP 2 weeks after they did).

K, gotta post before I lose this whole Blog! Until next time... 

Wednesday, August 20, 2003

This Blog covers a story that happened to a poor unfortunate soul today (Wednesday, August 20).

Today while following my med student friend (Sopheak, a 7th year classmate of Kunthea’s and Sony’s who learned a lot of this English from joke books; his partner, Sampa, was away at home studying for the TOEFL) in the ER minor surgery room, there came in two Cambodian ladies, a crying little girl ~6yrs old with a few fresh wounds on her right scapular area and leg, and a nervous-looking 20-something foreign lady who turned out to be French. The French lady nervously glanced around and then asked us if either of us spoke any French or English - trying to be useful, I told her that we both understood English. She proceeded to explain to us that she was in Cambodia on business from France, and was driving her moto when something caused her to turn her head to the side, and upon doing so she smacked the poor little girl in the back!

One of the women, who was clearly the mother of the child, expressed obvious anger at the French lady and Sopheak called the cavalry (his supervisor) to determine whether the girl was seriously injured in any way - she had 4 or 5 bumps and scrapes, but no other injury was evident, including fractures or hematomas. After deeming the girl to have no evident problems, the French lady then said, “OK, everything’s OK, right? If she is not seriously injured I can go? I have an important meeting at ten.” Sopheak explained to the lady that she would need to pay for the girl’s treatment, which was 7.14CDN for cleaning and dressing the wound, and administering a tetanus shot. The lady STILL insisted on paying the immediate bill and then leaving, despite the obvious possibility that the girl might have to return to hospital to receive follow-up treatment, which the family probably couldn’t afford. I explained to the woman that perhaps it would be possible to leave her contact information to the family, in case they needed to pay any more for the girl’s treatment, but the French lady refused to take responsibility, stating (to me only of course, knowing full well nobody else could understand) that she could have “just sped off on my moto without looking back” and didn’t want the family to “keep asking for money.”

In an extremely nervous gesture, and after much coaxing by us, the French lady then proceeded to scrawl her name and phone number on a piece of paper and offered it to the mother, saying again that she really had to go to a meeting. The mother refused the contact information, saying that the woman should wait for the child’s father to arrive at the scene. At first, Sopheak and I were confused as to how the father could do anything but just create more argument. Then, the French lady quickly slapped the piece of paper with her phone number on the child’s bed and was just about to leave the building when it Dad arrived on the scene - as it turns out, the French woman had run her moto into the daughter of a Cambodian police chief!

All I could do was sit back, half in awe and half (admittedly) amused at how the French woman was SO going to pay through the nose for what would’ve otherwise been a minor incident. Dad quickly listened to a synopsis of the situation from his wife, and he then demanded to confiscate the French woman’s moto. This sent the French lady into a cascade of tears, and she phoned two of her Khmer-speaking friends in a panic, babbling to them in hurried French. Sopheak told me that this wasn’t too unusual and that the lady would probably be able to get her bike back for les than 20USD. I told the lady to calm down, and tried to explain that (in a nutshell) since she was in super-deep s*** to begin with, and that it was completely out of her hands, she should not be so disagreeable to the police chief and try to sound as apologetic and humble as possible (keeping in line with all of my Asian instincts). But all she kept saying was how she had to get to a meeting and that she was already doing enough just to be there in the first place. She even asked me if the police chief would accept a bribe, which kinda pissed me off a little bit because it was a stupid question, as the patient was his DAUGHTER for goodness sake... Anyway, all this resistance definitely pissed of Officer Dad, because he then threatened to take her passport away... finally, the lady’s French+Khmer-speaking friends arrived and attempted to do some damage control, but I think it didn’t work because what ended up happening was that Dad confiscated the lady’s bike, charging not $20, but a super-inflated $200USD (286CDN) fine to return it!

YIKES! Well, I guess we can learn a few lessons from this: (1) don’t drive a freaking moto in freaking Cambodia without freaking insurance! (2) if faced with a police officer whose daughter you ran over with your moto, accept the fact that there’ll be damages... mon Dieu, I can’t get over that French lady’s antics, quelle moronette... 

This Blog covers from Saturday, August 16 to Tuesday, August 19

Saturday

On Saturday I had lunch with Soleak at one of the Chinese noodle shops. In PP there's this row of 3 or 4 Chinese noodle shops right near the Central Market where most of the people owning and staffing the restaurants are northern Chinese, and I believe the majority of them makes their own noodles by hand. What's interesting about these shops is that they aren't exactly set up to make good business in PP - the whole menu is in Chinese (which 99% of Cambodians can't read) and there are only one or two staff speaking Khmer. At lunch time, Soleak and I marvelled at the northern clientele, who spoke in deafening-loud voices... I thought HK people were the loudest Chinese, but people from Jilin etc are probably reasonable contenders too... after lunch, Soleak generously took me around to the popular CD shops - was looking for a copy of Shaolin soccer for Bunthoeun, and some Korean movies for the Kunthea and Sony (who have been taking Korean classes every second day).

On Saturday at noon I went with Kunthea, her boyfriend in 4th yr compsci Watana (the coolest Cambodian name to date I believe), Sony, and Soleak to watch a live show of TV5, which is one of the hottest TV programs in Cambodia. It's basically a "variety show" with less variety and more show. The program consists of mainly singing, dancing, and advertising, with a comic skit at the end always performed by the same funny fat man (the same funny fat man was a bumbling perverted villager in "Dong Diu"). It was the first time going to a TV5 show for all 5 of us! My companions told me that this was because usually only the rowdy young people go to these shows.. I saw nothing wrong with it, though - medical students can be connected to pop culture too, can't they? After the show we went to a hole-in-the-wall restaurant for some drinks.

Sunday

On Sunday morning, I was walking from my new study spot (Centre Culturel Francais) to the Central Market to buy some fruit before I met up with Kunthea and Sony for lunch (7th year medical students on minor surgery rotation have in-hospital call 1-in-5, and this was their day on duty). Anyway, I was walking along minding my own business when this short Vietnamese-looking man comes up to me and asks me, "Hey mister, do you want a girl to sleep with?" Now, I'd come across from some pretty strange people during my time here but this just totally didn't make sense - first of all, I was walking on the street, not even looking at this guy... it's not like I was looking for something in particular - except for some rambutan fruit, maybe. Secondly, it was 11:30am, a time when Khmers usually eat lunch!

On Sunday afternoon I went with Kunthea and Sony to Bible study - which was all good, as I got to find out more about their faith and also meet some of their Christian classmates - Tiri, Sopheak, and Sampa, and some others whose names I forgot (sorry!). I also met Aline, a student educated in the Philippines who came to Cambodia only a few years ago to work "spreading the Word." I was royally embarrassed after the Bible study when Sony convinced me to join in on the Sing & Worship session. I agreed to it only because she told me the songs would be in English - it turned out, I could only sing 1 out of about 10 of the songs! And for one of the Khmer songs, the band leader (thinking I was Khmer) pointed to me and told me to stand at the front facing the crowd and show them the actions to the song. Oh my, what an awkward experience.

I tied my first stitch that day... they don't anaesthetize people here with lidocaine beforehand unless the patient is hysterical! The guy whose elbow we were stitching was yelping with every needle-poke.. yikes! I also saw other stuff. Hmm, what else.. and a nurse winked at me. That's all I have to say about that.

Kunthea has her TOEFL on the 23rd of August and she's begun to go on a TOEFL-studying frenzy. As evidenced by her translating work for Nisha and Ben, I think she really shouldn't have a problem for the most part - she is worried about the reading comprehension section though. Coincidentally, this is also the section of the MCAT in which I got the raunchiest score! Some of the inferential questions (which I nicknamed "the mind games") are not too straightforward... I wonder, if they gave the TOEFL to 1000 random native English speakers, how many of them would pass? At any rate, I wish Nisha and Ben hadn't left so early because I'm not such a good English teacher as they probably would be.

On Sunday night, there was a "Farewell Khamla Party" at the ROSE house - after 4 years of studying computer science and French, he's finally going back to Laos to work for a couple years. Kanya and her mother cooked the most wonderful dinner and we ate to the background dance music of the drunken schoolteacher's party next door. At the party there were 3 fifth-year British medical students that I also met (John, John, and Rebecca), as well as Kanya's daughters, and of course who could forget the man of the hour, RITHY. J/K, Khamla has actually had a profound impact on my experience in PP (I'm not sure if that's a completely good thing or not!), and I hope he has a good *special* time in his country developing a *special* Lao OS that will usurp Microsoft.

Monday

Monday morning at Calmette Medicine B - today I met Dr. Roeun (head of pavillion B at Calmette, trained in Vietnam after the Pol Pot Regime), Dr. Veasna (a recently graduated physician), and Dr. Bunna (a pain medicine specialist with Douleur Sans Frontieres, trained in Bulgaria). Cool. However, the cases in Pavillion B are all slightly homogeneous... most have HIV, or TB, or both. The most common presentation is diarrhea of unknown cause. Oh, and even though HIV is probably the most common condition seen on the internal medicine ward, the government cannot afford to subsidize the HIV retroviral therapy. Thus technically, in this ward the commonest condition cannot be treated, leaving treatment to be primarily symptomatic and life expectancy is 1 year or less after diagnosis.

In the afternoon I got a haircut (0.89CDN) from a guy who couldn't understand me at all. Sound scary? Yeah it was, except Kunthea was helpful in making sure my head didn't get butchered.

On Monday evening I ate at a vegetarian restaurant (not MY choice!) with my friend Chengtai. We had mushrooms and instant noodles. For the uninitiated, instant noodles are notoriously common in Cambodia, as they have them even in the most remote places... e.g. it's the only kind of noodle you can find in Kep. You would think, on getting out of Canada and into Southeast Asia, that there would probably more fresh noodles made in Cambodia than pre-fried packaged Mr. Noodles... and you'd be wrong, because they're the cheapest kind of noodle buy and thus are common here.

Tuesday

On Tuesday afternoon I went to a medical school EKG class with Kunthea, Sony, and lots of their other classmates. Jon and Rebecca, as well as an American medical student, were also there. I thought this would be quite a sophisticated class, what with final-year medical students attending it and all... but I was surprised to find out that the class just consisted of a foreign Christian missionary reading straight out of Dubin! (For those of you not knowing Dubin, I call it the "Dumbin'" but I think it actually should be called, "EKGs Simplified for Rapid Interpretation by Lower Primates" - extremely popular among U of T students, and apparently Cambodian students as well (photocopy for ~3.00CDN)!! The professor was reading the book almost verbatim, complete with the "Hey class, why don't we fill in the blanks together!" pauses... I was so bored I took a couple pictures with Sony, who was also bored.

On Tuesday afternoon Soleak helped me send 295 of my Cambo pics to scan and burn onto CD for 26.40CDN. It sounds a little expensive, but I think it sure beats spending 3 straight days at a library in Toronto doing nothing but scanning...

Soleak passed her law exams! That makes her one of the few students to pass everything in law, and one of the few students to pass everything in dental year 3 as well... I saw some of the lists of scores, and there were many classes where everybody failed! Soleak told me that in her law school, very few people passed every exam and even she only grazed past the passing mark with 50%... which leads me to believe that maybe Cambodia has so many uneducated people because the old generation is failing all the students?

On Tuesday night I went with Soleak to the riverfront, which basically is a huge amusement park... they have rides, small shops, karaoke stands, and best of all, rows of huts where people sit on mats, order greasy food, and watch TV! After eating dinner over a taping of TV5 (with the same comedians!), we went to one of the spinning rides and I almost hurled! The ride costs 0.36CDN per person for FIVE MINUTES, which translates into a lot of kiddies throwing up because the spinning ride is not too smoothly constructed... after sitting down and collecting my intestines off the ground (no, I didn't actually throw up), we headed off to the National Monument to sit down. There, we found out that the National Monument is not actually the safest place in PP to be taking a rest - they have 24-hour security there (10 armed guards are responsible for patrolling here) and it's right across from Prime Minister Hun Sen's house! Furthermore, the monument is located on a roundabout on Sihanouk Blvd, one of the busiest streets in PP, and so at night when all the people in the city are drunk, they tend to drive their motos... smack into the monument! LOL what a great city...

Friday, August 22, 2003

This Blog covers yesterday.

On Thursday morning I went to a morning report session where the staff of surgery present cases to each other and ask for suggestions. It was a thoroughly confusing morning, as all the reports are explained by the staff in Khmer-style French (with the delicious rolling r’s) that I can’t understand very well, but the med students can understand 100%. Additionally, there was one French surgeon present that spoke at a hundred miles an hour so I couldn’t understand him either (Kunthea tells me that 50% of the people in the room can probably understand him, and the rest are just groping in the dark like me). There was a short presentation on the Whipple procedure. The Whipple is what I also call the “everything-ectomy;” you remove most of the pancreas, duodenum, gall bladder, and some cholinergic nerve roots, and then anastomose the common bile duct to the jejunum, pancreas to the jejunum, and stomach to jejunum.

After lunch with Sopheak (who was taking his 2nd 24-hour shift in a row voluntarily), I went to the library with Soleak to study, after which Sony and Kunthea arrived - the library was full by then, so we ended up going to the children’s library across the street from Centre Culturel Francais, where we’d probably have more space. There, I introduced Sopheak to the wonders of Asterix, the best-drawn comic series ever (Goscinny et Uderzo)! After studying until 6pm there, we moved back to the French centre library and studied until 7pm (closing time), after which we went to Wah Kee on Monivong for a super-exquisite Chinese dinner (10.71CDN for all three of us - expensive by Cambodian standards though)!

Special Report: The Naked Baby Phenomenon
Cambodia is the first country I’ve been to where babies run rampant through the streets completely naked. It’s much more common for boys than girls, although you do see many more naked babies of both genders running around outside of PP (babies being used liberal to describe young kids). Soleak tells me that it’s completely acceptable to wear your birthday suit in public until age 10. This counts for both boys and girls! Seeing as people here can get married at a particularly early age (16 is the minimum), it is theoretically possible for someone to be married, have one child, and truthfully say, “Just seven years ago I was running around naked all the time in Phnom Penh!” Don’t take this as a bad thing though, as in Cambodia it’s probably more economically sound and convenient, given the poverty level and the high temperatures year-round, respectively. Heck, I wish I were 10 years old here - all my dirty shirts are becoming a pain to wear... 

Sunday, August 24, 2003

This Blog covers from Friday, August 21st to Sunday, August 24th

On Friday, I spent most of the morning with Kunthea and Sony (who were on 24-hour duty that day) and the classmates in their rotation (Sokheng, Sopheak, Sampak, Tiri, with Tola being absent)... they’d come for a seminar on fractures. The powerpoint presentation was in French and the teaching was in Khmer. In French, they have a very cool mnemonic to remember the types of fractures, but I doubt I can remember it as the words don’t really mean anything to me. Afterwards, the group explained to me some of the in-jokes within their group - including one that has the 4 boys in the group donning the F4 names (the K4!). I’m still trying to get Sopheak to enter them into the Nescafe Challenge, the Phnom Penh version of StarSearch.

HAPPY DAY!
In the afternoon, Kunthea got a call from the TOEFL test centre telling her some unexpected news - since the TOEFL centre hadn’t gotten the written assessment topics from the USA, the TOEFL was going to be postponed until October! That gives her just over 30 more days to prepare, and I warned her to not let her guard down, and to keep on studying and reading every day... she also got a call from Kanya (one of the admin of ROSE) with MORE good news - she got an offer to be a staff surgeon there after graduation! Even though her goal is to be an obs/gyn, nevertheless this will be a good learning experience for her, and hopefully ROSE might be able to conform its services offered around her interests. In Cambodia, physicians working in hospital are paid precious little - one estimate I heard placed the salary at $36CDN in one month, which is less than what a mototaxi driver makes (in case you were wondering, the seventh year med students do have wages - about $3.81CDN per month)! This drives the docs to all pursue private clinic duties in the afternoons to make ends meet. However, I believe the salary situation at ROSE is more humane as it's an NGO, so it's a super-special opportunity (Kunthea's medical translating expertise would make her an asset to the organization as well)... what a happy day!

That night, I decided to “take the 24-hour shift” with Kunthea and Sony as they had an extra porta-bed to spare. That night we each went home for a shower and dinner, then came back. At about 11pm, I was getting super-tired, but Kunthea told me that they usually sleep at midnight at the earliest, so we went across the street to a midnight snack place where I got a power-shake (about 10 different kinds of fruit + an egg, all blended together) and Kunthea got some bobo, which is the Cambodia’s tastier version of Chinese rice porridge. We quickly split after the gay waiter started giving me strange looks. That night, there was only 1 patient that came in to the minor surgery room - an unusually low number, Kunthea later told me. Apparently, this young guy was smacked on the head with a 2x4 by his dad, for going out of the house too late! In Cambodia, only the rebellious youth and gangsters usually go out later than 9pm... i.e. "naughty people" - hopefully the son will learn his lesson and not do it again, as a father smacking his son in the head with a 2x4 apparently is not a reportable incident in Cambodia!

Since Kunthea didn’t have her TOEFL on Saturday, she decided to take me, Sony, and the rest of the gang on an overnight trip to her home province, Prey Veng, over the weekend! Pssst... Kunthea and Sony (under no coercion from me) told their parents they were staying overnight at Calmette Hospital! Apparently, it’s not the first time they’ve done it, either... unfortunately, Soleak couldn’t join us because her parents (as per K&S) didn’t allow her to go, and she didn’t have the excuse of being able to say she was staying overnight at the hospital.

So we met at the Olympic Market on Saturday morning. At first, it was only going to be K&S and me going, but at the last minute we convinced Sopheak to come, Sopheak convinced Sampak to come, and we also convinced Tiri (the most studious of the group?) to come, despite the entire group having a surgery rotation final exam on Tuesday! Tiri also valliantly agreed to go despite having 24-hour duty on Saturday. We left on a Cambodian-style van taxi (2.50CDN) at about 7:30am. For the beginning of the trip, the taxi-pusher (the guy who’s hired to try and pseudo-abduct people into the van to fill it up) wanted to fit himself into the front with me and Sony for a 2000 riel discount (0.71CDN), but we refused and so we drove on... about 15 minutes later I started wondering where the taxi-pusher had gone, since there wasn’t any room in the back and he’d disappeared... so I look behind be, and to my awestruck wonder, the guy was sitting OUTSIDE of the van, with only his butt keeping him from falling out of the window! I didn’t want my greed for space to get this guy killed, so I offered him to sit in the front... if I’d left him hanging out of the car and he had been killed as a result, it would’ve essentially been me and Sony spending $1USD to get this guy killed just so we could have more room to sit... it ended up backfiring on us though, because at the end of the trip the guy charged us $5.36CDN altogether for taking up the space of 3 people for the first hour of the trip - and I was too lazy to argue this ripoff, so I just handed him enough cash so Sony would only have to pay the normal price everybody else was paying... which leads me to today’s PEARL OF WISDOM! Cambodia is an Asian country. It is also a Buddhist country, and thus most people are supposed to be honest - but the blight of suffocating poverty sometimes prevents this cultural virtue from surfacing.

In Prey Veng, to tell you the truth, there wasn’t much to do besides visiting Kunthea’s family members. Kunthea never actually lived in the village we visited, but there she has a sister (about my age, with 2 super-cute kids, one a two-year old boy, the other a six-year old child prodigy who spelled my name in English; thanks Pich!) and brother-in-law, a cousin who runs a local clinic (whose lovely house we stayed at for the day) and his family, another cousin (a physician at a local referral hospital) and his wife (who sells garments and does tailoring), and a pensive uncle (who is a self-taught repairman of TVs/radios/VCRs) and his family. We also went on a motorbike tour of the countryside, where Kunthea showed us Prey Veng silk weavings with naturally-made dyes, the pride of her province - only the rich can afford such high-quality silk textiles, which sell for 71CDN for one with synthetic dyes, to 143CDN for a dress made with natural dyes. Apparently, Queen Norodom frequents the silk shops of Prey Veng whenever she requires ceremonial garments.

The gang also taught me the innerworkings of the Cambodian washroom - washrooms in most houses consist of a flushless squatter, and a big stone reservoir filled with fresh water. The lighting is just a single lightbulb. To use the toilet, you have to do your business in the usual Asian style - except that when it comes time to flush... you can’t. The “flushing” consists of taking a bowl and manually dumping so much reservoir water in the toilet that the excrement is all pushed down into the pipe. Baths consist of the bowl and the reservoir, and is performed in the “bucket-bath” fashion - actually, it doesn’t feel half bad. However, I was traumatized by the Cambodian-style washroom for the simple fact that I fell on my ass the first time I went in... oh well, so much for maintaining the respect of the group!

We came back from PV to PP on an uneventful taxi ride through the artificial rubber tree forest (1.79CDN) which included stopping for breakfast at Skopuon, the village where everybody eats fried spiders and fried frogs - yuck! It’s not like I’m grossed out by eating those animals - they just taste disgusting - perhaps the frog would taste better on the barbeque, and I think the spiders should just be done with altogether - no meat! 

Tuesday, September 02, 2003

This final Blog covers my last 3 days in Cambodia (Tuesday, August 26 to Friday, August 29). Just before I forget to do so at the end of this entry, the total cost of this trip on my shoulders was about $340CDN. Not bad, although I thought at the beginning I might've been able to break even...

Tuesday

I spent this whole morning in Medicine pavillion B, the coronary care unit. The chief of this unit is a wonderfully scholarly cardiologist, Dr. Sarak Phally. Along with a few other general physicians (most of them there to gain more confidence in their skills at the post-internship level), this represents the highest quality cardiology unit in Cambodia. Dr. Phally was trained in France and is a true medical scholar - at least in comparison to the medical staff I've met so far. According to all the medical students, he's known for two things: "speaking French like a Frenchman" (i.e. so fast that no one can understand except for French-educated staff) and for his daughter, a 3rd year medical student who basically could already be a cardiologist, because she seems to tag along with her father all the time and seems to know the ward inside-out already. Dr. Phally was actually a very good teacher for me, when he could explain things in English - I could sense that he definitely knew what he was talking about.

I don't remember what happened in the afternoon - maybe I spent it at an internet cafe again? However, at night, Sambath, Kunthea, Sony, and Theary took me out to eat some Cambodian mi tiu (won ton noodle soup). Sopheak couldn't come because he'd been up late the night before in the surgery room. What a great sport Sopheak is - he volunteers to take the 24-hour shift two nights in a now, whereas everybody else only has to take only one 24-hour shift.

I might as well explain more about the structure of the medical class right now. Each year there are about 90 students: 50 from high school and 40 are mature students (mostly upgrading from the canceled four-year O.S. program). In the group of 50 young students (41 male, 9 female), there are 5 groups of 10. In K&S's group, however, there are only nine. They are further broken down into pairs for purposes of arranging a 1-in-5 in-hospital call schedule. Here's the group of K&S's group below:

Day 1 - Kunthea and Sony
Day 2 - Theary and Leang
Day 3 - Tola and Sokheng
Day 4 - Sopheak and Sambath
Day 5 - Sopheak and Limheng
(The K4: Leang, Sopheak, Sambath, and Limheng)

There is an interesting story behind Theary and Leang being partners, but I won't discuss that here.  After dinner we went to a neat street snack shop across from the O Russey Market to have fruit shakes (0.54CDN). Those shops really are wonderful, and I'm going to miss them. Snack shops colour the streets of PP at night (night = from about 6-10pm or later, depending on the business), and take the form of carts on the street that mainly sell juice, stir-fried noodles, roasted pork, fried pork meatballs, sweet oily sausages on skewers, and duck eggs (which I like to call "dead-baby-ducks" or DBDs - more about them later). My favourite, however, is the fruit juice that they make fresh. The juice consists of several fruits - longan, papaya, jackfruit, apple, pineapple, durian, and a few others I forget - mixed together in a blender with an egg and a bit of ice. It's fantastic, filling, nutritious, and cheap! Also, eating at those snack places is almost purely a social occasion, so you can sit on stools at a little table about half the height of a normal dinner table, and talk while you munch on goodies. The ambience may not be that charming (used napkins and food waste all over the ground, and children leading blind beggars in between the tables), but it definitely has something over the overpriced indoor establishments that rule Toronto.

K&S suggested that I try a dead baby duck (DBD), but we couldn't eat DBDs today because the lady selling them had gotten into an argument with the lady selling juice - thus, we couldn't both drink juice and eat DBDs at the same time here... there's always tomorrow!

Wednesday

This morning I attended a lung tumour thoracotomy in the early morning with K, S, Theary, and Sopheak. It was being done by this French surgeon. However, we really couldn't see much of the operation because (1) the surgeon was over 6 feet tall and very... thick, and (2) there were also two French medical students who were also close to 6 feet tall. K & Theary managed to get stepladders and get a good look at both the tumour and some lymphadenopathy, but Sopheak and I were struggling to see since the two French girls took my stepladder when I climbed down for 2 minutes! Oh goodness, if I were ever to learn surgery, I will definitely not learn it in France.

Later in the morning I attended an obstetrics class meant for the whole surgery group. However, not everybody necessarily shows up because there is no organized way to inform students when there is going to be a lecture. To add to that, Theary tells me that profs usually don't make it to their own lectures on time, since they are usually busy at the hospital - thus much of the med students' studies there are self-directed. Hm, as for the obstetrics class, I couldn't understand Khmer so it was basically a waste of time. Oh pooh.

In the afternoon, I went with Limheng and Sopheak to Central Market to go on a selfish shopping extravaganza! I needed to get some formal clothes to wear in hospital when I get back to Toronto - so Sopheak told me it'd be good to look for some 2nd-hand clothes. Don't get me wrong, though - in Cambodia, Sopheak tells me that 2nd hand clothes in Cambodia are better quality than new clothes. Now, you must be thinking, how can this be? Well, 2nd-hand clothes are usually sold by foreigners who come to Cambodia and find out that their clothes aren't too suitable for the weather or their occupation, so they end up selling nearly new clothing and it ends up at these shops, which can be found at almost any market. New clothing, on the other hand, is likely to come from Vietnam, where labour is not only cheap, but it is notoriously unskilled. Thus, there is a joke in Cambodia where anything that falls apart before it should is called, "Made in Vietnam." For example, during the NBA's stay in Kep, Sony had brought back a newly purchased pair of shoes from PP, which fell apart on like the 1st or 2nd day - after which we considered it, "Made in Vietnam." Anyway, I ended up buying a lot of stuff (maybe too much?) - Mom, you would've loved the deals - 4 pairs of dress pants (3.57CDN/pc totalling 14.28), 5 dress shirts (3.57CDN/pc totalling 17.85), and a pair of black soft leather shoes (40CDN). That is probably more clothes shopping than I do in a year - but hey, when will I ever find deals like that again?

At 5pm, K&S, Theary, Sopheak, and I went to a CSI (Christian Services International?) case study taught by Kendrick, a Texan expat physician who's lived in Cambodia for like 3 years. The lesson was interesting, and taught an algorithm for treating diabetic ketoacidosis. It would've been better, though, if I'd been able to speak Khmer, 'cause Kendrick was attempting to speak as much Khmer as possible - from which came a new language, Khmerglish!

After the lesson, K&S, Sambath, Theary, and Sopheak went with me to the same snack place we went yesterday to eat DBD! Wow, it was tasty. What's so special about these eggs is that they are fertilized - thus, there is a live developing duck fetus inside - live, that is, until the egg is boiled. What Khmers do is place the egg upright on a small cup, with the fat (air bubble-containing) side up. Then they take a small spoon and mash the top, creating a tiny opening, through which they then stuff garlic and chili sauce! Then you take the small spoon again, and start mashing the innards of the egg so that you can scoop some of it in small pieces. Then comes the best part - after you're finished eating the solids, you tip the egg over and suck the liquid remains! Tasty! Surprisingly there were no hard parts; it really was all edible.

That night, Sopheak gave me a lift back to my guesthouse, and I showered and settled accounts (5.71/night for 16 nights = $91.40CDN). I also made a couple phone calls to set up a meeting with Bunthoeun the next day to pick up some documents from the MOH. I had an argument with the phone booth lady (yes, phone booths in Cambo consist of outdoor booths with ladies, or very rarely men, who carry cell phones in a purse) over how much to pay - it's the principles that count! I made a first call (300 Riels = 11 cents CDN), handed her a 500 Riel bill (18 cents), then told her I needed to make a second call (400 Riels = 14 cents), after which I gave her another 500 Riel bill - but she said it wasn't enough, forgetting that I gave her another freaking 500 Riels five minutes earlier! After arguing in both English and Chinese (there was a Chinese-Khmer guy conveniently nearby) in vain, we agreed - she said she didn't want my money, and I told her I didn't want to give her my money! However, I ended up giving her the right total (25 cents) plus an extra 100 Riel (4 cents), feeling kinda bad at being such a cheap and nitpicky foreigner.

I then returned to the hospital to accompany S&K again on their 24-hour shift - their final 24-hour call shift in Calmette Hospital (the best general teaching hospital in Cambodia) - their next rotation will be Peds, which is closer to the airport. Oh, and that night Kunthea convinced Sony and I to go with her to eat bobo again - she often gets a midnight bobo hunger attacks, apparently.

Thursday

During the argument with the phone lady the previous day, I accidentally dropped my cell phone on the floor. This morning, I had to go to a repair shop to have it fixed (took 2 hours, cost 8.57CDN). While it was being repaired, called Soleak up and we went together to check out the Royal Palace (I know I know, it's strange how I waited until my last full day in Cambo to see the tourist site I should have seen first). The palace (4.29CDN for foreigners, 0.36CDN for Cambodians) was, well, pretty boring. I don't think a tour guide (7.14CDN) would have helped either, because there was really not much to see. Just another palace. The throne room was nice, and we saw a lot of nice emerald/gold/diamond buddhas in the silver pagoda, but other than that, the Royal Palace just seemed to me like a waste of space - I mean, it's not ancient by any means - and Cambodia still has a king - so why make the palace into a tourist attraction? Soleak and I managed to talk to one of the security guards in the throne room - apparently, the palace is just a nicety and not really used anymore at all. I wager it brings in only meagre tourist revenue as well, because I didn't see that many tourists there - they probably get only around 200 in a whole day. The guards, however, work grueling hours - 2-hour break in the middle of the day, with a break in the night as well - so basically, most of their life consists of sitting in a chair with one other guard, alone in a mostly empty palace. The guard to whom we were talking hadn't even arrested one person before. After seeing a few other buildings with large tablets of "Buddha's footprints," we then passed through the Elephant Palace (not much to see there either, just a place with lots of tools for grooming elephants) and a Khmer traditional clothing museum. Then that was basically it.

After the palace, I was as thirsty as... someone who hadn't drunk water in a long time. Wanting to take lunch, I phoned my Chinese school friend Chengtai to invite him out, and Soleak and I ended up eating watermelon at his place (we brought him longan and durian, but he staunchly refused them). It was a pretty funny conversation we had - no matter who spoke to whom, there was always one person who didn't understand. We talked about his studies, how he can't sleep without his baobao pillow (long, pole-shaped pillows that Khmers hug at night), how he couldn't enroll in the University for Foreign Languages because, "I am very broke!" (the way he worded it made us all have a good laugh, even though it wasn't in fact funny by a long shot), and how he spends his vacations going back to his home land Banteay Meanchey translating documents from Chinese into Khmer for his family. At the end, we exchanged email addresses and he gave me two Chinese storybooks which had brought him much joy from reading.

Soleak and I then parted because she had class and I had to go to MOH to meet Bunthoeun to pick up some photocopies of documents ($214CDN! paid by CIH). Bunthoeun and I dropped them off at the ROSE house, and he spent a few minutes eating the durian there. Yummy! Afterwards I met up with Kunthea at the French library, whereupon she told me she'd been doing TOEFL exercises for hours and had been getting nearly all the questions right! We met up with Sambath at K&S's Korean teacher's 5th floor apartment at around 4:30pm, and I got to observe on their exercises. Sony forgot about the lesson! The three get free lessons because their teacher isn't actually a Korean teacher by trade. After a lesson which seemed a little frustrating for the teacher (she was very humorous about their mistakes, though), we ate wonderful kimchee and then began phoning people for dinner.

Sambath, Kunthea, Sopheak, Soleak, and Theary (Sony was at home, too far away to be able to make it back early) were able to meet together for my last dinner out on the town - a Cambodian hotpot, nonetheless! This place was across from Sorya shopping centre and was very good - we gorged ourselves for 15.71CDN, which turned out to be 2.62CDN per head. There, we talked more about anything under the sun, and came up with the decision that Sopheak ("Sunshine Boy") would make a great psychiatrist, because his omnipresent smile would be sure to instantly cure any patient coming in with depression or anxiety disorder before he even had a chance to take a history.

After dinner I had the hankering for some drinks to wash down all that MSG, so I suggested we go across the street to Sorya and drink a few SUPER JELLY DRINKS (0.21CDN)! Mmm tasty - too bad they don't have those in Canada (and if they do, it'd probably be too expensive anyway). We walked through the mall, mostly talking about "stuff" and how Kunthea wants to buy me a skirt (?). I closed the night by saying farewell to Theary, Sopheak, Sambath, and my sassy Cambodian sis, Soleak.

Friday

This morning there wasn't really much left to do. I went to the ROSE house to do some final packing after a grueling motobike ride carrying 40% of my luggage in my hands (I knew all those hours at the piano would pay off some day!). As I was packing, I was fortunate (?) enough to run into Jim, the founder of ROSE Charities. Seeing as we had never met before and he had no reason to really respect me right off the bat, the look he gave me told me a clear message: "Who are you, and what are you doing in my house?" So in a rushed, 10-minute conversation, I was forced to explain my presence in Cambodia, my connection to U of T, my projects in PP and Kep, the results of my projects, and their significance. Of course, being the flustered me, I wasn't very eloquent and I really didn't care much for his probing, although it was certainly his right to do so.

After packing, I headed to the hospital to say my final goodbyes to Kunthea and Sony. But not being a person who can say goodbyes with a straight face, K&S came with me and Bunthoeun to the airport, and my trip ended then and there, with the three waving to me as I disappeared into the sea of people departing Cambodia, alone and ready for a 29-hour journey home. Thank you everybody (esp Soleak, K&S, Bunthoeun, Khamla, Theary, Sokheng, the K4; and BEN and NISH) for making this trip unforgettable - before I left I was scared I might end up regretting this trip, but wouldn't you know it, everything worked out for the better.

Lia-son hao-y! FIN. 

