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By Daniel Otis

T he rust-caked ferry groans as it 
runs aground opposite a con-
crete pagoda. The gangway is 
dropped and, one at a time, 

motorbikes are eased onto a pothole-
riddled track. A tourist couple takes 
up the rear on a pair of battered bicy-
cles. As soon as they hit land, a young 
woman materialises with an armload of 
cotton and silk. “Mister! Madame!” she 
shouts as the tourists ride away. “Please 
buy scarf!”

Koh Dach is a small Mekong River 
island 15 kilometres northeast of 
Phnom Penh. With the exception of  
a few motorbikes and a handful of 
electric lights, it is a world away from 
the urban bustle mushrooming down-
stream. It is a place of narrow dirt roads, 
tiny plantations and grazing white 
cattle; a place where underneath nearly 
every wooden stilt house, you can find 
people toiling on ancient looms – their 
chief source of income. 

It is a mesmerising sight, watching the 
islanders weave; thread is spun on old 
inverted bicycles, strands of every con-
ceivable colour stretched on wooden 
frames, then a fast and unthinking dance 
of hands and feet create brilliant designs 
from the patterns of unconscious history. 

Koh Dach may appear pleasantly 
bucolic to casual visitors, but it is not an 

oasis of tradition: whereas many Cambo-
dians have benefited from the past dec-
ade’s economic boom, Koh Dach’s resi-
dents have seen their fortunes dwindle. 

Like her parents and grandparents 
and all the generations that came 
before her, Souvoen, 44, has spent her 
entire life weaving. Her smooth, pale 
features are testament to her tireless 
labour in the shadows of her raised 
house. Along with two of her four 
children, Souvoen works her fam-
ily’s three wooden looms. Her other  
two children work in Phnom Penh 
garment factories.

Each loom can produce a single sarong 
(or sampot) per day. Phnom Penh mer-
chants purchase formal sarongs laced 
with silver or gold thread for $3.50 
apiece; simpler chequered sarongs sell 
for $2. Such garments are then sold in 
the city’s markets for more than double 
these prices. The frequency of the 
merchants’ visits, however, has been 
declining in recent years. As Cambo-
dia’s young majority becomes increas-
ingly fashion-conscious, the demand 
for traditional hand-woven textiles is 
slowly disappearing.

“While people in Phnom Penh get richer, 
our lives are getting worse,” Souvoen 
says. “We might have big houses on Koh 
Dach, but we are all very poor.” 

pigs, and cattle rest in the shade of broad-
leafed banana plants while a visiting 
neighbour breastfeeds an infant.

Chhoen Sam Ang does not want to 
see future generations follow in her 
footsteps. “Weaving used to be profit-
able,” she says. “Now, even after selling 
bananas from my plantation, I can’t 
always afford to buy food.” With last 
year’s floods destroying most of her 
crops, Chhoen Sam Ang has recently 
been forced to borrow money to make 
ends meet. Although she works every 
day, she does not think she will be able to 
pay back her debts. “This,” she says, “is 
happening to everyone here. There is no 
future in weaving. All the young people 
are leaving Koh Dach. Maybe my grand-
children will be able to support them-
selves by working in garment factories.”

To its international clients, Cambodia 
boasts garment factories that are clean, 
modern and safe; a boast that, with the 
exception of several recent mass faint-
ings, is more or less true. While working 
conditions are decent, ethical production 
in Cambodia does not extend to workers’ 
salaries, which are some of the lowest in 
the world. It is precisely this combina-
tion that has allowed Cambodian facto-
ries to attract lucrative contracts from 
international clothing retailers such as 
the Gap, H&M, and Uniqlo.

Flashing a smile full of gold and silver 
fillings, Chhoen Sam Ang, 60, proudly 
boasts that she has never made the short 
trip to the nearby capital. She has only 
left her island home once, and that was 
against her will: in 1975, along with the 
rest of the island’s inhabitants, Chhoen 
Sam Ang was forcefully moved to the 
mainland to farm rice for the Khmer 
Rouge. When the Khmer Rouge fell in 
1979, Chhoen Sam Ang immediately 
returned to Koh Dach.

A half-dozen children run around 
Chhoen Sam Ang’s only loom as she 
works on an exquisitely detailed blue, 
gold, and pink sampot. Nearby, chickens, 

While a small number of factory 
owners reap the rewards of this multi-
billion dollar industry, it is unlikely that 
the prospects of the 350,000 predomi-
nantly young women working these 
factories’ floors will ever surpass the 
$2.50 they can earn each day. Working 
six days a week from 8am to 6pm, a 
single sewing machine operator can 
produce more than 100 items of cloth-
ing per day. By contrast, a weaver on 
Koh Dach, waking up at dawn and 
taking occasional breaks to chat with 
neighbours, can make the same living 
producing a single garment in one or 
two days. 

However, with rising material costs 
and no guarantees that merchants will 
buy their wares, it seems that Koh 
Dach’s residents, desperate for stable 
income, are increasingly exchanging 
the lonely clacking whoosh of the loom 
for the crowded and dizzying whirl 
of the factory. While a cooperative 
approach to selling and marketing their 
wares might be the only way to save 
the islanders’ traditional livelihood, no 
such efforts have been made.

“Even with three of my children 
working in garment factories, I still don’t 
want to visit Phnom Penh,” Chhoen Sam 
Ang says. “And why should I? There is 
nothing for me there.” ¡

Koh Dach’s weavers discuss the death 
of their cottage industry

CAMBODIA

SINKING IN THE 
SHADOW OF 
PROGRESS

Tradition unravelled: weavers like 
Chhoen Sam Ang are having to borrow 

money to make ends meet

Mass production: weavers are leaving Koh Dach for Phnom Penh’s garment factories

Weaving used to 
be profitable. Now, 
even after selling 
bananas from my 
plantation, I can't 
always afford to 

buy food
Chhoen Sam Ang, weaverTh
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