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“He only thought about his country,”
says Doung Samneang, 59, with tears in
her eyes. Upon hearing of Sihanouk’s
death on Oct. 15, Samneang travelled
more than 300 kilometres to the capital,
where she has been keeping a vigil in
front of the palace.

“We have lost a very good king.”

ON MONDAY, a cremation ceremony
will be held for Sihanouk. More than 1.5
million mourners are expected to de-
scend on the capital, along with Japan’s
Prince Akishino and the prime min-
isters of France, Thailand and Vietnam.

Despite the outpouring of grief and
extensive ceremony, the cremation may
be a turning point for Cambodia. The
monarchy, which stretches back 1,200
years, faces its greatest threat.

Sihanouk was crowned in 1941and suc-
cessfully negotiated independence
from France in 1953. Two years later,
Sihanouk abdicated in favour of his fa-
ther. He became prime minister and

ruled as a feudal lord, ushering in what
some still wistfully refer to as Cambo-
dia’s “Golden Era.”

A1970 coup deposed Sihanouk, and for
the next two decades, the country de-
scended into turmoil under the U.S.-
backed regime of Gen. Lon Nol, the
murderous Khmer Rouge, an invading
Vietnamese army, then the Vietnam-
ese-installed forces of what would be-
come the Cambodian People’s Party
(CPP), which controls Cambodia today.
Throughout the tumult, Sihanouk
headed various governments-in-exile.

Sihanouk returned to Cambodia to
much fanfare as part of a 1991 peace
agreement. He was recrowned king in
1993 — this time as a constitutional
monarch.

In 2004, Sihanouk surprised Cambo-
dians by abdicating in favour of his son,
Norodom Sihamoni. The choice was en-
dorsed by the government and Prime
Minister Hun Sen.

A bloody coup d’état in 1997 saw Hun
Sen and the CPP wrest control from
FUNCINPEC — the elected royalist
party founded by Sihanouk. Over the
next decade, the CPP solidified its hold
over Cambodia while FUNCINPEC dis-
integrated. 

With its parliamentary majority, the
CPP now controls the body responsible
for selecting new kings from the royal
family. Even Sihamoni’s Privy Council,
an office once populated by royal family
members and technocrats, is now over-

seen by the CPP. Moreover, with its grip
on the legislature, the CPP could — hy-
pothetically — amend Cambodia’s con-
stitution and declare the country a re-
public, thus ending the millennium-old
monarchy.

Prince Thomico, who served as his un-
cle’s private secretary, believes the royal
family can only survive by becoming a
moral voice.

“King Sihamoni was given the throne
by his father, and it is his duty, his mis-
sion, to make sure the Cambodian mon-
archy survives. It is up to the royal fami-
ly, therefore, to do what King Sihamoni
can’t do: voice the concerns of the peo-
ple.”

THE CREMATION CEREMONY will be
perhaps the greatest sign of the chang-
ing nature of Cambodia’s monarchy. A
Jan. 26 rehearsal suggests the funeral
procession will be a display of govern-
ment strength, with a 101-gun artillery
salute and legions of generals in medal-
heavy uniforms, stiff police sergeants,
white-clad politicians, and scores of
youths from the CPP-affiliated Cambo-
dian Scouts and Red Cross.

Monarchical power appears to be
dwindling in favour of a new dynasty.
Hun Sen, whose official honorific
means “The Great Lord Protector,” has
declared that his children will rule Cam-
bodia in his wake. 

“I think Hun Sen wants to appropriate
the kind of political power that Siha-

nouk had and imitate some of his ges-
tures, like being kind to people in the
countryside,” says historian David
Chandler. “But this isn’t done out of any
benevolence — I think Sihanouk had a
genuine benevolent quality — I think
Hun Sen is just interested in the main-
tenance of power and the development
of Cambodia.”

Sihamoni seems resigned to his cere-
monial role. He appears at festivals and
ceremonies and quietly engages in char-
itable work — but that is all.

“Sihamoni has decided that he’s not in
aposition to take any initiatives to break
away from the tight controls that have
been placed on him by the govern-
ment,” Chandler says. “He’s got no in-
dependence of action at all that I can
see, and that’s exactly the way Hun Sen
would like it.”

Across from the Royal Palace, workers
have been frantically erecting a large
stupa and pavilion for the cremation. 

Sok San, 84, travelled to Phnom Penh
for the ceremony.

“King Sihanouk used his intelligence
and love to gain the respect of the peo-
ple,” the farmer says. He shows a collec-
tion of weather-stained photos: young
Sihanouk, old Sihanouk — Sihanouk as
king, prime minister, prince and rebel.

“No one will ever be able to replace
him.”

Mourners have been keeping a vigil outside the Royal Palace since the death of King-Father Norodom Sihanouk. He will be cremated on Monday in a public ceremony.
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PHNOM PENH, CAMBODIA—Loudspeakers blare choral
hymns while plumes of incense smoke twist into the
blinding afternoon sky. Under the ever-watchful
eyes of the four-faced spire crowning the Royal Pal-
ace’s opulent throne hall, saffron-robed monks,
white-clad nuns and mourners all pray for the soul of
his late majesty, King-Father Norodom Sihanouk.

ATMEH, SYRIA—Um Ibrahim shivered in the rain outside her
tent. It was less than 5C and the winter wind cut to the bone.
When I asked why she didn’t have a blanket like everyone else
at the Atmeh refugee camp, she shrugged and looked down. “I
sold it to buy bread for my children.”

While the world is abuzz that 60,000 Syrians have died in the
22-month-old civil war, it is the roughly 3 million refugees
and internally displaced persons who are suffering daily. 

At camps such as Atmeh, located about 300 metres from the
Turkish border, they are struggling to survive without heat,
electricity or adequate sanitation. The meagre rations provid-
ed by a smattering of small NGOs leave them scrounging in
order to keep hunger at bay.

The camp’s managers, employed by the Syrian-American
Maram Foundation, do what little they can. But understaffed
and underfunded, the most they can offer on many occasions
are encouraging words and hope that the next day’s aid
shipment will alleviate the suffering of the camp’s 13,000
residents — mostly from Syria’s northern Idlib province.

FOR UM IBRAHIM, supplies cannot come quick enough.
Unable to feed her nine children on the bread ration, she sold
her camp-issued blanket to pay for another bag of loaves. Now
she spends her nights huddled with her children for warmth.

Camp residents complain of paltry provisions, and erratic
service. “We get two meals a day,” said 70-year-old Said
Ahmad, a retired farmer. “But there are no specific times.
Sometimes breakfast comes at 2 p.m. and dinner much later.” 

When the food does arrive, it looks more like hors d’oeuvres
than a full-course meal. The first offering is often limited to
one piece of bread, small packets of butter, and jelly or choco-
late spread, topped off with a few olives. 

Water is slightly more plentiful, but
like most supplies at Atmeh, it also runs
out too soon. Residents refill one-litre
bottles at water trucks, the contents of
which are often of substandard quality.
“It’s not clean water,” complained An-
war Sharqi, a 51-year-old mechanic. “It
comes from wells that villagers use only
for washing, not drinking.”

Unlike the dozen other camps spread
out across Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey,
Atmeh does not receive funding from
international organizations such as the
UN World Food Program or the Office
of the UN High Commissioner for Refu-
gees (UNHCR). Such organizations are

barred by international law from oper-
ating in countries without the consent
of the government. 

With Damascus reluctant to allow in-
ternational organizations to operate in
rebel-held territories, it is left to tiny
NGOs like the Maram Foundation to
foot the $4,000 daily bill for meals, gas
and water in Atmeh. Other small NGOs
bear some of the operating costs. 

Every day, however, roughly 100 new
Syrians arrive in Atmeh, stretching the
camp’s resources even thinner. “The
shelling (forced) us from our village,”
explained 38-year-old Sabah Jauda,
who fled her home in Kafar Taal. “We

tried to outlast it as long as we could, but
then the regime soldiers set fire to my
house. My son fights with the Free (Syri-
an) Army, so that was (President Bash-
ar) Assad’s revenge on me.”

As the Syrian government has intensi-
fied its bloody campaign in recent
months, the flow of refugees into Jor-
dan, Lebanon and Turkey has steadily
increased. Today, more than 508,000
Syrians have fled the country, according
to the UN Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs. Another 2.5 mil-
lion, like the residents of Atmeh, are
internally displaced, according to the
Syrian Arab Red Crescent.

RESPONSIBILITY for keeping Atmeh
running falls to Yakzan Shishakly, the
head of Maram. During the day, the
34-year-old, has no time to speak. His
cellphone constantly hums with re-
quests, problems and queries from
headquarters, other aid organizations,
and others trying to help. At night, he
makes the trek back to Turkey to pro-
cure new supplies.

Shishakly’s grandfather Adib was pres-
ident of Syria from 1953 to 1954 — and
his family name earns him instant re-
spect. In Atmeh, however, it’s his hard
work that has won the refugees’ admira-
tion. “Yakzan is there for us, to help with
everything,” said Jauda. 

Then, Shishakly’s cellphone rang with
the latest crisis. “Problems with aid de-
livery,” he relayed with a sigh of exhaus-
tion. But he quickly found a second
wind. “Tomorrow we’ll try to resolve it.” 

Refugees stuck in
Syrian purgatory

Some 13,000 Syrians live in the Atmeh camp, where they
struggle to survive without heat or adequate provisions.
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