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	This Side of Life


	 


	Part 1: Out of Denmark


	 


	 






	 


	Break on through to the other side


	

	
- The Doors: “Break On Through”






	 




 




	Dear reader, 


	 


	This Side of Life is a brainchild of mine originally conceived in the shadow of the celestial temples of Angkor in Cambodia in Southeast Asia. It started out as a hobby project describing domestic life and the mixed blessings of a marriage between East and West, Cambodia and Denmark, the third and the first worlds. But life tends to have a dynamic of its own – mine certainly does – and over the years the project evolved into a far more critical comment on a fractured world at odds with itself. My life´s journey has taken me to places beyond the reach of most people in the first world, who are held captive there by their own comfort zones, and that has enriched it but also increased my awareness of the problems we are facing.


	 


	I thought I wanted to dedicate this work to the young people of the first world, especially the young men there who don't seem to have a lot to say. But then I started writing. And as the words piled up in front of me and I was forced to take a long, hard look at my own soul, I was rather appalled and decided several times to give up the project altogether. I thought it was going to be a book about a first-world man´s adventures in the third world. But then my life took me in another direction. My situation changed; I got older and perhaps wiser, and I soon realized that I couldn't possibly with a clear conscience dedicate this work to anyone, and I certainly can´t recommend anyone follow my example, either. I may have picked up a few survival skills along the way but hardly enough to make it worth a read for that alone. And if you´re looking for a guide to a safe and secure future, you should similarly keep looking elsewhere. Ultimately this book is for my beloved children in the hope that in it they may find some means to define for themselves who their father is (or was, as it happens), and thereby create a deeper understanding of who they've become.


	 


	As you’ll notice, music has been a faithful companion of mine through this life since the Sixties. I´ve been inspired and comforted by it, and I´ve wanted to bring it into the sphere of these tales whenever it seemed fit. For a long time, I thought the title of my book was going to be Third World Man, a title borrowed if not stolen from one of my favorite songs by Steely Dan, one of my all-time favorite bands. And then my life changed and brought me away from the third world and into the second, and then the title of the book had to change to go along with it. But the music remained the same, my true inspiration. And when the music is your special friend you want to keep it alive, so feel very welcome to listen to these powerful songs on YouTube or wherever as you read along.


	 


	Don´t for a moment think that every word you´re going to read in here is the naked truth. It isn´t. I´m as reliable as Captain Jack Sparrow when it comes to giving directions, and I would probably only get in trouble with one authority or another if I tried to write the whole truth and nothing but the truth, for this is in many ways a crooked tale. But I do hate telling a lie, and all I really want is to be as truthful as I can. So I´ve taken the liberty to rearrange certain historical and biographical details to create a work with some narrative integrity – although not necessarily an accurate record of actual events – and I must caution you to read the following chapters with due diligence, and as much in between the lines where the truth always lies.


	 


	In the pursuit of this elusive truth, I find myself engaged in an ever-deepening relationship with Jesus; and as this relationship evolves, so does my experience with love and life in general. And while the mundane world becomes more and more fragmented, paranoid, and senseless to me, and I am torn apart in trying to find my own path through this cyber-maze of lies, I seek refuge in family and friendships, and the only really good news out there in a world gone dangerously mad.


	 


	This Side of Life is a labor of love spanning more than ten years. At times it has been sitting idle for months while at other times I´ve hardly been able to keep up with it. You know how life goes. I feel that I've taken a lot of people hostage in writing it because their lives have been intertwined with mine, and I´ve been inspired by them and used their stories in this personal context, but I´ve not always had the opportunity to ask them permission to do so. I sincerely apologize if this is causing anybody any embarrassment. Naturally, over the years, the book has evolved as I have evolved. But I´ve tried to keep the chronology of events as and when they happened, and I´ve tried to remain faithful to the person I was at the time of writing without glossing things over in a later phase of edition. This Side of Life is essentially a compilation of snapshots of a life in motion that may or may not make sense in a wider context. Only you can decide.


	 




 


	A Perfect Plan B (My Life in B Minor)


	 


	     come inside, see my mind in kaleidoscope


	

	
- Steve Harley & Cockney Rebel: “Sebastian”






	 


	 


	My life here in the third world really is a plan B. It certainly wasn´t in the cards that I should end up with a mixed family in a dirt-poor Southeast Asian country when I was born into a well-situated upper-middle-class family in Denmark these many years ago.


	 


	The Danish society in the late Fifties was safe, well-structured, and comfortable to the point of boredom. Despite the Cold War syndrome, which everyone seemed to be suffering from in those days, technological progress was perceived first and foremost as a positive thing, and Danish engineers and Danish designers were at the forefront of this revolution. Our dairy products and bacon were being exported worldwide. We´d escaped the maelstrom of World War II relatively unharmed, and the future seemed bright and promising.


	 


	I was their first child, the desired boy of my mom, the pride of my dad, a little prince, and I knew it. We lived comfortably in a suburban environment with lots of space, fresh air, and freedom for me to roam around as I pleased. I loved those early years, and I treasure them to this day. My parents were well-educated and well-respected, and I guess that if everything had gone according to my mom’s wishes, I would by now have been a well-respected and respectable scholar in some higher position within the academic world of my university hometown of Aarhus by the sea of Kattegat. As things turned out though, this couldn´t be much further from the realities of my life as it is today.


	 


	I must have been a disappointment to her just as I was an enigma to my dad and a puzzle to so many other people. I know I was all of that to myself for a very long time. But then again, nobody – not even my mom – could have foreseen what the world would come to in the span of fifty years.


	 


	It sparked off a massive positive momentum for me when I made that fundamental decision some fifteen years ago to take a permanent vacation from my Danish existence. It was very much like having a straitjacket removed, and then suddenly my stifled life came bursting out. Or like watching a movie in black and white on TV and then watching it change into colors, as we did back in the early Seventies. A lot of things started happening by some grander design than I could ever conceive myself, and in a very logical order, too. Now I have a life which I never had in Denmark, I´ve got a family of my own which is something new and wonderful, and I´ve made exiting uses of my education which I was never able to back then. I have in fact become much the man I always wanted to be but never was before. 


	 


	Today, I look back and contemplate the results I´ve achieved so far, and I wonder how it all happened. I live in my own villa designed and built by myself on my own land surrounded by my own family; I´m my own boss and master of my own destiny. And all of that in a small dirt-poor third-world country devastated by war for decades and with a much less than perfect government.


	 


	This is the tale about how I escaped the first world seeking shelter in the third world, and how that escape affected my evolution as a human being in many profound ways.


	 


	One crucial aspect of my life here in Cambodia is the mental transition I´ve been able to make by this radical change of natural, cultural, and social environment. Until the time I made the decision to leave Denmark, everything I ever attempted inevitably went wrong. It was like one of those drawn-out nightmares where you desperately try to run away from something or someone closing in on you, and your body refuses to respond. For a long time, I was in a state of schizophrenia, traveling back and forth between my old native country and my new country of choice until I finally made up my mind to settle down here permanently. But that very condition of losing my familiar self for a while has allowed for a deep inner process of upheaval to take place whereby my old traumas have been effectively dissolved.


	 


	In the process of leaving Denmark, I´ve literally as well as symbolically thrown away a lot of unnecessary luggage along with much of my old identity, and now I experience a feeling of coming together like never before. Perhaps that new wholeness is also connected with the death of my father a few years ago. I´ve always regarded him as my personal nemesis, and his passing has at the same time been a great relief and a much greater sorrow than I could ever have imagined. But now that he´s gone, I don´t have the same compulsory sense of belonging to Denmark anymore. I have been set free.


	 


	This serendipitous third-world life of mine hasn´t always been a walk in the park. Countless times over the past ten years it´s been hanging by a thread, and even today I can´t say that our survival here is secured by any means at all. But that´s probably the reason why I feel so very much alive. There´s always this bend a little further down the road and this great unknowing of what lies beyond it. I have to keep my eyes wide open at all times – and that´s one lesson you need to learn while living in the third world – but I do feel that I´m guided and protected by some greater force than my own, and for that I´m eternally thankful.




	 


	Chan


	 


	      Can I stay here for a while?


	Can I see your sweet, sweet smile?


	

	
- Neil Young: “Cowgirl in the Sand”






	 


	 


	My marriage to Chan is such a typical third-world affair. She wanted something, and I wanted something, and so we struck a deal. That´s not to say that we don´t like each other. These days we´re even attempting to love each other.


	 


	She´s out of a family with eleven children, born on the threshold to the national holocaust, the disastrous rule of the Khmer Rouge. Through the following decades of war and turmoil, she and her family survived by sticking together and making ends meet one way or another and with the combined effort of everyone at hand. She never got a lot of schooling; there wasn´t time and money enough. She never even finished grade seven. And when she´d come home from school, there wasn´t enough food for her there either, so she´d go out into the nearby forest and find some for herself. Back in those days, there was always a forest nearby, and people survived that way.


	 


	This is how I see her in my mind: a young girl with a large tray on her head from which she sells fruit and things on the street while smiling all the while. A busy bee, in many ways the pride and certainly the main asset of her family, and in that sense, it was no coincidence that it was her that I met at the central market in Battambang all these many years ago, when I walked in there one afternoon with my trousers torn looking for somewhere to fix them. She was standing in her family’s flower shop and characteristically the only one around who spoke any English, which is why she could guide me to the nearest seamstress. And while the job was being done, we – I with a checkered scarf wrapped around me – started getting to know each other. I guess it´s fair to say that we´re still in that process.


	 


	I had hoped that she would be sweeter and softer than she is – I like girls being very sweet and very soft – but I guess that´s part of the deal, because I also need her to be a hard-working housewife, a good mother, a tough negotiator when we have to confront the local authorities, and someone I can rely on in general. She´s all of that. She has told me how she once saw a young Cambodian thief being burned alive by the Thais just across the border in the aftermath of the Khmer Rouge regime. They stuck him inside a car tire filled with gasoline and let him burn to death in front of a large crowd of Cambodians to teach them all a lesson not to steal. She still remembers his screams. I sometimes wonder what it does to people to be exposed to violence like that.


	 


	Chan wanted a way out of poverty and a ticket out of Cambodia. Like so many other third-world people, she firmly believed that the United States and Europe were where the rainbow ends, and everything turns into solid gold. And solid gold is what you want more than anything when you´re used to a constant scramble for survival. She could have chosen among any of a number of Western men who came to work in Battambang in the Nineties to lead her there; she was exposed to a lot of them as the caretaker of a child of an Italian/Belgian couple both of whom were working as administrative personnel during the United Nations’ peacekeeping mission to Cambodia. But she chose me, and I couldn´t have been a less suitable candidate.  For one thing, I was never able – or even interested – in making a large sum of money. And secondly, I too wanted a one-way ticket out of my troubled past and had decided to place my bid on Cambodia. Clearly Chan must have brought this irony of fate down upon her head by some serious wrongdoing in an earlier incarnation. A case of bad karma. Our mismatch has created monumental clashes and bitter disillusions over the years, but for better or worse we´re still together and still in Cambodia.


	 


	My relationships with Danish girls never worked. I knew plenty of girls once I had overcome my initial shyness of women but never anyone steady enough to be called a girlfriend. There was a good reason for that. I was always looking for an opportunity to leave Denmark, so whenever a girl came too close, I backed out. There was no way I wanted to get trapped there. But I had been searching for a Cambodian wife for quite a while when I met Chan.


	 


	Was it just luck that led me back to her house that late evening after having hitchhiked all afternoon on a petrol truck along the bumpy road to Battambang for a quick goodbye before setting off in the early morning to shoot my first video documentary in the remote province of Ratanakiri? I had been to her family’s house before, but only during the daytime, and I didn´t remember the exact way through this maze of narrow paths so typical of Cambodian villages which have been gradually absorbed into the urban structure of the country’s second-largest city. At any rate, there I stood outside the big iron-gate where she came out to meet me in her pajamas surrounded by a pack of fiercely barking dogs. And it´s a fact that we left together the following morning against her father’s will, after she´d asked me if I needed someone to cook and clean and assist with the translations and everything once I got to my destination. I had never given that side of the project a single thought, and to me it sounded like a brilliant idea.


	 


	In Ratanakiri, we became lovers from the very beginning. It was such a sweet time. We were surrounded by the remains of one of the greatest rainforests in Cambodia and a lot of sorry-looking ethnic minorities that seemed to have seen better days, the so-called hill tribes, whom I had come up there to record on video before their ancient culture completely disintegrated. And we proved to be a very efficient team together. Her father incidentally is a video maker as well – wedding videos and Buddhist ceremonies and all those important occasions that need to be preserved for eternity – so the work as my assistant came quite natural for her. Of course, she was a great cook and housemaid already, and although sexually inexperienced she was a keen learner. People liked us there, especially the ethnic minorities for whom I felt a lot of compassion, and Chan has a way with people to make them think that she is so adorable – and she really is, mostly. It´s hard to imagine a more promising start to a lasting relationship.


	 


	When Chan first came to visit Denmark more than ten years ago, it was something of an eye-opener to her. I remember with delight those early days and the way I too began looking at my own country through her eyes. One of the first things she noticed was the dogs and how they´re treated with constant attention and intimate affection by their owners. And then she said something I’ll always remember with a particular fondness, “In my next life, I want to be a dog in Denmark!” This reveals something about Chan and the conditions of life in the third world and the beliefs and aspirations of such people. But it also tells something about the Danes and their extraordinary attachment to dogs, perhaps as a substitute for the lack of any deeper relationship with another human being. I´ll take this opportunity to let you in on a terrible secret: there´s a numbing loneliness among people there. Believe me, I know.


	 


	She said something else that I remember well, “In Denmark, the women are stronger than the men.” She sensed that very early on, and I guess it´s true. Feminism has a long and exceptional history in that part of the world, and we consider it progress, the ultimate achievement of a strong democratic and egalitarian tradition, a proof of the prowess of our sophisticated civilization and a tribute to the virtue of our enlightened women. In my younger years, I would feel intimidated by these aggressive women, demanding ever more rights and freedom. I wasn´t too sure about my own rights and my own freedom back then.


	 


	Chan changed when we married, and she became a mother. It was as if she started rebelling for the first time in her life and suddenly regarded me as her oppressor. She probably never had the time or the opportunity before, and now for some reason I became the target of a lot of negative feelings. The early years of Amanda’s life were filled with painful incidents and accusations that I don´t want to relate here in any detail. Maybe she felt trapped. Maybe she was losing that maiden dream of the white knight in the shining Mercedes Benz and realizing that she would never live in California. Whatever the reason, this is where the hard times began, and I had to learn to stand up to her and shout her in the face when I felt she had gone too far. And that´s not an easy thing to do with a one-year-old baby girl staring at you in bewilderment and fear.


	 


	I´m sure somebody has been trying to tell you that there´s such a thing as love at first sight and that someday you´ll just happen to fall into it. That´s all first-world talk. Let me tell you that love is hard work, every day and every night. Love is a commodity here in the third world, something to be advertised at the sumptuous wedding party and afterward ignored as an expendable luxury in the everyday struggle to survive. But Chan takes her love and her life seriously, and she´s not easy to please in that respect. Maybe the same can be said of me, so naturally we have our ups and downs. I could write pages about her imperfections, but I won’t. It would be disrespectful to her and besides, I have my own shortcomings, too; you will learn about them soon enough as you turn the pages of this book. Our marriage is a never-ending process of grinding away edges. As the years go by, you can almost feel our relationship getting rounder and softer, and that´s a good thing. But underneath that roundness and softness, you must be as hard as any rock. How else can you endure the trials of life in the third world?


	 


	Chan is like that, and it´s not easy for me to find a way into her heart. There´s something wild and shy in there. But my destiny is bound to hers, and I´m wild at heart, too. I´m a son of the Vikings; their blood runs in my veins, though I´m not sure if that’s a quality to be admired. She´s a daughter of the old Khmers who for centuries ruled over most of mainland Southeast Asia with an iron hand under the guidance of great warrior kings before they were ultimately subdued and thoroughly humiliated. We´re kindred spirits, she and I, and in the process of creating something extraordinarily beautiful together here in this fantastic country so rich in opportunities for pioneers and searchers of truth.


	 


	In very many ways Chan and I are each other´s opposites, and nowhere is this more apparent than in our relationship with chocolate. While I´m a great lover of chocolate – the darker the better – Chan finds this western delicacy with ingredients from her own part of the world decidedly weird and bitter. Not her idea of a treat at all. She likes her sugar sweet and her chili hot. She´s the mother of my children, the most precious belongings I have. She walks faithfully by my side through this crazy life, smiling as she goes and with a song on her lips. And that´s something to be treasured. She stands by me, so I stand by her. How would I ever be able to live without her, this third-world woman of mine?


	 




 


	Early Years


	 


	Ventura Highway in the sunshine
Where the days are longer
The nights are stronger
Than moonshine


	

	
- America: “Ventura Highway”






	 


	 


	Try to imagine being dumped outside of time in a place where nothing resembles anything you´ve ever experienced before, and where the smells, the sounds, the lights, and the feelings are all different. My first meeting with Cambodia was just like that: stepping into an entirely new dimension, where everything instantly switched from black and white into color. It felt, and indeed it tasted, like freedom. Nobody had ever heard of Elvis or James Bond or World War II – I might as well have landed on another planet. It was just what I wanted.


	 


	When I first arrived in Cambodia in January 1994, the country had recently opened its borders to the outside world after twenty-five years of war, isolation, and ideological madness. Nothing as radical as the Pol Pot regime had ever been attempted in the history of mankind, and the country was shattered to pieces. The Khmer Rouge literally wanted to erase history and time. Their new regime began at Year Zero in 1975 and only seemed to be moving backward from there. All the old formal institutions of society were broken down, along with most of the known human relations - including, in many cases, the family. Within less than four years, as much as one-third of the population was starved to death or executed because of failed and paranoid communist politics arbitrarily implemented by ignorant peasant revolutionaries. When the Vietnamese invaded Cambodia in 1979, they put the Khmer Rouge on the run but never fully controlled the country. They, too, were at odds with most of the world, and they kept the country sealed for another ten years.


	 


	Never has it been any truer that one man’s hell can be another man’s salvation. For the people who had gone through this ordeal and survived, Cambodia would have been a living hell. To me, it became the promised land - where I wandered around in blissful ignorance among landmines, snakes, and strange forbidden fruits. 


	 


	I remember the walk down the corridor of the old Bangkok airport to the obscure, little-used gate where I would board a small, propellered aircraft with a handful of aid workers, diplomats, and daredevils and lose my sense of normality even before we got off the ground. And I remember flying low across the border with the paddy fields fading away, and suddenly there were forest-clad mountains as far as the eye could see and no sign of roads or manmade structures anywhere. And I would know, and imagine looking down, that there they were, protected by their forest cover – the mysterious and murderous Khmer Rouge. And I remember being in Battambang staring towards the west at nighttime, and there would be what looked like distant lightning on the horizon. And there was this person standing next to me saying that it was the government troops fighting the Khmer Rouge guerilla army in their stronghold of Pailin, even as to me it would look like just another distant, silent thunderstorm, and I never knew for sure what it really was. And I remember going by boat from Phnom Penh to Siem Reap, and that it was the only way to go in these days as there were parts of the old road still being held by the Khmer Rouge, and once we got into port at the upper end of the Tonle Sap Lake, there would be police officers checking and stamping our passports as if we´d been through international waters, which in a sense we had,  and everything was a little paranoid because the Khmer Rouge still controlled large parts of the lakeshore.


	 


	I remember stepping out of the plane at the old, minuscule airport outside Phnom Penh and being met with the physical impact of an intensely humid heat for the very first time. I hadn´t been sweating for twenty-five years, and now it came pouring out. Instantly I had to adjust to a much slower pace, with every movement becoming a physical burden. It certainly affected my thinking, too; I automatically switched to a “default” mode where most of my conscious thoughts were centered on getting from one place to another with the least possible effort and finding something to drink. But that was a good thing, as my mind had been running wild for a very long time.


	 


	The first visual impression of Cambodia was one of…well, not just poverty, but rather dilapidation. The roads and the buildings were in a state of disrepair beyond imagining. Everything was makeshift: the vehicles, the shops, and the restaurants – even the people seemed to be improvising their very existence from one minute to the next. But there was a sense of fundamental vitality present, too, a celebration of being alive and kicking, although I´ve never seen so many crippled persons in various states of physical disarray. Cambodia was like that, total anarchy and very charming, and that was probably why I fell in love with it.


	 


	I remember Phnom Penh. It was a city of ghosts, and it was MY oyster. The bridge across the Tonle Sap River was not rebuilt yet; only a few lonely pillars were left standing in the middle of the water after the war, and the other side was deserted. Someone once bought a piece of riverside property over there for a crate of beer. The streets had no lights, and only small kerosene lamps burned in most of the houses at night. The city simply disappeared after 7 pm, and I would be navigating a strange and unfamiliar universe where new and exotic businesses would spring to life. It took several years before the first traffic lights were introduced, and I thought that the city had died – and in retrospect, I´m pretty sure that this was really the case. Before the traffic lights came, everybody was weaving in and out between each other in the most incredible and elegant pattern, with a uniquely un-urban and very charming rhythm, offering a strange and unexpected order in a chaos like nothing else that I had ever known. It was almost exclusively motos then, the small reliable Honda scooters that could go anywhere. The locals trusted them with their lives. There were thousands of them and hardly any cars. Potholes were everywhere; no street had a smooth unbroken tarmac – many streets had no tarmac at all – and in the rainy season, they were a real challenge to navigate. Some areas were notorious for being under half a meter of water several months of the year, and you would need a four-wheel drive to get through. The locals would just wade across.


	 


	I remember the Last Home Guest House – the homeliest place I knew in Cambodia – with a hole in the middle of the front-room floor where someone had lopped a hand grenade through the door. Sakhit was everybody´s mother, and the weirdest characters would drift through. Al Rockoff would come by and sit very quietly, smoking his joint and looking like a grey-bearded zombie, sometimes with his girlfriend or whoever she was.


	 


	I remember the Foreign Correspondents Club when it was still a club and everybody´s meeting point, and you could see great recent movies there for next to nothing, and interesting people would come by and talk about the Khmer Rouge or some other current subject. I once had an appointment with a person from the Lutheran World Foundation, and I approached a distinguished-looking man, who seemed nice enough to be the one I was there for. When I asked him if he was the contact I was supposed to meet, he looked at me, seriously, and replied, “No, I´m dealing in arms.” I still wonder who he was dealing arms with and why he would tell me, but he did.


	 


	I remember the lack of communication. Basically, when in Cambodia you were cut off from the outside world. And that made me feel so good and safe. I had left the western world and all its busy-ness behind – the modern pragmatic age and the emerging world of IT with all its pitfalls – and that was what I wanted. We were all relying on one satellite line out of the country that the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia had left behind; it was the only line there was, and it was constantly overloaded. In the small office of the humanitarian organization I was associated with, they had a fax machine that I could use, and when I needed to contact the outside world, it would take hours, and sometimes a whole day or more for a single A4 page to get through. It was very unreliable and very cozy. We had all the time in the world. I might as well have been on the moon. I remember 9/11, which happened when I was up in Ratanakiri, the northeastern-most and remotest province of them all. We got the news three days after it happened and by word of mouth while the rest of the world was watching in real-time as the towers crumbled to the ground. Someone told me that Manhattan had been evacuated, and I wondered how they managed to do that. I never got back to reading or watching the news after that. (I remember my dad sitting behind his newspaper for hours all his life up to his death, and I never understood why he was reading it and if he was really consuming the news or if the news was somehow consuming him).


	 


	I remember the girls. There was a brothel on every street corner in Phnom Penh and sometimes next door, too (of course by now they´re replaced by banks and gas stations and hotels), a relic from the UNTAC period of 1992-93, when twenty thousand UN soldiers from all over the world were let loose here with monthly allowances bigger than what most locals could hope to earn in a decade. And I must admit that I indulged myself although I was always afraid of AIDS. How could I resist? They were so sweet and almost free, in a way just like me.


	 


	(Speaking of UNTAC: Someone should write a book about UNTAC in Cambodia. Someone probably has. I used to dine at a restaurant where they still had Havana cigars left over from the happy days when the boys were in town. That is the UNTAC legacy to me – Havana cigars and AIDS. My Phnom Penh landlord had been working with the UNTAC administration, and his immediate superior brought two large crates full of antiquities unchecked out of the country when he left.)


	 


	I remember the checkpoints on the long, dusty dirt-roads across Cambodia. Their tarmac was worn off decades ago and never replaced. Once outside the capital, there were improvised checkpoints everywhere along all main roads. The route between Battambang and Siem Reap was notorious for sometimes having more than twenty checkpoints on a less than two hundred kilometer´s stretch. Long-distance taxis would slow down for a few seconds when approaching, drop a handful of notes out of the window in passing, and be gone. They knew the rate, and they didn´t want to linger. Entrepreneurial guards of these checkpoints would have removed one of the planks in makeshift bridges – all regular bridges had been blown up – and only lay it back once the toll had been paid. Who were these guys with AK-47s and irregular uniforms, usually smoking cigarettes and rarely speaking a word? You couldn´t distinguish whether they were government troops, Khmer Rouge, renegades, villagers, or bandits. It didn´t matter, either; by this time they were all bandits anyway. And you never challenged their authority or refused to pay.


	 


	I remember spending a night in the middle of the Tonle Sap Lake along with twenty or so locals after our engine broke down. There was no way to navigate the boat after dark, and there was no radio communication. Old people, younger people with infants, sick people, and me, we were all trapped in the darkness with no food and precious little water. But we shared whatever we had, and somehow we got through the night. I only knew one phrase of Khmer at the time, ot banihah (no problem), and I repeated it over and over like a mantra, and every time I did everybody was hysterical with laughter. A whole generation of Cambodians lived by that phrase in the mid-Nineties - ot banihah; there was even a famous expat hangout in Phnom Penh with the name No Problem.


	 


	I remember the people: smiling, curious, willing to reach out. Different, not better, but different from anyone I had ever seen. Better grounded for sure, more natural, and very friendly. Not all of them were that friendly, though. Some of them would stare at me with sullen, even hostile attitudes, as if from a strange world I had no access to. Khmer Rouge? By then many ex-Khmer Rouge had been reintegrated into the new society. Everybody had been uprooted and moved around for decades; many had changed their identity completely. You never knew for certain who your new neighbors might have been in their previous life, and as a general precaution, everybody was very polite and soft-spoken, and always willing to compromise.


	 


	The best thing was the people. Nobody knew me then. Nobody judged me. Everybody was just curious and trying to understand the basics of this unpredictable life and taking whatever advantage of it as they could in the process. I looked into their eyes and I saw souls, souls who had escaped a nightmare – just like me. We were brothers and sisters.


	 


	All these first impressions have long since faded and been replaced by others of a much more accurate and pragmatic nature now. People here are not like that at all. They´re selfish, stupid, revengeful, and paranoid – just like me and you. But we´re talking about first impressions here, and they can be delightfully deceptive and healing.


	 


	The minefields of Cambodia, stranger and more exotic than anything I ever saw, were the reason for my coming here in the first place. Nothing could be further from my first-world existence until then, death lurking in the ground with every step you took. Or was it that different, really? I had grown up to become what is known in modern psychological terms as a “flying boy,” unable to reach the ground firmly with my own feet, afraid of the dangerous reality they might feel down there. I had long been living in my own dreamlike world out of touch with the surroundings, always fantasizing about somewhere else and someone else to be. A “flying boy” is a young man who for some reason feels that the ground beneath him is poisonous, burning, not fit for walking on, and so he seeks refuge in his own inner world far above the profane mentality of ordinary people. A “flying boy” is a daydreamer, a fairy – and so was I.


	 


	I had come to Cambodia to finish my studies as an industrial designer; I wanted to do something different with my life, so I looked for a special challenge, some way of applying my new professional skills in the service of poor and needy people in the third world, and someone I knew had brought the landmine problem in Cambodia to my attention. That seemed like a fittingly heroic thing to do: develop a new technology for detecting and destroying landmines. I arrived in Cambodia equipped with a video camera, a map, and a very thin Lonely Planet guidebook.


	 


	In the company of humanitarian mine clearance organizations who willingly allowed me to study their practices in live minefields, I went all the places where no one else dared to tread: ancient temples still booby-trapped, no man’s land between the remaining Khmer Rouge fighters and government forces, even pristine jungles in their primeval splendor well protected by the landmines, as yet relatively unharmed by loggers. They were quiet places, beautiful places, deadly places. I felt in good hands among true professionals who knew the seriousness of their job. This was a man’s world in the best sense of the word, and I enjoyed it immensely. The camaraderie between the foreign professionals, militarily trained and gentleman-like, and the local staff was a beautiful thing for me to observe. 


	 


	Back in Denmark again I finished my thesis and left school, and suddenly I was without any purpose at all. A newly graduated architect and industrial designer looking for a job? Well, there were hundreds just like me out there competing for their first job experience, and I never really regarded it as my main goal to secure myself a long-term position in an established company, quite the contrary. My thesis for the design of a landmine detection and destruction vehicle had brought me as far as out of the school system, but it was a very theoretical project and highly sophisticated, in short of no practical value whatsoever, so I didn´t feel well equipped for a job interview. But I very much wanted to move on with my life, so I prepared to return to Cambodia. 


	 


	And I went, this time to explore the country in-depth and for a longer period. I spent the spring of 1995 traveling extensively around the country and renewing my acquaintances from the first visit, including the contacts I had already established within the mine clearance community. Perhaps it is no big surprise that after a while I realized that I had approached the idea of ridding the country of its landmine problem from a completely wrong angle. It takes a while to adjust yourself from high-tech to low-tech, but Cambodia does that to you and that´s what works here. Like the Cambodians who were scrambling to make a living by whatever means available, I began to realize that for anything to truly function here, it would have to be made in Cambodia and in Cambodian style.
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