


Khao-I-Dang was once the second largest 
city (after Bangkok) in Thailand with 
140,000 persons living there. A city of 
bamboo structures, some of them mar
vellously beautiful, that is not truly a city 
in spite of its numerous social and cultural 
institutions, housing and roads. It is cal
led a Holding Centre and it is for Khmers, 
the native Cambodians who fled their 
country after the Vietnamese invasion. 

Like many settlements constructed 
rapidly during or after a catastrophe (this 
one being war), Khao-I-Dang is consi
dered temporary since its creation at the 
time of the great exodus in September, 
1979. Today, .in 1986, it still exists but 
populated by only 26,000 Khmer refugees 
- the majority of whom are of peasant 
stock, without family in a third country 
to help them to emigrate; and most have 
been there since the beginning, i. e. for 
seven ,years. 

Khao-I-Dang isa symbol of hope and 
of hopelessness, a physical expression of 
permanently temporary urban existence, 
perpetually renewed, of individuals striv
ing to keep mind and body together in 

Below: Friendship Hall at the entrance to Khao-I
Dang refugee camp. Three pavilions of bamboo on 
pilotis in a small pond. 
Previous page: View from the interior of the hall 
towards the entrance. Raised seating runs around 
the edge of the vestibule. All is made of bamboo by 
the Khmers. Pictures are of the King and Queen of 
Thailand. 
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some form of social entity. As the name 
Holding Centre implies and the dimi
nished number of Khmers there indi
cates, it was conceived as a stopping-off 
point, a way-station, before being reset
tled in other countries of Asia and the 
West. Although the Thai govemment 
has recently opened Holding Centres to 
interviewers from potential host coun
tries, most of these have now closed their 
doors to further immigration. Moreover, 
no new refugees are allowed into the 
holding centre, as a matter of policy; the 
140,000 who had to flee 18 months ago 
from camps inside Cambodia are now 
considered as "displaced persons" by 
Thailand, susceptible of being retumed to 
their own country, and hence they are 
held elsewhere near the border. 

The irony of this seemingly hopeless 
situation for the Khmers ofKhao-I-Dang 
is that the camp is still the goal of many 
fleeing Cambodians, a destination sig
nifying hope for eventual resettlement. 

For members of a society attempting 
to survive physically and to retain a 
semblance of cohesiveness, it is perhaps 
through collective endeavours, as well as 
the prevalence of institutions, that one may 
judge their success. Essential aid to the 
Khmer, and to the Laotian, refugees in 
terms of food and medical treatment has 
been provided under the auspices of the 
Thai govemment and the United Na
tions High Commission for Refugees 

44 

(UNHCR), seconded by numerous inter
national aid agencies (e.g. the Intemation
al Red Cross, etc.). However, the real test 
of a community's resilience is what they 
are capable of initiating and accom
plishing with such aid. For example, the 
various medical relief agencies are train
ing young Khmers to be medics, to be 
self-reliant for medical needs - especial
ly since relief personnel must leave the 
camp at the end of each day, but also if 
they should return to their country. 

Similarly, the way in which Khmer 
refugees organise themselves to construct 
both housing and institutional buildings 
under truly adverse conditions testifies to 
the strength of their culture. Using pri
marily bamboo and palm leaves supplied 
from outside the camp (since they are not 
allowed to leave the compound) by relief 
groups, the Khmers relied upon their tra
ditional knowledge and skills with the 
material to erect remarkably functional, 
strangely beautiful structures for their 
needs. During the first great wave of 
immigrants to Khao-I-Dang in 1979-80, 
there were a number of professionals, 
including architects and · engineers who 
participated in the design and construc
tion, notably of the vast meeting hall at 
the entrance to the camp; foreign consul
tants, such as architects de Spiegeleer and 
Kishigami of UNESCO/Bangkok, occa
sionally provided advice on school build
mg and the traditional Khmer medical 
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centre. Yet it is the refugees themselves 
who have contributed the preponderant 
amount to the building effort. 

Crisis Urbanisation 
The site on which Khao-I-Dang is lo
cated is flat land east of the solitary hill 
several hundred metres high from which 
the camp takes its name. Covered with 
thick jungle until the early 1960's, defore
station has occurred to the extent that the 
whole region has a relatively sparse 
vegetation now. Climatic conditions 
which are hot and dry from February to 
May, transforming the site into a dust 
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bowl, tum tropical in the summer 
and heavy rains leave the site in mud. 

When the Thai authorities and the 
UNHCR decided in the Fall of 1979 to 
establish the camp, just a few kilometres 
inside Thailand from the Cambodian 
border, those responsible had only four 
days to prepare a basic urban infrastruc
ture before the first groups of refugees 
arrived. For obvious reasons of speed, 
efficiency, organisation and control in a 
crisis situation (that one hoped would be 
short-term!), a road system was laid out 
on a simple grid pattern of straight roads 
intersecting perpendicularly. Water was 
made available from a few shallow wells, 
but for the most part it is still necessary to 
truck water into Khao-I-Dang from 50-
100 kilometres away. Open trenches pro
vide drainage, while communal latrines 
were constructed for sanitation, the con
tents being regularly evacuated and dis
posed of nearby. A multiplicity of aid 
organisations provided the necessary ex
pertise and financing for site improve
ment and services. 

N on-Traditional Shelter 
Housing for emergency situations has 
been a focus of research and debate 
among specialists in relief work, technical 
innovators and even architects for some 
time. Principal criteria are well known: 
cheapness, transportability, durability, 
speed of assembly (and dis-assembly). 
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Everything from canvas to plastic to 
corrugated sheet metal or asbestos have 
been tried over and over. Whatever their 
functional properties, most materials ex
perimented with leave a great deal to be 
desired aesthetically - in the sense, they 
tend to do little to uplift the spiritual well
being of residents - and in meeting the 
mode of existence of diverse populations. 

As in many such circumstances, the 
sheer scale of the problem - shelter for 
140,000 people - meant relying upon 
local resources: cheap labour and available 
technology, and durable or renewable 
materials. Bamboo fit the need. Howev
er, it must be emphasised that bamboo is 
not the traditional material for house con
struction in Cambodia, although it is a 
heavily forested country and an essential
ly rural, agrarian society. Wood is gener
ally preferred, especially for structural ele
ments, while bamboo may be employed 
in some areas for panelling. Less perma
nent and utilitarian buildings are of bam
boo, but in any case the Khmers were 
familiar with its qualities and how to con
struct with it. 

The other crucial, non-traditional fea
ture of the houses built by the refugees at 
Khao-I-Dang is that they sit directly on 
the ground. Khmer houses are custo
marily set above the ground on columns, 
or pilotis. To this extent they share a com
mon characteristic with other South 
Asian cultures, for example the tradition-
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al Thai dwelling, but in contrast to the 
Chinese or Vietnamese who build on the 
ground. For the Khmers, it is considered 
unhygienic to reside on the ground, as 
well as being unsafe because of climate, 
animal life, and the evil spirits in which 
they believe. So, one of the very first 
things that the refugees did when given 
the bamboo for construction was to build 
a raised platform on which to sleep. 
Moreover, the plan of a typical rowhouse 
unit at Khao-I-Dang incorporates this 
essential item, situated on a floor of 
beaten earth. The outer cladding of 
houses is of palm thatch tied onto hori
zontally-placed poles and hung on the 
bamboo frame. As to longevity, such 
houses last about 18-24 months unless the 
bamboo is specially treated beforehand 
- usually not possible here. 

Institutions for Refugee Life 
Among the most beautiful and hence 
representative structures assembled by 
Khmer refugees from bamboo is the tri
ple-pavilion meeting hall at the entrance 
to Khao-I-Dang. This supposedly tem
porary structure, wired and woven 
together, is one of the oldest in the camp. 
And, it comes closest perhaps to being a 
monumental building, because of its size, 
proportions, intricate patterns of bamboo 
for flooring, seating and walls, and the 
landscaping around it. Filtered light from 
the sides, light reflected off of the water 
below the floor, and the changing sha
dows across the one material employed 
throughout ~ the bamboo - render 
these spaces poignantly moving, particu
larly given the conditions and context in 
which they were achieved. 

Right, above: Pre-school, Section 23, Khao-I
Dang Holding Centre, designed with the aid of a 
UNESCO architect in December, 1983. Photo
graph: Pomchai Patipokasute. 
Right: Interior space of the pre-school. Niche with 
raised floor in background is for small groups of 
children. 
Below: Classroom niche of the pre-school seen from 
the exterior. Photograph: Pomchai Patipokasute. 
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Plan and elevations of pre-school in Section 23, Khao-I-Dang . 
Drawing by H. Kishigami. 
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Structural elevations indicating types of bamboo to be used and their 
placement. 
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Construction details for windows, floor, and fastening of bamboo ele
ments with wire. 
Drawing by H. Kishigami. 

Elevations for pre-school construction. 

Seating shelf along north fa (ade of the pre-school. 
Large overhanging eaves protect the interior from 
sun and rain. 

Detail showing the structural framing in bamboo 
inside the pre-school, Photograph: Pomchai Pati
pokasute. 

Detail of roofline which shows how bamboo is tied 
together with wire. Palm leaves are used for 
roofing . 
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Schools 
The pre-school in Section 23 of the camp 
(illustrated in this article) was designed by 
Mrs. Hiroko Kishigarni, a Japanese 
architect in the UNESCO regional office 
of Bangkok, some 300 kilometres away. 
She was requested by a relief group called 
"Caring for Young Refugees" (CYR) to 
conceive an edifice in bamboo that could 
be executed on site by Khmer workers. 
Eighteen men took about 23 days to erect 
the structure, covering 106 square metres, 
and another 5 days to thatch the roofs. 
Any problems encountered were re
solved by telephoning the designer in 
Bangkok. Terminated in December, 
1983, the cost was approximately 
US$1,OOO, including the labour by Khmer 
refugees, who were paid in the form of 
food or other necessities. 

The programme is for 70 children 
aged '21f2 to 6 years in two shifts, and 12 
teachers. Usually the children are divided 
into six groups, hence the need for serni
isolated spaces as well as one big assem
bly hall. Flooring is of bamboo which has 
been soaked in old car oil (as protection 
against insects) and set on mounds 20 
centimetres high off the ground; the 3 
niches for small groups have been raised 
still further. Yet everything has been 
scaled to the children's needs: the niches 
have low ceilings and windows the right 
height for children to look out to the 
playground. Walls, on the other hand, 
reflect a concern for climate: the south 
side of the building (towards playground) 
can be entirely closed to southern sun, 
winds and rain, whereas the north facade 
has a low wall (about 70 centimetres) and 
the rest is open under the eaves. Walls are 
only 2 metres high on the east and west 
with the space under the eaves left open 
for light and ventilation; however, during 
the rainy season, pre-fab frames covered 
with plastic sheets can be hoisted into the 
open gable. 

Traditional KInner Medicine Centre 
The most fascinating of the institutional 
buildings, from the point of view of the 
activities carried out in this Khmer self
help endeavour, is a centre for medical 
treatment by traditional healers rather 
than by W est~m specialists. The coopera-

Right, top: Traditional Khmer Medicine Centre 
seen Ji'om the entrance gate. 
Right, above: Reception offices and waiting room in 
the Khmer medical centre. 
Right: Interior of the main sky-lit space of the 
traditional hospital. Mentally dist~jrbed patients 
have been engaged to prepare herbs for medicine. 
They work in a,group to the for right. 
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Above: Interior of the main central space in the 
Khmer medical centre. In the middle gl'Ound can be 
seen the 'pharmacy' and a clerk who registers the 
prescnption given by a "Kn/'; in the background, 
massages are given. 
Right: View into the ceiling over the main healing 
space in the KhmCl' hospital: Photograph: Pomchai 
Patipokasute. 
Right, below: Decorative, capital-like detail in bam
boo at enN'ance to the Khmer hospital. Photograph: 
Pomchai Patipokasute. 

tion between modem and traditional was 
initiated in 1980 by Dr. J. P. Hiegel, a 
psychiatrist with the International Red 
Cross in Thailand at the time. After the 
basic hygienic facilities, sufficient food, 
water and a form of shelter had been 
provided in the immediate aftermath of 
the Khmer's flight from war-tom Cam
bodia, a number of mental disorders 
appeared among the refugees. Many such 
persons were ostracised by the Khmer 
community, already suffering from con
siderable strain. An ethnological 
appr9ach to mental health was embarked 
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upon, whereby herbal medicines and 
psychotherapeutic treatment by Khmer 
healers (called kru, literally a person with 
knowledge) from within the refugee 
population were promoted by Western 
doctors. This was in addition to and 
complementary to conventional Western 
techniques practiced in camp hospitals. 
The effectiveness of this approach, which 
relies upon a common language and 
cultural background among Khmers, has 
been remarkable in spite of the reluctance 
of some relief workers to condone such 
aspects as magic healing techniques. 
However, since supernatural spirits do 
play an important role in traditional 
Khmer conceptions of the world, both 
psychosomatic and emotional disturb
ances have been alleviated in medical cen
tres like the one at Khao-I-Dang. 

As many as 1000 patients a day once 
received treatment at this centre, which is 
composed of a large, central space lit 
from four open gables in the roof above, 
and several secondary spaces around the 
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Plan 
Plan and elevation ~fstandard housing at Khao-I-Dang. 
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periphery: waiting room and offices. The 
bamboo floor is raised off the ground, 
and around the edges of the central hall is 
a platform area for massages, resting, dis
pensing of herbal medicines by kru 
'pharmacists', a Buddhist shrine, etc. It is 
here that the occasional overnight patient 
may sleep. Significantly, in one comer of 
the main hall, emotionally disturbed 
women grind herbs as a normally inte
grated part of the medical centre's func
tioning rather than being isolated in some 
other area. 

The deep sense of medical ethics 
shared by the traditional krus and relief 
workers has made the traditional medical 
centres both a viable focus of the Khmer 
community's, daily life for a variety of 
minor (and major) ailments, and a sym
bol of their determination to preserve 
their culture. 

Among the other cultural institutions 
present in this city of bamboo are reli
gious ones: a Buddhist pagoda and resi-

dences for monks, a protestant Christian 
church and school, and until recently a 
mosque. (Most Muslims have left.) 
Nearby this concentration of edifices is 
also a theatre, raised on pi/otis, for tradi
tional Cambodian productions. 

A further indication of the degree to 
which Khao-I-Dang is a functioning, yet 
illusory urban entity is the public services: 
there is a fire station and barracks of bam
boo, and a watchtower (of wood). 
Moreover, in this "city" with one of the 
highest birthrates in the world, where 
50% of the population will soon be under 
the age of 14 years old, various craft 
skills, like weaving, are being taught in a 
few training centres in the camp. But 
there is clearly no immediate outlet 
beyond the camp itself for the products 
- apart from a small cooperative shop at 
the entry to the camp. Because the re
fugees are politically considered as in 
transit by the local authorities, they are 
not allowed to pursue anything beyond a 
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Above, left: Housing, with Khao-I-Dang hill in 
the background. The first and most essential ele
ment to be constructed is inevitably the multi
purpose raised platform(s}. It is used for sleeping, 
storage, children's play area, etc. 
Above: End wall I?f typical refugee housing at 
Khao-I-Dang . Bamboo structures, which sit direct
lyon the ground, are covering with palm leaves. 

precarious subsistence "economy". 
Hence, training in skills is education for 
some uncertain future ... 

Reminders of the exceptional, illus
ory, and harshly real circumstances under 
which the Khmers of Khao-I-Dang live 
are physical (the concrete posts and wire 
fencing) as well as imminent: columns of 
Thai troops on manoeuvres roll by the 
camp regularly, emphasising the everpre
sent danger of renewed hostilities with 
the Vietnamese. Seemingly innocent little 
bamboo guardhouses, looking more like 
bus-stops (but there are no buses), are 
strategically-placed at comers of roads; 
they are empty during the day, but occu
pied at night. 

What is paradoxical in all of this is that 
such a city, with several astonishingly 
attractive buildings attesting to the ing
enuity and cultural richness of the 
Khmers, could disappear overnight. The 
bamboo structures are maintained, or de
molished and sometimes rebuilt, never
theless are ephemeral for the most part. 
Their existence is due both to a tragic 
political situation which goes on unre
solved, and to the Khmer community's 
assisted self-help in providing for their 
own needs. Khao-I-Dang will one day 
disappear, it is hoped, but we have a 
record of how ably traditional values and 
expertise helped the refugees to survive. 



Top: The Buddhist pagoda at Khao-I-Dang 
Holding Centre. 
Centre: Detail pJ the brightly-decorated priest's 
dwelling, next to the Buddhist pagoda. It is practi
cally the only painted structure in Khao-I-Dang. 
Photograph: Pornchai Patipokasute. 
Above: Interior oJthe Khmer Evangelical church in 
Khao-I-Dang. 

Right, top: Theatre Jar traditional Khmer presenta
tions at Khao-I-Dang. 
Right, above: The Fire Station and Watch Tower 

Jor the 'city' oj Khao-I-Dang. 
Right: Khmer children waiting ... 
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