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Introduction
Cambodia, in the heart of Southeast Asia, has long captivated the imagination with its
ancient temples, lush landscapes, and resilient spirit. Yet it is in the vibrant life of its
cities—old and new, bustling and serene—where one encounters the pulse of a nation
forging a dynamic future while honoring a storied past. The cities of Cambodia are
more than mere population centers; they are the living chronicles of history, culture,
conflict, commerce, and community.

Urban Cambodia offers travelers a mosaic of experiences. Phnom Penh pulses with
energy along the banks of the Mekong, where French colonial boulevards intersect
with modern high-rises and ancient temples. Siem Reap enchants as the threshold to
the timeless grandeur of Angkor, while the relaxed avenues of Battambang beckon
with art, heritage, and a creative renaissance. Coastal cities like Sihanoukville and Kep
blend natural beauty with a contemporary tourism boom, while at the borders, Poipet
hums with trade and opportunity.

Yet beyond their tourist façades, Cambodia's cities are windows into broader national
narratives. They reveal the struggles of governance and growth, the tension between
conservation and progress, and the hopes and challenges of millions adapting to
change. The stories of these cities are shaped by their geography: confluences of
rivers, proximity to lakes or the sea, fertile fields, or misty mountainsides. The riverine
towns like Kratie and Stung Treng, provincial hubs such as Kampong Cham and Takeo,
and protected escapes like Banlung and Senmonorom each contribute unique regional
flavors and cultural textures.

This book offers both a historical perspective and a practical guide for explorers,
students, and urban enthusiasts. It traces the rise of these Cambodian cities from
ancient capitals and colonial outposts to the modernizing urban centers of today.
Along the way, readers will discover centuries-old pagodas, bustling markets,
contemporary arts, social challenges, and the subtle grace of daily life on Cambodia's
streets and waterways.

For the visitor, these cities present not only stunning landmarks and lively festivals but
also countless opportunities to connect with the depth and diversity of Cambodian
society. Whether marveling at Phnom Penh's Royal Palace, savoring Battambang’s
celebrated cuisine, catching a sunrise over Angkor Wat, or discovering the quiet
streets of a Mekong-side town, one gains insight into a nation ever in transition.

In the chapters that follow, we journey through twenty-five of Cambodia’s great
cities—each a vital thread in the national fabric—providing historical background,
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practical visitor information, and a glimpse into the changing urban landscape.
Whether your interest lies in history, architecture, culture, or the rhythms of present-
day Cambodian life, this guide invites you to experience the cities that shape the
Kingdom of Cambodia.
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CHAPTER ONE: Phnom Penh: The Vibrant Capital
Phnom Penh, the spirited capital of Cambodia, commands a prominent position at the
convergence of three vital waterways: the Tonlé Sap, Mekong, and Bassac rivers. This
strategic location in the south-central region of the country has shaped its destiny,
transforming it from a humble settlement into the nation's political, economic,
industrial, and cultural heart. The city's very name, "Phnom Penh," originates from
"Wat Phnom," a Buddhist temple, and the legendary Lady Penh, its purported founder.

The city's origins are steeped in legend, dating back to 1372 when Lady Penh is said to
have discovered four bronze Buddha statues and a stone statue of Vishnu within a
Koki tree floating down the Tonlé Sap River after a storm. Taking this as a divine sign,
she commissioned the construction of a hill and a temple, Wat Phnom, to house these
sacred objects, giving rise to the city's name: "Phnom" meaning hill and "Penh"
referring to its venerable founder. While the legendary founding is dated to 1372,
archaeological discoveries suggest an initial settlement in the 5th century AD.

Phnom Penh first achieved capital status in 1434, following the abandonment of
Angkor Thom, and held this distinction until 1497. However, its reign as capital was
interrupted for centuries due to internal conflicts, with subsequent kings relocating the
capital multiple times. It wasn't until 1865, during the reign of King Norodom, that
Phnom Penh was re-established as the permanent national capital.

The late 19th and early 20th centuries marked a period of significant transformation
under French colonial influence. French city planners envisioned and implemented a
modern urban design, characterized by broad avenues, green spaces, and distinct
French-colonial and Art Deco architecture. It was during this era that Phnom Penh
earned its famous moniker, the "Pearl of Asia," a testament to its architectural beauty
and burgeoning modernity. Infrastructure projects like railways connecting to
Sihanoukville and the development of Pochentong International Airport (now Phnom
Penh International Airport) further cemented its status as a vital economic and
commercial hub.

However, the city's gleaming reputation was tragically tarnished during the
tumultuous period of the Khmer Rouge regime. In 1975, Phnom Penh's entire
population was forcibly evacuated, transforming the bustling capital into a ghost town.
The city remained largely uninhabited until 1979 when Vietnamese-backed forces
liberated it, paving the way for a slow and arduous process of reconstruction and
healing.

Today, Phnom Penh stands as a testament to Cambodia's resilience, a vibrant and
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rapidly developing metropolis that skillfully blends its rich historical tapestry with a
forward-looking vision. The city's population has witnessed substantial growth,
doubling between 1998 and 2017, and reaching over 2 million residents by 2019.
Current projections indicate that the metropolitan area population will continue to rise,
estimated at 2.426 million in 2025. This rapid urbanization, however, has presented
challenges related to urban services and infrastructure, which the city is actively
addressing through development initiatives and improved urban planning.

Phnom Penh's economy is a dynamic mix, with the garment trade, real estate
development, and tourism being major contributors. The city serves as a hub for
various industries and has attracted significant foreign investment, further fueling its
economic growth. The ongoing development is evident in its skyline, which now
features high-rise buildings, luxury condominiums, and modern shopping malls.

For visitors, Phnom Penh offers a diverse array of experiences, from exploring ancient
temples to understanding recent history. The magnificent Royal Palace, home to the
Cambodian monarchy, is a sprawling complex of ornate buildings and manicured
gardens, with a portion open to the public. Within its grounds lies the resplendent
Silver Pagoda, named for its floor adorned with over 5,000 silver tiles and housing
national treasures.

Wat Phnom, the city's namesake temple, sits atop a hill and is considered the tallest
religious structure in the city, offering a peaceful retreat and panoramic views. The
National Museum of Cambodia houses an extensive collection of Khmer art and
artifacts, providing a fascinating journey through the country's rich cultural heritage,
from prehistoric times to the Angkorian era.

However, no visit to Phnom Penh is complete without confronting the somber realities
of its recent past. The Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum, a former high school that became
the S-21 prison and torture center under the Khmer Rouge, serves as a poignant
reminder of the atrocities committed during that dark period. Similarly, the Choeung
Ek Killing Fields, located just outside the city, offer a stark and powerful memorial to
the victims of the genocide. These sites, while emotionally challenging, are crucial for
understanding the Cambodian people's resilience and their journey toward healing.

Beyond its historical and cultural landmarks, Phnom Penh is a city that buzzes with
contemporary life. Its vibrant atmosphere is a delightful blend of old traditions and
modern trends. The riverside promenade is a popular spot for locals and tourists alike,
offering a relaxed setting for strolls, dining, and enjoying the confluence of the rivers.
The city's markets, such as the Central Market (Phsar Thmey) with its striking Art Deco
architecture, and the Russian Market (Psar Toul Tom Poung), offer a sensory overload
of sights, sounds, and smells, where one can find everything from fresh produce and
local handicrafts to clothing and souvenirs.
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Phnom Penh's culinary scene is equally diverse, ranging from authentic street food
stalls to upscale restaurants offering both local and international cuisine. The city's
nightlife, while perhaps more low-key than some other Southeast Asian capitals, offers
a variety of bars and clubs, with an emerging live music scene that reflects a blend of
local and international influences.

The city is also a hub for events, having hosted numerous regional and international
gatherings, including the ASEAN Summit. Looking ahead, Phnom Penh is slated to host
the Asian Youth Games in 2031, a clear indication of its growing international profile
and commitment to development. With its captivating history, dynamic present, and
ambitious future, Phnom Penh truly embodies the spirit of Cambodia – a nation that
remembers its past, embraces its present, and confidently strides towards a promising
tomorrow.
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