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Foreword

Toek Tik’s work was a kind best done by night.

As an adolescent1 in rural northwest Cambodia, he had been a foot soldier in a military force whose very name was a byword for terror: the Khmer Rouge, the radical communists whose rule had left perhaps two million people dead2 before they were driven from power. Now, twenty years later, hardened by the long internal conflict that followed, Toek Tik was a leader of men. The members of this group served no ideology, however. Their only purpose was to survive.

Toek Tik’s mission for them, on this evening in 1997, was to reach the base of a towering square chamber deep inside the Cambodian jungle. Built from an iron-rich material called laterite, its rough-hewn blocks had shifted with age, time sanding down their edges. But the chamber remained solid, seemingly as robust as the day it had been built a millennium before, forming one of the central structures of a temple called Prasat Thom. The temple, in turn, sat at the center of a city called Koh Ker, about seventy miles from Cambodia’s best-known archaeological site, Angkor Wat.

For a brief period in the tenth century AD, Koh Ker was the capital of the Khmer Empire, which would come to dominate all of Cambodia, as well as much of modern-day Thailand and Vietnam, making it one of the most powerful polities of the medieval world. Enriched by trade, agriculture, and slaves, its rulers were wealthy beyond imagining; a later chronicler would describe a Khmer king who wore “some three pounds of great pearls”3 around his neck and traveled on an elephant with tusks sheathed in gold.4 At Koh Ker, Angkor, and other temple-cities, they left buildings5 so imposing that European explorers speculated the edifices had been constructed by a wandering Jewish tribe, or perhaps by Alexander the Great—certainly not by the Cambodians, who, the visitors assumed with the prejudices of their era, never could have accomplished such a feat.

But by the time Toek Tik and his men approached Prasat Thom, carrying shovels and spools of rope, the dominance of the Khmer Empire was a distant memory. Their lives had been shaped, instead, by modern ideologies and the superpowers that espoused them, clashing in Cambodia to devastating effect. Every one of the men knew that in their battles for territory, the combatants of the civil war—the Chinese-backed Khmer Rouge and proxy forces supported by the United States and the Soviet Union—had littered the countryside with land mines. On another expedition, some had watched a wandering cow get blown up. So they walked carefully, measuring each step as they made their way to the center of the laterite chamber, which was surrounded by dense stands of trees. A thick trunk extended into its depths; undisturbed by humans, its roots had penetrated the walls, becoming one with the structure.

The treasures that Toek Tik sought were also underground, buried under layers of sediment. Soon the crew began digging down, attentive to the jolt of a shovel hitting stone instead of dirt. With each discarded clod of earth, they came closer to exposing the objects that would allow them to keep hunger and desperation at bay a while longer—works of otherworldly beauty, created by hands as skilled as any in human history. The artifacts were three6 nearly life-size stone statues, standing in a row on a rectangular pedestal. Two were divine female figures, with full lips and high breasts, carved with such vivid precision that it was possible to imagine them coming to life and embracing the right visitor. The third was a powerfully built male, likely a representation of Shiva, the Hindu god of destruction, which seemed to contain, in its muscular torso and taut, determined face, some spark of the power of that awesome deity.

Toek Tik and his band were the first to see the statues in centuries. Cambodians were raised to revere such objects, viewing them at once as embodiments of the souls of their ancestors, and as avatars of the gods. To stand before them was to gaze into the eternal, and in another context, the men might have kneeled to their bases and begun to pray, or left offerings of lotus flowers and incense. But the customers who sustained Toek Tik’s livelihood in a war-shattered nation made no allowance for their spiritual role, and he had work to do. It took hours to excavate the statues, and then days to move them by oxcart and truck to Cambodia’s border with Thailand. There, brokers were standing by to transport them to Bangkok, mainland Southeast Asia’s portal to the world.

At this point, Toek Tik’s role in the process was over. He and the others would receive a modest payment—enough to live on for a time, but a tiny fraction of the sums that the works were about to fetch on the international art market, where demand for pieces like them was booming. From the Thai capital, they went in three separate directions. The male figure7 would ultimately be purchased by an American billionaire to decorate his home in Palm Beach, Florida, a short distance from Donald Trump’s Mar-a-Lago. One of the females would be sold by a London dealer called Spink & Son and then disappear into an anonymous private collection.

The other female statue took a more rarefied path. By 1998, it was in8 the possession of Doris Wiener, a prominent dealer with a gallery on New York’s Upper East Side. Not long afterward, it made the short journey to one of the most prestigious addresses in Manhattan: 1000 Fifth Avenue. Barely five years after being ripped from its pedestal by a former child soldier of the Khmer Rouge, in the last days of one of the twentieth century’s bloodiest conflicts, it had entered the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. And it would be far from alone.




1

On a humid evening1 in 1957, a young businessman named Douglas Latchford saw the object that would change his life. It was a Khmer female figure, about two feet tall, carved in stone. Around him, men in linen suits and women in flowing dresses of Thai silk—guests at an elegant dinner party in Bangkok—clinked glasses and conversed in myriad languages. But Latchford could only stand among them in silence, staring at the statue: the cool gray of its torso, the fine curves of its waist and shoulders. Like most educated Britons of his generation, he was familiar with Greek and Roman sculpture. This was different, less detailed—no rippling muscles or individually sculpted strands of hair—but no less refined. The piece was like nothing Latchford had ever seen, and it stirred a desire he had never before experienced. He felt that he was looking at the human form reduced to its absolute essentials, somehow made more powerful in its simplicity.

New experiences had been a constant since Latchford had arrived in Bangkok the year prior. He was tall and robustly built, with a firm jaw and wavy auburn hair; in the right light, he had a passing resemblance to the actor Roger Moore. Just twenty-four years old,2 he had to get to know a city that could feel impossibly exotic to outsiders. The only country in Southeast Asia never to have been colonized by a Western power, Thailand—or Siam, as many still called it—was a world apart. Buddhist monks roamed barefoot from house to house, feeding themselves with alms from strangers. The streets teemed not with cars but with samlors, sturdy trishaws pedaled by laborers who dripped sweat in the tropical heat. Barely anyone outside the elite spoke English, and social norms bewildered the uninitiated. To touch a Thai’s head, considered the most sacred part of the body, was a major faux pas, while a smile could indicate anger just as easily as it could signal happiness.

The host of the dinner3 party, a Belgian aesthete named François Duhau de Berenx, soon noticed that his guest was transfixed by the statue. Its effect was gravitational, magnetic. Latchford knew nothing about its origins, but he knew he needed to possess a figure of his own. “There’s another one at the shop where I bought this,” Duhau de Berenx told him. It was located in the4 Woeng Nakhon Kasem, or Thieves’ Market, a bazaar in Bangkok’s Chinatown where, as the name suggested, neither the merchants nor the customers were especially concerned about the provenance of goods. Latchford went there the next day, weaving between shirtless children and stores stuffed with so many wares—furniture, luggage, pots, and pans—that they spilled over the sidewalk onto the road. The twin to Duhau de Berenx’s statue was priced at eighteen thousand Thai baht, or about $900—far more than Latchford could afford. He went to his bank, where he meekly explained why he needed a loan. Happily, the manager agreed. Latchford took the object home, where he could adore its form in private, and began reading whatever he could about the Khmer Empire, the civilization that had produced it.

He had virtually no prior exposure to the subject. Latchford had been born in 1931 in Bombay, during the dying days of the British Raj. His father was a banker, and Latchford had led a relatively privileged life. For an English education, his parents sent him to Brighton College, a well-regarded boarding school in Sussex, where he’d read works like The Jungle Book—reminders of the thrilling, verdant land he’d left behind. Compared with India, the United Kingdom of the late 1940s was a depressing place. For Latchford, its leaden skies and economic privation couldn’t compete with the opportunities, and pleasures, on offer in Asia. He skipped university, instead working in Madras and Singapore before moving to Bangkok, where his older brother, Trevor, also chose to pursue a career.

In addition to the challenges5 of adjusting to the culture, the city had its inconveniences: drinking water had to be boiled, and it was advisable to carry a flashlight when walking at night, to spot the many species of venomous snakes. But for a young man looking for a little adventure, there was nowhere quite like it. Life was lived largely on the water, with hawkers selling melons and coconuts from narrow boats on the khlongs, or canals, that threaded through each neighborhood. On the main waterway, the Chao Phraya, ferries and fishing skiffs puttered past Wat Arun, the Temple of Dawn, its 270-foot spire decorated with snail shells and pieces of Chinese porcelain. Embassies placed their front doors facing the river, since guests of any distinction were likelier to arrive afloat.

Simply being an expatriate conferred some of that status. For perhaps $200 a month, a foreigner could rent a villa in the heart of the city. For not much more,6 he could populate it with a full household staff, including a driver, cook, maid, and gardener, plus a managerial “number one,” ideally with a basic command of English, to keep them all in line. Because Bangkok had nothing like the professional competition in London or New York, the barriers to success were relatively low. Some among the expats joked that it was a first-rate place for second-rate people.

Since Thailand was too distant for many foreign companies to set up their own operations, they relied on “agencies”—local firms that imported goods and handled distribution on behalf of multinationals. Despite not having a university degree or much professional training, Latchford soon got a job as an assistant manager at one such firm: Eastern Agencies, which brought to Southeast Asia some of the consumer bounty of the 1950s. The business was relatively simple, and lucrative. Manufacturers had already done the hard work of developing their products. All that was left for an agency to do was to find retailers to stock them and figure out a marketing plan.

The number of people in Bangkok who could afford such goods would soon grow. Early in the Cold War, the US had identified Thailand as a potential bastion for the West. Viewed from Washington, such a fortress was essential. France had just suffered a humiliating defeat in Vietnam, where forces led by Ho Chi Minh had ejected their former colonial masters; to the south, Malayan Communists were aiming to do the same to Britain. Meanwhile, Mao Zedong’s China appeared to have revolutionary designs on much of the continent, starting with the countries closest to its borders. In 1954, Thailand became a founding member of the Southeast Asian Treaty Organization, the American-led attempt to create a regional equivalent to NATO, and the alliance’s headquarters were placed in Bangkok.

The US plowed tens7 of millions of aid dollars into Thailand each year, helping to build highways, airfields, and port facilities, and the economy grew briskly. Soon there were enough8 US businesses in Bangkok to form an American Chamber of Commerce; at the Oriental, a graceful riverside hotel preferred by every traveler who could afford it, a new, modern wing opened, complete with a French restaurant, Le Normandie, and the capital’s first elevator. In less prestigious quarters,9 around industrial sites and railway tracks, an unceasing flow of rural migrants erected their own crude shelters—shanties of plywood and sheet metal, accessed by narrow footpaths.



As he settled in, Latchford learned the city’s peculiar social geography. The pinnacle of Thai society was occupied by the royal family, a dynasty that traced its roots to the thirteenth-century Sukhothai Kingdom. For both Thais and foreigners, proximity to the royals was the ultimate currency. Though the country had become a constitutional monarchy in the 1930s, each king remained a powerful political force. Beyond the royals10 themselves were concentric circles of Thai aristocrats, many of whom were educated overseas. Latchford would eventually befriend some of them, bonding through vigorous games of squash.

But there was also an expatriate elite, centered on a blue-blooded American whom Latchford deeply admired. His name was Jim Thompson. Worldly, cultivated, and at ease in Asia, Thompson was exactly the sort of man Latchford wanted to become. He was also a spy. His route to Bangkok11 had begun in the Office of Strategic Services, the wartime forerunner to the Central Intelligence Agency. As a graduate12 of St. Paul’s School and Princeton, Thompson fit right in; the OSS had a habit of recruiting operatives from wealthy East Coast families, prompting some wags to joke that its name really stood for “Oh So Social.” He served heroically,13 helping prepare the ground for the Allied invasion of southern France. As the conflict in Europe wound down, he was sent to Thailand, tasked with helping to secure it as a postwar ally. Though Thompson had14 formally resigned from government service in 1947, he remained in Bangkok and continued to do unofficial intelligence work. As the Cold War heated up, the city became a hub for the CIA’s increasingly violent efforts to contain the spread of Communism in Asia.

At the same time, Thompson built a profitable15 textile business, hiring traditional silk weavers and exporting their fabrics. He abhorred being16 without company in the evening and so threw constant dinner parties, sometimes with as many as one hundred guests. It seemed that every notable visitor to the city, from Eleanor Roosevelt to Truman Capote, made sure to attend. For many of them, his home was an attraction in itself. Rather than live in17 a European-style villa, Thompson had bought six traditional Thai houses, built from butter-smooth teak and topped with steeply gabled roofs, in different locations. He then had them floated into Bangkok by barge and assembled on the side of a khlong—an extraordinary homage to the country’s vernacular architecture.

Once Thompson’s guests18 had finished sipping cocktails on the veranda, boat traffic churning by, he would take his place at the dining table. There he would tell19 stories about his life in Thailand while his houseboy, Yee, darted about barefoot, keeping glasses refreshed. While the talk was often20 of politics—Thompson was growing openly disillusioned with US foreign policy, at one point prompting the FBI to investigate him for “un-American activities”—his other favorite topic was antiquities. Like Latchford, Thompson felt21 a powerful attraction to Khmer statuary, and by the late 1950s he had become a major collector. At one end of his22 dining room, he kept a stone carving of the four-armed Hindu god Vishnu; elsewhere in the house, Thompson and his guests mingled among bronze Buddhas and dancing apsaras, the heavenly nymphs of Hindu legend.

Thompson and Latchford were23 friendly at the time, and the younger man listened, rapt, as Thompson recounted his travels to source artifacts—conveying knowledge that Latchford would eventually put to use. Much of what Thompson obtained, he was willing to part with for the right price. In his early days selling statues and bronzes, relatively few outsiders had any experience of Southeast Asia, let alone the objects left by its ancient cultures. But that would begin to change as wealthy travelers took advantage of the shrinking distances of the Jet Age. One of the most enthusiastic24 was “the richest girl in the world”: six-foot-tall socialite Doris Duke, the only child of tobacco magnate James Buchanan Duke. After a visit to Bangkok25 in 1957, she attempted to purchase a series of Thai houses for shipment to her home in Hawaii. John D. Rockefeller III was26 another prolific buyer, building a collection that he would eventually put on display in Manhattan.

In what was still27 an impoverished region, such works seemed like they were there for the taking. In 1959, Thompson became intrigued by rumors of a “lost temple” on the Cambodian border. One Friday in November, he and two friends set out from Bangkok to find it. Driving in a Land Rover, it took them until past midnight to reach Aranyaprathet, the last major town before the frontier. They snatched some brief sleep in a country hotel and set out at dawn into the forest. For much of the morning, they bumped along a track used by logging trucks, lucky to make ten miles an hour. Finally, they emerged into a clearing, where there stood a village of modest wooden houses, ringed with palm trees and rice paddies.

There, the group found some men who agreed to guide them to the place Thompson was looking for. They crossed a flat, grassy area, which Thompson identified as the remains of an ancient moat, pierced by an island of tall trees. Then, “in we went over a huge laterite wall,”28 he wrote in a letter to his sister Elinor.


It was all cool and green with 150-ft. high trees—ferns of every description, air plants, shafts of sunlight—a great walled enclosure of sandstone and laterite—great towers 60 ft. high still partly standing—piles of gigantic stones carved with dancing Bodhisattvas, acanthus leaves, and other decorations—maidenhair ferns growing out of every crevice—strange birds calling in the trees—blue and orange butterflies flying through the shafts of sunlight.



While his companions snapped photos, Thompson took out a pencil and notepad and surveyed the ruins, producing a detailed sketch of their layout. Later, with a storm moving in, they returned to the village and installed themselves in the open-air hall of its Buddhist pagoda. The residents watched curiously as their visitors tucked into a dinner of canned baked beans and chicken breasts, accompanied by Ballantine’s whisky. The next day, Thompson left with several artifacts, including a stone piece he dated to the seventh or eighth century. “Only known one in Siam is in the museum in Bangkok,” he boasted to Elinor. “Very very rare.”



Armed with Thompson’s advice, Latchford had been trying to educate himself about the Khmer Empire. As a schoolboy in England, he had been captivated by the idea of forgotten temples deep inside trackless jungles. Now, though he excelled at his job importing foreign products to Bangkok, that interest was growing into an obsession, occupying more and more of his waking hours. In Thailand, the legacies of the Khmer civilization were plain to see. At their greatest extent,29 its dominions had extended nearly to Bangkok, and the country was dotted with ruins. The written form of the Thai language—a forty-four-consonant alphabet of gracefully looping forms—was derived from classical Cambodian script.

Following in Thompson’s footsteps by visiting Khmer sites in Thailand was interesting enough. But Latchford had still never traveled to Cambodia itself. He needed to go to the source.




2

The sun climbed steadily up from the tropical horizon, bathing the sandstone below in a brilliant golden hue. In a pair of reflecting pools, five conical towers mirrored themselves precisely, gilded by the advancing dawn. The same light streamed through the pillars at the opening of a cool stone gallery, illuminating carved friezes of breathtaking intricacy—scenes from the Hindu epics that anchored the spiritual lives of their makers. Just beyond, in the jungle that extended almost to the perimeter of the structure, macaques and gibbons called out to one another across the foliage, indifferent to the presence of one of humanity’s most impressive architectural achievements.

Latchford had vistas like1 this one largely to himself in Siem Reap, the Cambodian town abutting Angkor. It was 1961, several years into his fixation with Khmer culture. Though there had been some degree of tourism there for decades, Siem Reap remained far from anything resembling a beaten path. Away from the tiny town center, Cambodian peasants lived as they always had, in simple wooden houses open to the tropical breezes and raised on stilts to evade floodwaters. Highways ran northwest to the Thai border, just under one hundred miles away, and southeast to the capital, Phnom Penh, but in most other directions, the roads devolved into dirt tracks that turned impassable with the monsoon. Almost all foreign visitors2 stayed at the same place: the Grand Hotel d’Angkor, built in an incongruous art deco style in the 1930s, where Latchford had booked in.

He rented a motorcycle to explore the area. As Latchford learned, its best-known site, Angkor Wat, was just one of hundreds of ancient Khmer structures within a short drive. At its height3 in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, “greater Angkor” sprawled across an area of more than 1,150 square miles, with perhaps three-quarters of a million inhabitants. That made it one of the largest and most complex urban centers in premodern history. By comparison, in the same period, London was a city of about forty thousand people. Studying all of Angkor’s ruins would take a lifetime. On a first trip, Latchford would have to focus on the highlights: Angkor Wat itself, with its central spires and 190-meter-wide moat; Angkor Thom, whose name literally means “great city,” a walled complex accessed through one of five imposing stone gates; and, within its perimeter, the Bayon, an astonishing pyramidal structure ornamented with more than two hundred carved faces, possibly modeled on that of the king who ordered it built.

Even with this rich architectural legacy, a great deal about the Khmer Empire—or the Angkorian civilization, as some referred to it—remained a mystery. Its surviving structures were religious—either Hindu, the faith of most of its kings, or Buddhist, the latter reflecting a branch of the religion that would ultimately become dominant in Southeast Asia. No other buildings4 had been constructed with permanent materials, and by the time Latchford arrived in Cambodia, all had been lost to the jungle. The written record was also maddeningly sparse. The ancient Khmer wrote5 texts by inscribing them on palm leaves, but no such manuscripts had ever been found.

To piece together their story, researchers were forced to rely on just a few categories of sources. The most ubiquitous were about6 twelve hundred stone inscriptions, either on freestanding blocks or etched into the doorjambs of temples, that described the deeds of kings and the functioning of religious institutions. Then there were the works7 of art known as bas-reliefs: stone panels, particularly at Angkor Wat and the Bayon, carved with detailed tableaux of military campaigns and daily life. In one, an army marches into battle alongside war elephants—the tanks of their time—rendered with such precision that the folds in the animals’ ears are captured in stone. Another depicts a scene pregnant with anticipation: the moment before the start of a cockfight, with men crowding shoulder to shoulder to get a glimpse of the roosters being released into combat.

Finally, historians could consult8 the account of Zhou Daguan, a Chinese traveler who resided in Angkor Thom for almost a year at the end of the thirteenth century. While it presented a detailed snapshot—Zhou recorded his impressions of everything from rice harvests to local sexual mores, which he found scandalously liberal—that source had its drawbacks. Only some of Zhou’s writings survived, and he spoke little of the Khmer language. Much of what he learned9 was probably related to him secondhand by Chinese traders who lived in Angkor.

Historians had nonetheless assembled a basic narrative, which Latchford devoured. The start of the Khmer10 Empire was conventionally dated to the ninth century, when a centralized state supplanted the kingdoms that had previously existed in Cambodia. Its culture drew on Indian concepts, which had filtered into Southeast Asia through centuries of trade and migration. The majority of Angkorian11 inscriptions were written in Sanskrit, the sacred language of Hinduism, and for much of the history of the empire, that religion influenced aspects of statehood.

Part of the power12 of the Khmer monarchy was the belief that a given ruler had a privileged relationship with one of the principal Hindu gods: Shiva, the destroyer, or Vishnu, the preserver. While the idea of rule by divine right was familiar to anyone who’d studied, for example, the absolute monarchs of France, other aspects of Khmer politics were more unusual. There was neither hereditary nobility13 nor a caste system along Indian lines. No system of succession existed:14 Only eight of the twenty-six Angkorian kings were the sons or brothers of the rulers who preceded them. Not surprisingly, this encouraged conflict when a ruler died. It also stoked the ambitions of would-be usurpers, coveting perquisites of power that impressed even a traveler from imperial China. In Zhou’s telling,15 the Khmer king’s retinue included between three thousand and five thousand “concubines and palace girls.” When it was time16 for him to travel, hundreds of young women, holding candles and wearing flowers in their hair, stood at the head of his procession. “The ministers and princes are mounted on elephants,”17 Zhou recounted. “In front of them one can see from afar their red parasols, which are innumerable.” They were followed by a further troop of wives and concubines. “After them is the sovereign, standing on an elephant.”



Every summer in Cambodia, the monsoon rains swell the Mekong, the great river, murky with sediment, that courses from the Tibetan Plateau all the way to the South China Sea. What follows is a hydrological event of rare force. The Mekong surges so intensely that it causes an intersecting river, the Tonle Sap, to flow in reverse, overfilling a lake of the same name. The resulting flood18 inundates a vast area, and when the waters recede later in the year, the silted shore is ideally fertilized for growing rice, the crop that gave19 the Khmer Empire its worldly power. With a surplus of food, increased through vast irrigation projects, Angkorian rulers could buy off rivals and raise armies, extending their territorial dominance.

The wealth of Khmer society20 also allowed for the accumulation of slaves, whom Zhou described as a ubiquitous presence. “Those who have many slaves possess more than a hundred,” he wrote. “Those who have few possess ten to twenty; only the very poor have none at all.” Though the term encompassed a range of legal statuses, the slaves Zhou observed enjoyed no civil rights; if they tried to escape, they might be punished with branding. Elaborate codes of etiquette governed their behavior. They were permitted to sit or lie down only underneath the homes of their master, not inside them. When entering, they were obliged to “kneel down, join their hands together, and prostrate themselves.”21 Only then could they move forward.

Slave labor was crucial22 to realizing a Khmer king’s ultimate aspiration: the construction of his own spiritual center, a “temple-mountain” that made tangible his union with the divine. For the tenth-century monarch23 Jayavarman IV, that was Koh Ker, an entirely new capital devoted to the worship of Shiva. (The god’s potency was24 symbolized there, as at other sites consecrated to him, by a massive stone cylinder known as a linga.) In the twelfth century, a new king, Suryavarman II, began the construction of Angkor Wat as a monument to Vishnu. Later, it was the turn of Jayavarman VII, a Buddhist, who commissioned Angkor Thom and its architectural centerpiece, the Bayon.

These complexes were among the most ambitious construction projects ever undertaken. Angkor Wat alone encompasses an area of about four hundred acres, more than three times the size of the Vatican. Millions of tons of sandstone25 were quarried in nearby hills. The blocks were likely hauled by elephants and then loaded onto bamboo barges for transport; elephants took over again at the other end, possibly traveling up ramps to access each building site. In addition to slaves,26 much of the labor force would have been made up of peasants summoned for a period of mandatory service to their king. The precise number of workers involved is unknown, but it certainly would have been in the tens of thousands.

At the same time, Khmer artisans were creating the sculptures, in stone and bronze, that Latchford would find so captivating centuries later. Like the temples where they were installed, such works of art served a dual purpose. They were religious, depicting gods and other figures from Hindu tradition and, later, the Buddha and bodhisattvas, beings on their way to enlightenment. Some also probably bore27 a not-so-subtle resemblance to the kings who commissioned them, as well as to their heirs and consorts—yet another way to meld the ruler’s temporal grandeur with the eternal. As with so much else Latchford learned, the story of the statues had huge gaps. Not a single one28 was signed by its creator: If there had been a Khmer equivalent to Michelangelo or Cellini, they’d left no record. Aside from the fact29 that stone pieces were generally carved from a single block, relatively little was known of the techniques or tools employed. And yet there they were, at every temple Latchford visited, dotted around like jewels.



The end of the Khmer Empire was nearly as mysterious as its beginning. In the traditional account, its proximate cause was the invasion of Angkor in 1431 by an army from present-day Thailand. But scholars have never30 agreed on how Angkor became weak enough to make such a sacking possible—if it even happened. (The archaeological evidence is minimal.)

Whatever the reasons, Angkor gradually ceased to be a major urban center, and Cambodia as a whole entered a period of isolation. This deepened at the beginning of the eighteenth century, when the Vietnamese took control of the Mekong Delta, where the river meets the South China Sea. Under the Khmer, the region’s principal port31 had been known as Prey Nokor. Its new rulers called the city Saigon. At a time of intense international exchange, Cambodia was cut off. This had certain advantages, sparing the country some of the brutalities of colonization inflicted elsewhere in Asia. It also left the Cambodian state at the mercy of more powerful neighbors, which vied to dominate its politics.

In 1860, a French explorer,32 Henri Mouhot, disembarked from a small boat on a tributary of the Tonle Sap. Skilled in linguistics and the emerging art of photography, Mouhot was partway through a series of expeditions in the interior of Indochina. Once on shore, he followed a raised causeway and then a sandy path through the forest. Plump cicadas sang among the trees; kingfishers and cormorants darted overhead. Mouhot hiked for hours, eventually coming to a broad plaza flanked by sculpted lions. What he saw next, though ravaged by time and overgrown with vegetation, was unmistakably the temple-city of which he’d heard tales. “It is grander than anything left to us by Greece or Rome,”33 he wrote of the place he called Ongcor. “Was this incomparable edifice the work of a single genius, who conceived the idea, and watched over the execution of it? One is tempted to think so; for no part of it is deficient, faulty, or inconsistent.”

Of course, Mouhot hadn’t discovered34 Angkor any more than Columbus had discovered the Americas. Nor was he the first European to reach the site: Incredibly, a Capuchin friar had somehow found his way there in the sixteenth century. But Mouhot’s account was the first to reach a wide audience, through an illustrated book, Travels in the Central Parts of Indo-China (Siam), Cambodia, and Laos. Like other early Western visitors, Mouhot could not imagine that the poor, largely illiterate Cambodians he encountered were the same people who’d built the temples. Condescendingly, he speculated that35 they had been constructed by “ancient settlers, who introduced Buddhism and civilization” before being “succeeded by some barbarous race, who drove the original inhabitants far into the interior, and destroyed many of their buildings.” He saw only one way36 to restore the nation’s lost grandeur: “a wise government,” which would ensure that “labour and agriculture were encouraged instead of despised.”

Mouhot died in Laos in 1861 and would never see that wish fulfilled. But two years later,37 French officials concluded a deal with the reigning Cambodian monarch, King Norodom. France, which was in the process of gaining control of Vietnam, hoped to extend its reach in Indochina and gain access to Cambodia’s resources of timber and gemstones. Norodom wanted an ally who would stop Thailand from meddling in his country. From that point forward, Cambodia would be, in effect, a protectorate of Paris, even though the monarchy remained in place. Gradually, it became something38 more like a full colony, with France taking over basic functions, such as tax collection, and installing a network of résidents throughout the provinces.

The French claimed to be39 guided by democratic values—Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité. The colonial authorities built a road network and opened schools where the children of the Cambodian elite could receive European educations. In addition to soldiers40 of the ordinary kind, France also dispatched a small army of archaeologists and architects, tasked with cataloging, studying, and, where possible, restoring the physical legacy of the Khmer Empire. Taking little interest in what their Cambodian subjects thought of the matter, they removed many of the statues and artifacts that they discovered and shipped them off to Paris, though more remained, either in situ at temples or on display at the National Museum they built in Phnom Penh.

But for most in Cambodia, little changed for the better. Spending on education and medical care was minimal outside the capital, and the electric and water grids were largely nonexistent. Poverty was the rule,41 exacerbated by stiff taxes that were levied to cover the salaries of French administrators, mustachioed men in starched white uniforms and pith helmets, who might only be glimpsed as they sped past in imported motorcars. Those Cambodians without enough money to pay risked being called up for ninety days of annual labor for the state, not unlike their forebears in the days of Angkor.



In 1941, following the death of Cambodia’s then king, France threw its support behind his eighteen-year-old grandson, Norodom Sihanouk. He took the throne later that year. The French government42—led by the collaborationists of Vichy—appeared to be betting that a teenager with no leadership experience would be weak and pliable. It was a fateful error. Soon after the end of World War II, Sihanouk began agitating for greater autonomy. Already fighting an insurgency in Vietnam, France was wary of becoming embroiled in another struggle with Southeast Asian nationalists, and by the end of 1953, Sihanouk had secured Cambodian independence. Two years later, he abdicated the throne to compete in electoral politics, which he came to dominate.

Baby-faced, thin-skinned, and sexually voracious—he had six wives43 and many concubines, with whom he would father at least fourteen children—Sihanouk was a protean figure, as likely to charm as to infuriate those he encountered. He spoke flawless French44 in an unmistakable high-pitched voice and liked to entertain visitors into the wee hours by playing saxophone and clarinet. On one occasion, he insisted45 that foreign diplomats in Phnom Penh roll up their sleeves to help build a new stretch of railway track—and then offered them Champagne and a pleasant luncheon. He became enraged46 when journalists described Cambodia as “tiny” or “minuscule,” once issuing an official statement listing, in alphabetical order, forty-seven countries that were smaller in land area.

By the time of Latchford’s visit to Angkor in 1961, Sihanouk led a nation that felt like an oasis from the turmoil spreading across Southeast Asia. The conflict between Communist North Vietnam and the American-backed South, divided since the French withdrawal, was growing bloodier. But Sihanouk remained neutral, determined to keep Cambodia from being drawn into the fighting, and the country was at peace. As one journalist wistfully recalled,47 Cambodia was “seemingly immune to the upheavals ravaging its neighbors.” But that impression obscured seething passions just below the surface.

Sihanouk was a near-absolute48 ruler; tellingly, he didn’t mind being compared to Jayavarman VII, the Khmer king responsible for building Angkor Thom. Open criticism was taboo, and dissidents disappeared without a trace. If they were unlucky enough49 to get caught, members of the Khmer Serei, an anti-monarchist guerrilla force, were executed by firing squad, with films of their deaths screened for the public. The growing number of Cambodian Communists, inspired by the same ideology as their Vietnamese counterparts, could expect similar treatment if captured. In such a repressive environment, some opponents of Sihanouk’s rule concluded that the only way to survive was to flee into the jungle.

One opposition leader who50 did so was a young leftist, Saloth Sar. Raised in relative privilege,51 he had lived in Paris as a student in the early 1950s. There he was admitted52 to a group of Cambodians who called themselves the Cercle Marxiste. After returning to Phnom Penh,53 he’d worked as a schoolteacher—and had also become a senior official in the nascent Communist Party. Fearing execution if he showed his face, Saloth Sar would remain in the forest for years. When he finally emerged, he would be known by a different name.

Pol Pot.
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Douglas Latchford took his position on a flimsy chair inside an arena in central Bangkok. He was surrounded by a tight crowd of Asian and Western men in shirtsleeves, looking down from the stands at a pair of Thai boxers who were naked apart from their shorts, their bodies glistening under harsh overhead lights. A referee hovered a few steps away, shadowing the fighters’ movements around the ring. Each was looking for his moment, bobbing on the balls of bare feet. One lifted a knee, preparing to strike, then dropped it down again—a feint that caused his opponent to jerk backward. In a blink, he hurled his leg into a wide, powerful arc, landing his foot square in the center of the other combatant’s torso. But the man remained upright, and they began grappling at each other’s shoulders, moving as one across the floor, each seeking leverage for a bout-finishing blow.

In the stands, Latchford roared his approval with the rest. As after-hours diversions went, watching Muay Thai—the no-holds-barred combat sport beloved in Thailand—was hard to beat. Latchford didn’t mind that the matches occasionally ended in chaos, with liberally refreshed spectators expressing their dissatisfaction over the outcome by hurling projectiles at the ring. When mayhem erupted at the end of this fight in 1963, he and his companion, a visiting colleague named Robbie Brothers, protected themselves by holding their chairs over their heads like shields. For Latchford, it was just another night in Bangkok, where he’d lived for the better part of ten years and felt entirely at home.

Latchford no longer worked at the agency for imported goods that had first employed him. Now he ran the local operations of a Hong Kong–based conglomerate, Wheelock Marden. His brother, Trevor,1 had similarly thrived, rising to become a senior executive at the English-language Bangkok Post. With a seventh-floor office2 in the capital’s commercial heart, high above what remained a city of squat shophouses and migrant shanties, Latchford was close to the top of the local business world in every sense. Still, he hadn’t entered the inner circle of the true expatriate elite, dominated by men with degrees from Oxford or Harvard and, in many cases, connections to agencies known by three-letter initialisms. Latchford had none of those credentials. Nor did he have the kind of clubby personality that might have opened doors without them; indeed, he had little talent for conversation, struggling to express much interest in what an interlocutor was saying unless it affected him directly.

Among its other business lines, Wheelock Marden distributed cosmetics and pharmaceuticals in Thailand. As Latchford sometimes boasted, it wasn’t a terribly demanding gig, leaving him plenty of time and money to indulge in what had become his true vocation: the acquisition of Khmer artifacts, which he’d stepped up after making his first trip to Cambodia in 1961. Latchford wanted nothing more than to be surrounded by the objects he treasured, allowing him to adore the silky perfection of their figures.

When Brothers came to see him at his office, Latchford was excited to show off a sandstone statue he had recently procured. “I bought it for two thousand pounds,” Latchford said. Brothers was astonished; he’d never heard of someone paying so much—the equivalent of more than $45,000 today—for a piece from Cambodia. But among Bangkok’s collectors, such prices were growing more common. As a figure of aesthetic discernment, Latchford had some way to go before he could match Jim Thompson, the silk entrepreneur and intelligence agent whose dinner parties were still an important stop on the social circuit. But he’d begun to be seen as a man of taste, with the means to act upon it.

As he prospered, so did Bangkok, becoming a far more developed city than the isolated capital that Latchford had first gotten to know in the 1950s. There were still pedal-powered samlors on the streets, but they fought for space with growing numbers of imported cars. To make room for all those vehicles, many of the khlongs were paved over and new roads blasted through communities of waterside homes. Thailand was still a unique place, governed by a culture that beguiled and bewildered new arrivals. But it would never again stand so apart from the rest of the world. In fact, Southeast Asia was coming to occupy the center of global consciousness.

At the end of 1965, there were well over one hundred thousand American military personnel in Vietnam. Their numbers would more than double the following year. And for what would become the defining conflict of the decade, Thailand was an essential staging area. Its government had granted3 the US Air Force use of several bases in the country’s East; meanwhile, American servicemen on R&R poured into Bangkok, invigorating commerce while encouraging the growth of a shadow economy made up of massage parlors and go-go bars.

The country fizzed with intrigue. From a clandestine facility4 in an outlying province, the CIA was organizing a massive effort to support anti-Communist militias in Laos, in a conflict that would eventually be known as the Secret War. Even in the course of selling makeup and prescription drugs, Latchford crossed paths with spies. At Wheelock Marden, he employed the services of an advertising agency located just a few minutes’ walk from his office. The admen shared their building with an airline, Air America Inc., which operated under the slogan “Anything, Anywhere, Anytime, Professionally.” A traveler looking to book a ticket was likely to be disappointed. Though nominally a commercial enterprise, Air America was a thinly veiled CIA front that flew unacknowledged missions in support of US-backed forces around the region. Occasionally, a taciturn American would appear in the hallways with a freshly bandaged hand or missing foot—the result, presumably, of an up-country operation that had gone sideways.

These mysterious operatives lived on the fringes of what had become a large expatriate community. With its inexpensive living and ample diversions, Bangkok attracted an increasing number of eccentric, mostly male Westerners who, like Latchford, felt they fit in better there than at home. One American resident kept a pet Malayan brown bear that he brought with him to bars. Evidently pleased to be included in the social scene, the animal would perch on a stool and drink highballs. Another expat held afternoon pot parties where the sauce for the satay skewers was spiked with marijuana, if not something stronger. Later, the group might land for the evening at a nightclub called Sani Chateau. Its air-conditioning filters were5 rumored to be soaked in Chanel No. 5, and for about five dollars, an attendee could choose a female “companion” of his preferred nationality.



In early October 1965,6 a fifty-one-year-old American, Darrell Berrigan, was found dead in a Volkswagen sedan just a short walk from his Bangkok home. He had been shot through the back of his skull, apparently in the course of an intimate encounter—his pants and underwear were pulled down around his shins. Berrigan was the editor and publisher of the Bangkok World, the main rival to the Post among the city’s English publications, and his murder was a major story. (A twenty-two-year-old7 Thai would confess to killing him in what was apparently a botched robbery.)

The crime also brought unprecedented public attention to Bangkok’s permissive attitudes toward homosexuality, compared with even the most liberal precincts of the US and Europe. As one Thai paper said, “It was general knowledge that Berrigan loved young men the way other men love young women.” But that hadn’t stopped him from holding a prominent job, as it would have in many Western cities. A significant number of male expats kept Thai boyfriends, younger lovers who welcomed the attention of foreign paramours before later marrying and having children.

Nevertheless, gay men in Bangkok—Latchford among them—understood that a degree of discretion was advisable. Latchford kept up a pretense of being straight, avoiding any discussion of his romantic life with colleagues, but they and others around him were under no illusions, and generally speaking, they didn’t care. The foreigners who chose to make their lives in Southeast Asia at the time were not often of the judging type. Those who traded8 and admired antiquities were even more tolerant; Thompson, for his part, was almost certainly bisexual. And in their arena, Latchford was growing into an important player. By the mid-1960s, he was no longer simply buying Khmer statues for his own enjoyment. He was also selling them,9 earning himself a place among the tiny number of people in Bangkok who could source the best pieces as soon as they were discovered in remote temples. In addition to Latchford, this included Thompson; a Thai Chinese entrepreneur known as Peng Seng; and one of Thompson’s closest friends, a fellow former intelligence operative named Connie Mangskau.

The group’s members could be competitive, each vying to prove that they were a more refined connoisseur. In one letter, Thompson10 boasted of getting his hands on a tenth-century stone head from the Cambodian temple-city of Koh Ker, with half of the face representing the Hindu god Shiva and the other half his wife, Parvati. “Connie + Douglas Latchford all turned down as they said it had been recarved,” Thompson wrote. But he knew better: “Boisselier”—a French art historian who was among the world’s foremost experts on the Khmer civilization—“says it should be in a museum.”

For Latchford and the others, the business of selling artifacts was growing more lucrative. Several years earlier,11 the New York auction house Parke-Bernet had sold a painting by Rembrandt, Aristotle with a Bust of Homer, for $2.3 million. That was the highest price ever paid for a work of art at a public auction, and a milestone in an extended boom, with marquee pieces continuing to shatter records. Not surprisingly, those willing to pay the most were located in the US—the prime mover of the postwar economy. There, the titans of Wall Street were hungry for trophies with which to decorate their Park Avenue co-ops; the same was true for the rising moguls of Los Angeles, where modernist mansions were marching ever higher into the Hollywood Hills. According to one estimate,12 the average price of Old Master drawings would rise more than twentyfold between 1951 and 1969; Impressionist works weren’t far behind.

Khmer artifacts had nowhere near the same power to command top-dollar bids, but they were no longer an obscure corner of the market, coveted by only a few enthusiasts, as they had been in the 1950s. Instead, they were attracting growing interest from collectors who were fascinated by Asia, curious about Hinduism and Buddhism, or who simply thought they were beautiful. American museums, attentive to13 the preferences of their patrons, were also looking to expand holdings that remained dominated by works from Europe and the Mediterranean. Latchford soon grasped that these buyers were willing to snap up whatever new treasures he could provide.

Prasat Hin Khao Plai14 Bat II was a Khmer temple located on a forested rise in northeastern Thailand, a short distance from the Cambodian border. Small and overgrown, it had largely escaped notice by archaeologists; the site was better known to local rice and cattle farmers. After an unusually heavy rain in the summer of 1964, however, some of them noticed, at the edge of the temple structure, a chunk of stone that they hadn’t seen before. Curious, they began probing the ground, eventually finding several large pieces of laterite lying in the soil. They moved the slabs away and exposed something extraordinary: a kind of hand-dug vault containing a row of bronze sculptures of the Buddha and four-armed bodhisattvas. Even more were buried nearby. The statues were of rare beauty, lithe figures that ranged in height from a few inches to more than four feet, with piercing eyes and gently smiling lips.

Word of the discovery15 reached Latchford in Bangkok. It was exactly the kind of opportunity that Thompson might jump at. But this time it was Latchford, a quarter-century younger and armed with the ambition of a man entering the prime of his career, who acted first—and instigated a frenzy. With a Thai associate, he quickly drove to the nearest town, where he inspected the finds and paid cash for those he wanted, overwhelming any qualms that the residents had about removing sacred objects. Some of them began sleeping on the temple grounds, their wives bringing food so they could spend more time hunting for artifacts. Latchford returned frequently to buy up more of their discoveries; his Thai collaborator set up a small office in a village house to keep an eye on the progress.

The pillaging continued for more than two years, until every part of Plai Bat II had been scoured over, leaving a cratered moonscape of empty pits. Because none of the excavation was formally documented, it was impossible to know how many objects were taken. The total may have been16 as high as three hundred. Nor did experts get the opportunity to try to understand the site before it was torn apart. The temple dated to the tenth century, but the sculptures were considerably older. Why they were brought there and hidden underground would remain a mystery.

What is clear is that when the works, which became known as the Prakhon Chai bronzes, began to filter onto the international market with Latchford’s help, they proved extremely popular. Many were sold in London by Spink & Son, a storied firm of art dealers that had a showroom on tony King Street, just off St. James’s Square. By the end of 1967, examples had been acquired17 by the Art Institute of Chicago and the Philadelphia Museum of Art, as well as by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.



At the time that Latchford made his buying trips to eastern Thailand, Bangkok’s expat A-list was still centered on Thompson and his immediate circle. But the guard was gradually changing as the American began his seventh decade. Thompson appeared exhausted,18 dogged by the effects of various tropical illnesses. He was also deeply angered19 by the war in Vietnam, which he criticized so bitterly that some in the CIA concluded he was a Communist.

Thompson, then, was a diminished figure by the time he and Mangskau went on holiday to Malaysia’s Cameron Highlands in the spring of 1967. A mountainous region of tea plantations and dense forests, the Highlands are unlike almost anywhere else in Southeast Asia—cool and misty, with a climate so temperate that farmers can grow strawberries. Thompson and Mangskau were staying20 at Moonlight Cottage, a retreat owned by friends of Thompson’s from Singapore. On Easter Sunday, the group attended a church service and had a picnic before returning to the house for afternoon naps. Around 3 p.m., one of Thompson’s hosts heard him padding down the gravel driveway, apparently headed for a stroll in the surrounding woods.

Later, as they and Mangskau gathered for predinner cocktails, they realized that Thompson had never returned. They called the local police, who combed the area until dark, finding no sign of him. The next day, the authorities began what was probably the largest land search in Malaysian history, aided by soldiers, Boy Scouts, Aboriginal trackers, and local volunteers. Brigadier General Edwin F. Black, a close friend of Thompson’s and the commander of American forces in Thailand’s Northeast, flew in to assist in the hunt,21 which was attracting high-level attention from the US government. An American diplomat in the region22 cabled Washington, stating that Thompson was BELIEVED TO HAVE BEEN KIDNAP[P]ED, ALTHOUGH NO RANSOM DEMAND TO DATE.

None would ever come. Nor would any of the searchers locate the slightest trace of Thompson or his remains, despite several attempts in 1967 and over the years that followed. One of Asia’s most unusual personalities had, it seemed, simply vanished from the face of the earth. In Bangkok, Thompson’s disappearance represented the end of an era and, for Latchford, something of an opportunity. The city had just lost its leading expatriate aesthete, leaving a vacancy that he was ready to fill.
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Thomas Hoving was finishing1 his morning routine—orange juice, three medium-boiled eggs, coffee, extra sweet—when the phone trilled at his apartment on East Seventy-Third Street. A young art historian who’d recently taken an incongruous job running New York City’s Parks Department, Hoving instantly recognized the voice on the other end of the line. It belonged to the executive2 assistant to James Rorimer, director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art and Hoving’s professional mentor.

“Brace yourself, Tom,”3 the assistant said gravely. “Jim died last night. They think it was a cerebral hemorrhage.”

For Hoving, this was devastating news. He’d seen Rorimer just the night before at a meeting of the Met’s Acquisitions Committee, where the director had convinced a group of wealthy trustees to spend almost half a million dollars on a twelfth-century wooden statue of the Virgin Mary cradling the infant Jesus. It was a victory for Hoving, who’d scouted out the piece in his previous role as head curator of the Cloisters, the Met annex devoted to medieval art at the northern tip of Manhattan. Afterward, Rorimer had apparently gone home and expired in his sleep.

It was May 1966. Rorimer’s death was a seismic event in New York’s cultural world, and its aftershocks would be felt all through the city and beyond. He had run its preeminent museum for more than a decade, a role that required Olympian levels of political and financial savvy, as well as world-class artistic knowledge. Before that, Rorimer had served as one of the famed Monuments Men—curators and art historians deployed after D-Day to locate works stolen by the Nazis. After cultivating a source4 in the French resistance, he helped recover the private collection of Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring, stuffed into trains at Berchtesgaden in the Bavarian Alps.

The Met’s president tasked5 members of the board of trustees, a group of major donors representing some of the city’s wealthiest families, with finding his replacement. It soon became clear that Hoving had an inside track. To lead an institution enmeshed with New York’s social elite, he was almost absurdly well qualified. Tall and patrician,6 he’d spent his childhood on the Upper East Side, within a short walk of the Met. After his parents divorced, he made weekly visits to his father’s sixteen-room apartment on Sutton Place. There, Hoving wrote, “my sister and I were expected to demonstrate that we could properly use the right silverware”7 and to “practice sweeping the doily deftly from underneath the finger bowl while lifting it aside just so.” Hoving was also made to learn the science of small talk, “a formula no less rigid than an Oriental tea ceremony.” He practiced it during8 summer lunches with the socialite—and Met trustee—Brooke Astor, who had a country home near the Hovings’ in western Massachusetts. (She called him Tommy.)

Hoving maintained a rebellious streak9—he had the distinction of being kicked out of two top private schools, Buckley and Exeter. But he eventually made it to Princeton, where he stumbled into a passion for art history and went on to the university’s doctoral program. As he completed his PhD,10 he presented a paper that caught Rorimer’s eye. Hoving was soon hired as11 Rorimer’s “confidential assistant,” permitted to sit in on even the most sensitive meetings, then became a curator in the Met’s medieval department before Rorimer put him in charge of the Cloisters.

It was one of the museum world’s most coveted jobs, but Hoving, ambitious and restless, found himself drawn to politics. In late 1965,12 John Lindsay, the newly elected mayor, whom Hoving had impressed as a volunteer on his campaign, made him a surprising offer. Would Hoving take charge of New York City’s vast park system? Hoving said yes. It didn’t hurt that13 as parks commissioner, he would be the effective landlord of the Met—which sits on city land14 in Central Park—and his privileges would include an ex officio board seat. He’d been exercising that prerogative at the meeting he attended right before Rorimer’s death.

One might think that, given Hoving’s background, his tenure at the Parks Department would have been characterized by stuffy continuity. Instead, he revealed himself to be an agent of dramatic change, a man eager to embrace the social convulsions beginning to shake the nation. Hoving hired a young staff15 who he set to work redesigning public spaces—and bringing New Yorkers into them through events that came to be known as Hoving’s Happenings. There were jazz concerts,16 capture-the-flag events, meteor-shower parties, and—this being the mid-1960s—“a park contest for go-go girls,” judged by Hoving himself. Key to the whole endeavor was press coverage, which he sought relentlessly. A joke at the time17 had it that his middle initials, P. F., stood for “Publicity Forever.” (More revealing is that Hoving was said to have come up with the line.)

Thus, when it came time for the Met’s board to choose a new director, Hoving offered a unique package: impeccable society credentials as well as city hall connections and a democratic sensibility, in tune with what even old-money trustees understood were changing times. He also had all18 the right allies, including Astor, who—in Hoving’s telling, anyway—informed him on the day of Rorimer’s memorial that he was her top choice. Though he’d been parks commissioner for barely a year, he readily accepted the trustees’ offer. On March 17,19 1967—just days before Jim Thompson disappeared in a Malaysian forest—Hoving arrived at the Met for his first day on the job. He was just thirty-six20 years old and would be responsible for the largest museum in the Western Hemisphere, with twenty acres of floor space and an operating budget of $5.5 million, equivalent to nearly ten times as much in today’s dollars.



The Met’s first director was an inveterate liar and looter named Luigi Palma di Cesnola. As a Piedmontese soldier21 of fortune, he fought with distinction for the Union in the Civil War and thenceforth referred to himself as “General,” a promotion he claimed to have received directly from Abraham Lincoln in early 1865. The former president was not in a position to dispute his account.

The reward for Cesnola’s service was an appointment as the US consul in Cyprus, where he passed the days by breaking into tombs around the island. He followed none22 of the practices embraced, even at that time, by professional archaeologists, such as cataloging the precise findspot and condition of each object. Nor was he bothered about obtaining government permission before exporting a piece. One of his signal finds,23 the so-called Treasure of Curium, was in fact a grab bag of artifacts from different parts of Cyprus that Cesnola had attempted to pass off as coming from a single temple, the better to raise its sale value. But this didn’t trouble the trustees of the nascent Metropolitan Museum of Art, established in 187024 and initially housed in rented premises in Midtown,25 without a director on staff.26 Eventually, the group27 of well-off New Yorkers who founded the museum bought Cesnola’s collection for about $60,000, and in 1879, they appointed him to run the Met, which he did for more than twenty years, dying in office in 1904.

The trustees’ disinterest in what art professionals today call provenance—the story of how an artwork came to be on the market in the first place, and of all the transactions that followed—was hardly unusual. In creating the Met, they hoped to build an institution equal to the best museums of Europe, one that would embody the grandeur of its country and city by accumulating the objects of other nations. In Paris, the crowning glory of the Louvre was the spectacular Egyptian collection, built to a considerable extent with works removed during Napoleon’s expedition at the end of the eighteenth century. In London, the British Museum had peerless holdings of Greek and Roman works—among them the Elgin Marbles, hacked off the Parthenon by a Scottish earl—as well as pieces taken from every corner of the Empire with out regard to the opinions of the “Natives.” At these institutions, a visitor could feel the power of possession. For Britain or France, to own the works of a great past civilization was at once to become its heir, and to assert superiority over it.

To the Met’s original benefactors, New York deserved no less, but theirs was a private institution, in a country that had no formal imperium. It would have to build its collections the American way—through the free market. In 1880, at a ceremony28 to mark the Met’s move to its permanent location in Central Park, the lawyer and early museum supporter Joseph Hodges Choate delivered a speech aimed at the city’s burgeoning upper classes. “Think of it, ye millionaires,” he said, “what glory may yet be yours if you only listen to our advice, to convert pork into porcelain, grain and produce into priceless pottery, the rude ores of commerce into sculptured marble.” Stocks and bonds would “perish without the using,” Choate continued, and “in the next financial panic shall surely shrivel like parched scrolls.” But the ambition of the Met was more eternal: to “convert your useless gold into things of living beauty that shall be a joy to a whole people for a thousand years.”

As fundraising pitches go, Choate’s was unusually eloquent, and it wouldn’t take long to fulfill his vision of an institution growing in scale and esteem alongside the fortunes of the wealthiest New Yorkers. Just a few months after he29 gave his speech, Cornelius Vanderbilt II, the grandson and namesake of the archetypal tycoon of the Gilded Age, purchased nearly seven hundred Old Master drawings that he donated to the Met. Over the subsequent decades, the museum continued to absorb the largesse of the city’s richest citizens—families with names like Morgan, Rockefeller, and Astor. It also proved adept at attracting the energies and generosity of those whose wealth was of more recent vintage.

Part of the appeal to donors was practical. After the passage of the War Revenue30 Act of 1917, US taxpayers could deduct charitable contributions—for example, of artworks whose dollar values could be determined by friendly appraisers—from their incomes, providing potentially enormous fiscal benefits. Other elements of the attraction were harder to quantify, but no less important. A degree of noblesse oblige certainly figured, but America lacked a nobility in the European sense. The boundaries of its elite were to some degree permeable, while the dynamism of its economy guaranteed a steady supply of families whose monetary resources outstripped their social cachet. This was an imbalance that close association with the museum might help correct.

After the end of World War II, as Rorimer and the other Monuments Men returned to their civilian lives, a different kind of imbalance became evident, especially once the US entered the boom years of the 1950s. To put it simply, America—the Met and its supporters above all—had the money, but Europe had the art. In France, Italy, Germany, Austria, and elsewhere, cash-strapped families were looking to off-load their collections, whether of Roman sculptures, Impressionist paintings, or Old Masters. Other sellers came into their31 wares by more dubious means, picking up some of the estimated six hundred thousand artworks stolen by the Nazis, far more than the Monuments Men could ever hope to track down. For US museums with less comprehensive collections than their European counterparts, it was a once-in-a-century opportunity. Soon, an industry of fleet-footed dealers—and a broader network of forgers, smugglers, and small-time crooks—had emerged to cater to the needs of the buyers flying in on Pan Am.

One of the most energetic among the travelers was the future Met director Thomas Hoving. As a medieval curator32 at the museum, and then in his role managing the Cloisters, he saw it as his core responsibility to build a pipeline of spectacular acquisitions—the kinds of pieces that would wow the public and impress his fellow art historians. Hoving made three or four buying trips to Europe each year, staying for weeks at a time. In a memoir that would cause considerable consternation at the Met when it was published after his time as director, he wrote, “My collecting style was pure piracy, and I got a reputation as a shark.”33

Hoving’s triumphs included34 obtaining a vivid twelfth-century stone relief depicting the Annunciation. Like many of his conquests, this one required ratlike cunning and a willingness to look past inconvenient export laws. Hoving located the relief,35 originally from a church in Florence, in a garage outside Genoa. He later wrote that he magicked it out of Italy with the help of a dealer whose usual tactic was to hide an artifact under mattresses and then drive toward the border with a small child who would be furnished with a messy treat. By the time they arrived to be inspected by “the smartly dressed, white-gloved and harried customs officers, the child ha[d] smeared the gelato all over his face.”36 Inevitably, the dealer would be waved through. The Florentine relief was soon in Geneva. “Two weeks after that,”37 Hoving recounted, “it was in the storeroom of the Cloisters.”



Later, once the norms38 of the cultural world had changed, figures like Hoving would say that in the 1960s and ’70s, no one particularly cared whether works were looted. This was a convenient myth; in fact, myriad government officials, historians, and even just interested citizens in archaeologically rich nations cared very much indeed. That was why so many39 of them, from Peru to Italy to China and beyond, had passed laws that explicitly banned the unauthorized removal and export of artifacts.

For one thing, stealing statues and friezes deprived the people of those countries the opportunity to appreciate and take pride in their heritage. For a sense of how dispiriting this could feel, try to imagine a world where the Lincoln Memorial adorns the courtyard of a museum in Jakarta, or where Britain’s crown jewels reside in the home of a wealthy family in Quito. Even worse, clandestine excavations, carried out by gangs of thieves using picks, shovels, and sometimes dynamite, routinely destroyed irreplaceable works. Even when objects were removed intact, there was no recovering the loss of their contexts: information about their origins and conditions that would allow archaeologists to make inferences about the civilizations that had produced them. With no record of its discovery, even the finest artwork was an orphan from the perspective of historical understanding.

Despite the laws on their books, the countries where American buyers operated had little ability to stop them. In the late 1960s,40 Italy set up the Tutela del Patrimonio Culturale, probably the first police unit in history devoted exclusively to interdicting stolen art. But given the breadth of Italian cultural patrimony and the resources of those trying to acquire it, the squad’s officers faced a Herculean task. The situation was much worse in poorer nations. Some of the most severe looting of the mid-twentieth century was of Mayan and Aztec sites in Mexico. Under Mexican law,41 the journalist Karl E. Meyer wrote in 1973, there was “virtually no legal market in pre-Columbian antiquities. But because Mexico has thousands of archaeological sites, because much of the country is poor, and because prices for pre-Columbian art are high, the law is about as effective as the Prohibition Amendment.”

Cambodia, where Khmer Empire sculptures were objects of worship, was in a similar situation. Virtually all the Khmer works that Douglas Latchford dealt in were, by any normal understanding of the terms, looted and smuggled: Cambodian law explicitly prohibited the unauthorized removal of artifacts and their shipment abroad. In a 1968 letter42 to the London art dealer Spink & Son, Prince Norodom Sihanouk complained that “Cambodia’s historic heritage has been ruthlessly pillaged” and warned that “stern measures are now being taken” to halt the destruction. But fortunately for Latchford, Sihanouk’s government had even less capacity than Mexico to enforce its laws, and the authorities in Western capitals weren’t going to help.

It’s sometimes said that looting43 is the second-oldest profession, and on one level, all of this was familiar.
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