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When the old town of Sangkhlaburi was submerged by a new reservoir in 1983, those inhabitants forced to relocate were mainly Mon Burmese refugees, left again without homes. They have since resettled on higher ground, but the 
extremes in Southeast Asian weather offer a unique reminder of their past: every year, as the water levels decrease in the dry season, the old, abandoned Buddhist temple emerges from underwater in the middle of the reservoir, 
whereupon it is possible to visit. The intention of this project was to investigate one specific community of “reservoir refugees” in Thailand, and explore how collective memory of involuntary relocation, triggered by environmental 
changes, continues to influence communal and individual identity. This poster contains initial observations; data collection finished in May 2013.

THE MON
At about 5% of Burma’s population, the Mon people today constitute one of the 
smallest of the eight major ethnic groups in Burma. Like nearly every other ethnic 
minority group in the country, the Mon have engaged in a prolonged struggle for 
autonomy from the Burmese government since independence from British rule 
in 1948. Mon State in eastern Burma shares a highly porous, mostly unpatrolled 
mountainous border with the Thai province of Kanchanaburi. Since independence, 
this border has been the site of several waves of Mon migration into Thailand, with 
migrants fleeing from armed conflict and famine.

In June 1949, a group of 60 Mon families arrived in Sangkhlaburi, a western 
Thai outpost approximately 20 km from the border with Burma. They laid the 
foundations for a permanent Mon settlement in Sangkhlaburi, and the population 
has grown in waves since then, directly reacting to political strife across the 
border. By 1984, when the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT) 
constructed the Khao Laem hydroelectric dam, about 800 Mon families in 
Sangkhlaburi were forcibly relocated to a new village.  Today, Baan Wang Ka Mon, 
known locally as the “Mon Side” of Sanghlaburi has an estimated population of 
between 5,000-10,000. (Exact population numbers are difficult to estimate with 
many in Thailand illegally or as migrant workers who enter from Burma regularly.)
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“When I see foreigners, tourists who visit the old temple, I don’t want them to just visit for fun. I want them to know the history, see it. The Thai people that visit just go 
for fun.” Aranya, 40

“I am pleased that tourists go out to visit the sunken temple; they are helping to remember it.” Nai Yet, 80

“I think there are two types of tourist who visit the old temple. The people who are interested in the old village - I am happy that they want to come and see it. I don’t 
like Thais who use pictures of the sunken temple for business purposes. I see many people doing this.” Sai Won, 45

“I visit the Temple about two times a year. I go to see our old place. When I go, I think that if there was no dam, we 
would still live there. When I go visit during the rainy season, I miss my farm. When there is no water there, I want 
to stay but I know I can’t. My children come with me and we look for vegetables. I tell my children about it but they 
don’t know the old place.” Ma Thain, 63

“My friends and I go back to the old village every year when the water is gone. In April, we go and walk all around. We 
remember, ‘this was our house, this was our garden where I planted jackfruit, this is the street where I walked to the 
farm…’ I still miss the old village.” Nai Yin, 57
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“It is very strange to see the tourists go to see [the Sunken Temple]. It is weird to see it advertised in Bangkok; they say you “have to go see the underwater temple” for 
tourists. It is weird.”  Ying, 42

“The old village was very flat and easy to live 
in; here it is difficult.” Ban Yah, 60.

Streetscape in the new village, which was built 
on steep slopes. 

“When I see the old temple, I have to remember that it is 
impossible to return. I wish that the earth was higher so that 
I could return and live there again.” Sai Won, 45

View of the new Mon village, commonly known as “Mon Side,” with the Sunken Temple in the background. 

“When I dream about home, I still dream about 
the old village.” Pa No, 56

“All the people who moved from the old village 
have a shared feeling. We all would prefer to 
go back – it is a better place to live. But it is 
impossible. I feel closer to the other people 
who moved [than to people who came to the 
new village more recently].” I feel close to them 
too, but they don’t have that shared feeling.” 
Jin Soi, 52

Tourism and the Sunken Temple

The Sunken Temple as a Place of Memory and “Mnemonic Aid”

Collective Remembering


