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Summary
Banteay Kou Circular Earthwork sites

[
-

What is the Banteay Kou?

Banteay means fortréss or citadel. Kou means ditch or trench. «Banteay
Kou» means fortress enclosed by a ditch and «Banteay Borom Boran» means
ancient fortress. These Khmer words are familiar to the local villagers on the eastern
side of the Mekong River. These ancient archaeological sites with circle walls, a
circle ditch and an inner platform with usually two entrances are known to local
people at the red soil plateau in Cambodia and Vietnam. These sites are located from
the Southwest of the Dalat province down to Tai Ninh province in Vietnam. The same
sites are also located in Northeastern Cambodia in Kompong Cham and Kratie

provinces. The sites are usually more than 200 meters in diameter. The Circular

Earthworks were included in a scientific article of the Bulletin de I'Ecole Francaise

d'Extréme-Qrient (BEFEO) for the first time in 1930.

After this initial mention, French scholar M. Louis Malleret studied them in 1959
through reading a report made by the French Rubber Plantation Company. In 1962,
B.P. Groslier excavated one of these circular structures. In a French article the sites
are called «Village Rond» or «Ouvrages Circulaires en Terre». Theée_, words were
translafed into Khmer by some Cambodians as «Phum Moul (circle-village)». But to
~ the Vietnamese these sites are known as “Hinh Tron” meaning citadel or fortress.
Therefore the titles « Banteay Kou, Moi, Hinh Tron, or Ouvrages C_irculaires en
Terre» are all modifications of the Banteay Kou Circular Earthwork sites. These
formed the results of a small-scale study at Banteay Kou Circular Earthwork sites
during the French colonial era. After several political upheavals in the region, 1t was
not until 1990s, when the study of the Circular Earthworks was recommenced. There
are many archaeological remains on the surfaces of these sites such as lithic toois and
potsherds. By judging the cultural remains, early researchers Groslier 1966, Malleret
1959, Pheng Sytha and Kojo 1997, and Dega 1999 clgimed these sites dated into

Neolithic Age in the region. |

The research focus on the Banteay Kou Circular Earthwork sites, which are found in
the red soil region east of the Mekong River in an area about 150 km by 250 km in
Kompong Cham and Kratie in Cambodia, and in Loc Ninh, Bin Phock and Taininh in

Vietnam. The author has inventoried up to 62 sites in the region. There are believed to
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civi_lized and they could be agricultural Cultural Communities. (Agricultural Cultural
Comrn::niti;s are generally permanent with high population densities and leadership,
Frank Robert, 1975). They were structured as early state systems in the region. These

are examples of early emerging state building in Southeast Asia especially in

Cambodia.

The carbon dating are taken with only small samples for dating (only seven samples)
frorﬁ four Banteay Kou Cir Cular Eart_tmork sites. The archaeological remains at the
site are 1n a layer of about 90 to 100 centimeters. Howe;ver, the date showed 2290 BC
to 2030 BC-at the Phoum Trameng site in a depth o.f about one metre below the

surface.

Nonnaliy, the Banteay Kou Circular Earthwork sites are situated close to each other -
usually about two to three kilometers distant from each other. For security they
constructed the wall for protection against enemies or animals. It is an evidence of
solidarity in this commumty. It is a special type of early civilized agricultural
community in the rcglon They were farming most probably mountaln rice (Srov
Phnom), evident 1n potshards proves that the Banteay Kou Circular Earthworks were
generally permanent settlements, with high population densities. By state system, it 1S

meant that a person at the head of state or empirical represent of the state

(Mekantrang- [Hﬁ[§1 i ) needs to organize to construct the sites. Without a system

and leader (Mekantrang- [Hﬁ[§1 M ) the Banteay Kou Circular Earthworks could

not be built as many as we have seen today.

They were noble agriculturalists and skilled craﬁsmen, evidence of rice production
has been found in the tempers of the potsherds fragments from the excavations at
Krek 52/62. The forms of rice temper indicate large grain-rice and this can be directly |
related to mountain-rice (Srov Phnom). Testing of the soil shows its pH level as lower
~ than 4,I so it is difficult for.ofganic materials to remain over a long period in this soil.
Pollen studies were analysed by Mrs. Barbara Albrecht from 1997 to 2000 with
samples from Banteay Kou Krek 52/62 and several fémilies of plants .were 1dentified
‘by her. Theée plant families are cf. Gramincae,. cf. Cerealia type, cf. Nympheaceae,

Polypodiaceae, Indeterminate and some spores. Potsherds, simple adzes, shouldered
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adzes, chisels, polishing stones and other agricultural utensils provide proof that these
people were skilled artisans. Potsherds and an anvil prove that the craftsmen would
have produced pots at the site and many decorated shards have been found at the sites.

A spindle whirl was also found at a Banteay Kou site and this would strongly suggest

that the Memotian ancestors would have produced textiles.

We have no evidence of cattle used by the inhabitants in these Banteay Kou, Circular
Earthwork sites, but the ditches at these sites give a consuming for taming or keep
animals. The distances from site to site are not far, but they may have needed buffalos
or oxen to transport their goods. From the artifacts distributed at some of the sites,
more potshards were found than lithic tools and this could indicate that they may have
transported pottery to trade for lithic tools or other materials. Today, we still can see
the ox carts used by the Kompong Chhnang villagers to carry pottery to sell
throughout Cambodia.

All the Banteay Kou Circular Earthwork sites are located next fo water sources such
as rivers and streams, and these were very important resources for these settlements.
Not only they did provide a water supply for these sites, but fish and other water
amphibians could have been available, and the example of the crocodile cave at the
Chhey Meang river next to Pakaley site provides evidence of this. Additionally, the
waters would have likely been used for transportation since the earliest settlements at
these sites. Examples of rivers that are still of importance to these regions to this day

are the Chhlong river that flows to the Mekong, the Dong Nie or the Chham River and
Song Bé River.

Lacking salt to use the Northeast Mekong River’s population had used ash for their
food flavor. Peschlik (special type of tree ash) is not healthy for food therefore they
may needed to do trades with low land population. A kind of pottery found near the
Banteay Kou Circular Earthworks in Vietnam for producing salt proved that salt trade
may occurred during the same time of those sites. Glass bangles found at Krek 52/62
were likely traded with overseas traders and .(Glover and Henderson 1995, pp. 153-
154) stated that most of the glasses from Arikamedu contain even more aluminum and
less calcium than Brill's typical Indian glass. The glass was pfobably brought to
Banteay Kou from India, China, or Mediterranean. The people skilled in crafting

musical instruments and in the arts, more than ten pieces of lithophone of various
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sizes were found in the Banteay Kou Circular Earthwork sites in Vietnam and are the
roots of today’s xylophone. A piece of a lithophone was also found in the collection
of B.P. Groslier that is stored in the National Museum in Phnom Penh. This piece of
lithophone was collected from the excavations in Banteay Kou in 1962 by Groslier,
and as the article of G. Condominas suggests, the production of lithophones was
modeled from Basonien time or early Neolithic time in Indochina. Beside the pieces

of lithophone, there were several pieces of jeweiry found at Banteay Kou sites such as

stone bangles, stone beads, and glass bangles.

These finds illustrate the richness of the Memotian Culture from the Banteay Kou
sites in the red soil regions of the eastern Mekong Basin. This culture was an
important influence in Southeast Asia, and this culture is evidence of the emergence

of an early state building in Southeast Asia. The author proved the hypothesis in an

early chapter that, the Banteay Kou Circular Earthwork sites were a well-developed

system of political organization with well-defined leadership and were an early state

building in Indochina especially in Cambodia before the Fu Nan, Chen La or the

Angkor Empire.

Consequently, further research should be undertaken in this region for more in depth

understanding of this culture and the dates that it flourished.
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