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FOR NEARY


who trusted me with her story




 


 


 


And everyone wants to know: Who? Why? Out of the sighing arises more than the need for facts or the longing to get closure on someone’s life. The victims ask the hardest of all the questions: how is it possible that the person I loved so much lit no spark of humanity in you?


Antjie Krog, Country of My Skull


 


 


No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main. If a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy friend’s or of thine own were; any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind, and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.


John Donne, Meditation XVII (1624)
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PREFACE



 


CAMBODIA HAS TAKEN UP far more of my life than I dreamed it would. When I first arrived in 2001, I expected to spend a year, perhaps two, working in Phnom Penh as a journalist. As it turned out, I did leave after two years but I returned in early 2009 to cover the trial of Comrade Duch, the former head of the Khmer Rouge’s brutal torture and execution centre codenamed S-21, and one of the people at the heart of this book. By the time I left in 2017, I had lived there for a decade.


My fascination with the country stems in part from my keen interest in how humans survive the most punishing experiences – from the First World War to the Holocaust to the siege of Stalingrad. Although I don’t recall when I became aware of humankind’s remarkable capacity to endure, it might well have had something to do with the fact that my grandfather survived months in the trenches of France and Belgium during the First World War.


My linked interest in the injustices that humans feel permitted to inflict on others was surely the product of growing up in South Africa: I was at school in the 1980s as apartheid was driven to collapse, and I was struck by what was taking place outside the privileged suburbs of my youth.


It goes almost without saying that there are numerous and profound differences between South Africa and Cambodia, yet one element they have in common is a post-atrocity reckoning of sorts for the suffering meted out to the majority of their peoples. South Africa’s effort, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), began its hearings in 1996. This was explicitly not a judicial process; its mission was to promote healing and understanding. Perpetrators who told the truth about their acts of political criminality were effectively guaranteed an amnesty. Although I was living in London during the two-year-long TRC process, I made sure to attend hearings on my rare trips back to Cape Town.


A decade later the tribunal to judge the crimes of the Khmer Rouge, the communist rulers of Cambodia between 1975–79, started its work. The model chosen was a hybrid court, part United Nations, part Cambodian, whose mixed nature is reflected in its unwieldy name: the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (ECCC). It is more commonly known as the Khmer Rouge tribunal. Its mission was to judge the surviving senior leaders of the Khmer Rouge as well as those thought ‘most responsible’ for the crimes of the period – a huge task given that two million people, or one in four Cambodians, are believed to have died from execution, starvation, illness or overwork in less than four years.


I felt then about the TRC as I do now about the Khmer Rouge tribunal: that witnessing such events is a rare privilege. I am extraordinarily fortunate to have been able to follow Cambodia’s experience at such close quarters.


The topic of post-atrocity justice is both complex and fascinating, and the different paths chosen by South Africa and Cambodia are instructive. Neither is perfect, and nor could they be given that they are dealing with crimes against humanity, yet they went their different ways on the logical ground that doing something is surely better than doing nothing.


Rights advocates disagree with a TRC process that offers immunity in exchange for the truth. Critics of the court model, on the other hand, say it is slow, costly and – particularly when held outside the country where the crimes took place – of limited value for those whom it is meant to represent. A judicial process focuses less on truth, more on evidence and procedure, and is little concerned with reconciliation. Who is to say which of these – truth, justice or reconciliation – is the most important?


And yet, while the ECCC’s hybrid model had the benefit of conducting its hearings inside Cambodia and in Khmer, the local language, its major flaw was that locating it in-country left it open to political interference. Such meddling is, perhaps, no surprise; after all, these are formal mechanisms to deal with crimes that are inherently political. What counts is who takes the decision on how to proceed.


In South Africa, the African National Congress won the democratic vote in 1994, ousting the apartheid-era National Party. In Rwanda, where 800,000 people were murdered in three months that year, Paul Kagame’s Rwandan Patriotic Front expelled its genocidal predecessor. In both cases the incumbents lost power; the winners, untainted by the crimes of the previous regime, chose the path.


Cambodia was different: its current government was installed by Hanoi in 1979, and many of those in power today, including the two men still (as of 2019) at the top of the ruling Cambodian People’s Party (CPP), were Khmer Rouge officials who defected prior to the January 1979 overthrow of Pol Pot’s Democratic Kampuchea. That meant this new government was no ‘out with the old’ but something much more subtle, and the choice of a tribunal rather than a TRC was a direct consequence; the opaque balance of political power meant Prime Minister Hun Sen had little to gain from a TRC process. On the other hand a multi-million-dollar hybrid court where Cambodian judges were in the majority, despite the checks and balances designed by the United Nations to stop political interference, was more appealing.


The scale of Cambodia’s experience also precluded a fair solution. With the best will in the world, no country could tackle the criminal neglect and cruel actions that led to the deaths of so many men, women and children, a near four-year period of catastrophe that many Cambodians refer to as neuv pel del porpok thlak pi leu mek, or ‘the time when the clouds fell from the sky’. The cost would be staggering and the tribunal would drag on unworkably for decades. And so justice must be limited and whether one chooses a TRC or a judicial process, most of the guilty will get away with murder.


The advantage of both systems is that some truths will emerge, some victims will be heard, and citizens and outsiders alike will get the opportunity to learn what happened. South Africa’s TRC was designed to promote healing and foster reconciliation and, in choosing that route, it elevated truth over justice. The ECCC, on the other hand, represents a judicial process (albeit one that incongruously has reconciliation as an additional goal).


At the time of writing, the ECCC has not been a shining success and it is highly unlikely to become one. The tribunal has numerous critics, some of whom have put forward well-founded arguments about serious flaws in its conception and structure, to say nothing of its ponderous and at times mismanaged operation; these are particularly egregious issues given the crimes before it, and the advanced age and poor health of the few accused and many of the survivors.


And yet I would argue that the fact that it is taking place at all is a triumph of sorts, and I believe some form of justice delivered (admittedly imperfectly and very late) is better than none, and that the public airing of the crimes of the Khmer Rouge will prove beneficial and informative – certainly not for everyone, but for some people now and for more people in future years.


Already the ECCC has inadvertently generated what I feel will one day be seen as its most important legacy: a curriculum that teaches the rule of Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge in schools so that those Cambodians fortunate enough not to have experienced that period can learn the bitter truths of those times. Ten years ago the treatment in students’ textbooks of the Khmer Rouge’s reign was limited to a few paragraphs; today pupils have a well-researched 100-page book – courtesy of foreign donors and the Documentation Center of Cambodia (DC-Cam), a redoubtable local research organisation – that accurately portrays the causes and effects of Democratic Kampuchea. That textbook was not a direct consequence of the ECCC, yet it is hard to imagine it would have seen the light of day had the tribunal not been established.


Three final points. The first is that this book, although containing its fair share of history, is at heart an account of one family’s search for justice. At least 1.7 million people died or disappeared during the Khmer Rouge regime, but numbers of that magnitude are so vast that we cannot meaningfully comprehend them. The best way, then, to grasp the scale of what happened is by focusing on individual accounts, and it is the story of Ouk Ket, his wife Martine and their daughter Neary that has allowed me to do that. The second regards the term ‘Khmer Rouge’ (‘Red Cambodians’), which denotes Cambodia’s communists. Grammatically the term ought to be ‘Khmers Rouges’, but that plural form is rarely used in English. Consequently, I have followed the convention of the singular form while using it as a plural noun. So you will read that ‘the Khmer Rouge were’ rather than ‘the Khmer Rouge was’.


The third refers to the use of tenses. The bulk of the book is written in the past tense, but I have chosen to portray the sections of Duch’s trial in the present tense to ensure it remains as current in the reader’s mind as it was in mine at the time.


It hardly bears saying that any errors or omissions in this book are mine.


ROBERT CARMICHAEL
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LEAVING S-21 PRISON: JANUARY 7, 1979



 


IT IS EARLY JANUARY, the height of the cool season, and the monsoon rains have ceased. In Cambodia these are traditionally the months of bounty when farmers harvest the last of the season’s crop, and diesel-powered mills strip the rough outer husks from the grain, in the process producing pure, white rice. Brute force to generate a nation’s most basic need.


In the courtyard of an old school in the capital Phnom Penh, the bony fronds on the coconut palms rustle in the breeze. If you and I could soar on this day, we would see below us four school buildings laid out in a half rectangle and, nearby, a wooden office between the entrance gate and these three-storey blocks. Uniformed figures move between them with a sense of urgency.


Inside the compound stands a man who is the very model of efficiency. Little more than a decade ago he was a humble and respected mathematics teacher, but for the past eight years he has inspired only terror, and this former school surrounded by a double-layered fence of corrugated iron fringed with barbed wire is his domain. More than that, this place, the Khmer Rouge’s most secret prison, known by its codename S-21, is largely his creation.


Comrade Duch barks orders.1 Thin-hipped, his features are striking: not the rounded Cambodian face seen in the stone colossi of the 800-year-old Bayon temple in the distant north-west, but long, narrow, pale; evidence of his Chinese heritage.


In a photograph taken at this place, Duch, his neatly pressed shirt shorn of insignia, is seen walking into a room. Two pens in his top pocket and the pistol on his belt mark him out as a man of rank, yet although Duch is in absolute control of his surroundings, he seems not entirely comfortable. His smile is awkward, even shy and ingratiating.


Duch usually speaks softly to his staff, yet they are terrified of him. They have good reason. As head of the Khmer Rouge’s secret police, or santebal, Duch wields awesome power. He reports directly to the senior leaders of the Khmer Rouge, and his job is simple: to process those deemed to be enemies of the revolution, so-called traitors who have burrowed into the movement on behalf of the CIA or the KGB or the treacherous Vietnamese; to draw out their complicity through torture; and, once their confessions are written down and approved and their purported accomplices named, to authorise their executions.


This is a battle without end and there have been no half measures. Indeed it has only intensified since Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge forces won the civil war in 1975. To be brought to this machine that Duch has helped build is to be guilty by default since the movement’s faceless leaders – known as Angkar, or the organisation – have, in the saying of the time, the eyes of a pineapple. That means Angkar is all seeing and infallible, vested with supernatural powers. As such Angkar is judge and jury, and Duch its executioner.


At least 14,000 men, women and children have been brought to S-21 during its three-and-a-half-year existence, and almost without exception their fate, and that of their families, was execution, preferably once their confessions laid bare their supposedly subversive activities.2 Most, it should be said, were guilty of no such thing. It made no difference. Those named as accomplices would in turn often be arrested, brought here and processed by means of whips, electrocution and any number of tortures to serve Angkar’s most basic need: the success and purity of the revolution.


This task is straightforward and mechanical, and contains no grey areas. That appeals immensely to Duch, a rigid man who prides himself on logic and efficiency, the virtue of certainties, the acknowledgement of a job well done and the satisfying symmetry of an order received and flawlessly carried out. But for the past few months the pitiless harmony that has characterised Duch’s life for nearly a decade has been undone.


Despite Duch’s best efforts – and they have been extraordinary – the revolution’s foes seem only to have multiplied over the years. First there were the remnants of the Lon Nol regime that Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge overthrew in 1975, and then there were those in the population who did not support the revolution. These two groups were the first to be targeted by the new Khmer Rouge rulers. Yet even before the Khmer Rouge took power it was apparent that other enemies lurked far closer to the movement’s heart. Some of the most senior cadres have been accused of treachery and, since taking power, Duch’s top-secret security prison has elicited confessions that prove these strings of traitors reached the very top.


This messianic fervour to rid the country of its enemies and the twin obsession with secrecy ought to have made the movement invincible and brought order to its rule, yet the opposite holds true. Away from Duch’s domain all is chaos and that tumult has now seeped into his creation. Tens of thousands of Vietnamese troops and thousands of Cambodian rebels who invaded the country a fortnight ago from the east have overwhelmed the Khmer Rouge soldiers. By now they have reached the outskirts of Phnom Penh. The capital is about to fall and the Khmer Rouge’s leaders have begun to flee west.


Days earlier Duch’s boss instructed him to kill the remaining prisoners and leave. And so the Chinese trucks holding the last emaciated inmates, perhaps as many as 500 people, stole out of S-21’s gate at night and clawed their way down rutted roads eight miles south to a place called Chhoeung Ek, a former Chinese cemetery surrounded by rice fields. There, like thousands before them, blindfolded and handcuffed, the condemned were led one by one, stumbling exhausted across the uneven ground. Thin fluorescent tubes leached a pale light across a large pit where they were made to kneel. In a practised routine, the executioners employed by S-21 smashed a metal bar across the back of each prisoner’s neck. Before they toppled into the grave filled with still-warm corpses, another Khmer Rouge cadre tore a knife across their throat, or thrust it into their stomach. The handcuffs were removed and their clothes were stripped. Then they were kicked, lifeless, into the pit.


One by one they fell, fresh, like tears, and slowly the ground welled up with the bodies of those deemed enemies of the revolution. Then the trucks turned, lighter now and quieter, their diesel engines rumbling, and bumped back up the well-travelled road to the city that would soon empty for the second time in less than four years.


WITH SO MUCH GOING WRONG in these final weeks, Duch has struggled to concentrate. He has become unmotivated, sleeping long hours and reading novels to pass the time. This is out of character, but these are strange, disordered days. Rumours swirl through the ranks of the Party like eddies on the Mekong, the great river that runs past the capital just a mile away. The latest is that the country’s leader Pol Pot, known as Brother Number One, has fled the city.


Tired, unable to focus, sleeping too much: these are classic signs of depression and Duch’s is stoked by the belief that he will soon be arrested and executed, consumed by this monstrous machine he has helped to create and maintain. Already his protector and former boss, the defence minister Son Sen, has been implicated. And just two months ago one of the most senior leaders in the Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK), Vorn Vet, was brought to S-21 as an enemy and executed. Duch had known Vorn Vet, his former mentor, for years.


So many have been brought here in recent months that Duch is convinced the all-seeing Angkar now has him in its sights. For weeks he has operated in a funk, sometimes passing time in a room where a few fortunate prisoners, temporarily reprieved on account of their artistic skills, paint portraits of Pol Pot. Seated on a chair, Duch has watched these wretched men carefully apply paint to canvas, building up image after image of Brother Number One. This creative process in the midst of so much choreographed destruction soothes the former mathematician. His presence, on the other hand, terrifies these artists who are alive solely because Duch has decided they have something to offer. At any point he could have them executed.


Although Duch has run out of time to finish everything to his satisfaction, and despite his depression, there are numerous efficiencies: prisoners are tortured until these last days – after all, who knows what secrets they are hiding? But as January 6 becomes the early morning of January 7, 1979, the sound of artillery fire draws close. The invading army has reached the outskirts of Phnom Penh, and Duch is out of time.


As the sun tracks higher in the sky, the assurances he received from his boss – Brother Number Two, Nuon Chea – only days earlier that the invaders would be repelled are revealed as worthless. In Building A, once a classroom for eager schoolchildren, the final 14 prisoners in that section are murdered with a bayonet. Their corpses stay shackled to the rusting iron bedsteads, blood congeals on the floor and the green flies settle. Only those two-dozen or so detainees who have been put to work – the artists, the sculptors and the mechanics – are permitted to live for now.3


In the frenzy of exit there is no time to load S-21’s copious archive that holds thousands of minutely detailed confessions, numerous administrative documents, and the lists and photographs that are stored here. The regime’s paranoia and its related obsession with secrecy mean even Duch was not told about the evacuation until two days ago.


He cannot take the archive with him, but he does not destroy it either. Perhaps he fears that setting it on fire will draw attention, or maybe he believes this retreat from Phnom Penh is temporary. Or possibly the creative spark within Duch cannot allow him to undo what he has spent so many years laboriously crafting. S-21’s archive is after all the defining work of Duch’s 36 years.


The upstairs holding cells, the former classrooms into which dozens of shackled prisoners at a time were crammed between torture sessions, and the nearby rooms where interrogations were carried out, contain the detritus of oppression and blunt brutality: handcuffs, whips, chains and shackles sit near ammunition boxes of human excrement. In the wooden office building, papers lie scattered, the by-products of excruciating savagery, ruffled now by a gentle breeze.


For nearly three years the screams of prisoners being tortured ruptured the atmosphere day and night. Now the sound of shelling tears the fabric of the morning air. Enemy troops are moving down the nearby boulevards of Phnom Penh, closing in. To stay longer is to risk being captured and killed. Duch, doubtless angered by this sloppy ending to an otherwise meticulous operation, orders his staff and the handful of useful detainees to join the exodus.


Dressed in black and with his pistol strapped to his hip, Duch walks across the dusty compound towards a signboard that hangs above the entrance. Yellow letters on a red background exhort cadres to: ‘Fortify the spirit of the revolution! Be on your guard against the strategy and tactics of the enemy so as to defend the country, the people and the Party.’


But the country is beyond defending, the revolution has imploded, and the believers are fleeing. Despite his vigilance against the enemy’s strategies and tactics, and all the support given to him by the leaders, Duch, the key person tasked with security, has failed to protect the revolution.


With that on his shoulders, the commandant and his charges pass through the main gate of S-21. The few surviving prisoners, who have spent months in a state of unending fear, are ordered to walk in single file, and told they will be shot should they put one foot wrong.


This motley group slips like thieves through deserted backstreets, the midday sun beating down, south towards the killing field of Chhoeung Ek. Before dusk they have escaped the city, and S-21 recedes, a scatter of leprous buildings on a quiet backstreet where corpses draw the flies and papers ghost across a dusty courtyard. As the sun dips below the horizon, the evening’s rich colours drain to grey. Then the night’s cloak is laid across the skin of this fraught land and Comrade Duch vanishes into its protective folds.





 


The enemy will carry out activities against us and against our revolution in various forms. This is a continual struggle between revolution and counter-revolution; it will not stop. Arm yourselves with the stance that the enemy will exist for 10, 20, 30 more years.


Enemies still continue their activities. The enemy inside is like that; the enemy outside is the same. Outside, the imperialists and all the other enemies have not stopped; they attack us in every form … We must be constantly vigilant.


— From ‘The Enemy Situation’, Revolutionary Flag magazine, June 1976


Revolutionary Flag was the Khmer Rouge’s monthly magazine for cadres. It was written anonymously by Brother Number One, Pol Pot, and his deputy Nuon Chea, Brother Number Two.


 


1.   Duch’s name is pronounced ‘Doik’, with the stress at the beginning of the word.


2.   The true number of victims of S-21 will never be known, but most estimates begin at 14,000 and range as high as 30,000. Part of the challenge is that many victims were not documented; another is that the records of many of those who were documented have since disappeared.


3.   By 2019, almost all of the survivors had disappeared or had died.





CHAPTER ONE



THE HOMECOMING


THE TERMINAL AT Phnom Penh’s airport is pale and low-slung and clings to the edge of the concrete apron as though trying to escape the relentless heat that lies heavy on this wretched land. It is June 1977 in Democratic Kampuchea, the name Pol Pot’s revolutionary government has given Cambodia after seizing control two years earlier, and black-clad Khmer Rouge soldiers await the arrival of the weekly flight from Beijing.


From the north a dark speck draws closer through the heat haze and takes familiar shape. This plane is Democratic Kampuchea’s only formal link with the outside world.


Among those on board is 30-year-old Ouk Ket, a handsome junior diplomat who for the past five years has been based at the Cambodian embassy in the West African state of Senegal.1


Some months earlier Ket had received a typewritten letter, a soothing demand to return home.


‘To Beloved Comrade working at the Embassy of Democratic Kampuchea in Senegal,’ it began, ‘per the advice of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Democratic Kampuchea, I would like to inform you as follows:


1. The ministry has decided to ask you to come back to Cambodia. Please make arrangements for the trip upon receipt of this letter.


2. As for your family, please ask them to wait for a while. They can stay with their parents.


3. As for the embassy building, we have asked the Chinese embassy to look after it. Please also confirm with the Chinese embassy.


4. The government requests you to come to Cambodia to get educated to better fulfil your responsibilities.


With warmest revolutionary fraternity, Beijing, April 11, 1977, Democratic Kampuchea Embassy.’


The letter was signed by Democratic Kampuchea’s ambassador to China, Pich Cheang, a short, animated man in his thirties. Pich Cheang, who favoured peasant garb, gold teeth gleaming beneath a crew cut, was a fervent believer in Cambodia’s revolution. It was, he held, perfect in every way and had nothing to learn from others, not even from Democratic Kampuchea’s friends. An Australian diplomatic memo written around that time described Pich Cheang as a smiling, burgeoning presence on the diplomatic circuit despite his apparent lack of Chinese, French or English, the lingua francas of the Beijing ambassadorial corps.


China and Cambodia were, as the saying goes, ‘as close as lips and teeth’ but this was largely a one-way relationship. China was the regime’s key backer, supplying arms and food, diesel fuel and farming implements, as well as thousands of advisers to help the revolution succeed.


The letter sent to Ket was one of hundreds that went to Cambodian diplomats and intellectuals around the world calling them home to rebuild a nation that had suffered greatly during five years of civil war. Although the letters seemed benign, in truth they were a ruse. The leaders of Democratic Kampuchea had become increasingly convinced that their enemies were everywhere, even and especially hidden within the ultra-Maoist movement’s own ranks. Tens of thousands had been murdered in purges that obliterated the ranks of the previous government. Now these purges were sweeping through the new ruling class.


For Democratic Kampuchea’s leaders, men like Ket are quite simply not to be trusted. Ket is a royalist, not a communist; moreover he is educated, which counts further against him. Worse still he is foreign-educated. But Ket has little inkling of these dangers as the jet descends after its five-hour flight. Other than refugee tales there has been no news out of Cambodia since her rulers closed the borders in April 1975. There is no mail service and, other than the weekly plane from Beijing, nobody is allowed in or out. Away from the eyes of the world, the movement has restructured society to its bleak and brutal vision.


No doubt Ket peers out of the plane’s oval window as the rice fields and sugar-palm trees of his beloved homeland rise up in greeting. Below him like mirrors are the vast, water-filled craters pitted in the soft skin of the land, a glimmering record of the years-long destruction wrought by thousands of B-52 sorties by the United States’ air force until 1973. Carving north to south through this tarnished scene are the pale, tea-coloured, silt-heavy waters of the Mekong River that flow past Phnom Penh before turning for Vietnam and the coast.


Ket has been gone nearly a decade, first studying in Paris and then working at the Cambodian embassy in Senegal. Now he is almost home, and with that, you would think, will come the chance to see his parents, siblings and extended family – the cousins, aunts and uncles who are such an integral part of Cambodian life – to enjoy once again Phnom Penh now unfolding ahead of him, to eat the mild coconut fish curry called trei amok, to drink sugarcane juice, to pray at the Buddhist wat near his parents’ house. Who could not be filled with excitement at such a homecoming?


Ket surely experienced the same feelings as another friend from his Paris days, a young Cambodian intellectual who had returned to Phnom Penh in July 1976. Like Ket, this friend was excited to be coming home to rebuild the country, and was similarly disbelieving of refugee stories of massacres and slave labour. The leaders were patriots, hard-working people, this young man thought. Cambodians would not kill Cambodians. He dismissed, too, the tales of starvation because, having grown up in a village, he knew this was a nation of abundance: fish, fruits and vegetables had always been plentiful.


For this softly spoken, pro-revolutionary man, disillusion came quickly. Ong Thong Hoeung2 expected to see his family and friends at the airport, but on landing there were only child soldiers, angry-faced and dressed head to toe in black. He was seized by ‘a strange and terrible sensation’ as though he had landed on another planet. He wrote in his memoir:3




Just a few minutes earlier, up in the sky, we had been laughing, trying to make out the patterns of the rice paddies on the ground, the canals, dykes and dams. We had been trying to admire the achievements of the revolution so frequently reported in the bulletins of the [Cambodian] mission in Paris. Cambodia was, we knew, a work site where everyone was labouring with joy.





But there were no welcoming smiles and no words of kindness, only a sullen mood that hung thick in the air. Hoeung grew fearful, even more so when the cadre at the immigration desk took his passport and threw it in a bin that was already half-full with others.


‘People told me I could get it back later, but in my heart I knew this was over,’ Hoeung told me years later.


It was a day of rude awakenings in the realities of the new Cambodia. From the airport, Hoeung and the others were taken in a clapped-out mini-bus through an empty, shattered city and offloaded at a training college that was now a re-education centre called K-15. There they were to ‘rebuild’ themselves by breaking rocks, growing rice and, most importantly, by producing ‘fertiliser number one’ – mixing human faeces with urine, a central task of the revolution’s drive for self-sufficiency. There were self-criticism sessions too whose overt purpose was to ensure they forgot everything that had gone before, stripping these ‘imperialist lackeys’ of their individuality and subsuming them utterly to Angkar.


On arrival at K-15, Hoeung met friends who had left Paris three months before. He barely recognised them. He wrote:




It was beyond belief! They were skin and bones, skeletal. We had only been apart for three months. They were all dressed in black, like the people we had seen at [the airport]. The difference was that here they were wearing the clothes they had brought from France, but they had been soaked in mud to give them the required colour. And they weren’t just thin, they were dirty, and covered in sores and boils. When they smiled at us, we could see that their teeth were black. Some of them had lost nearly all their teeth. They looked as if they had come out of the Buddhist hell or a Nazi concentration camp.





In short order Hoeung’s dream, that he had come home to a socialist utopia, was shattered. Eventually Angkar sent him to a labour camp where the optimism he had once held was crushed by a revolution that demolished humanity with lies, distortions and inversions of reason. The main enemies of the revolution, the returnees were told, lay within each one of them and it was their sacred duty to uncover that hidden foe.


CAMBODIA HAD CHANGED beyond recognition between 1968, the year Ket had left for Paris with a scholarship to study statistical engineering, and that hot June day nine years later when his plane landed in Phnom Penh. In 1968 the head of state was Prince Norodom Sihanouk who had abdicated as monarch 13 years earlier to pursue politics.4 Sihanouk was sly, ruthless, charming and divisive, a combination that ultimately isolated people on the left and polarised the country. Yet even in 1968 the Khmer Rouge, at that time Sihanouk’s sworn enemy, were an annoyance more than a consequential danger, and Cambodia had not plunged into the abyss of civil war. Yet it was starting to teeter and many people were worried.


Among those was Ket’s father, Ouk Chhor. In his privileged capacity as major-domo at the Royal Palace in Phnom Penh, Chhor ran the royal residence for Sihanouk. In that position he accompanied the Francophile prince on trips around the country and abroad. Chhor’s role was to attend discreetly to Sihanouk’s needs. He tasted the prince’s food, waited on him at banquets and helped him to dress. A photograph of a state banquet from that time shows Chhor, white-clad and hovering like a moth near the flame that was Sihanouk, ready to fetch, carry and tidy away. In the 1950s and 1960s a steady stream of minor dignitaries and a few significant ones visited Phnom Penh, then a quiet, low-rise city of 500,000 people. In 1966 France’s President Charles de Gaulle came; the following year it was the turn of Jackie Kennedy, the glamorous widow of US President John F. Kennedy. Sihanouk, charmed by Jackie, wrote jazz compositions in her honour.


As the first-born, Ket was always going to be his father’s favourite, but he was also intelligent and hard-working, characteristics that pleased Chhor tremendously. The couple had another eight children after Ket was born in 1946, but he remained the golden child. The family was not rich but they were comfortable, and Chhor had enough land on his small plot in Phnom Penh’s undeveloped southern sector to give a portion to his wife’s brother in 1966. Ket’s uncle had moved back to the capital after struggling to make a living in Prey Veng, a south-eastern province along the Vietnam border. The brood of cousins became the family next door. Among them was 13-year-old Sady.5


When I met her, Sady was a teacher, a diminutive lady with sparkling eyes and a gap-toothed smile under a fringe of cropped hair, and she lived with her husband and their children in a wooden house just yards from where the two families grew up all those years ago. The sound of monks chanting prayers at the nearby wat drifted down the dusty alleyway, mixing with rooster calls, the chatter and shrieks of children playing, and the puttering of motorbikes along the narrow pathway that runs outside her gate. It is typical Cambodia – religion, wooden homes, children, dust – and in Sady’s house an alert dog, a television that was always on, and an occupied hammock swinging as regularly as a metronome in the morning air.


Sady has fond memories of Ket, who was seven years her senior. Ket was bright yet he would nervously chew his nails while revising for his exams. As we talked, a long-forgotten memory sprang into Sady’s mind: how Ket would use his foot to sketch the solutions to maths puzzles in the beaten-earth of the family compound before committing the answers to paper.


‘He always drew with his foot,’ Sady mused decades later.


Ket’s studiousness won him a scholarship from France’s foreign ministry to study in Paris, and though it would hardly have hurt his chances that his father worked for Sihanouk, he certainly had talent: Japan had offered him a scholarship too. His fluency in French likely decided the contest.


Sady’s abiding memory of the young Ket was a young man who was obsessed with self-improvement. He exhorted his siblings and cousins to do better at school, bought books for Sady to improve her grades, and helped her brothers with their studies. In the evenings he strummed his guitar, and on weekends he and Sady ventured to nearby fields, now the dusty outer suburbs of Phnom Penh along Route 1, where he taught her how to catch changrit – a cricket-like local delicacy when fried. Sady poured water into the holes, and the changrit scrambled out in a frenzy into Ket’s determined grasp.


In short, life in 1960s Phnom Penh was good. The children went to school, their fathers had jobs – Sady’s worked as a guard at the grim, French-built prison known as T3 – and they lived comfortably. Behind the two simple, stilted wooden homes was a large pond where the children went regularly to beat the year-round sticky heat by swimming or by boating across it in a two-metre-long wooden canoe propelled with a pole.


Today many Cambodians remember the 1950s and 1960s as a golden age. Sady does too. Good though those years were, however, the country’s increasingly fraught politics meant the burgeoning tensions were obvious even to a teenager.


‘People couldn’t talk about politics at all,’ she recalled. ‘It was very dangerous before the war happened, so nobody dared to.’


TWO EVENTS STOOD OUT from those days. One was the time Ket took the children to nearby Nary Island. They played catch in the river, the big fish trying to trap these smaller human fish who tumbled in the shallows, a skinny-limbed jumble, squealing and splashing their way to freedom. When it came time to leave, Ket realised that a ring his father had given him had slipped from his finger. This was no ordinary ring: the gold band crowned with a diamond had been a gift from the king of Thailand to Chhor on one of his trips accompanying Sihanouk. Chhor had passed it on to his favourite child.


‘You see, from when he was born Ket always wore jewellery, which is why Uncle Chhor gave him the ring,’ Sady said. ‘And Ket loved diamonds – if he had a watch, there would be a diamond. That is what Ket liked.’


Chhor bought the other children jewellery too, but for them it would be of gold or silver.


‘For Ket mostly he bought diamonds, because he was a good student, the smartest.’


The loss worried Ket so much that he stayed away for hours.


‘He dared not return, and just stood under a tree,’ she said. ‘He was afraid he would be beaten, but his father came to take him home and spoke gently to him. Uncle Chhor wasn’t angry and he told Ket: “Don’t be sorry – we will buy you another.”’


In an effort to recover the ring Chhor hired several villagers to dive the river’s muddy reaches. But the ring had disappeared, swept away and settled in the silt out of the grasp of human hands.


A far darker cloud loomed in late 1968 during Pchum Ben, the 15-day Buddhist festival when Cambodians remember their deceased relatives, and take offerings and food for the ancestral spirits to the wats that have for centuries formed the hub of village life.


Sady had just returned from a visit to extended family outside Phnom Penh and was sleeping under the house with her youngest brother and one of her younger sisters. Ket was next door reading a book. Around two o’clock on that warm afternoon she woke to a commotion. People were running and shouting, their voices brittle with panic. Sady and Ket rushed to the large pond near the house and saw villagers frantically searching for Sady’s younger brother Saroeun.


Earlier Ket had spoken to his father and advised against the children using the boat on this baking day. But little Saroeun had gone with his two teenage cousins – Ket’s younger brothers, who were 17 and 18 – as well as two of his sisters aged 10 and 12. Halfway across the lake one of the girls jokingly threw out the bailing bucket. But the wooden boat had a leak and they needed the bucket to stop it filling with water. One brother stood up to try and retrieve it, the boat capsized, and the five were pitched overboard.


‘A lot of people came to help, and some jumped in including my father,’ Sady said. ‘But the lake was very deep.’


Unable to swim well, Ket stood powerlessly on the shore watching his four flailing relatives, scanning the disturbed waters. Before long the four were back on shore with the boat and the punting pole, but Saroeun was nowhere to be seen.


‘Ket grabbed the pole to beat his brothers, but my father restrained him saying: “Please don’t do that. Your brothers had not meant for Saroeun to die,”’ Sady said.


Saroeun’s body surfaced the following day. He was just seven, and his death hit Ket hard.


‘We held the funeral ceremony at Russey Srok pagoda. Ket felt terrible throughout the service,’ she said. ‘Ket said he should have prevented them from going to the pond or at the very least should have followed them, but he hadn’t done so. He was terribly angry with his brothers.’


Two weeks later Ket left for France to take up his scholarship studying statistical engineering. That day he had a long conversation with his father, and then both families crammed into a van that Chhor had hired for the 15-kilometre drive across town to the airport on the city’s western edge so that they could see Ket onto the Air France flight.


‘Ket was very upset the day he left,’ Sady said. ‘He cried and told us please to study hard and not to forget our education. He wanted his brothers to have a lot of knowledge. I will never forget those words of his: “You must study hard.”’


As was Ket’s custom he continued to send books to Sady. He wrote regularly too, to her and to the rest of the family but, as it turned out, that November day in 1968 was the last time Sady saw her beloved cousin.


PARIS AT THE END of the 1960s would have been magical for a young man fresh from the languor, heat and dust of Cambodia’s capital. The low-rise architecture of his hometown had little in common with the imposing stone edifices of Paris, but Phnom Penh’s government buildings of stucco and plaster, pillars, iron railings and high ceilings did echo those of France’s provincial towns.


Ket spoke fluent French, which was still Cambodia’s official language despite the country having won her independence 15 years earlier, and was familiar with the literature and music of the West. By 1968 the rock’n’roll sounds of the US and Europe had infiltrated Cambodia, as had fashion, hairstyles and magazines – at least in urban areas – so although France was a foreign nation, it was far from alien.


The year Ket arrived in Paris had been a time of significant change, a ferment of activism. The strikes and student riots that had convulsed France in May shaking the establishment were over, yet the political ideologies that motivated them were uppermost in the minds of many students. But not, it seems, in Ket’s. The 22-year-old was serious about his studies, and as the first-born son he had responsibilities that he was determined to fulfil. He wrote regularly to his family in Phnom Penh, and worked hard. It paid off: a year on he was admitted to the second and final year of his diploma with a score above 80 per cent.


There were many Cambodians in Paris, a legacy of France’s 90-year rule until its granting of independence in 1953. For decades France had awarded scholarships to bright Cambodians, and it was in Paris that several of these men and women were introduced to the seductive visions of Marx, Lenin, Mao and Stalin. Two decades before Ket arrived, some of those who would become the leaders of the Khmer Rouge, including Pol Pot, had studied in France; as the 1960s wore on and Cambodia’s politics drove adherents towards one extreme or another, a new generation of students in Paris would fracture along the polarised lines of home.


Some who had returned to Phnom Penh in earlier years to engage in politics fell foul of Sihanouk as he kept a rigid hand on the reins of power. Some opponents were executed, others were jailed and tortured. As repression increased in the 1960s many fled to the maquis, the rural areas where the Khmer Rouge had based themselves and joined the communist movement. Sihanouk christened them les Khmers rouges or Red Cambodians. By 1968, the leftist Cambodian students in Paris regarded Sihanouk as the enemy; given his father’s post, that must have put Ket in a tricky position.


Explaining the wave of tumult that enveloped Cambodia from the late 1960s will come later, but suffice it to say that after 1966 Sihanouk lost the confidence of his increasingly independently minded government. In March 1970, his former colleagues – including his prime minister, Lon Nol – ousted Sihanouk in a bloodless coup while he was out of the country. Sihanouk, furious, travelled to Beijing where he was persuaded to join with his former enemies: the Khmer Rouge and their backer, North Vietnam.


As political turnarounds go, it was one of the most remarkable of the twentieth century. For Sihanouk, who wanted to return to power, the temptations of such an alliance were irresistible. For Cambodia it proved to be of profound significance as Sihanouk exhorted his ‘children’, as he called the population, in tape-recorded messages to join with him and the Khmer Rouge in fighting the usurping pro-American regime. Thousands heeded the prince’s words, and the Khmer Rouge exploded from just a few thousand fighters to tens of thousands.6 Backed by China and North Vietnam, the Khmer Rouge forces would eventually become unstoppable.


After allying himself with the Khmer Rouge, Sihanouk established a government-in-exile in Beijing: the Royal Government of National Union of Kampuchea, known by its French acronym GRUNK. Sihanouk became head of state, and established the Front Uni National du Kampuchea, or FUNK, as the political party for non-communists who wished to support what he now regarded as his revolution. The Khmer Rouge were to operate as GRUNK’s army on the ground.


In the alphabet soup of the time, GRUNK was a composite of the Khmer Rouge and FUNK but as Sihanouk ought to have known, he who controls the guns has his hands on the levers of power, and that person was Pol Pot. As Brother Number Two Nuon Chea told the head of a visiting Danish Maoist delegation in 1978, allowing Sihanouk to become the nominal head of the resistance ‘meant nothing because we were the masters of the situation’.7


These, broadly painted, were the changes that had overtaken Cambodia in the few years since Ket had left the country in November 1968. On that day Ket and his father had a long talk during which Chhor reminded his eldest how much the family owed Sihanouk, and told him: ‘You must never betray the Prince.’ That instruction would later have profound consequences.


During his first year of study in Paris, Ket had managed to stay out of politics but the coup and Sihanouk’s dramatic realignment with his former enemies meant neutrality was no longer possible. Ket made his loyalties known, driven no doubt in part by his father’s words. When Ket’s second and final year of study came to an end, supporting Sihanouk meant he could not return to Phnom Penh. The capital, like most of the country in 1970, was under the control of a new, anti-Sihanouk government. For Ket, going home was not an option.


THE YEAR 1970 WAS MOMENTOUS for Ket on a number of grounds. It was his last year of study, which would be significant for any promising student, and his country’s tortured politics meant that he had been compelled to choose sides when he would rather have avoided doing so. It was also the year he met 18-year-old Martine Lefeuvre. It happened at a campsite favoured by students on the French coast where Martine, an only child, was holidaying with her parents and a friend. At the camp, the guitar-playing Ket won a music competition playing Beatles’ songs – ‘Ticket to Ride’ and ‘Hey Jude’. Martine took one look at him and thought: this is the man for me.


They fell in love and a few months later Martine moved in with Ket at the Pavillon du Cambodge, the halls of residence for Cambodian students at the Cité Universitaire on the southern edge of Paris. Politics made residence life tense and at times dangerous, with older Cambodian students espousing the Soviet-influenced Communism of the French Communist Party battling their younger colleagues who preferred Mao’s version. In one incident the couple were caught between two groups of fighting students; Ket grabbed his books and his girlfriend and they fled their room.


They married the following year at the Hotel de Ville in Martine’s home city of Le Mans. Ket was 25, fresh-faced and beaming, and wore a white carnation in the buttonhole of his navy blue suit. Martine, in a simple white dress, her brown hair swept back and a bouquet in hand, looked exultant. In one image Ket stands behind Martine’s seated grandparents, his thin, dark tie with white polka dots matching the one worn by Martine’s beret-clad grandfather. Even the weather played its part, with the wedding party on the terrace bathed in autumnal sunshine.


Two months later, Ket’s loyalty to Sihanouk was repaid when he was posted to Senegal as third secretary at GRUNK’s embassy in Dakar. Senegal was one of many countries that refused to recognise Lon Nol’s government that had overthrown Sihanouk, insisting instead on the legitimacy of his exiled GRUNK movement with its Khmer Rouge ally.


Martine joined him there in January and the following year their son Mackara (meaning ‘January’ in Khmer) was born. They were still in Senegal when their daughter Neary, which means ‘Lady’, was born in July 1975, three months after the Khmer Rouge had taken power.


Those years in Senegal, said Martine, were the happiest of her life.


‘We were a Franco-Khmer couple whose children were born of African soil, and this tri-continental contribution was the wealth of our family: a family that was open to the world without any kind of prejudice regarding race or religion or regarding lifestyle,’ she said.


Her parents in France loved Ket as a son, and Martine learned to read, write and speak Khmer, the language of Cambodia with its simple structure, its vast vocabulary and its intricate Indian-derived alphabet. Ket had impressed her with his guitar playing, yet he also played the mandolin, the harmonica and the Cambodian flute despite having no formal training. He was a dab hand at volleyball and at preparing food too, whether Cambodian or French, Lebanese or Indian.


‘He would just step out of his diplomat suit and dress up in his Khmer sarong and start cooking for us,’ she said. ‘Life with him was pure happiness.’


He wrote home often and travelled in the region too. There is a picture of him sitting barefoot on a reed mat in a Tuareg tent, smiling, holding on to a wriggling baby goat while the tent’s owner and family face the camera with him. He looks relaxed, a man every bit at ease in the tent of a Tuareg nomad as at the formality of a diplomatic reception.


It was not to last. In 1976 Sihanouk, who had returned to Phnom Penh after the Khmer Rouge’s victory the previous year and been installed as head of state, realised he had been duped and wielded no power. The Khmer Rouge leaders soon forced him to resign. Sihanouk was not allowed to leave but, probably at China’s insistence, the Khmer Rouge let him live despite murdering several of his children and grandchildren. For the next three years Sihanouk was a prisoner in the capital.8


The effects rippled across the globe to Senegal. Although Pol Pot’s Democratic Kampuchea had maintained the GRUNK positions at overseas embassies, Cambodia was a closed country that earned almost no money from trade. Ket had not been paid in more than a year and the couple had little left in the way of savings. The pressure was already building when, in April 1977, the letter arrived recalling him.


The following month the couple returned to France and decided that for the time being Martine and the children would stay with her parents. Initially Ket contemplated taking Mackara, who was nearly five, but at the last minute he changed his mind.


Going home to help rebuild his homeland, which had been ravaged by more than a decade of war, was a heady prospect for Ket.


‘He wanted to teach,’ said Martine, ‘because he would say that there is nothing worse than ignorance.’


They shopped in town for the items Ket would need: a raincoat, shoes, a suitcase and sunglasses. On the bus they stood holding on to the leather straps. Martine, feeling uneasy, looked at his face – ‘very handsome’ – knowing that she would not see him for months then blurted out an odd sentence: ‘If one day I were to learn that you are dead, I will never believe you died a natural death. You will have been murdered.’


Ket turned to Martine, tapping her gently on the cheek.


‘But, honey, Cambodians are not savages,’ he told her with a smile.


‘And he was so sure of himself, so when I heard that I trusted him,’ she recalled.


The lack of news from his family over the past two years concerned Ket, but the trip represented a chance both to reunite with them and to prepare for a new life in a land Martine had never seen but to which she was happy to move. Ket packed passport photographs of Martine and the children, and promised to send a Cambodian passport in due course.


There would be plenty for Ket to do before then. For a start he would need to find a home for his family in Phnom Penh, unless of course the foreign ministry chose to send him abroad again.


His only doubts were what sort of work the regime would allocate to him. The final sentence in the letter seems to have unsettled him: ‘Come to Cambodia to get educated to better fulfil your responsibilities.’ What could that mean?


‘Perhaps,’ he told Martine of his worst fears, ‘I’ll have to do some agricultural work.’


‘So he went back in that state of mind, in full confidence,’ she said.


THERE IS A PHOTOGRAPH taken on the day Ket left France. It is June 1977, a fine summer’s day, and he is standing in his in-laws’ garden in Le Mans with Martine. She holds Mackara, Ket holds Neary, who looks at the camera with a two-year-old’s puzzled expression. Behind them is a trellis fence with a creeper, and in the flowerbed are white arum lilies. The scene is pure 1970s suburbia: Martine, 24, in a red jersey and beige trousers; Ket, 30, dressed as for a business trip: hair neatly combed, a blue shirt and tie under a buttoned-up navy cardigan, pressed dark trousers and polished black shoes. Ket looks at the camera through his new sunglasses with the hint of a smile, or perhaps his mouth was caught in a moment of banter with his father-in-law. The image is ordinary, but the moment it represents is profound: of a man setting off for his homeland after nearly a decade away.


AT THE AIRPORT IN PARIS, Martine and the two children said their farewells. Ket walked through passport control with his diplomatic passport and on to the plane that took off for Pakistan and then China, the weekly flight from Beijing being the only way to reach Phnom Penh.


From Karachi he sent a postcard to the family in Le Mans, scribbled quickly between flights. It showed a woman sitting on a camel bedecked in its finery, its lips turned back in a half-grin, half sneer. It is a comical image doubtless chosen to make the children laugh during their father’s absence. The date was June 9, 1977, the card written and franked that day. His message told them how much he loved them, and added in typical fashion: ‘You must study hard.’


The next postcard was from Beijing. There was little for the children to enjoy in this austere image. In Maoist style it was a dull photograph of the orange-bricked Overseas Chinese Hotel where Ket was instructed to stay. Even the two stamps convey revolutionary fervour – a red, caterpillar-track tractor is hoisted across the face of one stamp to join a uniform line of red tractors. The other, placed upside down, portrays a heroic-looking worker with a hoe over his shoulder being applauded by another.


The postcard was signed by a fellow Cambodian, Loeung Hong Sour, a friend of the couple. Sour had worked at the GRUNK embassy in Tanzania as third secretary and had received a similar letter recalling him to Cambodia. In the postcard Ket told Martine and the children: ‘On June 11, 1977 I will be in Phnom Penh.’ In Khmer he repeated his love for them, again telling the children that they ‘must study hard’.


On June 11, a Saturday, the weekly flight from Beijing took off with Ket and Sour on board. Several hours later it touched down in Cambodia’s swelter and the two men disembarked.


In Le Mans the days slipped long and dry through high summer, and Martine held on to the two postcards and waited for further news. The couple had agreed that once Ket was settled in Phnom Penh and knew what the foreign ministry had planned, he would mail another postcard calling the family to Cambodia.


And so Martine, Mackara and Neary waited. As the weeks passed, the summer heat cooled to autumn. Still there was no word from Ket.


In September, Martine took the children to the Chinese embassy, which was housed in a grand building on Paris’s Avenue George V. As Beijing was Ket’s last known stop and as China was Democratic Kampuchea’s staunchest ally, it was logical to see whether the embassy could assist.


The official to whom she handed Ket’s image showed it to Mackara, who was not yet five, and asked the boy: ‘Do you know the person in the picture?’


‘Yes, of course,’ Mackara replied. ‘It’s Daddy.’


But the Chinese embassy refused to help.


Martine returned home empty-handed and the family continued living in this strange, suspended state. Autumn became winter, and in Le Mans the pale petals of the arum lilies were crushed by the cold and became one with the freezing soil. Christmas was a mute affair. As 1978 began, there was still no news.


Ouk Ket had disappeared.





 


One hand for production, the other for striking the enemy.


— Khmer Rouge slogan


If you wish to destroy the enemy, you must destroy the enemy within your own person.


— Khmer Rouge slogan used during re-education sessions


 


1.   Cambodian custom is for a person’s family name to precede their given name, and to refer to the person by their given name.


2.   Pronounced ‘Ong Tong HOO-eng’. His family name is Ong, and his given name – by which Cambodians are customarily addressed – is Hoeung.


3.   His full experience is recounted in his book J’ai cru aux Khmers rouges: Retour sur une Illusion, Ong Thong Hoeung (Paris, Buchet-Chastel, 2003).


4.   Sihanouk, Cambodia’s pre-eminent twentieth-century politician, died in October 2012, shortly before his 90th birthday.


5.   Cambodian names usually take the stress on the last syllable, so her name is pronounced Sa-DEE.


6.   Among those who joined the Khmer Rouge was Hun Sen who, as of 2019, is still Cambodia’s prime minister, an authoritarian and one of the longest-standing political leaders in the world. In 1977 Hun Sen defected from the Khmer Rouge and fled to Vietnam. In late 1978 he returned to Cambodia as part of the invading force that overthrew Pol Pot’s government. It remains unclear in what year Hun Sen joined the Khmer Rouge. Ben Kiernan [The Pol Pot Regime (Yale University Press, 3rd edition, 2008, p. 370)] states he joined the CPK – the political party of the Khmer Rouge – in 1971 but that does not preclude him having joined the revolution before that. In Kiernan’s How Pol Pot Came to Power: Colonialism, Nationalism and Communism in Cambodia: 1930–1975 (New Haven & London, Yale University Press, 2004, p. 254) he writes that Hun Sen fled Phnom Penh in 1967 and worked as a courier for the local leader of the communists. Mehta [Hun Sen: Strongman of Cambodia, Harish C. Mehta and Julie B. Mehta (Graham Brash (Pte.) Ltd, 1999)] says Hun Sen joined the revolution in 1970 (pp. 11, 21) in response to Sihanouk’s call. Assuming Kiernan is right, and there is little reason to suppose otherwise, Hun Sen probably joined the communists several years prior to Sihanouk’s overthrow and for reasons other than those he has subsequently claimed.


7.   ‘Statement of the Communist Party of Kampuchea to the Communist Workers’ Party of Denmark’, July 1978, by Nuon Chea, Deputy Secretary, CPK. Nuon Chea’s speech was reproduced in Searching for the Truth, a magazine published by research organisation the Documentation Center of Cambodia (August 2001, p. 8).


8.   A period that Sihanouk covered in his memoir of the time: Prisonnier des Khmers rouges (Paris, Hachette littérature générale, 1986).





CHAPTER TWO



GONE AND LOST


THREE MONTHS BEFORE NEARY was born in Senegal, the Khmer Rouge captured Phnom Penh. The fall of the capital, on April 17, 1975, was by then inevitable. A decade earlier it would have been incomprehensible.


On April 1, 1975, the usurping prime minister, Lon Nol, a former general who had proven himself a hopeless leader and a woeful military tactician, fled Cambodia for Hawaii having been awarded one million US dollars by his government colleagues. On April 12 the US, which had been supplying Lon Nol’s forces for the past five years as well as ferrying food to the capital, closed its embassy and evacuated its staff by helicopter. Earlier that year the Khmer Rouge had cut the supply route along the Mekong River, one of Phnom Penh’s two lifelines. With the capital surrounded, the airport being shelled and the US pulling out, the city stood no chance of survival.


Over the preceding years hundreds of thousands of people had sought refuge in Phnom Penh, some driven there by the pervasive US bombing that lasted until September 1973, others fleeing the Khmer Rouge who controlled ever-larger tracts of the country. As a result the city’s population had risen from 500,000 to two million. Many of these newcomers slept on the pavements or lived in huge slums on the city’s outskirts.


The Khmer Rouge’s leaders approved the final push on the capital in December 1974, and during the first months of 1975 conditions in Phnom Penh deteriorated rapidly. The fringes of the city had long been unsafe with night-time shelling and Khmer Rouge cadres kidnapping people and taking them to the ‘liberated areas’ that the movement controlled. Now with supply lines squeezed there was seldom enough food, and thousands starved. Rockets punctuated daily life, an indiscriminate terror that hit homes, schools and hospitals.


By this time Ket’s cousin, Sady, was 21 and living with her family in the centre of town. Ket’s parents and siblings had also left their home in the south-east sector and moved to staff housing on the grounds of the Royal Palace where Chhor, who had little interest in politics, was kept in his post after Lon Nol’s 1970 coup. Chhor’s role during Lon Nol’s five-year Khmer Republic had been to ensure that the buildings and grounds were properly managed.


Phnom Penh fell during Khmer New Year, a key holiday that comes during the hottest time of the year. The three-day celebration in this largely agricultural nation marks the start of the rice-planting season. For centuries the New Year has been a time of celebration, and the end of fighting meant further cause for joy. Surely now life would improve?


It certainly looked promising, Sady said years later. The Khmer Rouge had commandeered an army truck from Lon Nol’s defeated forces and it trundled through the streets flying a white flag and broadcasting a message of peace.


‘They were telling people to come out onto the streets and cheer, because Samdech Sihanouk would be coming later that day,’ said Sady, using the honorific term for the revered former king and head of state. ‘Our country would not fight with each other again, and they said those families with guns should hand them over.’


At 3pm Sady was one of thousands lining the streets shouting chaiyo (‘victory’) in anticipation of Sihanouk’s arrival.


‘All the people had come outside onto the streets to cheer,’ she recalled, ‘but we didn’t see Samdech Sihanouk. We only saw the Khmer Rouge.’


The residents believed that with Sihanouk back ‘we won’t have war, we won’t be driven away, we can go back to doing business as we used to do’. Within hours those hopes were shattered.


‘By now the truck was broadcasting a new message: they told people that the US was preparing to bomb the city, so they said they wanted us to leave by midnight, but only for a few days,’ she recalled. ‘We were told we must take provisions for those days. When we heard that, we left to pack some belongings and make preparations.’


Sady first tried to reach the Royal Palace to find her uncle and cousins but the Khmer Rouge cadres, mostly teenage peasants, barred the way and threatened to kill anyone who persisted. Instead she headed for the family home in the south-east quarter across the Monivong Bridge. On the way she watched horrified as Khmer Rouge soldiers shot and killed several people.


The evacuation of Phnom Penh proceeded unevenly, in part because Khmer Rouge troops from at least four regions controlled different parts of the capital. So many people were on the move that it took Sady nearly a day to travel the eight kilometres from the city centre to the family home. It took Chhor 12 hours to cross the Monivong Bridge, which is just a few hundred yards long.


The two families spent the following day readying provisions – rice, soy sauce and prahok, the fermented fish paste that is a staple of Cambodian food. While they were packing, a Khmer Rouge soldier came up and asked her father for a drink of water, then warned him to be careful.


‘He whispered: “Don’t tell the truth – if you worked for the former king or the government don’t say anything or the cadres will kill you”,’ Sady recalled.


Sady’s family was fortunate to have a pushcart in which they could pack their food, pots and clothing. Chhor’s had a motorbike and a bicycle and had to balance the load in a manner that Sady recalled was ‘untidy’. Given what was to come, the pushcart was by far the better option.


And then they waited, first for one day then for another and then another, unwilling to leave as tens of thousands of people moved slowly down Route 1, the national highway that lay just 200 yards from their front door. The refugees were packed so tightly that they walked with their arms jammed to their sides like penguins, a mass of humanity trudging treacle-slowly in the dust and the heat into the unknown.
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