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For their constant inspiration,
 this book is dedicated with love
 to my daughter Lily and
 my son Lee Clayton.






Do you find it strange that as we become more sensitive to the sufferings of mankind, we become more and more cruel? The more we think of the human body and the human mind as being able to suffer, and the sorrier we feel for that, and the more we plan to prevent suffering, the more we are drawn to inflict suffering. The more tortures we think up. The more people we believe deserve to be tortured. The more we think that people can be ruled by fear of suffering. We have become our brother’s keeper—and we will keep him in fear, we will keep him in concentration camps, we will keep him in straitjackets, we will keep him in the grave.

The Middle of the Journey by Lionel Trilling







PREFACE

Pol Pot died in 1998, having eluded all attempts to bring him to justice for one of this century’s worst mass murders. In the twenty years after I interviewed him, days before he fell from power, he remained unrepentant for his Khmer Rouge revolution that devastated Cambodia, killing nearly one-fourth of the population, including an entire generation of political leaders, professionals, and religious figures.

Cambodia has been crippled by that legacy. It took a dozen years and a $2 billion United Nations peace plan to end the war over who would lead the country after the Vietnamese withdrawal. The Khmer Rouge actually planned to field candidates in the 1992 election up until the final months when they realized they had no hope of winning. As of this writing, the prime minister is Hun Sen, himself a former Khmer Rouge, who bullied his way to power after losing the election to Prince Norodom Ranariddh and who has since trampled most of the freedoms promised under the peace plan and sacrificed the country’s recovery.

The current crisis in Cambodia cannot be understood without a thorough understanding of the Khmer Rouge revolution, which is one reason why I have updated and revised When the War Was Over. Another reason is to help answer the extraordinary number of questions that have arisen since the book’s original publication. Cambodia’s tragedy is now universally recognized as one of this century’s worst crimes against humanity. The Khmer Rouge are ranked with the Nazis for their atrocities, yet when international tribunals were established in the last five years to try war criminals—the first since the Nuremberg trials—their mandate covered only those from the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, not from Cambodia. Part of the reason is the confusion over the history of Cambodia and Indochina, and the passions it still stirs here in the United States. Having fought its longest war in Vietnam, losing over 50,000 Americans in those distant battlefields, the U.S. government has played an often questionable role in the Cambodian saga ever since. Finally, Pol Pot’s death offered a natural ending to this book, a history of modern Cambodia and the Khmer Rouge.

When I started covering Cambodia in 1973 it was still a footnote to the Vietnam War. The Cambodian people were still blessedly ignorant of the true nature of the Khmer Rouge who would take power two years later. In the twenty-five intervening years I earned the dubious distinction of being the only journalist to have reported from that country under every one of its governments: Lon Nol’s Khmer Republic, Pol Pot’s Democratic Kampuchea, Heng Samrin and Hun Sen’s People’s Republic of Kampuchea, and Norodom Ranariddh and Hun Sen’s Kingdom of Cambodia. Like other journalists and historians who follow a country through extraordinary times, I have to admit that I rarely understood the enormity of the events I was witnessing until after the fact, until I assembled the material necessary to write this book, and now to revise it and add the new chapters to bring it up to date. This updated version is based in large part on my interviews with Cambodians and foreign diplomats throughout the long and convoluted peace negotiations that began after the Vietnamese chased the Khmer Rouge from power in 1979. I lived in Paris from 1986 through 1990 when that city became the focus for the final Paris Peace Accords. After returning to Washington I continued travelling to Cambodia to complete the research.

Since many of the original themes of the book remain the same, I offer the following preface to the first edition with relatively few changes.
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It was late one afternoon during the monsoon season and I was waiting for a break in the cloudbursts. The rains had been heavy all week, drenching the Cambodian countryside and forcing soldiers and their commanders to call off battle plans. During these stretches of nervous, idle time when there was little to report or write, I did what was most comforting. I visited friends and talked about the war.

When the rains stopped I walked out of my solid old hotel and hailed the lone trishaw pedaling by the front gate. The driver and I were both shrouded in plastic and shod in rubber thongs and we easily set a price for the short distance to the home of my friend. The driver was talkative and asked me in French, far better than mine, who I was. When I replied I was an American journalist he switched to broken English and started what I considered the classic conversation of wartime Phnom Penh. He told me about his past, how he had taught at a provincial lycée until the war crowded in and he was forced to take refuge in the capital. He had no sympathy for either side and was fully engaged in keeping his family together, housed, and  fed until the war was over and they could return to the provinces. He hoped his house and the lycée would still be standing.

He was charming in the easy Cambodian fashion that neither threatens nor encourages a future friendship. While he navigated through puddles we laughed over a silly pun or spoke seriously of impending rocket attacks. I overtipped him, one of the few acts of material generosity my budget allowed, and we said goodbye.

It was the rainy season of 1973, when the country’s seams were visibly tearing and more than one Cambodian friend had questioned privately what would be left standing once the war was over. The pedicab driver was less sanguine than he appeared. He left me a note at the home of my friend, an Asian diplomat, addressed to “Lady Wednesday Night.” He wrote in the script taught at French schools: Could Lady Wednesday Night show him greater kindness and help his family find better quarters until the war was over and they were able to care for themselves. He would be waiting for me outside the hotel gates.

By then, however, the regular trishaw drivers had taken up their positions at the hotel stand and my petitioner had no chance of finding a spot there. Nor did he return to the home of my diplomat friend and I never saw him again.

But I did hear his sentiments voiced over and over again. At odd moments—over a coffee at an open-air cafe, in the sapphire mines of the western mountains, with villagers trading at a provincial market, or with soldiers guarding a makeshift defense position inside pagoda grounds—Cambodian friends and strangers relaxed by talking about their very private plans for a new life when the war was over. It was a national anthem and undoubtedly other people in other wars dispelled their fears with similar conversations about a future without bombs or bullets or refugee camps.

Few people, however, have suffered such a bitter counterpoint to their dreams as Cambodians did once their war ended. From the first day of victory, the Cambodian communists known as the Khmer Rouge enforced a revolution of unprecedented terror and destruction. The outlines are generally known: how the capital city and towns were emptied and everyone sent to the fields; how the cream of the old society was systematically hunted down and often killed; how there was scant food, poor shelter, and no relief from a punishing work schedule; how the population was ruled by terror; and how punishment by torture and death became routine.

In this book I have tried to tell the story of that revolution, to explain who the Khmer Rouge were, how they fit in their own country’s history and in  the communist movement, how and why they imposed such a destructive revolution in Cambodia, and how that revolution led to war with Vietnam and Vietnam’s occupation of Cambodia. As such, this book represents an attempt to tell the full story of the Khmer Rouge, and I am painfully aware of areas of inquiry that could not be pursued.

However, I am the beneficiary of pioneering work by others who helped lay the groundwork for such a study, notably Chanthou Boua, Timothy Carney, David Chandler, Stephen Heder, Ben Kiernan, and François Ponchaud. There were few standard histories of modern Cambodia, much less of the Khmer Rouge, when I first wrote this book so a large part is based on original research. It required seven years of writing and investigation to answer crucial questions about the Khmer Rouge and Cambodia.

It would have been impossible to undertake this study if the Vietnamese had not invaded and occupied Cambodia in 1979. In order to indict the Khmer Rouge for the atrocities of their rule, the Vietnamese have allowed access to records left behind. Invaluable were the documents stored at the Tuol Sleng Incarceration Center, the headquarters of the special police of the Khmer Rouge and the center for torture and execution of people accused of betraying the regime.

The invasion also freed large numbers of Cambodians to leave their country and allowed me and other writers to interview them at length. I spoke to refugees during trips I made to refugee camps in Thailand and Malaysia and in interviews in North America. I interviewed Cambodian, Vietnamese, and other foreign officials during two trips to Vietnam, one to Laos, and two to Cambodia in addition to my research in the United States.

The story is presented as a narrative and often in the voices of witnesses, people whom I interviewed or whose stories were left behind in the prison files of the Khmer Rouge. The witnesses come from all walks of life and all vantage points. They include a modern Cambodian banker who was representative of thousands of Cambodians who knew nothing about the Khmer Rouge but blindly welcomed their victory in hopes it would lift the country out of its misery; a young peasant orphan who joined the revolution in his teens, rose within its ranks, and was executed for crimes he never committed; two provincial women, one of whom became a model citizen of the revolution and the other a classic victim; and finally the leaders themselves, including Pol Pot and Ieng Sary. They are the voices of the torturers and the victims.

It is as a witness that I came to write this book. For nearly two years I covered the war for the Washington Post. Later I was one of two Western journalists allowed to visit Cambodia while the Khmer Rouge were in power. I  returned to Cambodia under Vietnamese occupation, to complete the initial research for this book. This revised edition is based on another ten years of research, including five more trips to Cambodia.

The story of the Khmer Rouge proved to be as simple and complex as the story of the Nazis’ rise to power in modern Germany or Stalin’s triumph in the Russian revolution. It is rooted in Cambodian history and not in the popular notions of Cambodia as a “paradise lost.” Before the 1970 war Cambodia had an enviable reputation as a culturally rich society, seemingly immune to the upheavals ravaging its neighbors—war and revolution to the east in Vietnam, disfiguring development and militarism to the west in Thailand. In contrast, Cambodia’s largely unspoiled landscape and graceful people were so attractive, the country was routinely described as a welcome oasis if not a paradise.

These notions of a golden epoch were belied by Cambodia’s war and subsequent revolution which nearly decimated the society But theorists looked for a foreign villain to explain the inexplicable—how a paradise could become a nightmare without warning. The three most commonly cited culprits were the importation of Maoist communist ideology, the war policy of the United States, particularly the 1973 U.S. bombing campaign, and later, a historic Vietnamese drive to conquer Cambodia.

While the United States and Vietnam do share responsibility for much of Cambodia’s sorrows, ultimately Cambodians were the victims of their own leaders and their own traditions and history. The shimmering patina of a tropical paradise masked a country that had been told its people were threatened by extinction and whose rulers routinely encouraged a corollary belief in Cambodia’s cultural and ethnic superiority. It is a country long accustomed to quarrelsome, despotic rulers who treated their subjects, or citizens, like children and saw Cambodia as one of history’s great victims. And it is a country with a tradition of violence.

The Cambodian communist movement was an expression of these conflicting, desperate impulses, just as the Russian revolution was a reflection of that nation’s heritage. This is how I present the Khmer Rouge movement in this book, as it grew out of Cambodia’s history and shifting fortunes during the violent spasms of twentieth-century Asia. It is a heartbreaking tale for there was nothing inevitable about the rise of the Khmer Rouge. They came to power through a series of self-serving maneuvers and miscalculations by Cambodia’s leaders and foreign nations; again, largely Vietnam and the United States.

It is also a cautionary tale. One of the most frightening aspects of the Khmer Rouge is the intent behind their madness. Much of the destruction of their revolution was done in the name of the future, or at least how the Khmer Rouge saw the future in countries calling themselves modern. In the name of efficiency and increased productivity, the Khmer Rouge abolished family life, individual life, the rhythms of agricultural life, and instituted a system of labor camp life throughout the entire country. The most frightening of futuristic fables was realized in this rural, third world country and not in the industrial world.

But fanaticism was in the air before the Khmer Rouge came to power, as was the hatred that led racial pogroms under Khmer Rouge rule. It was no accident that the Khmer Rouge chose the most radical of communist models and tried to revolutionize Cambodia overnight to prove the country’s superiority. They were the heirs of the worst in Cambodia’s past.

Among the witnesses who bring this tale to life are people who exhibited true dignity and courage. For despite their rulers and despite the travesties they have suffered from foreign nations, the Cambodians remain an unforgettable people, endowed with a culture that at its best is symbolized by the awesome yet sensitive beauty of the famous Angkor temples.

Elsewhere I acknowledge the experts and friends who helped and cheered me on while I undertook this study They are not responsible for the conclusions in this book, which are solely mine.

ELIZABETH BECKER 
WASHINGTON, D.C.
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DISTANT FOLLOWERS

The villages are burnt, the cities void;
 The morning light has left the river view;
 The distant followers have been dismayed;
 And I’m afraid, reading this passage now
 That everything I knew has been destroyed
 By those whom I admired but never knew;
 The laughing soldiers fought to their defeat
 And I’m afraid most of my friends are dead.

James Fenton, from “In a Notebook,” 1976


 



 


It is one thing to suffer to live, another thing to suffer only to die. I decided to give it two years. If nothing had changed I would commit suicide.

Mey Komphot, July 1975, in Cambodia

 



 



 



The Second Indochina War (1960–1975) was the Vietnam War. That was how it was known, that was the country being fought over. Laos and later Cambodia were countries brought into the fighting by both sides. There was never any question that the Vietnamese communists were the giants among their Indochinese allies, that the Vietnamese were the most equal among equals.

After 1975 the focus of attention shifted swiftly and dramatically from Vietnam to Cambodia. The Vietnam War gave way in peace to the Cambodian Debacle. Cambodia became synonymous with misery, death, destruction, and despair. And with mystery. It seemed unfathomable and unknowable why the Cambodian communists under the leadership of Pol Pot could undertake a bloody experiment in social restructuring that would lead to the deaths of as many as two million of their people immediately after a war that had devastated the country. The victims of this revolution understood least of all.
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Mey Komphot was thirty-seven years old when the war in his country ended. The fighting began in 1970 and ended in the spring of 1975––it lasted only five years. It had not been a quagmire or a war of attrition such as the French and Americans considered their long, disastrous battle to deny the Vietnamese communists the independence they believed they had won in 1945. Cambodia’s descent into misery had been precipitate and brutal, catching all Cambodians by surprise, especially men like Komphot.

He had watched his country’s collapse from an extremely privileged position, as an executive in one of Phnom Penh’s largest private banks. Sophisticated and intelligent, a bachelor with entree into the capital’s elite circles, Komphot epitomized all that the Khmer Republic and its American sponsors claimed to be fighting to protect. But Komphot had grown so weary of war and so disgusted with the leadership in Phnom Penh that he wanted nothing more than that the war should end and the Khmer Rouge win as he knew they would.

Komphot knew very little about the Khmer Rouge, or Red Khmer. The Cambodian communists had not mounted sophisticated, successful political propaganda campaigns such as those of the Vietnamese communists. By design they had obscured their history and their ultimate aims while they fought the war.

Yet Komphot felt compelled to judge these communists and decide if he wanted the Khmer Rouge to win the war. His answer, finally, was a qualified yes. The Khmer Rouge could not be as awful as the leaders in Phnom Penh. In such a fashion, Komphot became a distant follower.

He reached this conclusion because he had faith in the few acknowledged Khmer Rouge leaders and because, he believed, most Cambodians shared a particular set of values. The leaders promoted by the Khmer Rouge during the war were men and women Komphot and his generation had long admired. In the early sixties they had made their mark in Phnom Penh as skilled intellectuals, writers, journalists, and politicians who resisted corruption—the disease that had kept Cambodian politics at medieval-court standards.

Komphot had known only one Khmer Rouge figure personally, and that was Khieu Ponnary. She was one of the country’s first independent-minded women and a widely respected professor. She had taught Komphot during his first year at lycée, or high school, and he remembered her intelligence and vivid sense of Khmer nationalism. She had never betrayed her communist  sympathies in the classroom, nor those of her husband, who became infamous under the nom de guerre Pol Pot.

Khieu Ponnary and the other Khmer Rouge leaders were presumed communists, but in Phnom Penh most of the intelligentsia assumed the Khmer Rouge were more nationalist than communist, hence less dangerous. However, it had been more than a decade since Komphot and the rest of Phnom Penh had seen the Khmer Rouge leaders. They began disappearing from the capital during a witch hunt begun in 1963 by Prince Norodom Sihanouk. By 1967 all the prominent figures had abandoned the city for the jungle and a war of resistance. They left behind romantic reputations that haunted the Phnom Penh of Komphot’s generation and colored expectations of what would happen once the war ended.

Komphot had created an unshakable fantasy about the Khmer Rouge and their plans after the war. He ignored wartime propaganda that cast them as ogres and held the view common in his circles that these nationalist Cambodians represented something resembling the Yugoslav variant of communism. If they won and established a communist government, Komphot reasoned, they would welcome the talents and support of professionals like Komphot. He knew little about communism or about the Khmer Rouge.

The Khmer Rouge promoted such illusions by exercising their power behind a united front army and government based in Beijing since 1970 and theoretically headed by the non-communist Prince Norodom Sihanouk.

What appeared as a weakness—the communists’ inability to proclaim straightforwardly who they were because Sihanouk was their movement’s figurehead—proved a master strategy. The Khmer Rouge did not appear to be a radical alternative to what had come before, merely a new variation on familiar Cambodian politicians. Thus, the Cambodian people followed the initial instructions of the Khmer Rouge when the war ended, obeyed their drastic orders in 1975, and marched into a life more miserable than any could imagine.

There had been clues, but they were easily overlooked. Komphot had heard stories of Khmer Rouge atrocities, but he had seen atrocities committed by the Phnom Penh government troops as well. Soldiers of the Khmer Republic’s army (FANK in acronym) were known to behead the Khmer Rouge soldiers they captured, to slice open their bodies and eat their still-warm livers or disfigure them in revenge. Some commanders tried to prevent this practice, sanctioned by Cambodian custom. But atrocities were common enough for foreign photographers and reporters regularly to record the evidence, though after 1973, American publications refused to  print more atrocity photographs. Both sides were harsh to civilians and soldiers alike. Cruelty seemed a tactic of both armies, and Komphot assumed it would be abandoned after victory.

Fundamentally Komphot believed there would have been no war in Cambodia without the war in Vietnam. If the Vietnam War ended, so would Cambodia’s and there would be peace. Komphot had to have faith in the Khmer Rouge because he had little else to believe in. All the other leaders of modern Cambodia had proved to be failures. Underlying that disappointment was his conviction, again common, that his relatively bountiful country had been betrayed by poor leadership. Allow the people and the country to develop without such figures and Cambodia would become one of the blessed nations of the world. Ironically, he and the Khmer Rouge shared that opinion but had drastically different concepts of the “people” and good leadership.
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As urbane and clear-sighted as he appeared, Komphot was as blinded as the rest of his fellow educated Cambodians. They had been raised to be naive about war, revolution, and the modern realities of Asia. They had grown up under the coddling, dictatorial rule of Prince Norodom Sihanouk. Sihanouk came to the throne in 1941 and ruled as king or chief of state until 1970. He spun a cocoon of soothing myths and updated legends to protect his people and country from the Indochina War and whatever evils might lurk outside the “paradise” of Cambodia. Sihanouk had inherited a country filled with a sense of doom, a people who were taught by colonialists that their race was threatened by ambitious neighbors, and whose culture had reached a zenith centuries earlier. Because of this version of history and resulting inclinations, Cambodians allowed Sihanouk to provide them “shelter,” to treat them like children hidden away in a tropical garden.

The claim to paradise was not entirely implausible. The small population of Cambodia lived in a country blessed by beauty and possibilities of bounty. Cambodia sits in the lap of peninsular Southeast Asia, and the wide Mekong River flows down its center. There is precision to the country’s geography: The small Cardamom mountain chain rises in the west, sapphires and rubies buried in its hills; the navigable blue waters of the Gulf of Siam form the southern boundary; the Tonle Sap or Great Lake fills the northwest and feeds the Tonle Sap River flowing into the Mekong; the low, flat heartland is covered with irrigated rice fields and all varieties of tropical fruit, vegetables, and trees growing in rich delta soil; foothills of the mountains and large  rubber plantations form the northeastern corner; and almost in the middle of the country, where the rivers cross and form an X, sits the capital, Phnom Penh.

Fish from the lake and rivers were plentiful. Cambodia regularly supplied its population more rice per person than any other country in Southeast Asia, even when crops were poor. The landscape remained largely as in medieval times, awash with emerald rice paddies, shaded and dotted by bamboo stands and knots of palm trees. Farmers lived in huts or traditional wooden houses built on stilts for protection from monsoon floods. The pointed spires of pagodas dominated villages and the peasants’ lives.

The country even had its own annual miracle. The Tonle Sap River changes its course every August, flowing upstream half the year, downstream the other half—the effect of changes in the water table caused by the heavy monsoon rains and of the respective altitudes of the Mekong and the Tonle Sap.

The Cambodians celebrated this event with a water festival; they had religious holidays to mark most seasonal changes. Their society was old enough to have entwined religion and culture with the country’s geography and environment, and their festivals and arts and the details of their daily life are distinctive. Cambodian society was perhaps too rarefied; the French compared the Cambodians in their attachment to their country to delicate wines—they could not travel outside their provenance.

Cambodia, however, did not escape the dark side of the tropics. Disease remained rampant if not carefully monitored; most often it was not. The weather is extreme; long, seemingly endless hot seasons are followed by heavy monsoon rains. The jungle and its beasts always threaten to take back the cultivated terrain. Drought and alternating floods can play havoc with crops.

Portraying himself as the embodiment of Cambodia’s supposedly long-held belief that the monarch is a deva-raj or god-king, a semidivine ruler with absolute secular power and the benediction of the gods, Sihanouk treated Cambodia as his own paradise. He took it upon himself to design a state to “protect” Cambodia, to keep out unwanted foreign or modern influences that might disrupt the largely rural, Buddhist life in his kingdom. Sihanouk saw independence from France largely as a necessary step to prevent the First Indochina War (1946–1954) from spilling into Cambodia and destroying it forever. Independence, in his view, was not the prelude for bringing Cambodia into the twentieth century. It was insurance that Cambodia could remain an Asian beauty, unspoiled by too much modernity, which could also upset his own power.

Sihanouk resembled an Asian replica of an old European monarch rather than the leader of a third world country aspiring to a place in the modern world. He cherished the pastoral life and the arts while disdaining commerce, industry, and financial enterprise. While Thailand, Malaysia, later Singapore, and even war-torn Vietnam north and south struggled to build modern financial and industrial bases, Cambodia under Sihanouk gradually built industrial projects. The prince preferred to concentrate primarily on education and building an infrastructure of roads, railways, and a seaport, an approach inherited, perhaps unconsciously, from the French colonizers of Cambodia.

The prince believed that “agricultural pursuits ran highest in productivity, while commercial and other service activities are looked upon as more or less parasitic.” Sihanouk disdained neighboring Thailand, where peasants were abandoning their fields to work in new factories and live in city slums, and he discouraged large industrial schemes and foreign commercial ventures that might have attracted Cambodia’s villagers to Phnom Penh. To this extent his plan worked—there was little large-scale urban migration during his rule. Phnom Penh remained the only sizable city, with about 10 percent of the population. But as early as the sixties the elite panicked. The parents of Komphot and his friends feared that Cambodia was falling behind both economically and politically

Over three-fourths of the country’s population lived in villages. For them the benefits of independence were realized in educational and social improvements that Sihanouk believed would not significantly alter the traditional Buddhist character of village life. To that end the prince put aside one-third of the national budget, an extraordinary proportion. Most developing nations spend from 5 to 10 percent on education. In 1970, the year he was ousted, Sihanouk devoted fully 25 percent.

Cambodia’s farm children did become educated. When the country won independence in 1955, only one-third of the children were enrolled in primary schools. By 1970, more than three-fourths were students. The enrollment in high schools rose as dramatically over the same period—from 5,000 to 118,000. The number of teachers increased from 7,000 to 28,000. But what these youths learned was another story. Often their courses had little to do with their future roles as farmers employed in wet rice cultivation. In the most remote rural schoolhouses, teachers used a curriculum patterned on French education in which world history was more European than Asian, and art and culture more French than Khmer. Vocational schools were few. In 1968, there were 7,000 university students enrolled in the country. Only 130 of them were majoring in agriculture. A Frenchman who taught history  in a Cambodian lycée in 1969 explained: “I soon discovered the bewilderment produced by the history courses on these youngsters’ minds. . . . World history for them was an obscure struggle, with all great historical contenders fighting each other, from Caesar to Napoleon and Bismarck, in a vast rice field. . . .”

This type of educational system, geared to a foreign culture, had the effect of creating class divisions based on the idea that there was an elite cadre of neak ches-doeng, “those with know-how and knowledge,” who had all the answers for society’s ills and were trained to lead if not to work. Such an idea grew naturally from another of Sihanouk’s deeply rooted if not stated presumptions that the peasants could “just pick the fruit off the trees” and live comfortably, an idea that ignores the excruciating hard work of wet rice cultivation in the tropics. They were happy peasants, in Sihanouk’s vision, and the prince insisted that Cambodians and foreigners alike accept this truth.

Komphot was to be one of those with know-how and knowledge. Such children went to the best lycées and later to universities overseas so that they might become the professors and teachers Sihanouk wanted for his “children,” the subjects of Cambodia. Other developing countries pushed their most talented and ambitious students to master the practical sciences, to become technocrats or businessmen, to become skilled enough to replace foreign (in Cambodia, French) experts. In Sihanouk’s Cambodia, they became teachers of higher education. And they received the largest salaries of all government employees—$200 a month—while the top civil servants received only $120 a month. They staffed the new schools and universities, government and newspaper offices. And they created a boulevard society of professors, writers, and intellectuals; an artistic community of dancers, musicians, and painters.

They lived in a city whose beauty was zealously protected, one that reflected Sihanouk’s plans for his elite. Phnom Penh would not grow with concrete high-rise buildings standing chock-a-block along the city’s boulevards or factories belching smoke and polluting the Mekong and Bassac Rivers. Sihanouk commissioned government buildings designed to resemble French provincial architecture. (The French colonial rulers had done the opposite; they had built the city’s grand palace, museum, and royal grounds in the style of Khmer architecture.) It would remain a romantic riverport city.

In the midst of Sihanouk’s Cambodian Phnom Penh were other societies performing other duties for the capital. Commerce was handled by the city’s ethnic Chinese, relatively new émigrés who arrived poor toward the end of the nineteenth century but eager to become prosperous by performing exactly  those activities Sihanouk considered beneath his elite. The Chinese held a near monopoly on business, trade, and informal banking. Those Khmer intellectuals interested in the country’s economy were encouraged to become civil servants advising the government, and later to staff the government banks. This royal outlook was buttressed by traditional French attitudes, and the end result was a city cemented along racial divisions: The Chinese were the moneylenders and businessmen; the Vietnamese who had arrived with the French colonialists were middlemen or followed the service trades; the Cambodians were the farmers, civil servants, and intellectuals; the French who stayed on were the foreign experts, chief import-exporters, and plantation owners. In Sihanouk’s day one did not need to know Khmer to travel about the city; French, Vietnamese, or Chinese would suffice.

The middle-class Khmers of Phnom Penh grew up pampered in this environment, isolated from much of the life of the city—and, consequently, the world. Komphot and his contemporaries grew up as privileged children of Sihanouk, not independent citizens capable of succeeding or failing on their own. Routine corruption ensured that the favored lived well; and Sihanouk’s inclinations were imperial. He preferred to grant privilege and position out of noblesse oblige and not any modern notion of shared power or a rational reward system. Courtiers were favored, troublemakers punished. It was a small society, and Sihanouk, through his police and his instincts, knew one from the other.

Sihanouk created a contradictory, if not irrational, political society for people like Komphot. The prince claimed Cambodia was a democracy, but he ruled it as a medieval monarch, not as a politician; peasants voted for his party because he was a god-king and a charismatic medieval ruler. Sihanouk’s socialism was an updated version of a royal welfare system. The prince used a pseudo-Marxist vocabulary to condemn “capitalism” when he was really condemning modernity, to promote “socialism” when he meant noblesse oblige, and in foreign affairs he spoke as an anti-American ruler promoting stronger ties with his communist neighbor states rather than “capitalist” Thailand when at the same time he boasted that he was the most effective anticommunist in the world.

The figure of Sihanouk dominated the country and loomed large over Komphot and his fellow lycée students as they came of age and began plotting their futures. But in 1960 the communists of South Vietnam inaugurated open warfare against the government in Saigon, fighting back against that regime’s anticommunist campaign. The Second Indochina War began. In neighboring Cambodia that war quickly overshadowed even Sihanouk in  importance. Komphot understood that the war in Vietnam would determine the course of Cambodia’s history.
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Cambodia was not stuck off in a forgotten corner of Asia but was dead center in the white-hot fire of the Second Indochina War. South Vietnam and Laos on the eastern and northern boundaries were battlegrounds, Thailand to the west became the American rear guard, home to the jet fighter planes and idling spot for American soldiers on rest and recreation leaves. Sihanouk’s pastoral Cambodia was the unlikely neutral spot in the middle.

At first the war seemed to unite Cambodians. Komphot saw little difference between Sihanouk and his most radical teachers on the subject of the Vietnam War. They all opposed American intervention in Vietnam. They all supported a neutralist policy for Cambodia. During the first years of the war all whom Komphot admired supported Sihanouk’s foreign policy, even if they continued to object to his stifling control over their lives back home.

By the time war broke out, Sihanouk was known worldwide for his strong belief in neutralism. In 1955 he attended the Bandung Conference, which argued that developing nations should resist ties to either superpower and chart their own courses. The communist world generally applauded Bandung; the United States did not. The next year, in 1956, the United States tested Sihanouk’s neutralism and asked Cambodia to join the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization, a defense pact of American client states. Sihanouk refused. As punishment, the Saigon regime proclaimed an economic blockage against Cambodia and curtailed shipping up the Mekong River to Phnom Penh, then Cambodia’s only port. The episode served to illustrate why Sihanouk was so opposed to military pacts.

The open conflict in Vietnam, however, brought new pressure on Sihanouk to at least modify his neutralism. Both sides wanted Cambodia’s valuable logistics lines and use of the country for their base areas. It was the United States that earliest and most firmly pushed Sihanouk, telling him that neutrality was tantamount to supporting the communists. At first Sihanouk listened to the Americans and said he needed American muscle to produce solid security guarantees between Cambodia and its noncommunist neighbors, Thailand and South Vietnam. But the United States refused. And Sihanouk was convinced that the United States had been behind a plot to overthrow him the year before in 1959. (He was correct.) Sihanouk’s neutralism was tempered thereafter by a strong and well-earned personal distrust of the Americans.

The turning point came in 1963 for Vietnam, for Cambodia, for Sihanouk, for Komphot, and for the right and left in Cambodia.

It was Komphot’s last year in lycée. He and his friends should have been engrossed in deciding where they would attend university, what their courses of study would be. But the war would not allow them to remain innocents. Nor would Sihanouk, who began to fear for himself as well as for Cambodia. First the neutralist foreign minister of Laos, Quinim Pholsena, was gunned down at his home by rightists who destroyed the united front coalition formed that year to stem the tide of war in Laos. Pholsena was a like-minded friend of Sihanouk. If he could be killed and the war expanded in Laos, what would happen in Cambodia?

A month later, in May 1963, a nonviolent Buddhist demonstration in Hue, South Vietnam, was broken up by local military, who opened fire with machine guns and killed nine people, seven of them children. South Vietnam exploded. A seventy-three-year-old Buddhist monk burned himself to death in Saigon in protest. Three more Buddhist monks and a nun committed suicide in August protesting the repressive policies of the regime of Ngo Dinh Diem. Nothing touched Buddhist Cambodia like these horrors. Sihanouk publicly said that Diem, a Roman Catholic with little sympathy for Buddhism, could last no more than a few months.

Phnom Penh was riveted to the war. Sihanouk was incensed and announced that the United States and Diem were ruined. He also broke political relations with South Vietnam. “The fate of Vietnam appears to me to be sealed,” he wrote, predicting a communist victory. “That of my country will certainly be so in a little while. But at least we have the meager consolation of having often warned the Western world.”

On November 1, 1963, Diem and his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu were assassinated in a coup d’état approved and facilitated by the United States. Sihanouk was among the first world figures to see the American hand in the coup and condemn it as a criminal, cold-blooded betrayal of an ally. He immediately rejected all American aid to Cambodia. Sihanouk wanted to keep the United States out of Cambodian affairs altogether and reduce the possibility that Americans would plot his overthrow or death.

At home, Sihanouk’s response to the Vietnam War was not so straightforward. In 1963 he instituted drastic changes that fed deep anger and dissent in both the left and the right, and that ultimately brought about his own downfall.

Despite his sympathy for the communists abroad, Sihanouk was wary of leftists in Cambodia. In 1963, with the war exploding in neighboring Vietnam,  he moved openly and dramatically against the left. The troubles at home began with student strikes in a northwestern province that spread to Phnom Penh. The initial protests involved accusations of local police brutality. They developed into an attack on all authority and particularly Prince Sihanouk.

Sihanouk blamed the left for the problems and forced the leading leftists to flee Phnom Penh. Among them were the top central committee members of the Khmer Rouge, who had reconstituted the country’s communist movement in 1960, shortly after communists in neighboring South Vietnam had officially launched their armed insurgency against Diem in 1959. Most of these Khmer Rouge fled to a Vietnamese communist base along the border, to the jungle maquis, hoping to lead their own insurgency against Sihanouk one day. A few others fled to France. Their exodus sent a chill through the student and intellectual community of the city. Komphot remembers confusion about the war and the treatment of leftists in Phnom Penh. Sihanouk called himself a socialist, yet he punished the people who called themselves socialists and said they were dedicated to modernizing and rationalizing Cambodia’s society and economy.

Sihanouk’s attack on the left was direct. His move against the right was not meant as such. It was an attempt to straighten out the Cambodian economy after Sihanouk dropped American aid. Cambodia’s army was supported by that aid, and so was Cambodia’s balance of payments. Without that money, Cambodia’s army deteriorated as the armies of neighboring countries were growing. Sihanouk’s military commanders despaired of defending Cambodia should either Vietnam or Thailand attack. The military became the center of what grew to be a right-wing rebellion against Sihanouk and produced the 1970 coup d’état.

Furthermore, Sihanouk launched a program to further nationalize the economy and solve the problems created by the loss of U.S. aid. The prince nationalized some businesses, the banks, and the import-export trade. He set fixed prices to chase away foreign competition and restrict foreign investment. As Thailand boomed with business and U.S. war-related aid, Cambodia was growing at less than 5 percent each year. To the country’s small-business community, the elite and the middle class of Phnom Penh, this was considered a travesty. They, too, were key players in the 1970 coup.

Nothing seemed to make sense. Komphot and his friends were at a loss to understand the turmoil. Their parents, their student leaders, the politicians, and Sihanouk himself were saying contradictory things about the war and Cambodia’s future. The country was dividing, at least in Phnom Penh.  Komphot saw his own future threatened, not only by the Vietnam War but by the limited choices presented to him in Sihanouk’s Cambodia.

At this juncture, in 1963, Komphot left for studies abroad. He felt he was escaping the narrow, increasingly tense life of Phnom Penh. And he decided to go far away, not to France, like most of his fellows, but to Canada, where he studied first at Laval University, then McGill University. He kept up correspondence with his family and friends in Cambodia. He was in Canada when the United States sent its forces into battle in Vietnam in 1965, and he was frightened. From his vantage point he understood the power of the United States better than he might have in France, and he understood the fervor of the Americans’ anticommunist crusade. But instead of plunging into debates about the war, Komphot discovered he was losing his appetite for politics. He thought this the result of the “Anglo-Saxon” temperament he believed he acquired in Canada.

In Canada, Komphot discovered he most wanted to study economics. He studied the theory of socialism and capitalism, and appreciated the primitive level of debate in his own country. He turned to the practical side and studied finance and business. He finished his schooling and returned to Cambodia in 1968. He left Canada as the American anti-war protest movement surged and the number of American deaths in Vietnam mounted. He left North America convinced he could best help his country by concentrating on building up the economy, not by joining the endless political debates.

But on his arrival home, Komphot learned his new ideas were of little use in Sihanouk’s Cambodia. By 1968, Sihanouk’s nationalization program had been in effect for five years and had disappointed everyone. Sihanouk was taking businesses from businessmen and turning them over to underpaid and unqualified bureaucrats. Sihanouk tried to create a government-controlled welfare state without the money or the political support required. By 1967 the prince had purged all the leading leftists. He had turned to the rightists to administer his socialist agenda. No one wanted to listen to Komphot and his ideas for creating new joint private and state ventures. The Vietnam War and the exploding political situation in Cambodia were the only topics under consideration.

Komphot entered the world of banking, in Phnom Penh the world of nationalized banks. Inexorably, Komphot was drawn back to political discussions, and for the next two years his life was that of the majority of the elite in Phnom Penh. He heard and passed on rumors that spoke of war. Sihanouk now openly screamed against the Khmer Rouge. Before he had dismissed the leftists. By 1968 he was warning that the Khmer Rouge  wanted to drag Cambodia into the Vietnam War. He said the leftists were taking orders from the Vietnamese communists.

Komphot and his friends did not believe Sihanouk’s charges against the leftists. Some of his friends actually fled the capital to join the Khmer Rouge. Others stayed behind and waited, fearing any fighting would draw the United States or Vietnam, or both, into Cambodia. Komphot was among this group, a majority. Despite his pent-up anger against Sihanouk, Komphot still approved of the prince’s promise to remain aloof from the Vietnam War.

New rumors circulated around the city. By 1970 the elite were being told that Sihanouk had sided with the Vietnamese communists and had allowed the communists sanctuary rights inside Cambodia. In the countryside, the Khmer Rouge grew more bold in their attempts to mount a peasant rebellion against Phnom Penh. The city was braced for a showdown.

On March 18, 1970, the rightists mounted a coup against Sihanouk. To Komphot and his friends it seemed a blessing. They likened the coup to the founding of the French Republic. The coup leaders promised to instate a Khmer Republic that would be modern, democratic, and truly neutral. The city was buoyant with enthusiasm. There were promises to end the corrupt, freewheeling politics of Sihanouk with efficient, clean, modern government. It seemed too good to be true—a republic without a revolution, without being drawn into the Vietnam War.

The illusions of a republic did not last the year. The coup seemed headed by two figures—Prince Sirik Matak and General Lon Nol. Matak was the scion of the Sisowath branch of the Cambodian royal family, which had been passed over in 1941 by the French who then awarded the crown to Sihanouk. Matak was Sihanouk’s rival and his opposite. He was a friend of business and a friend of the United States. He was so tied to the United States that many Cambodians assumed he must have received its approval for the coup and its promises of support. Matak represented modernity, elegance, and ties to American aid that Sihanouk had rejected. He was also the man who most appealed to men like Komphot. Phnom Penh’s professional classes saw Matak as their country’s savior.

Lon Nol was a more distant figure. He had been Sihanouk’s police chief and military leader for years; he was considered a perfect number two for Matak. He brought the military against Sihanouk. He seemed a flexible man, capable previously of leading delegations to Beijing for Sihanouk to develop close ties with the Chinese communists and now eager to work for Matak.

Komphot and his friends proved to be quite gullible. The coup brought war, not peace, to Cambodia. Matak was not in charge; Lon Nol became the head man, a dictator.

Within days the new Khmer Republic was embroiled in border disputes ignited by the Vietnamese communists. The inadequate Cambodian army was pressed into service. In May the United States invaded Cambodia, presumably as an ally but without informing Cambodia beforehand, to chase down the Vietnamese communists. Peasants demonstrated in various provinces asking for the return of Sihanouk. Sihanouk, in Beijing, agreed to become head of a front to fight the new Khmer Republic. The front was a cover for the Khmer Rouge.

It took some months for Komphot to grasp his own innocence. He accepted a short assignment to travel abroad and promote the new republic and squash rumors that the coup had been led by military leaders who were in the pocket of the Americans and itched to pull Cambodia into the Vietnam War. He was chosen because he was one of the few Khmers who spoke English.

When he returned a few months later, Komphot felt a fool. Lon Nol had already usurped most of the power. He had changed the climate of the capital, as promised—but it was now more corrupt than under Sihanouk and the business of the day was not modernization but war. Lon Nol was demanding military aid from the United States and, in exchange, putting the fate of Cambodia in the hands of the Americans and their “Vietnamization” policy

Komphot began to wonder if the rumors were true, if the United States had engineered the coup, if Matak had been paid off, or Lon Nol, or both. All of his friends had opinions, but no one had answers. Feeling betrayed, Komphot thereafter refused to have any further official ties to the Khmer Republic. He concentrated on his banking career and advanced at the Banque Khmer Pour le Commerce.

Beyond Komphot’s cocoon, the city changed. The boulevards of Phnom Penh were strung with barbed wire. Cambodian officers dressed in olive-drab uniforms predominated in the cafés, sped through the city in jeeps kicking up dust, and acted like minor warlords. Some of the junior officers were Komphot’s friends. They took up careers in the lucrative, expanding military field and the new government. He remained in touch with them all. Throughout the war Komphot was as likely to be seen drinking in the Hotel le Phnom bar with a group of colonels as lunching with staff members of the foreign ministry at the Café de Paris.

Attractive, outgoing, always well-dressed and well informed, Komphot was a welcome addition at such gatherings. He was well placed among circles of influence, both foreign and Khmer, and interested enough in the fate of his country to exchange gossip in hopes of finding answers. He was different in one respect. He rarely expressed an opinion. He trusted few people. He preferred to observe, not to participate.

At first the war did not interfere with Komphot’s life. Until the turning point in 1973, Cambodia’s war presented a puzzling, quaint, and vaguely sinister face. On the surface, Cambodians smiled and were full of pleasantries. What they considered political discussions were largely exchanges of gossip. None of Komphot’s friends seemed to grasp the significance or scope of the war—how Cambodia fit into the Vietnam War or into American designs, or who were the actual opponents. The people in the countryside, as far as Komphot could determine, were also untouched by the war. Foreigners pointed to this lack of sophistication, or indifference, as proof that nothing serious or dangerous was afoot, as in neighboring Vietnam.

Komphot listened to foreigners, American and French, describe Phnom Penh and the war as if it were theater of the absurd. Senior American military officials called Cambodian soldiers their “little tigers” even as they lost battle after battle. The opposing Cambodian armies carried “humorous” acronyms—FANK and FUNK. Lon Nol’s soldiers were seen as quaint, entering combat sucking Buddha amulets, some slightly stoned after smoking pipes of local marijuana. The commander-in-chief of Lon Nol’s army, a diminutive general of mixed Khmer and Filipino ancestry named Sosthènes Fernandez, pampered his vanity by having a set of miniature furniture and platforms constructed for his office so as to appear taller and larger. The greatest joke, for the foreigners, was the name of the military spokesman—Am Rong. The foreigners were seduced by the never-never-land appearance of Cambodia.

Komphot was losing a sense of his own country. He knew the foreigners misunderstood Cambodia, but he was incapable of describing what was at stake in the war, what Cambodians were fighting about. When he looked at his friends he found them as confounded. Lon Nol was behaving like a superstitious dictator. He followed his favorite monk’s orders to sprinkle the city’s perimeter with “holy sand” to ward off the enemy. And he acted like a dangerous racist who believed in the superiority of the Khmer race and the inferiority of the Vietnamese. Komphot could not respect, much less obey, such a man—nor could many of his friends.

As early as 1971 the privileged classes of Phnom Penh began to quit their country. Cambodia’s doctors, intellectuals, and other professionals left for  the safety of France. Others already in France simply stayed there. Komphot never considered leaving. “It is my country, I will see the war to the end,” he told his friends.

Lon Nol suspended individual rights of expression, as had Sihanouk. Komphot had expected as much. However, he did not imagine that corruption could become so prevalent. The army became the richest sector of society during the war, the one with direct access to millions of American aid dollars, and the most criminal. The generals were openly dissolute. They drank cognac and sodas before noon, built cement mansions, imported limousines, and opened Swiss bank accounts with money robbed from the United States and their own troops.

As a banker and a man in whom many confided, Komphot was all too aware of the scandals. Some were eventually unearthed and reported in the international press, but to little avail. The military scams were numerous. Officers concocted lists of “phantom” soldiers to collect the pay of nonexistent fighters, they sold their soldiers’ equipment on the black market, they sold American-supplied ammunition to the Khmer Rouge, they pocketed the money for their army’s food and let the soldiers subsist on rice gruel.

Komphot’s own livelihood depended, ultimately, on American largesse. Every day he saw how the Khmer Republic was becoming ever more dependent on U.S. aid. Komphot’s bank, like all others, earned its profits and overhead through an American subsidy program that paid the hard currency for Cambodia’s imports. When Komphot joined other bankers and financiers to protest Lon Nol’s inflationary policies, they saw how ineffectual they were. When Lon Nol needed money to cover up the amounts pilfered from U.S. aid, he simply doubled the amount of Khmer currency in circulation—without warning. The banks protested, but Lon Nol ignored them and so did the Americans.

The banks retaliated by trying to prohibit the luxury items imported by Lon Nol and his cronies. Lon Nol’s military officers responded by opening their own bank, backed by “footloose army funds.” They imported their cars and air conditioners with notes from their own bank. This madness not only riddled Komphot’s professional life, it permeated the city and the country still controlled by Lon Nol.

The deterioration began slowly. The war did not begin to strangle the lives of everyone—farmer and city dweller alike—until 1973, when the United States launched its massive bombing campaign and the Khmer Rouge simultaneously began their two-year-long push toward total victory.

During the seven months of constant American bombardment, over half a million Cambodians flooded into Phnom Penh, doubling its population.  They said they came to seek safety from both armies and the bombing that shadowed all the battles. “When the soldiers come now, the planes also come and the fields and houses catch fire,” they said.

All told, the United States dropped 257,465 tons of explosives on the Khmer countryside in 1973, half again as many as were dropped on Japan during the Second World War. The effect was immediate and devastating. It was no longer safe to till rice fields or fish in rivers. Roads were unsafe for travel. Those simple facts translated into hardships for nearly everyone. The amount of acreage cultivated for rice dropped from six million at the beginning of the war to little more than one million at the end of the bombing campaign. Food was scarce. Luxuries for the city were dwindling. It was too dangerous to import goods by road or river and too expensive to bring them in by air.

Komphot watched as his city became a mongrel version of itself. For the first time in modern history there were beggars on the street. The shade trees lining boulevards around Komphot’s bank were stripped of bark for firewood. Refugee shanties were popping up everywhere. He and his friends were sheltering distant relatives.

Food was a far greater problem than shelter. Malnutrition began spreading through refugee camps. There was a full-scale food crisis. Lon Nol’s government adopted policies that admitted defeat. His officials said their war strategy had changed; they would control the population, not the land. And the United States would provide the aid to feed the people. Lon Nol’s army, made up of increasingly corrupt or incompetent officers and poorly fed soldiers, lost battle after battle, and the ability of the Americans to supply the capital was endangered. The Khmer Rouge were winning control of the Mekong River. By 1974 they had blocked off all land routes. Ultimately, air shipments were the only answer to bring in rice as well as arms. Phnom Penh became an isolated, artificial island sustained by a fragile lifeline stretching tens of thousands of miles to an American government shaken by its own corruption revealed through the Watergate scandal.

Rice became an obsession in the capital. The war effort was secondary. Finding rice and the money to buy it was the chief preoccupation not only of civilians but of soldiers as well. The corruption and callous disregard that marked the Lon Nol regime’s abuse of military aid was matched by its handling of food aid.

The United States left the distribution of rice to the Lon Nol government, which in turn handed it over to the notoriously greedy rice merchants. These private merchants sold less than half the stocks at a low subsidized price and kept aside the bulk of the rice for their own sales at  exorbitant prices. Food became scarce, inflation became fantastic. The local currency changed from 280 to $1 on official charts to 1,600 to $1 one year later, at the end of 1974. The middle classes could no longer afford the necessities, much less the growing army of poor in the city.

Yet that middle class and the privileged like Komphot acquiesced to Lon Nol’s rule. They complained bitterly, but saw no recourse other than an end to war. They felt cowed by America’s complete support for Lon Nol, and the dictates of war gave them little room for maneuver. In March of 1973, Lon Nol had suspended the few remaining civil liberties: the constitutionally guaranteed freedoms of speech, thought, assembly, and the press. He also revoked the rights to privacy of residence and correspondence in order to facilitate house arrests without warrants, censorship of mail, and control of all travel into and out of the country. Permission to leave the country required thousands of dollars in bribes.
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By 1975, Komphot could not point to a single aspect of Phnom Penh with any remaining integrity. He was not alarmed when the Khmer Rouge launched their final offensive on New Year’s Day that year and began inflicting a series of defeats on the army protecting him and all that he knew as Cambodia. He mistakenly thought there could be nothing worse than the Khmer Republic. Unlike his counterparts in South Vietnam who saw imminent defeat as a sign they had to abandon their country, Komphot made no plans to leave Cambodia. Nor did most of his friends. Komphot and his compatriots wanted to believe in the best. The Khmer Rouge were nationalists. Sihanouk was their token leader. Life could not help but improve.

On April 1, 1975, Komphot, along with the rest of Phnom Penh, realized the war was over. That day the Khmer Rouge captured Neak Luong, a river-port that had become the bellwether of Lon Nol’s fortunes during the war. It was the southern citadel protecting Phnom Penh and the Mekong River. Neak Luong had been the scene of one of the war’s most horrible tragedies—the accidental bombing in 1973 of the base by an American B-52 bomber, killing 137 people and wounding another 268. Thereafter the name of Neak Luong summed up the sense of shame and bitterness of this war and the Americans’ disgraceful treatment of their ally There was a historical symmetry to the Khmer Rouge’s choice of Neak Luong as the route for their final challenge, for their path of victory.

The fall of Neak Luong convinced the foreign community it was time to leave. Immediately the remaining embassies packed up. The Americans sent  off their support personnel as quickly as they could. Some of the wealthier Cambodians, particularly those with connections overseas, left at the same time. Then on April 12 the rest of the American embassy left. It was the final evacuation, but was unlike that in South Vietnam; there was no mad rush by Cambodians to leave with the Americans, no dramatic invasion of the embassy to compete for space aboard American helicopters. Only a few foreigners stayed behind: journalists, businessmen, clerics, French and Russian diplomats. The Cambodians were left to play out the drama.

Four days after the American evacuation, on April 16, the Khmer Rouge captured the city’s airport. Komphot went to work that day at the usual hour, but he brought along an overnight bag, just in case. He did end up spending the night at the bank, sleeping on a cot near the bank vault. The first thing he saw when he opened his eyes the next morning was a colleague unfolding a bedsheet in the foyer. “What are you doing?” Komphot asked him, half-asleep. His friend answered, “I’m flying the white flag of surrender.”

At first Komphot felt nothing, a blessed nothingness. He did not feel like celebrating or jumping for joy. He felt neutral. He walked out into the morning air and stood on the stairs of the bank. It was already hot. Komphot looked in all four directions. His bank sat at one of the city’s main intersections, where the airport road crosses Monivong Avenue, the city’s main north-south street. He noticed little new beyond the sight of a few makeshift white flags adorning other buildings.

He went back inside to his desk. Standing there was a young soldier in black pajamas with a weatherbeaten face. He asked Komphot if he could direct him to the minister in charge. “I told him he was confused. There were no ministers. This was not a government building. It was a bank. He left immediately.”

This young Khmer Rouge, the first Komphot had ever met, seemed a simple, disoriented young man and little else. Komphot sat down and finished some paperwork undisturbed by the meeting. Around 10:00 that morning the country’s Buddhist patriarch went on national radio calling for order: “The war is over, we are among brothers,” he said. “Stay quietly in your homes.”

Shortly thereafter a top general of the defeated Khmer Republic army forces also spoke on the radio. He ordered all fighting to cease because “negotiations are in progress.”

About noon, Komphot got up from his desk to keep a lunch engagement with his cousin In Nhel, who worked across the street at the national railway company as the director. By then Monivong Avenue had begun to resemble a parade route, at least in Komphot’s eyes. Khmer Rouge soldiers were  walking up the avenue in small units. He waited for one group of the black-pajamaed soldiers to pass before crossing the road to meet his cousin at the railway company’s canteen. They spoke of the war’s end and wondered what role Sihanouk would play in the new government. Two hours later Komphot returned to the bank. Waiting for him was an important emissary from the Khmer Rouge.

“He was clearly an intellectual,” said Komphot. “He wanted to see the bank president, who had gone home. Then he told me he wanted to confiscate all the bank notes and valuables, gold and so on. I had to explain private banks did not keep gold, only notes. Then he said the Americans were planning to bomb Phnom Penh and he had orders to take away everything of value.”

This threat of an American attack did not bother Komphot. He didn’t believe it and told the cadre he needn’t worry. He knew the Americans, and they wouldn’t do such a thing now that they had lost. “I talked to the cadre, calling him brother, making him familiar with me, like a friend. I’m always outgoing and I felt comfortable with him. I even joked that our vault was so strong not even bombs from a B-52 could destroy it. But the cadre asked me to find the president.”

Komphot got on the telephone and reached the president at his home. The president agreed to come back to the bank at once. But two other officials were needed to unlock the safe: the comptroller general and the cashier general. Komphot agreed to drive to their homes and bring them back to the bank. Along the way he saw what he considered predictable scenes. The Khmer Rouge were collecting all the weapons of the citizens; by war’s end civilians had begun carrying pistols for protection. He saw piles of weapons in the street, but he failed to notice what was missing—any sense of celebration. He was wrapped up in his mission. When all were assembled at the bank, the three top officers opened the safe. Komphot had to supervise the counting of the notes, about $1 million in Khmer money. He made out a receipt, it was duly signed, and the keys to the safe were given up to the Khmer Rouge. It was now evening, nearly 7:00, and the cadre asked Komphot to put the money back in the safe.

Even though he had spent the better part of the afternoon counting notes in the quiet chambers of the bank, Komphot could feel the mood of the city change. He heard intermittent gunfire, repeated automatic rifle bursts from all directions. A clerk had whispered to him that the Khmer Rouge were ordering people to leave the city. But the radio had not broadcast an evacuation order. Komphot was confused, and now that his work was completed he felt nervous for the first time.

The Khmer Rouge cadre asked him and the other bank officers to stay and help sort out other papers. “I smiled and said, ‘No, thank you, I’d rather not stay.’ They offered, then, to drive me home in one of their cars to make sure I passed through their roadblocks safely, but I declined. I said goodbye to the president, the comptroller general, and the cashier general. I didn’t want to go home. I thought I would go straight to the Hotel le Phnom. I needed a drink.”

Komphot walked out into the hot night, and his head began to swim. Laid before him was a ravaged city, an anxious, empty city. It took Komphot some time to gain control of his emotions. There were no people! He stared at the litter on the streets, at the evidence of all he had not witnessed. There were no people!

Shortly after Komphot had returned from lunch to the shelter of the bank, the most heartbreaking scenes of the war had filled the city streets. The Khmer Rouge had begun evacuating Phnom Penh, and among the first people pulled out were the patients at the city’s hospitals. The wounded and disabled walked or crawled; some were pushed in their beds, a relative holding an intravenous bag, pretending that might keep a loved one alive. A sobbing father carried his young daughter in a sling he fashioned from a bedsheet and tied around his neck. About 20,000 patients were thrown out that afternoon.

After clearing out the hospitals, the small units of Khmer Rouge soldiers Komphot had seen entering the city had fanned out to the different neighborhoods of Phnom Penh. Some stood on the corners directing traffic while others went door to door telling everyone to evacuate immediately. “The Americans will bomb Phnom Penh. Leave the city at once,” they said politely. “You’ll return quickly. There is no need to take your belongings.”

Those who protested were persuaded to submit by warning shots fired into the air. Those who fought back were killed. Komphot had heard the sound of gunfire from some of those small battles. Now all he saw was the relics. Fires were burning on the horizon. Like everyone else in the city, Komphot had slept little during the last two weeks while the city was shelled during the final attack. Now his fatigue suddenly vanished as he tried to accept what he saw before his eyes—Phnom Penh without people. It was as if he had left the theater for a short intermission and returned to discover he had missed the climax. But this was his real life, his country.

He walked straight up Monivong Avenue to the hotel, his steps ringing loudly and his mind running wildly. He would find answers at the hotel, he told himself. It had been designated earlier in the week as an international  area, the neutral zone for foreigners. They could tell him what had happened. By the time he reached the hotel’s broad gravel driveway he was sprinting. He was so preoccupied he practically ran into an old acquaintance, an engineer at the city’s post and telegraph office. The engineer had been educated in the United States and also had been one of the bright young men in the city, a friend on the edge of Komphot’s rapidly disappearing world.

Komphot stopped in midstride. “I couldn’t believe the look on his face. He seemed haunted. He told me the foreigners were gone, they’d been moved to the French embassy. Then he told me he had just given his child to the foreigners for safekeeping, given up his only child to strangers. I couldn’t believe it, but he refused to answer any more questions. He said he didn’t want to talk to me, that he didn’t know who to trust. Then he disappeared.”

The foreigners had been the last people the Khmer Rouge confronted. After beginning the evacuation of the Cambodians, sending them off in all directions out of the capital, the Khmer Rouge had broadcast an order by loudspeaker to everyone in the hotel telling them to leave; the hotel was not a protected zone. The foreigners went to the French embassy. The more sophisticated Cambodians, like the engineer Komphot had just met, knew the French embassy could not protect natives.

If he had allowed himself, Komphot might have screamed in dismay. One part of him was saying, “This is the last day I’ll walk down these streets of my home.” Then he checked himself. “This can’t be true. I must give them the benefit of the doubt. We’ll all come back.” He retraced his steps in search of his cousin, In Nhel, the head of the railway. He couldn’t face this nightmare alone. By chance he found his cousin one block later, and the two drove off in Nhel’s car to the outskirts of the city, to a neighborhood known as Tuol Kok, where Nhel owned a small hut secluded from the road.

There they hid with Nhel’s family and quietly talked. They wanted to forget the Khmer Rouge. “I wouldn’t let myself go crazy,” Komphot said. “I had to hope. I couldn’t imagine giving away a child after one day of the Khmer Rouge. I didn’t want to overestimate what the Khmer Rouge were doing. I wanted to be rational.”

After three days their hiding place was discovered in a systematic sweep of the city by the Khmer Rouge. A soldier came up to their door and said politely, “Brother, comrade, please move out. You have to go at least three miles out of the city. The imperialists are going to bomb the city. When it is time you can return.”

Now Komphot wanted to believe the bombing story. He and his cousin left with the family but without their valuables and did as they were told. They left the city in the direction of the northern Route Five. The Khmer Rouge had told them to return to their home villages, the village of their parents or grandparents. Since Phnom Penh was Komphot’s “home village,” he decided to follow his cousin Nhel to his home village, a small town in Kompong Cham province. In a few hours they caught up with the multitudes, the people who had been banished while Komphot was counting bank notes.

They were on the outskirts of the city, a thick sea of people jammed on the narrow highway being marched to the countryside by the soldiers in black pajamas. Komphot was reminded of a crowd caught in a sports stadium with no exit for escape. It also seemed to him as if a giant had poured everyone out of the city and they were pretending not to notice. The rich still had money and were buying food from roadside merchants asking absurd sums: $100 in Cambodian currency for a pound of rice, $50 for a fish caught in a canal. The poor had nothing and went without. The sick lay dying on the roadway. No one stopped to help a stranger. No one thought of confronting the Khmer Rouge and ending this pathetic march. That would require confronting a lifetime of illusions, so they trudged on. Every day at 4:00 P.M. they were told to sleep, spilling on top of each other. Before dawn they were waked and told to march on. They stuck in cliques with people of their own class or background. Komphot and his cousin and his family walked with other educated Khmer from Phnom Penh; shopkeepers walked with shopkeepers, beggars with beggars. Like this Komphot marched for ten days until the crowd of thousands reached a crossing at the Tonle Sap River and Komphot and his cousin traveled east, toward the home village.

They stopped at Prek Kdam, on the other side of the river, a small village now crammed with some 30,000 people also waiting to move on to their home villages. Here there was food and Khmer Rouge officials were waiting to screen the people. In Nhel was called before one. Komphot had been told by people in the crowd that the Khmer Rouge determined whom they wanted by asking certain people to write their “biographies,” a description of their lives, particularly what they had done during the Lon Nol regime. “The Khmer Rouge asked my cousin to write his biography, and I asked if I could, too. We had heard people were being taken off to ‘study’—we thought this meant to a school for brainwashing. We wanted to go together so we would have each other’s company and be released together.”

Another distant cousin, a man who had been a customs officer at the capital’s airport and who had joined them on the highway, said he wanted to go with Komphot and Nhel, and the three presented themselves to the Khmer Rouge. “We volunteered everything about ourselves and said we wanted to go together. They took Nhel and the customs officer, but they said they didn’t want my biography. The cadre said to me: ‘When we want your biography you will be asked for it.’ I was left standing alone.”

Watching his friends walk away, under the armed escort of the Khmer Rouge, Komphot was struck with a jolt of complete fear. Nhel was gone and Komphot had no idea when he would return. Since April 17, Nhel had been his constant companion; their conversation had been a shield protecting Komphot from the awful scenes surrounding him. They had walked for twelve days from Phnom Penh to Prek Kdam less mindful of the poor and hungry, the dying and the missing, than their own intense political conversations about what the evacuation meant, what role Sihanouk would play in the new regime, when they would return to Phnom Penh, and what they could do for the revolution. They had maintained the fiction of their boulevard life as long as possible. Now there was silence. Komphot was alone and filled with dread.

He walked back to the remaining group of relatives—Nhel’s wife and children and a few cousins. Suddenly he lost hope. The family group, reduced to six people, was ordered into an already packed truck and driven about ten miles, then dumped into a deserted paddy field. It was raining. There was no food and they spent the night huddled together. The next day they were moved to a nearby village, where they were given the space under a hut on stilts normally reserved for animals. “We lived like pigs, taking whatever was available, the scraps of food offered us. I realized we were under custody of the revolution, not a part of it.”

Slowly they were moved across the province, from one miserable stopover to another, until they reached their native village near Speu Chamcar Leu, an area of rich rice fields adjoining Cambodia’s rubber plantations. It was now May 16, almost one month since the Khmer Rouge victory. There would be no return to Phnom Penh, no return to life as Komphot had known it. The family was not allowed to go back to their home but sent to live in a large “cooperative” of some 1,500 families living in village clusters under the control of a triumvirate of Khmer Rouge cadre. In his cluster Komphot was assigned to a production unit with twelve other adults and given his family’s first monthly ration of food: thirty pounds of rice for every full-time worker, fifteen pounds for those who worked part-time, nothing  for the children, who were expected to share the adults’ rice. That was it—no fish, vegetables, oil, or meat. Finally Komphot was utterly frightened.

“I realized we were expendable. All the analyses we had done during the war, all of our ideas about what Cambodia would be like, were so wrong I had no room in my imagination for what was happening. I finally understood what it meant to be called to ‘study’—those people were murdered. Those of us who were spared were to become work animals. We were barely surviving.”

Now everyone was asked to write or dictate his “biography” Through May and June, Komphot was totally occupied learning to farm the rice paddies and scrounge the forests for edibles. Bananas were mixed with everything. He and Nhel’s family collected snails, banana leaves for “acid soup,” wild vegetables. The family had no cooking pots at first, only farm tools. They had the one set of clothing they had worn the day they left Phnom Penh. The hardship, the Khmer Rouge told them, was necessary “to make a revolution—to become self-sufficient.”

By July, however, people began disappearing—at night. One by one they were being picked off: former soldiers or the families of former soldiers, former bureaucrats, former members of the Lon Nol regime, former intellectuals. Komphot was spared. “I wrote my full biography for them, because the cooperative was crawling with other intellectuals who knew me from Phnom Penh. But the cadre didn’t know much about banking. They thought teachers were intellectuals but not bankers. They thought a bank nothing more than a place where money was kept, and I presume they thought of me as a clerk—smart but not intelligent.”

Nights were quiet in the cooperative. Only the Khmer Rouge cadre dared move. In July there were sounds again of strange footsteps and the muffled cries of someone being dragged away. A “body was fading away,” the people would say. “Be careful or your body may disappear.” Komphot remembers one night when the sounds were so close to his hut “I thought they were coming to get us. I thought to myself: It is one thing to suffer to live, another thing to suffer only to die. I decided to give it two years. If nothing had changed I would commit suicide.”
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THE BIRTH OF MODERN CAMBODIA

At the same time Komphot made his suicide plan, July 1975, Pol Pot, the man most responsible for Komphot’s misery, delivered a major address in the nearly deserted city of Phnom Penh. He spoke as chairman of the communist party’s military committee, delivering what amounted to a campaign speech to 3,000 soldiers gathered in the capital to represent the major units of the revolutionary army of the Communist Party of Kampuchea. The speech encapsulated the party’s version of recent history, how the party, the army, and its leaders fit within the history of Cambodia and the communist world.

It described the betrayal a generation of promising young Cambodians felt they had endured. Now they were the absolute leaders of their country. The speech was shameless propaganda, not history, but it is an accurate reflection of the myths and legends these Cambodian communists had created for themselves to survive years of obscurity and near-extinction.

“In the whole world, since the advent of the revolutionary war and since the birth of U.S. imperialism, no people and no army has been able to drive the imperialists out to the last man and to score total victory over them,” Pol Pot said. “Nobody [else] could. . . . Our army fulfilled this mission with great success unknown before in the whole world. . . . to speak in a common language, this is believed to be the work of God, for it is too imposing for mere humans.”

His listeners were dressed in all manner of tattered uniforms, some with the bodies of invalids from miserable wartime diet and the wounds and diseases they had suffered. They did not look the part of the warriors of the century, the first to stand atop the debris of American imperial ambitions. But Pol Pot told them their humble appearance added to their nobility, to the “purity” of their victory.

“In our 2,000—year history, we have never before liberated our country and achieved full independence like this,” he said. The victory was “unprecedented in the military history of our country” and of the entire world. “Only the  Cambodian nation, Cambodian people, Cambodian revolutionary army, and the Kampuchean Communist Party have managed to liberate their own country and people completely, definitively, and cleanly.”

This “clean” and “pure” victory against U.S. imperialism, Pol Pot implied, placed Cambodia as the superior communist nation in the world, above China and Vietnam, which had been his allies. The Cambodian communists could not have won without Chinese and Vietnamese help, but Pol Pot had to say otherwise.

The Cambodians’ supposed defeat of the Americans had to be the most glorious in history, as well, even though the Vietnamese had certainly fought the United States decades longer. In his address Pol Pot used the nightmare of the eight-month-long American bombing campaign in 1973 as the basis for his party’s claim to be the first victor over the Americans. After the January 1973 Paris Peace Accords were signed, he said, “U.S. imperialism, which previously had to fight on three different fronts [Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia], could then concentrate its firepower only on the Cambodian battlefield. The world’s people believed that we would certainly be ‘flattened.’ . . . Kissinger threatened that ‘if after the Paris agreement the Cambodians continue to spurn compromise and negotiations, B-52S will be sent to destroy them in seventy-two hours. . . .”’

Of all the lies they told themselves, the most crucial and dangerous was this double boast that the Khmer Rouge, on their own, had defeated “U.S. imperialism.” In two years of fighting, the Cambodian communists defeated an American client state, the Khmer Republic, but hardly the U.S. Army, which had fought in Cambodia less than three months. After the U.S. Congress forced an end to the bombing campaign on August 15, 1973, both sides of the Khmer war fought on their own; both felt betrayed by their erstwhile allies.

The war took a turn for the worse. After three years of shadow boxing, the opponents finally came out in the open and realized the enemy was their brother—not the North Vietnamese, as Lon Nol had said, and not the U.S. Army, as Pol Pot had said, but their fellow Cambodians. Their anger exploded in atrocities the likes of which had not been seen on the battlefields of other Indochinese countries at war.

Pol Pot had to extinguish that memory, at least in military lore. He focused in his July speech on April 12, the day the small remaining staff of the U.S. embassy was evacuated from Phnom Penh. “U.S. imperialism sent fifty helicopters to evacuate its men. . . a great event clearly demonstrating to the world that small Cambodia with a small population was extremely brave and could force U.S. imperialism to flee in a most shameful manner.”

By pretending that the Cambodians had won the war on their own, had built “a revolutionary army independently and self-reliantly into a purely Cambodian revolutionary army without hesitation or foreign support,” Pol Pot was laying the groundwork for the disastrous experiment in “self-reliance” that followed.

This idea of a “clean, pure” revolution was the driving force behind the hell that was descending on Komphot and over six million other Cambodians. Overnight, the people were required to become either peasants, workers, or soldiers. There was no need for other occupations. They had been abolished on the first day of the revolution. All commerce and private enterprise were abolished. All markets were closed, every shop and every restaurant. Money was abolished; no one was to be paid for his labor. The revolution claimed it would take care of every need of the citizenry.

The state claimed ownership of all property and control over every activity of the citizens. All individuals rights were abolished. There were nearly no laws. The people were at the arbitrary mercy of their leaders, who could decide how much food was consumed, whether medicine was available, and how punishment would be administered.

The people’s lives were to be filled with work and little else. Schools were shut down. Religion was banned. Recreation was unheard of. There was no entertainment. Travel, reading, writing were outlawed for all but the privileged people.

Cambodia’s communist leaders so distrusted foreigners that they cut off the country from the rest of the world to build their revolution. This need to pull away, to be the best in the world, the best in Cambodian history, the best communists, was the result of particular strains in Cambodian history and the twists and turns of communist revolution in Asia. Cambodians felt they had been pushed to the bottom by friends who turned out to be enemies. They felt so threatened they set out to prove they were one of the superior races and nations in order to save themselves from extinction.

Retracing that history can begin to explain this extreme psychology as well as the ideas, myths, fears, and events that ultimately—but not inevitably—led to the tragic revolution of the Khmer Rouge.
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French descriptions of the ancient water empire of Angkor, which flourished from the ninth through the fourteenth centuries, provided the god-king inspiration for Cambodia’s rulers, the country’s cultural pride, and a particularly Khmer view of the world that has lasted to this day. The purported ways  of that empire provided a model not only for the modern deva-raj, Prince Sihanouk, but for those who challenged him for the right to govern.

Colonial accounts of Angkor’s decline, feuds within the royal family that facilitated foreign conquest of Cambodia, combined with the realities of ninety years of French colonial rule, added bitterness to the legacy. By the time Cambodia won its independence in this century, its people believed its national pride had been severely wounded, neighboring Siam and Vietnam had grabbed their territory, nearly always with the aid of a Khmer prince, and the French had declared Cambodians unfit for the modern era. Whenever a leader rose to challenge the French as occurred during the Second World War, he was done in as often by his fellow Khmer as any foreign figure.

Kingship and Buddhism were said to have survived through the centuries of upheaval. After independence, however, pressures created by Sihanouk’s attempt to insulate his country, his version of the monarchy and its culture from his notions of limiting modernity from versions advocated by other Cambodians merged with pressures from the Vietnam War to help create the Khmer Rouge and eventually usher in their revolution.
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The touchstone of Cambodian history, of Cambodia’s identity, is the temple complex at Angkor. Those massive stone wonders are to modern Cambodians what the Parthenon is to today’s Greeks—architectural masterpieces and solid, visible reminders that Cambodia was once the premier state and culture of the region.

The early Khmers who built the Angkor kingdom and society were people with boundless ambition and a robust attitude toward culture. They had a natural bent toward borrowing and adapting ideas whether on a spiritual or a practical plane. And they were artists. There was a strong sense of beauty and grace, balance and proportion to their irrigation systems as well as to their delicate carvings.

Accomplishments in architecture and irrigation engineering are the foundation of Angkor’s impressive reputation. In both endeavors, the Khmers borrowed ideas from other cultures and transformed them. By the sixth century they inherited the rudiments of hydraulic engineering from earlier peoples of the lower Mekong valley who had learned how to drain their delta swamplands, controlling the monsoon deluge as well as retaining water for irrigation in the dry season. The style of Angkor architecture owes a large debt to Champa, Angkor’s rival state to the east. The Khmers borrowed  the forms of Champa as well as its technique for wood carving, which the Khmers used on their soft stone.
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India made the greatest contribution to the Angkor society. The Indian culture—its religion, philosophy, political beliefs, and language—gave the Khmers the larger framework they needed to build a true empire. Indian Brahmans traveled to the region as early as the second century A.D., from Burma to Cambodia and Champa. These Indians, whether priests or merchants, brought the new culture as commercial and religious emissaries from India, not as a vanguard for a military conquest. India never ruled over the region. India’s culture was impressed onto these Southeast Asian societies through this peaceful exchange. And much of the region was marked permanently as “Indianized” or “Sanskritized” states.

The Khmers were among the most brilliant adapters of the new Indian culture. The Hindu cosmology and outlook appeared to them to be an expansion of their own vision, not at odds with it. The mingling of the two societies proved electric. The Angkor era, which lasted 600 years, proved so powerful that its basic institutions survived, however transformed or tattered, until the revolution of the Khmer Rouge.

When the Indian Brahmans arrived, Cambodia was ruled by tribal chiefs already perceived as godlike. The faith of the Khmers was animistic. The Cambodians accepted the Hindu religion of the Brahmans, including the concept of a deva-raj or god-king, without abandoning their animism, which survived into modern times. The god-king became the one all-powerful ruler of the tribal lords. Eventually, the Angkor kings came to be revered as the rulers of the gods, as well. They became among the most absolute rulers of the era, the supreme political, moral, and religious leaders of their empire. “It is safe to say that it was the king who was the great god of ancient Cambodia,” wrote an eminent historian.

This absolute god-king was able to build a strong central state system that became the basis for the kingdom’s expansion and its wealth. At its peak in the fourteenth century, the Angkor Empire was the most powerful in peninsular Southeast Asia. Its borders stretched eastward to the South China Sea, encompassing southern Vietnam and the Mekong Delta; to the north over southern Laos as far as the royal city of Luang Prabang and touching China; to the west encompassing Thailand and parts of Burma; and to the southeast down to the isthmus of Kra, which connects Thailand to Malaysia.

The king saw little separation in his duties as conqueror, religious deva-raj, and public works administrator. The wealth of the kingdom depended on the king’s public works, specifically the irrigation network of tanks, dams, and dikes which were revolutionary in their time. The kingdom had to master water. The extreme monsoon climate that produced alternating seasons of floods and drought had to be tamed through these irrigation projects in order for Angkor to flourish. The kings began the national waterworks system in the late ninth century, and by the fourteenth century they irrigated nearly 13 million acres of rice fields. They reclaimed and cultivated plains that had been sunk in swamps or covered by jungle scrub bush.

Irrigation not only multiplied the amount of land under cultivation but increased the number of crops planted each year—from one to two and even three crops of rice. That abundant surplus of rice was the chief source of wealth for Angkor.

The irrigation system also supplemented the national highways. Canals tied the kingdom together and carried the traffic of society: boats laden with the rice harvest or with stones for monuments, boats with soldiers off to fight the empire’s battles, boats with merchants and their wares destined for trade in the wealthy capital. Above all, Angkor was a water kingdom.

It was also a society permeated by the religion of the deva-raj, a religion the kings interpreted as requiring the construction of those massive funerary temples. In the religious cosmology the Cambodians inherited from India, the center of the universe is Mount Meru, the mountain home of the gods. Angkor, the capital of the kingdom, was built as a microcosm of the universe. The temple of Angkor represented the mythical Mount Meru, the center of the universe and home of the gods. According to a Sanskrit poem it was “a city enclosed in immense walls like the mountains that girdle the great world. There, contemplating gold and silver terraces, the inhabitants have no need to wish they could see the peaks of Meru.”

Cambodian temples were built to vast specifications to render faithfully the sense of majesty while remaining within human dimensions. The result was monuments “incomparable for number, size and perfection.” Angkor Wat itself is the largest religious building in the world. While the irrigation network proved the practical innovations of the Khmers, the temples displayed their aesthetic genius. The buildings are architectural masterpieces and the statuary extraordinary—long rows of gods and giants, carvings of entwined dragons, details of three-headed elephants, and the superb apsara angels.

But the source of wealth—the irrigation system—and the source of inspiration—the all-powerful god-king—proved to be the sources of the kingdom’s  downfall. Successive kings required greater and more numerous buildings to honor their divinity, draining the energy and wealth of the country. The irrigation system that seemed so beneficial was based at the upstream limit of the flooding and began to wear out the soil. More important, the canals were vulnerable to attack.

Angkor’s decline was hastened by geography. Since the empire was centered on the country’s northwest plains, Angkor was largely cut off from the new, thriving trade with China. And to the west and east new states were coming of age, states that would eventually compete over the right to annex the entire Khmer kingdom. During the next 600 years Siam (Thailand) and later Vietnam (with its court at Hue) regularly defeated Khmer armies and annexed Khmer territory.

The country was a victim of the royal family as well as geopolitics. Feuds over the throne grew in direct proportion to the diminishing size of the empire. Princes (and an occasional princess) would plead for military aid from Siam or Vietnam to oust a rival claimant. In return, the petitioning prince or princess routinely gave up rights over Cambodian territory.

The capital was moved from Angkor to Oudong in central Cambodia and finally, in the nineteenth century, to Phnom Penh. By then Angkor was a distant memory, the buildings largely deserted to the jungle. Cambodians preferred to avoid the temple ruins in fear of the demonic spirits they housed. By then Cambodia had become a Buddhist nation, its monks disdainful of the old Hindu gods of Angkor. Some of the old Angkor temples were used as Buddhist pagodas. But the actual history was lost. What survived was the possibility to reinvent Angkor’s traditions, however distorted, the traditions that could be used to legitimize twentieth-century versions of the deva-raj, the water kingdom, and the strong belief in Cambodia’s cultural superiority.
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Cambodia’s modern history begins during the reign of King Norodom, grandfather of Norodom Sihanouk. When Norodom was chosen king in 1860, Cambodia was a thin shadow of the empire it had been under the Angkor kings. Neighboring Vietnam had won control over the lower Mekong Delta area of Cambodia (present-day southern Vietnam) and had recently attempted to colonize Cambodia itself. A popular revolt by the Cambodians and maneuvers by Siam forced the Vietnamese out. Siam and Vietnam claimed suzerainty over Cambodia, and King Norodom was hard-pressed to satisfy both of his neighbors without losing his country.

Into this breach stepped the French, trying to win the race among the European nations to lay claim to the riches of the Orient. The French believed the Mekong River would be the southern road to China and its wealth. By colonizing the countries of the Mekong they could push on to China and offset the British foothold there. But the Siamese court resisted the French through skillful maneuvers using the British against France and strong control over its people. The Siamese retained their independence in exchange for abandoning their claim on the Cambodian court but winning, in the process, Lao and Cambodian territory from the new French colonizers.

The French had convinced King Norodom that they wanted his vulnerable country solely as a protectorate, to act as a buffer between the more highly prized Vietnamese colonies and Siam, by then considered part of the British sphere of influence. King Norodom signed the 1863 and 1864 treaties with France to protect his throne from a series of claims by pretenders and from control by the Vietnamese or the court of Siam. As a last gamble, he immediately moved to try to outmaneuver the French by negotiating a secret treaty with the Siamese. He failed.

The French told Norodom he would control his country; France would only dictate Cambodia’s foreign policy. As long as the French believed they had a chance to reach China via the Mekong River, Cambodia itself did not seem to matter to them. Norodom could reign as a semidivine autocrat, the bearer of a reinvented Cambodian tradition.

And Norodom could be made to fit the part well. A contemporary French chronicler in 1888 imputed to him the stereotypical characteristics such as having “a great sense of Asian politics and a very high appreciation of the nobility of his race. One may say, without deceiving oneself, that he is the first Cambodian of his kingdom, if he is not the only one.” Norodom indulged his passions and whims without restraint. He beat unruly ministers of the court, he executed unfaithful women of his harem. But, the story went, regardless of his behavior he had the undying devotion of his subjects. The king was the country, or so it seemed. “The attachment of the Cambodians to their hereditary chiefs is as profound as it is sincere,” a French official asserted. “The nation has long been accustomed to the idea of not separating its own existence from that of the royal house. The monarch is the living incarnation, the august and supreme personification of nationality.”

In reality, Norodom had had to earn the support of the nobility and popular legitimacy to be considered the king. His two half-brothers—Prince Sisowath and Prince Si Votha—made claims to the throne and there were hereditary chiefs who had to accept him as the personification of kingship.  The royal family feuds were constant. Sisowath tried to dethrone Norodom by currying favor with the French; Si Votha by arming hill tribesmen and inciting them to revolt.

By then the French realized the Mekong would not provide an entree into China and that Cambodia’s usefulness had to be realized in another fashion. The logic of colonization eroded the short-lived pragmatic relationship that had kept Norodom his country’s ruler. First the French assumed responsibility for collecting taxes on opium and alcohol; Norodom agreed even though the French claimed the money was payment to cover French costs for protecting Cambodia. The people abhorred the taxes. Then, in 1884, the French demanded control over the country’s lucrative customs service. This time Norodom refused. “It will be thought that the king has lost all authority over his subjects,” he wrote.

Angered, the French decided to end this game with what they denigrated as an Oriental despot, and they wrote a new treaty granting themselves authority over all of Cambodia’s administrative, judicial, financial, and commercial affairs—reducing Cambodia to a near colony. To add greater insult, the French governor-general got King Norodom to sign the new treaty by storming into Norodom’s sacrosanct private chambers and ordering the king to sign at gunpoint.1


This affront wounded what the French and their subjects would declare was national pride. Led by the royal family, the country revolted. The rebellion became known as the Uprising of 1885 and spread throughout the country, lasting two years. Peasants took up arms against the French in the name of the monarchy, if not Norodom. They were often led in battle by a member of the royal family or of one of the elite families of Phnom Penh. Prince Si Votha, a half-brother and rival of Norodom, was the chief sponsor, and he was at once a help to Norodom in frightening the French and a threat in acting as if he might be the more legitimate candidate for the throne.

The leaders of the revolt were fighting to prevent French control of their court. But the peasants following them had more at stake. If the French gained more control it would mean higher taxes and the introduction of private property to Cambodia, thus ending the feudal but beneficent royal dispensing of land. The French wanted to impose a “rational” system whereby land would be held privately for the first time, by the French, the Vietnamese  immigrating from Cochin China, and the ambitious Sino-Khmers and aristocratic Khmers who would turn the peasants into indentured laborers. Under the royal system, they controlled the land they tilled as long as they kept it in agricultural use.

Norodom stayed out of the fray, watching and hoping for a quick French surrender that did not come. Finally in August of 1886 he concluded he had to act, to outflank the increasingly popular Si Votha, who might claim the throne. However, Norodom appeared to harbor a naive belief that the French would be grateful for his action and rescind their intolerable demands.

He issued a proclamation claiming the French had returned to him a large measure of control over the kingdom, a vast overstatement of the truth, and then he personally set out to provinces with his own royal guard to persuade the people to drop their arms and bring an end to the rebellion. This was a case of double deception by a Khmer leader, not the first or last time it would occur and succeed in the short run. The French had deceived Norodom into believing what he wanted to believe, and he had deceived the people, promising them far more than he could deliver.

The people accepted their king’s word. There were other scattered if impassioned protests against the more brutal aspects of French colonial life over the next fifty years, but no more national uprisings. The king had been bought off. In exchange for retaining the throne Norodom allowed France to rule its Cambodian protectorate more or less as it wished.

The episode was emblematic of Cambodia’s affairs with the outside world in the modern era. A foreign power, France in this case, provided protection from more dangerous powers, Vietnam and Siam, and then betrayed Cambodia by demanding control over the country. The people resisted but were reined in by a leader who had given in to the foreign power. And as would happen again in the future the leader did his utmost to ensure that the Cambodians most responsible for trying to free the country from outright domination were removed from politics and from competing against him. Cambodia emerged weaker, with fewer leaders, and under firmer control of a foreign power.

The French understood the lesson of the uprising with cynical clarity. They left the king on the throne and convened a native council to hide their complete control of the country. The revolts had saved the monarchy—the French realized they could not dispense with this Oriental despot and his court. Perhaps the revolt saved the possibility that Cambodia could be constructed as a modern nation itself, for there were French in Cochin China  who were arguing that Cambodia should be annexed to Cochin China (the southern area of Vietnam; Annam was the central area, Tonkin the northern).

All real power in Cambodia passed to the French, and everything the peasants had feared came to pass. Taxes were increased and the revenues sent off to Hanoi, Saigon, and Paris, where they were used for the benefit of France and the French administration of Vietnam. Cambodia would support France and Vietnam but would receive nothing in return. More Vietnamese settlers migrated and farmed Cambodian land, fished its waters, and helped run the French administration.

The French had decided that the Vietnamese were the industrious race of the future and the Khmer a lazy doomed people grown decadent on Buddhism and the rule of their opulent monarchs. The Vietnamese accepted modernity and seemed unfettered by a demanding, all-consuming faith; Taoism seemed an atheist’s philosophy compared to what the French saw as the peculiar, otherworldly Buddhism of the Cambodians. The French administrators in Cochin China never quite gave up their dream of annexing Cambodia to southern Vietnam, an ambition fed by the Vietnamese themselves.

King Norodom coped under the protectorate. Few beyond the court circles understood how complete was French control over him. But he lost much of his dignity and much of his tax revenue needed to maintain his regal lifestyle. He was flamboyant and did what was necessary to increase the royal treasury. He became ruthlessly corrupt, selling offices and privileges whenever he could. He died at the turn of the century a broken man in self-imposed exile at his palace.

Paradoxically, as his real power withered, the king’s prestige among his people increased. When the evidence of their daily lives told them how their country had become a weak colony of France, they turned ever more enthusiastically to the symbolism of the king as the anchor of the nation, as produced by the French colonialists. The symbols of Cambodia became more removed from the power running the country, but the people worshiped the symbol, not the power, a habit that fed illusions and quashed rebellion. The men who followed Norodom on that throne inherited the contradictory legacies of loyalty from the masses and loathing from the cognoscenti who knew how the king had betrayed his sacred mandate and the country.
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The French did provide some benefits for Cambodia. They protected the country from invasions by neighbors. Khmer peasants no longer fled to  Thailand to avoid wars, as they had done in the nineteenth century, nor were they carried off by raiding Siamese armies. They stayed on the land and reclaimed fallow fields, increasing Cambodian rice production. The population tripled under the French. There was a new political calm interrupted only rarely by outbursts against the French.

But perhaps the most profound fruit of the French presence in Cambodia was the seemingly arcane pursuit by a handful of French scholars to “recover” a history for Cambodia. The results of their scholarship were nothing less than the reinvention of Khmer pride in their country’s heritage and the ideological foundation of the modern drive for an expression of an independent Khmer nation.

It is hard to imagine modern Cambodia without the magnificent towers of Angkor Wat to point to as the symbol of Khmer culture. Those spires have decorated every flag of independent Cambodia. But before the French archaeologists and historians arrived, the temples were silent ruins largely abandoned for 600 years in the jungles of northwestern Cambodia. The French overcame much of the Cambodian superstitious fear of the temples and in the nineteenth century began the monumental restoration work that went hand in hand with the task of deciphering the country’s buried past. By the time their work was halted in the 1960s, the French had proved the Khmers ranked with the Romans and Greeks as unrivaled artists and innovators of the ancient world.

The work of these scholars coincided with a debate in France over the attitude French colonialists should adopt toward native cultures in their colonies. The question was whether the French should force the natives to assimilate French culture and become nationals of the great French metropolitan society, or should allow the local culture to survive alongside the French culture, which only the elite natives could assimilate anyway. The latter argument won out, for practical and political reasons.

The cost of turning natives into French-speaking and French-acting citizens of the Metropole was prohibitive; moreover, it was far more provocative to those natives fighting France precisely because colonization spelled the death of their culture and the prospects for becoming modern nations. The French scholars hoping to improve French understanding of the Oriental world were the standard-bearers for politicians who claimed to be seeking to preserve local cultures. They provided a new argument for preserving Cambodia as a separate country, helping to stop the French administrators in Saigon who continued lobbying for its inclusion in Cochin China.

The consequences of this scholarship reached far beyond the immediate political debate. During nearly one century of painstaking labor, French archaeologists, historians, and linguists “resurrected” Cambodia’s buried history and launched a Khmer sense of nationhood. Around Angkor the French rebuilt seventy-two stone temples, including Angkor Wat itself. This reconstruction was an essential part of the historical investigations. Also reconstructed were a set of views about Angkor’s source of power, its sense of itself and its basis for legitimacy Through the reconstruction efforts the French archaeologists uncovered the old irrigation network of tanks, dams, and dikes. Much of what is known today about Cambodia’s past was discovered by these French scholars, but this knowledge was passed along with the French prejudices, assumptions, and errors as unchallengable truths to the first generation of school-educated Cambodians.

Their work was presented as a tonic for the Khmers, who were told that their pride was so regularly trampled by Siam, Vietnam, and French administrators. Cambodians in the twentieth century at least had a past they could be proud of. With their historical discoveries, the French gradually revived ailing Khmer institutions as well, renovating the traditional Buddhist schools, the Buddhist religion, even the monarchy.

A few French men and women were responsible for the majority of scholarship that directly affected how modern Cambodians saw themselves. One was a remarkable woman named Suzanne Karpelès who encouraged a quiet renaissance of Buddhism that later fed Cambodia’s independence movement. She was attached to the Ecole Française d’Extrème Orient in Hanoi, then the world’s finest center of Orientalism. Karpelès came to Phnom Penh to build the royal library into a repository of irreplaceable Buddhist texts and relics she collected both for safekeeping and to instruct the Cambodian bonzes, or monks, in texts that had long been ignored.

Her mandate was to reeducate the Buddhist monks in what the French considered their traditional faith and erase much of the “superstitious practice” that had “corrupted” Theravada Buddhism (Buddhism of the smaller vehicle) in Indochina. The library established the Buddhist Institute in 1930. The Institute was the only center based in Cambodia that brought in students from other Indochinese colonies, largely the Cambodian minority living in Cochin China. (Vietnamese Buddhists, a minority in their country, practiced Mahayana Buddhism—Buddhism of the larger vehicle.)

These Cambodians from southern Vietnam, the Khmer Krom, became part of Karpelès’s larger project to revitalize Cambodian culture, pride, and aspirations. She surveyed the Cambodian minority community in southern  Vietnam and led a crusade encouraging Cambodians to remember that the entire Mekong Delta was once their homeland. (In fact, the lower delta was Cambodian for only a short while, perhaps a century. Previously, it was home to the Chams, who were among the rivals of the Khmers.) These Kampuchea Krom immigrants became the most ardent of nationalists in subsequent years, the favorite recruits of both the American CIA and the Khmer Republic.

The Buddhist Institute quickly became the focus of a new intellectual life in this new crucial period between the world wars. The French built only a minimal, elite system of secular schools in Cambodia. Otherwise, they merely altered the curriculum taught by the monks in the country’s native pagoda schools. The youth in Cambodia were largely taught by monks, who were responsible for the high literacy rate in the country, far higher than in Vietnam, and the Institute easily gained a position as the fullest expression of Buddhist education in Cambodia. It also discouraged Cambodians from traveling to Thailand for further Buddhist education; in Bangkok it was easy for Cambodians to pick up dangerous anti-French, independent ideas from Thai Buddhists.

The French aided other cultural institutions, particularly the arts. They reconstituted the royal ballet, built museums to house Khmer antiquities, and established schools where the arts could be taught to the younger generation. In 1920, Georges Groslier founded the School of Cambodian Arts to reverse the trends set off by colonial economic policies. Severe taxes on the country’s harvests and importation of cheap Western goods had ruined the market for local artistic objects. Buddhist bonzes who once employed retinues of native artisans no longer could afford to finance Cambodian art and were buying paper flowers and Western bric-a-brac for pagoda altars. Groslier’s school revived the artisan tradition and preserved Cambodian painting, silverwork, carving, and the other art forms.

The French administration had done little to nurture a transformation of the Khmer economy. There was nearly no attempt at modernization. The major industrial development in colonial Indochina under the French was in agriculture and mining, primarily in Vietnam. In Cambodia the French introduced plantations, mostly rubber but also for coffee and other export commodities. They indirectly promoted one sector of the economy—the Chinese moneylenders—by severely taxing the peasants’ harvests. The peasants responded by showing less inclination to increase their rice production. The taxes and their debts to the moneylenders put them in a new cycle of poverty that often proved inescapable.

To French administrators this behavior sealed the stereotype of the lazy Cambodians. A visiting American historian of French Indochina, a woman named Virginia Thompson, captured the French attitude toward the Cambodians in this contemporary account written in 1937: “The contrast is striking between a glorious past, an insouciant and gay present, and a future—in all probability—disastrous. . . . Many [French] feel that it seems almost hopeless to patch up a decadent race which makes no move to help itself. They will never be able to equal their ancestors artistically, politically, or spiritually. Their economic future is more than dubious. They are doomed to disappear before the Annamite [Vietnamese] immigration. . . .”

Cambodians like Sihanouk and Pol Pot grew up with this condemnation by their foreign rulers. The French brought indentured Vietnamese laborers to work in Cambodian rubber plantations rather than trust “lazy” Cambodians. Nor was modern education encouraged. Cambodia did not have a French lycée until 1935, and then the majority of students were Vietnamese and French. Children of the Cambodian elite, like Sihanouk, grandson of King Norodom, were sent to study in Vietnam at French lycées.

Nor had the French fostered a large native administration in Cambodia, in contrast to Vietnam. The Vietnamese continued to fill bureaucratic roles in Phnom Penh. There was the tiniest of new educated modern elite, virtually no new modernized bureaucracy to challenge the French, and with the court firmly in support of French rule, Cambodia remained a docile colony. Finally, the Buddhist clergy—the one Cambodian institution strong enough to challenge the king and, hence, the French—rose to the occasion and began harboring anti-French sentiments. The Buddhist Institute of Suzanne Karpelès became the first home of anticolonialism in Phnom Penh.
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The Buddhists were eminently qualified for their part in bringing Cambodia into the modern political era. Under the tutelage of the French like Karpelès they had become some of the few Cambodians introduced to the ideas of the modern world. Importantly, this was said to be accomplished without sacrificing their identity as Khmers. Most of Cambodia’s small aristocracy were conversant in the ways of the French, but they were compromised by their acquiescence to colonial rule.

This was the second time the Buddhists found themselves as agents of change in Cambodia. Seven hundred years earlier, during the demise of the Angkor Empire, their predecessors preached the new religion of Theravada Buddhism to Cambodians who were ripe for conversion. The political  integrity and morality of the kingdom were thrown into question at the time, and Cambodians converted en masse to this new faith that offered social tranquility without striving for material gain or power. The modest Buddhist bonzes were a welcome change from the arrogant and wealthy priests of the kings. The new Buddhists dressed in simple saffron robes. They possessed a sense of responsibility for all, not just the nobility. Eventually they became as revered as the deva-raj, who in turn became a Theravada Buddhist himself and patron of the faith.

By the twentieth century the Buddhist monks had extraordinary power, despite their modest appearance. At dawn, the monks appeared with their heads bowed and begged for food outside village doorways; they helped broker marriages and otherwise dictated behavior in the profound and mundane affairs of village life. The bonzes taught the children, raised the orphans, and set the moral and social standards of the country. In return, the people built their pagodas and monasteries and followed their strictures. The bonzes, who pledged their lives to poverty, filled the pagoda coffers and became the most important source of charity in the country, dispensing food or funds to the poorest of peasants.

Finally, the Buddhist monks were the only influential Cambodians in a position to question both the French and the king. The monks had attained an independent moral standing in the community not subject to the whims of royal beneficence. Unlike Vietnam and other countries of the Chinese tradition, Cambodia had no powerful mandarin class, only an aristocratic oligarchy that administered the government and whose fortunes were largely controlled by the king. The monks were recognized as a separate group protecting the country’s values and culture. When these holy men began questioning French rule, their doubts struck a deep chord in the country.

Some monks had opposed the French from the start. Before the Uprising of 1885, two monks had preached against the French in the Cambodian countryside, calling upon Cambodians to defy colonialism in favor of what the French said was a wrong memory of Cambodia’s ancient past. A contemporary French report said: “These two adventurers belong to this category of prophets who, adorned with supernatural influence, dreamed of restoring the Kingdom of Cambodia to its ancient splendor.” Other anti-French monks followed. At one point the monks fielded an army of 5,000 peasants, but they were defeated as much by the royal family as by the French. In 1867 the last Buddhist rebel leader was captured by the French, who cut off his head, mounted it on slate, and brought it to Phnom Penh for public display.

Monks quieted down but they never gave their full support to the French. They felt French colonialism undermined rather than preserved the Cambodian state, as the French claimed. Buddhist agitators led protests against sending Cambodians to fight for the French in World War I, tearing down recruitment posters in Phnom Penh. When Suzanne Karpelès established her Buddhist Institute it was these dissidents to whom she gave a base of operation. The Institute became the home for the first modern anticolonial agitator in Phnom Penh.

Son Ngoc Thanh was a Cambodian born and raised in southern Vietnam, in the Mekong Delta region that had been part of the Angkor Empire. Some of these Cambodians, known as Khmer Krom or Khmer from the lowlands, became fierce Khmer nationalists, a minority separated from their homeland and living under an alien, Vietnamese, rule. They developed the minority’s sharp sense of indignities suffered at the hands of both the French and the Vietnamese, and from their ranks emerged many of Cambodia’s most important, and infamous, independence fighters.

Significantly, Thanh’s earliest education was in Khmer-language pagoda schools in southern Vietnam, or Cochin China. He transferred to the French system for his secondary education and went on to France for his university studies, which included one year reading law. As a citizen of a French colony, Cochin China, rather than the Cambodian protectorate, Thanh received an education rare for a Cambodian of that era. He returned to Cochin China and finally settled in Phnom Penh, where he joined the Buddhist Institute shortly after it was founded. Thanks to his education, Thanh became the Institute secretary. In 1936 he helped establish the country’s first Khmer-language newspaper, Nagaravatta, which means “Temple Realm” in Sanskrit and is also a play on “Angkor Wat,” which means the same in transliteration in Khmer. He was establishing the Khmer call for independence in that name and paper—a call to reclaim the culture and preserve the nation; he believed the French wanted to keep Cambodia a dependent, backward nation and ultimately hand it over to the Vietnamese.

The newspaper called for seditious behavior but disguised it in religious language. Together Thanh and the Buddhists initiated the first serious discussion against colonialism in Phnom Penh. They were met with censorship and surveillance. Aware that in Burma political Buddhism had become a problem, the French moved quickly to curtail the activities of Phnom Penh’s budding Buddhist nationalists.

Then the Japanese imperial army marched into Phnom Penh in 1941 and announced the end of Asian subjugation to European powers. The Japanese  occupation was the element that broke loose the Cambodian movement for independence.

France had already surrendered to Germany, Japan’s ally in the fascist Axis. Germany ordered the French collaborationist regime in Vichy to command French colonial administrators in Indochina to cooperate with the Japanese. Hence there was no battle over Cambodia. The French colonialists willingly agreed to collaborate with Japan as long as their own interests were protected. There were few who sympathized with the French resistance against the Nazis.

Cambodia was singular for providing the Japanese with “cooperative” natives and colonialists. It was one of the few colonized countries in the region without an independence movement. The Vichy French were the only Western powers not opposed to the Japanese. The Dutch, British, and Americans fought the Axis and eventually convinced most of the independence fighters in their colonies to join them in fighting Japan.

With no worries of rebellion in Cambodia, the Japanese imperial army contented itself with establishing a small military headquarters in Phnom Penh, near the post and telegraph office. The Japanese asked the French colonial administrators to continue governing the colony. The might of the Japanese Empire was engaged in expanding and solidifying its “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.” For the moment, Japan needed Indochina as a base from which the army could attack the rest of Southeast Asia.

By May 1942, one year later, the Japanese had conquered most of the territory they desired: Indochina, Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaya, Indonesia, Burma, and the Philippines.

While Japan was occupied fighting these wars, Thailand sensed an opportunity to take advantage of the new weakness of French colonialists in Cambodia. The French had been reduced to custodians. Thailand attacked northwestern Cambodia in 1941 and then brokered a compromise with the Japanese military powers. In return for peace with Thailand, the Japanese forced the French colonialists to cede the provinces of Battambang and parts of Siem Reap to the Thais. In one stroke, Cambodia lost one-third of its territory and nearly half a million citizens.

Thai occupation of the northwest provoked three reactions that would help determine the course of the war over modern Cambodia. His anger and humiliation over the occupation hastened the death of the reigning King Sisowath Monivong. The French passed over the favored successor and chose, instead, eighteen-year-old Prince Sihanouk, grandson of King Norodom. At the time Sihanouk seemed little more than a carefree lycée student in  Saigon, fond of horses, ice cream, and the cinema, and eminently pliable. Eventually, however, he would turn himself into a modern deva-raj whom neither the French nor any other foreign power could take for granted.

And the loss of the territories helped ignite an alliance between Buddhist nationalists and members of the educated, urban elite. This alliance proved to be the spawning ground for nationalists who would work for and oppose Sihanouk, including the young Pol Pot and other future leaders of the Khmer Rouge.

The French had failed in their basic responsibility to protect Cambodia from its neighbors—the raison d’être for French colonial rule. The elite woke up from its delusions and saw the French in a severe light. They were receptive when Son Ngoc Thanh of the Buddhist Institute engineered a partnership, bridging the lower-class Buddhists with the elite. He was a rare figure, trusted by the Buddhists who otherwise had few connections with the French-speaking elite of Phnom Penh. The Buddhists were far too traditional. If they spoke a foreign language it was Thai. Their supporters and members were from the lower classes. The students they recruited in the capital for their drive against the French generally came from polytechnical schools.

Thanh had an entree into the upper strata through the Friendship Association of Sisowath School Alumni. The French had finally established a French lycée in Phnom Penh shortly before World War II. It was named the Sisowath School after that branch of the royal family. Its alumni founded an association to find jobs within the colonial administration and asked Son Ngoc Thanh to be their legal adviser. Thanh, in turn, helped coax the association into becoming a nationalist group.

The group became the sole elite association promoting modernization of the country and some form of independence for Cambodia. Neither goal matched the Buddhist desire to simply return Cambodia to an independent monarchy and allow Cambodia’s traditions to flourish. But during the Japanese occupation, after the loss of the northwestern territories, Thanh was able to bring these groups together because both wanted independence.

The alumni group began sponsoring the monks to travel around the countryside preaching against French colonialism. The alumni association gave the Buddhists badly needed funds as well as a new legitimacy. Joined together, they represented a potent threat to the French and, indirectly, the monarchy, as long as the king supported France. The traditional Buddhists and the modern elite comfortable in European language and politics began to have immediate results. But the elite were very small in number, and it fell  on the monks to become the visible emblem of revolt and their saffron robes the symbol against French colonialism.

And thirdly, it sparked cooperation with the Thais against the French. In annexing Battambang and Siem Reap, the Thai promoted the notion that Cambodians in the provinces were becoming Khmer Issarka, or emancipated Khmer. Not a few Cambodians found the idea attractive enough to join an organization of the same name that sponsored Cambodians who wanted to take up the offer of Thai citizenship. Those who did won places in the Thai administration and army of the province as well as business opportunities.

It was not long before the colonial authorities fought back. The Vichy French, nervous over increasingly open calls for revolt, closed down the Buddhist newspaper Nagaravatta and a few months later, on July 18, 1942, arrested a leading monk, Hem Cheav. Cheav had audaciously appealed to Cambodian soldiers to desert from the French colonial army. He was a professor at the Ecole Supérieure du Pali and a master at translating Buddhist theology into a call for revolt. He preached nonviolence, but not exclusively, recognizing the formidable impediment of the French army and police in his fight for independence. One of the charges against him, and other monks, was translating seditious materials from Thai. But when the French jailed him they were asking for more trouble. Cheav was not only respected by intellectuals for his work at the école, but revered by peasants.

Without ceremony, the police jailed Cheav with his colleague, another monk named Nuon Duong. The French ignored Buddhist law, which required them first to take the monks to their own council, the Buddhist Sangha, to be disrobed before being given over to the civil authorities—an act that protects the sanctity of the religious station. The French had not only jailed a popular leader, they had also desecrated the Buddhist clergy. In response, other dissidents called the first anti-French demonstration in Phnom Penh history.

The demonstration was the brainchild of Son Ngoc Thanh. When Nagaravatta was banned he had decided the time had come to attempt a pro-Japanese coup and declare Cambodia independent of France. After the arrest of Cheav, Thanh took refuge in the home of a Japanese captain and quickly won the approval of some sympathetic Japanese for a demonstration for that ultimate aim. Thanh gave the Japanese advance notice of demands he would press on the French: release of all political prisoners, reorganization of the country’s public institutions, close economic collaboration with  the Japanese to bolster their war effort, and a constitution that would provide the country with a “National Socialist Monarchy.”

On July 20 nearly 2,000 people answered Thanh’s call. They met behind the royal palace and started their march about 9:00 in the morning. They ended up in front of the French colonial office of the resident superior not far away, near the city’s Wat Phnom. They were filled with the words of Cheav to the police when they arrested him: “Sir, you can do everything you like here. You are the master. You can take my life, but my spirit will continue to live.”

The marchers reached the colonial headquarters and were told only a handful of representatives would be allowed in to present their demands. The crowd rebelled, saying such representatives would only be arrested as soon as they entered. The crowd included nearly 500 monks. The French security police descended upon the unarmed demonstrators and bashed heads while the Japanese police watched from the sidelines. The demonstration broke up and the protesters fled, many never to return to the capital. In a few days nearly 200 dissidents were arrested, but not Thanh.

He remained in Phnom Penh, hidden by the Japanese, and sent a series of letters to Japanese headquarters in Saigon imploring the Japanese to send an army to overthrow the French and implement his demands. By the end of the year he realized his requests would not be met, and he left the country. In January he flew from Bangkok to Tokyo, where he remained for three years. There he was trained by the Japanese, and given the rank of captain in the Japanese imperial army. In Japan Thanh more easily accepted Japanese rationales for holding off the coup he wanted so determinedly. Thanh wrote to his colleagues back in Cambodia: “We must wait. Only Japan’s complete victory in Asia will resolve all the Asian problems to which the lot of our Cambodia is linked.”

The Cambodians arrested by the French met a far worse fate. A few leaders were sent to Saigon, where they were sentenced to imprisonment on the notorious penal island Puolo Condore with Cheav. The now legendary monk died in that prison three years later, reportedly saying in his final days: “I will die happy if I were sure that my country will be liberated from the foreign yoke. I pray for freedom.”

Those who survived and returned to Cambodia brought back stories of sympathy with their fellow Vietnamese prisoners who pleaded with them to join their Vietnamese communist movement—the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP)—and “bash” the French. Others who fled the July demonstration ultimately accepted the invitation. Achar Mean, a teacher of Pali at a  Phnom Penh monastery, fled to Kompong Cham province and later to Vietnam. After World War II, he became the first Cambodian known to have joined the ICP, under the pseudonym Son Ngoc Minh.

The temporary alliance between the Buddhists and the elite was over. With Thanh in Japan, Cheav imprisoned in Vietnam, and other Buddhists afraid to return to Phnom Penh, the key figures that had propelled the drive against French colonialists were gone from Phnom Penh. The elite and the Buddhists dropped their contacts and went in separate directions. Ultimately the aristocrats of the Sisowath alumni group would become leaders of independent Cambodia under Sihanouk while some of the key Buddhists became communists.

The monk who became known as Son Ngoc Minh, a combination of the names Son Ngoc Thanh and Ho Chi Minh, was only the first of dozens of Buddhists who abandoned Phnom Penh and sought aid for an independence movement from the Vietnamese.

Thus by 1942 there were all kinds of foreigners eager to encourage rebellion in Phnom Penh. To the east, the solidly anti-Japanese Vietnamese communists had tried to recruit Cambodians for years, but with little success. Ho Chi Minh founded the Indochinese Communist Party in 1930 with directives from the Comintern in Moscow that he build a party incorporating the communist movements in Cambodia and Laos as well as Vietnam. But there was no communist group in Cambodia, and the ICP found recruits to their party only among the Vietnamese coolies working the rubber plantations in eastern Cambodia. But once the independence drive took hold in Phnom Penh and the French suppressed the Buddhists, the ICP finally began to have hopes of recruiting Cambodians into the party.

In the West, the Issaraks grew more quickly. Moreover, the Issaraks cooperated with the Japanese at first in a secret, informal alliance against the French. The Issaraks also depended on the hospitality of the Thai government for safety from the reach of the French colonial police and for the arms and ammunition needed to lead a revolt.

Both the Vietnamese-controlled communist movement in Cambodia and Thai-supported Khmer Issarak won new recruits following the 1942 disturbances. A large number of nationalists who fled Phnom Penh eventually joined the Issaraks in western Cambodia; some established contacts with the ICP in the east.

The French retained control in Phnom Penh. However, Japan began to suffer defeats in the Pacific, and in 1943 the Japanese changed their strategy. They intensified anti-European nationalism in places like Dutch Indonesia. 


But it was not until the desperate spring of 1945 that the Japanese risked upsetting the situation in Indochina. By then both the Issaraks in the west and the Vietnamese communists in the east had grown and established their own armed groups.

On March 9, 1945, the Japanese staged a coup de force in Cambodia and in one sweep arrested the French military, police, and native guards and eventually imprisoned the entire French civilian population. This blow at the French was also aimed at heading off any rise of the anti-Japanese communists. Four days later the young Cambodian king, Norodom Sihanouk, abrogated the treaties of 1863 and 1884 signed by his grandfather King Norodom and declared the period of the French protectorate over. In his Cambodian New Year message a few weeks later Sihanouk said: “It is a year during which the Empire of the Rising Sun, the liberator of the Asian people, has given to Cambodian history the inestimable gift of independence.”

In a short time, the Japanese showed their promises of protection to Cambodia were as shallow as those given by other foreign powers before them. Japan plundered the country. The Japanese took thousands of tons of rice for their army and requisitioned a corps of 7,000 Cambodian soldiers for immediate duty. The sudden imprisonment of all French administrators and technicians left the economy in a mess. Yet the Japanese wanted more help and more control. Under pressure, Sihanouk accorded the Japanese the right to impress Cambodian laborers into coolie road gangs. The Japanese language was taught in the capital’s schools and to Cambodian bureaucrats. Under the pretext of liberating Cambodia from the French, the Japanese imposed direct military rule and occupation on the country.

Emboldened by the Japanese example following the coup de force against the French, the Thais tightened their control over the northwest territories they had grabbed in 1941. The Thais raised taxes in the Cambodian provinces they held and forced Cambodians to speak the Thai language. Disillusionment was universal throughout the country. Cambodia’s fierce insistence on neutrality in the next decades had strong roots in this period.

There remained one major point of contention: Who deserved the mantle of nominal leadership in Phnom Penh? Son Ngoc Thanh was brought back by the Japanese from his exile in Tokyo and made foreign minister of “independent” Cambodia. He felt he deserved to be leader of the country and began challenging the young King Sihanouk. His record as a singular anti-colonialist made him a serious rival to Sihanouk in the public’s mind as well as his own. And Thanh seemed unperturbed by the stain that leadership  of a puppet regime might entail. He was already thinking ahead to the end of the war, which was nearer than Cambodia or Japan knew.

On August 9, 1945, the day the United States dropped a nuclear bomb on Nagasaki spelling Japan’s defeat, allies of Thanh staged a coup d’état in Phnom Penh and made Thanh prime minister. They wanted an established nationalist at the head of Cambodia at war’s end, not a young collaborationist king who had proved little more than his ability to work with either French or Japanese overlords.

Thanh was made prime minister to prevent France from returning to Cambodia. De Gaulle and the Free French had stated their intention to take back the colonies. Thanh was desperate to stop the French, and he searched for a natural ally. He tried to form a coalition with the ICP’s Vietminh led by Ho Chi Minh, the only Vietnamese who were opposed to the return to French colonial rule and, Thanh thought, strong enough to fight it. Thanh also sought the support of the Thai government and the Khmer Issarak in the northwest.

But Thanh’s own defense minister, secretly encouraged by Sihanouk, fled to Saigon to warn the French of Thanh’s plans. In Sihanouk’s name, the defense minister asked the French to return to Phnom Penh immediately and prevent an association with the Vietnamese that he feared would lead to a Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia, not independence.

On October 10, 1945, after British, French, and Indian units had entered the capital, Thanh was arrested as a “war criminal.” Sihanouk, who had ended the French protectorate and was technically the man most guilty of treason against France, capitulated to a renewal of French control over Cambodia. He curried French favor and remained on the throne. Later he explained his actions: “We are too poor to support or defend ourselves. . . . We are a small power of three million people sandwiched between twenty million Annamese [Vietnamese] and twelve million Siamese [Thais].”

With these maneuvers, Sihanouk came into his own. During his first years as king, Sihanouk obeyed the French colonial administration without public complaint. Even his pliant acceptance of the Japanese coup de force in 1945 was predictable. Sihanouk’s adroit powers of manipulation did not come to the fore until war’s end, when his rule of the country was at stake. Then he showed he could rid Phnom Penh of his rivals, particularly Son Ngoc Thanh. He had been willing to return Cambodia to French colonial power as long as he could remain king.

King Sihanouk remained on the throne, and the French granted Cambodia the status of “autonomous state within the French union.” Sihanouk had  given up a fight for independence to keep his crown and had outmaneuvered Thanh in the process. None of this was lost on the city’s youth, who had witnessed this first chapter in Cambodia’s modern history and were preparing to take command of the next episode.




 THE GENERATION OF PROMISE 

While Sihanouk was plotting for the return of the French to Cambodia, Ho Chi Minh and his Vietminh League were devising plans to prevent the French from recolonizing Vietnam. During World War II, Ho and the Vietminh had worked with the Allies against the Japanese, primarily gathering intelligence and providing logistics support for the Americans. By the end of the war Ho was the undisputed father of Vietnamese independence, and on September 2, 1945, in Hanoi, he triumphantly declared Vietnam an independent nation. The Vietnamese emperor, Bao Dai, quickly approved the declaration.

Eleven days later, however, the French returned to Saigon through the intervention of the British occupation command. Despite promises to grant colonies independence after the war, the Allies allowed France to recapture their Indochinese colonies. War broke out shortly thereafter and spread to the north by 1946. The French were intent on denying Ho his victory and preventing the spread of his popularity to the south, where the Vietminh were in competition with other nationalist groups. This battle became known as the First Indochina War and lasted until 1954.

This war eventually spread to Cambodia, but at its commencement there was no nationalist figure to rally Cambodians against Sihanouk and his abandonment of independence. Hem Cheav, the monk, died in prison; Thanh had been imprisoned by the French at Sihanouk’s request. His supporters from the days of Nagaravatta and the Sisowath alumni group had scattered into three directions. Most of the Buddhist dissidents who had worked with Cheav fled to the provinces, and a significant number eventually cooperated with the Vietnamese communists, joining the party themselves and fighting in the Vietnamese ranks from bases in South Vietnam. Others joined the reinvigorated noncommunist Issaraks, headquartered on the other side of the country in the northwest provinces, and declared they would fight against Sihanouk and the French with the help of the Thais. Most of the Sisowath alumni group nationalists in the capital joined together and formed a political party to fight the French and Sihanouk through peaceful means.

It was a confused period during which French and Cambodians alike lost track of who was fighting them. The Issarak groups were the most amorphous. All they had in common was their desire to defeat the French. The communists also believed in fighting the French, but they wanted a revolution afterward, and they tried to convince the Issaraks to join them; at times the communists took the Issarak name itself. The nationalists in Phnom Penh seemed as if they were mounting a separate, unrelated challenge to the French, since they disavowed armed resistance and promoted moderate social change. They formed the nucleus of the newly established Democrat Party.

The Khmer Rouge movement would eventually draw its leaders and members from all three groups, but only after the First Indochina War ended in 1954 and after each group had quarreled and created divisions within divisions. Some of the more infamous Khmer Rouge leaders came out of Phnom Penh and the Sisowath alumni group, including a large number of the men and women who ran the government of Democratic Kampuchea. One place to begin understanding the Khmer Rouge, their contradictions, and complexities is Phnom Penh after World War II.

The Democrat Party largely recruited students from the Sisowath School, the school for children of the native elite, but a few students from the poly-technical and craft schools also joined the movement. Among the latter was a young man who seemed at this point to be simply trying to survive Cambodia’s education system. Saloth Sar—later to take the nom de guerre Pol Pot—was barely passing his courses at a provincial college when the Japanese arrived in Phnom Penh. Born of a landowning family in northern Kompong Thom province, his parents were comfortable but not part of the educated urban elite. By his own account, Sar studied for six years at a pagoda school in Phnom Penh until at the age of eleven he failed the examinations for elementary certification and was forced to return to the family farm.

His academic career over the next decade was marked by this same determined plodding and the same regular setbacks. Sar spent most of the years of Japanese occupation studying at a French-style secondary school in Kompong Cham province; he had failed to win entrance to a true lycée. Finally, in 1944, at the age of nineteen, he completed the equivalent of his high school education and moved to Phnom Penh, where he enrolled in a technical school and studied carpentry under the watch of his brother and guardian, Loth Suong, a low-ranking bureaucrat in the protocol section of the royal palace. Years later that brother said Sar had been a kind, pleasant, and unremarkable young man during the period; studious, serious, not a troublemaker, and not political.

What his record does suggest is that Sar was a striving, ambitious young man who at an early age decided, consciously or not, to play a greater role in his country’s life than his farming father had. Despite the formidable obstacles of his rural background and his less than obvious academic talents, Sar stuck out his coursework at whatever academic institution gave him a space. His background might have propelled him toward the original Buddhist Institute group, but once in Phnom Penh he gravitated toward and eventually made it into the periphery of the elite Sisowath alumni group that was to overshadow the Buddhists in the years ahead.

Sar entered the technical school in Phnom Penh at a time of tremendous political euphoria and change. All the questions that would dominate Cambodian history over the next three decades were being raised for the first time by many of the men and women who would determine the answers.

The debate began immediately after World War II, when the French allowed Cambodians to set up the Democrat Party and other parliamentary parties and contest elections for a “constituent” assembly. The French hoped to head off demands for independence in Cambodia and blunt the armed revolt growing in the countryside without giving up control. The Democrats were one of three political parties formed, all headed by a prince, in an obvious admission that Cambodians were still wedded to the old feudal and royal ways.

Prince Youthevong created the moderate Democratic Party, which brought together former partisans of Son Ngoc Thanh, members of the Sisowath alumni group, and other Cambodians with democratic and even socialist ideas. This was the party that attracted students like Sar and the far more privileged students at the Sisowath School.

It proved to be the party of the moment. In the September 1946 elections the Democratic Party won a sweeping victory and made up the first cabinet.

The Democratic Party tried to squeeze every advantage out of its new role as leader of the constituent assembly. The cabinet set to work reforming the country’s archaic royal institutions and shaping the skeleton of a constitutional government for a modern Cambodia. The cabinet also made it clear that this government must be independent as well. But rather than wage war for independence, the cabinet appealed to what was considered the rational side of the French, the awareness that France could not hold on to Cambodia forever, especially with war raging in neighboring Vietnam. They accented the choice the French had—handing over independence to them, the intelligentsia, the professionals, the elite of Cambodia, or eventually losing it in a bloody war to rabble-rousers fighting in the jungle. The  cabinet’s finance minister, Son Sann, expressed the party’s polite appeal to France in 1947: “We ask you to understand our profound aspirations [for independence] and assist us in realizing them. . . .”

The Democratic Party also appealed to Issarak groups to give up their armed battle against France and change the country through legal means. The party was making headway when in 1947 its leader, Prince Youthevong, died at thirty-four. The French, at the suggestion of King Sihanouk, replaced him as head of government with another prince who was a conservative like Sihanouk and who disapproved of much of the Democratic Party. The new leader replaced most of the ministers with conservatives and turned the assembly into a rubber stamp for King Sihanouk.

But the Democratic Party was not to be denied. It kept winning elections and had a lasting effect on the country. A few years later, Sihanouk used the party’s rhetoric and ideas to win freedom from the French and stake his claim as the country’s father of independence. And the party stimulated the youth in the capital; its programs for a constitution and its talk of a new, modern government for Cambodia had an enormous influence on young people. The students at the Sisowath School had been courted by and converted to the Democratic Party. They had been sought out for their idealism, their energy, and their pedigrees and in the knowledge that these teenagers were in line to become the leaders of the next generation, the generation of promise that would make Cambodia independent.

And young leaders were coming to the fore. As early as 1946 the students formed a group called Liberation of Cambodia from French Colonialism. It was headed by a young man named Ieng Sary. He was an odd figure on campus at the Sisowath School. He was Kampuchea Krom—a Khmer born in southern Vietnam. Sary spoke Khmer with a Vietnamese accent and was clearly not born to the same elite families as his peers, but he had worked hard at becoming as Cambodian as they. He had changed his given name from Kim Trang to the more Khmer-sounding Ieng Sary, and he altered his birth certificate to become younger and meet age requirements to transfer from his school in southern Vietnam to a provincial school in Cambodia. He proved himself there and soon transferred to the Sisowath School, where he was a scholarship student. He excelled in mathematics and passed his first baccalaureate exams with high marks. And he plunged into politics.

Dynamic, clever, and affable, Sary was won over by the politics of the Democratic Party. He was not alone. Um Sim, who would become ambassador to the United States under Lon Nol, and Keng Vannsak, soon to become a major figure in the Democratic Party, often joined Sary and others  in long debates at the Sisowath School. It was the perfect setting for these future leaders. Designed in French colonial administrative style, the buildings sat in rowhouse fashion around a courtyard. All were cooled by colonnaded verandas. And the lycée was built in the heart of the city, in the shadow of the Wat Phnom and directly behind the National Museum. It was obviously the school for children of the native elite, historically the pool from which protest emerged in colonized nations.

Student leaders usually gathered in the dining hall, on the first floor of the dormitory for boarders. The political debates over those long cafeteria tables yielded a series of demonstrations at the school that spilled into the political mainstream by calling for a national strike in support of the Democratic Party’s call for immediate independence from France, a call rejected by King Sihanouk. These were the first student-led protests in Phnom Penh’s history.

The strike was headed by Sary. It may have seemed less than momentous at the time, but the strike had a strong impact on its young leader. Sary felt himself at the center of national politics. King Sihanouk had denounced the strike and said the students should be supporting his steady negotiations with the French. At the same time, Sihanouk was making it clear he had no intention of sharing power with the national assembly, especially after Youthevong’s death. That token exercise in self-rule was failing.
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