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PREFACE


I was twenty-seven years old when I was first sent to Cambodia. At that time, barely four years out of college, I worked for the Louisville Courier-Journal in Kentucky. I was covering the Jefferson County School Board, writing about achievement-test scores and high school yearbook sales. Most recently, I’d helped compile the fall school bus–schedule supplement. The closest I’d ever come to international reporting was an overnight trip to Edmonton, Alberta, where I was assigned to write about a shopping mall.

Still, one afternoon my editor, Bill Cox, tapped me on the shoulder and said, “Oh, by the way, we’d like you to go cover the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia and the refugee crisis.” “Oh, by the way,” he said—almost as if he meant: if you don’t have anything better to do.

At first I wasn’t sure I believed him. After all, Cox was a jokester. While the circus was in town, he had managed to convince the circus masters to truck a full-size buffalo over to the newspaper. Cox brought it up the freight elevator and rode it around the newsroom, waving an oversize cowboy hat. So I did some investigation. It turned out that Jay Mather, a staff photographer, had seen a television clip about a Louisville physician who was working on the Thai-Cambodian border,  treating refugees. Mather convinced the photo editor to send a reporter and photographer there to write about this doctor and the larger story.

This was 1979. The Vietnam War had ended just four years earlier, but the convulsions it caused in neighboring states played out for years following. In Cambodia a few months after Saigon fell, Communist insurgents known as the Khmer Rouge overthrew Lon Nol, the military dictator who had been Washington’s man in Phnom Penh.

Today the story of the Khmer Rouge crimes is well known. Two million Cambodians, one-quarter of the nation’s population, were killed during Pol Pot’s three and one-half years in power. He willfully destroyed every fixture and totem of twentieth-century life. Eighty percent of Cambodia’s teachers were killed and 95 percent of the doctors, along with almost everyone else who had an education. Cambodia, as Pol Pot liked to say, was returned to year zero.

But in the autumn of 1979, little of this was known. Rumors of genocide had leaked out, but the regime roundly denied them, and a cottage industry of Khmer Rouge apologists had grown up in the West. Some government officials reported on what was happening, but hardly anyone in the United States wanted to listen. The Vietnam War’s wounds were fresh; the last place Americans wanted to focus attention was Southeast Asia. They were preoccupied with energy crises, intelligence scandals, and, soon enough, the hostages in Iran.

In December 1978 Vietnam had invaded Cambodia and quickly deposed the Khmer Rouge regime. In the months that followed, tens of thousands of refugees stumbled toward Thailand, bringing with them deadly diseases, emaciated bodies, and stories so terrible they were hard to believe—the world’s first clear image of the Khmer Rouge horrors. That’s where I was going.

In those days, before the Internet, newspapers were flush with cash, and the Courier-Journal wanted to spend all of its travel money before the end of the budget year—or risk not getting as much the next year. I was delighted to help. So in October 1979 I prepared to leave for Southeast Asia. Mather, the photographer who had come up with the idea, was coming with me.

One afternoon we headed over to the Jefferson County Health Department to get inoculations. An elderly nurse with a gray bun of hair asked us where we were going, and I said, “Cambodia.”

“Cambodia?” she asked. “Spell it.”

So I spelled it, and she rummaged around in a file drawer until finally she pulled out a tattered sheet that looked yellow with age. Looking down at the paper through dirty reading glasses, she read off a litany of deadly infectious diseases, “Let’s see, you’re going to need malaria, cholera, tuberculosis, tetanus, typhoid, diphtheria” ...

So I said, “Well, we’ll take ’em all.”

The nurse shook her head. “No,” she insisted, “you can only get three diseases at a time. You’ve got to pick three diseases.”

“Which three diseases do you think we should take?”

“I’m sorry,” she said shaking her head. “I can’t pick your diseases for you. Everybody’s got to pick their own diseases.”

I picked cholera, diphtheria, and tetanus. I came home with typhoid.

 



Reporting abroad years later, working for the New York Times, I was fortunate to have all the advantages big papers provided for foreign correspondents: drivers, guides, translators, assistants. Jay and I had none of that. We were on our own, and we were naifs.

Journalists then weren’t easily able to reach Cambodia’s capital, Phnom Penh. Khmer Rouge fighters were still exchanging fire with the Vietnamese. So Jay and I started in Bangkok, where I had a few interviews, and then we drove to the Cambodian border—a severalhour trip on bad roads traversed by almost as many water buffalo as cars. We stayed at a hotel in Aranyaprathet, on the Cambodian border. Our rooms’ doors each had a padlock hasp, but it was up to us to buy the locks. Inside, the bed was a straw mat. The sink emptied onto the floor; the water washed around my feet as it wended its way to the drain in the middle of the room.

The first day, we drove to the border. A Thai officer looked at our passports and the permit we had picked up in Bangkok, then gesticulated that we needed something else—apparently a stamp. He motioned  us back toward Bangkok. We didn’t speak Thai and hadn’t any idea what we were supposed to do. Disheartened, we drove back toward Bangkok, but along the way we saw an abandoned American air base. Several cars sat in front of the building closest to the road. Maybe someone there spoke English and could tell us what to do.

Inside, a Thai military officer sat behind a desk. He didn’t speak English either, but I showed the permit and gesticulated a question. He took the permits from us, reached into a drawer, pulled out a stamp, and stamped our forms. Jay and I looked at each other and smiled. Serendipity.

We crossed the border and drove on, looking for refugee camps. After a while, we came upon a big truck stacked high with sacks of rice, so we followed it. The driver stopped in front of a crude shelter. Inside lay dozens of sick and dying Cambodians, all wearing the black pajamas that were the communal clothing for everyone in Democratic Kampuchea, the perverse name of the Khmer Rouge state. Just beyond it lay a vast refugee camp. It stretched to the horizon. We spent the day there and found several other camps in the following days. Here’s what I wrote:
Gaunt, glassy-eyed and possessionless, they crouch in the heat, hungry and diseased. They stoop over small, dry plots of rock-hard soil. And they wait.

They wait in tight lines for hours to get today’s ration of food from international relief agencies: a bowl of rice gruel, two bananas, a bucket of brown drinking water.

They wait for doctors to heal them.

Some wait for news of family, though many know their relatives are dead; they remember watching brothers and sisters, parents and children being murdered, or struggling for a last breath before starvation.

They wait for another assault by Thai soldiers who come to rape their women. Or for Vietnamese troops to launch an all-out offensive that would drive them across the border into Thailand.

And some wait to learn where the next steps in their miserable lives will lead them. Meanwhile, they sweat, swat at mosquitoes and inhale the stench of hundreds of thousands of suffering and dying countrymen.

Death and destitution.

Seven million Cambodians have been caught between the two since 1975. About 3 million are already dead, and many who remain alive could die soon from disease or starvation.

The lucky ones are the million or so Cambodians who escaped the grip of the Communist Khmer Rouge, dodged gunfire from Vietnamese invaders and trekked hundreds of miles with little or no food to sanctuary in refugee camps on the Thai border.

But what kind of sanctuary is it?

For many it’s a rectangle of hard, bare ground the size of a desk top.

It’s a plastic sheet for cover, so low overhead that it rubs the noses of some who sleep.

It’s the searing odor of sweat, defecation and death. It’s the ceaseless buzzing of a million flies and the hack of 10,000 coughs.

It’s row upon row of blank-faced sufferers whose futures hold no promise or respite.

Life in a refugee camp is hellish, unbearable. The relief worker who ends the first day wet-eyed can’t always blame the choking dust. But compared with life in Cambodia since 1975, many refugees say their plight doesn’t seem so bad.

Talk to them.

As they tell of years of horror and misery that Westerners can barely comprehend, their faces are expressionless and dull. Their voices go flat, as if they’re talking about a dull day at work. Their tales end with a nodding acknowledgment of the death of their nation and culture.





I fell ill on the way home, flying through Hong Kong and Chicago a few days before Thanksgiving. Back in Louisville, my doctor had no  experience with tropical diseases and at first misdiagnosed the illness, saying it was probably malaria. Later, after getting the result of a blood test, he realized what it was: typhoid. He prescribed antibiotics. But I stayed home in bed, sweaty, feverish, and hallucinatory. On Thanksgiving Day a friend brought me a big turkey drumstick. But I had no appetite. After about ten days, I began to recover, went back to the office, and wrote a five-day series on Cambodia.

Back then, before the Internet, even before Nexis and other newspaper data banks, when a regional paper wrote something, no one else saw it. For us, we heard only from readers in Kentucky and southern Indiana. After that, our words and pictures simply faded into memory. That was the nature of newspaper work back then.
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Twenty-nine years later, in the summer of 2008, I was heading back to Cambodia for the first time. In the interim I had left the Courier-Journal and taken a job with the New York Times, where I worked as a reporter, editor, and foreign correspondent for nearly twenty-five years. I had reported from more than fifty countries, though I had never made it back to Cambodia. But I had a big question on my mind.

A decade after their invasion, the Vietnamese had pulled out of Cambodia, in 1989, and left a puppet Marxist government in place. The Khmer Rouge, still directed by Pol Pot, continued waging a guerrilla war against the occupiers and their government. The country seemed unable to pull itself out of the morass.

In 1992 and 1993 the United Nations occupied Cambodia. The state became a UN protectorate—the first and last time the United Nations tried anything so ambitious. The UN deployed 16,000 troops and 5,000 civil administrators. It ran the country for two years, and the whole enterprise cost $3 billion. The United Nations gave Cambodia a constitution that afforded the people—5 million Khmer Rouge survivors—all the human rights and privileges of a modern democratic state. Then  the UN staged elections. To everyone’s surprise, 90 percent of the electorate voted. The UN claimed that showed a hunger for democracy. Once the new government took office, the UN pulled out.

No other nation had ever been given a chance like that. The world had come together out of guilt and concern (and self-interest) to help pull this little nation out of the mire and give it an opportunity to start over, to enter the modern age. What happened? What had the new democratically elected government done with this extraordinary, unprecedented gift? To find out, in August 2008 I set off for Cambodia once again.1


 



On my third morning in Phnom Penh I was eating breakfast at the Intercontinental Hotel—a far cry from that place in Aranyaprathet in 1979. I picked up a copy of the Phnom Penh Post, an English-language daily. As I read a small story on page 3, I sat up straight and would have exclaimed out loud, had I not been in the dining room.

Hun Chea, a nephew of Prime Minster Hun Sen, had been driving his Cadillac Escalade SUV at high speed in downtown Phnom Penh when he ran over a man on a motorbike. The accident ripped off the motorbike driver’s arm and leg.

Hun Chea tried to flee, the paper said, but running over the motorbike had shredded one of his tires. He had to pull over. But here’s the part that captured my attention: As the motorbike driver, a crane operator, lay bleeding to death in the street, “numerous traffic police passed the scene without stopping. But the wreck drew the attention of about 20 military police, who removed the license plate from the SUV.”

They removed Hun Chea’s license plate? A few days later I asked Cambodia’s minister of information, Khieu Kanharith, about the incident. The police removed the license plate? He had to think for a   moment but finally managed to say, “You try to cover the plates because it’s harder to sell a car if it’s been in an accident.” As a reporter, sometimes it’s hard to keep a straight face. But then, being the information minister in Cambodia is a tough job.
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Two years researching and two long summers reporting in Cambodia answered my question: What had Cambodia done with that singular chance, that great gift the United Nations had bestowed? As it turned out, in the twenty-first century a corrupt, autocratic leader was running the country. The United Nations, in hindsight, had overestimated its ability to effect democratic change.

Cambodia was the first major state-building effort of the late twentieth century. The most dramatic examples before Cambodia were Germany and Japan. Both became thriving democracies; they showed it could be done. But these states had been on their knees, defeated and destroyed by war. When the occupying troops arrived, neither Germany nor Japan had any remaining homegrown leaders or oligarchs, no one who had anything much to protect. The people embraced the democratic changes Western occupiers brought along, and no one of note with wealth or power was left to stand in the way. That’s why those occupations succeeded.

Cambodia’s story was different, though the United Nations’ leaders seemed unable to recognize that. They were starry-eyed about the broad international cooperation that had suddenly come about after the fall of the Soviet Union just a year or two earlier. Surely, the United States, Russia, China, Europe, Japan, and Vietnam, working together, could make this work. After all, this nation, like Germany and Japan, had been destroyed in a civil war of sorts. In Washington, the State Department plunged into the planning. The assistant secretary of state for the region, Richard Solomon, grabbed the issue as his own and pushed it hard—even as some more senior officials began expressing doubts.

In fact, the Cambodian “war” had ended in 1979, more than a decade before the UN occupation began. An old leader had regained his strength while new ones had emerged. Prince Norodom Sihanouk, the consummate self-interested monarch who was extremely popular with most of the Cambodian people, had ruled Cambodia since 1941, until a military coup deposed him in 1970. The Khmer Rouge brought him back as their titular head of state—though he was imprisoned in his palace during their reign. Then, as the UN troops began arriving in 1992, they made him honorary king again. But he wanted nothing less than his old job back—the all-powerful monarch, just like the kings who had ruled Cambodia since the beginning of time. Now, however, he had competitors.

During the Vietnamese occupation, from 1979 to 1989, a young Khmer Rouge officer named Hun Sen was named prime minister. He was barely educated, but clever and utterly ruthless—as one might expect of a young man trained by the Khmer Rouge and then the Vietnamese military. The prime minister’s job was handed to him in 1985; he was not about to give it up.

A third competitor arose, Norodom Ranariddh, one of Sihanouk’s sons. He had led a hapless guerrilla organization, funded by the United States. Its goal was to drive the Vietnamese and their appointed government, including Hun Sen, out of the country. After Vietnam pulled out, Ranariddh coveted power too. He seemed to know or care little about governance. But as prime minister, he knew he would be able to enrich himself. Ranariddh was not as clever as Hun Sen, but he was of royal lineage, which gave him a strong advantage.

So, past examples like Germany and Japan—even South Korea—simply were not useful models for this grand experiment. In fact, the Cambodian venture was unprecedented. Even before the UN troops left, the three aspiring leaders were grappling for power, as if the UN election had never taken place. Their contest lasted many years.

The troops may have left, but the United Nations was still there, running a phalanx of charitable organizations—UNICEF, UNESCO, the World Food Program (WFP), and the rest. The United States  Agency for International Development (USAID), the World Bank, and other major relief agencies from around the world worked alongside the UN. In fact, in time, 2,000 different donors and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) set up shop in Cambodia. As the power struggles grew heated, even violent, the government grew ever more corrupt, and the donors began pushing the leaders to live up to their promises, to serve their people.

Hun Sen, Ranariddh, and the king offered little more than lip service to those demands, but that seemed to be enough. The donors kept giving money, hundreds of millions of dollars, year after year—even as the nation headed for a military showdown to settle the power struggle once and for all.

Successive American ambassadors played their own roles. The first one, Charles Twining, marveled at the wonder of Cambodia’s new beginning and tended to be charitable even as the situation deteriorated. Then came Kenneth Quinn, who decided, logically enough, that he could do the most good by forming a close relationship with Prime Minister Hun Sen. But in Washington by then, Hun Sen was the villain of Cambodia, roundly despised for his corrupt and oppressive policies. So Quinn grew to be a polarizing figure because he alone stood up to defend the prime minister.

Quinn aside, the United States and other Western nations had lined up behind the lone remaining opposition leader of any consequence, Sam Rainsy. He talked the talk of a democrat but was far more popular in Washington than he was in Cambodia. He survived repeated legal attacks and an assassination attempt. But over time his allies began noticing the dictatorial way he ran his own political party. For all Rainsy’s talk of democracy, it was hard to tell whether he was just a poseur.

Fighting finally broke out between Ranariddh and Hun Sen in 1997. Hun Sen became the uncontested leader. After that, successive American ambassadors arrived with a different point of view. The horrors of the Pol Pot era had receded from memory, replaced by  more recent genocidal moments in Rwanda, Bosnia, Darfur. So these later ambassadors, particularly Kent Wiedemann, tended to view the government’s corruption and venality with little if any sympathy. Wiedemann admitted that he effectively turned American policy toward Cambodia over to the human-rights advocates. Washington no longer cared.

The United Nations had invested years of effort and $3 billion but then dropped the matter—except to continue bragging about its success, even as Cambodia’s leaders fell back into old patterns of self-interested turpitude. As a result, even today, Cambodians remain the most abused people in the world.






INTRODUCTION


When American visitors came to see Joseph Mussomeli, while he was the U.S. ambassador to Cambodia, he would adopt a melodramatic tone as he told them: “Be careful because Cambodia is the most dangerous place you will ever visit. You will fall in love with it, and eventually it will break your heart.”

Yes, Cambodia is an alluring place, exotic and peaceful now after decades of genocide and war. Many in the West still feel sympathy, even responsibility, for the horrors of the Khmer Rouge years, when 2 million people died. As a result, visitors often smile as they watch ordinary Cambodians go about their lives in relative tranquility. “People in America,” Ambassador Mussomeli observed, “all they know of Cambodia is the Khmer Rouge.” So it’s no wonder that tourists and visitors often “fall in love” with the state they see today.

On the streets of Phnom Penh hundreds of young people buzz past on motorbikes, carrying wives and children and every manner of cargo—mattresses, plate glass, even pigs and other livestock. Motorbikes outnumber cars by at least fifty to one. Espresso bars and stylish restaurants dot the cityscape—primarily for the thousands of international aid workers who still live and work here. One new  twenty-seven-story skyscraper, a bank, is up, and several others are under construction, rising quickly in competition for the city’s sky.

Everywhere you look in this most tropical of lands, flowers are abloom. Trees show off bright red, yellow, orange, or blue blossoms that rustle gently in the breeze. Now and then, you can spot a wild monkey jumping from branch to branch, even in the city center. Look up at the palm or mango trees, and you’ll see ripe coconuts and fruits just waiting to be plucked. In fact, amid the litter in the streets—where in the United States you’d see half-crushed Bud Light cans and plastic water bottles—you’ll find bristly, red lychee-nut shells and coconuts with drinking straws poking out of small holes.

Therein lies the central conundrum of Cambodian society. This is a nation so abundant that for all of time Cambodians have been able, as people here put it, “to live by nature”—to grow rice, pick fruit, catch fish, and live in homes built from nearby trees and vegetation. With all that plenitude there for the taking, who needs the modern world?

In Saharan Africa, the Brazilian Amazon, and other remote places, indigenous tribes live by this credo. But Cambodia is the only place where the bulk of the nation, more than three-quarters of its people, still lives more or less as they did 1,000 years ago. Until the 1940s, the nation had no schools outside the capital. The populace relied upon village monks who taught the principles of Buddhism and not much else. The state had not a single middle school, high school, or college. In large areas of the nation, the first schools were not built until the 1990s. Still, in some remote areas even now, most children still do not attend school at all. Fortunately, most villages do have a school now, and every region has its health clinic. But little else has changed.

A few miles south of Pailin, in the far-western corner of the state, near the Thai border, Ten Keng sits unsmiling under her primitive house shucking corn just harvested. “I have no education,” she says with no apparent shame. Most everyone she knows is illiterate. In fact, the national teachers’ union estimated that 60 percent of the nation’s women could not read or write.

She’s thirty-six, and her eight-year-old daughter, a first grader, sits on a bench behind her mother doing her homework—Khmer-language workbook exercises. If this little girl lives true to the averages, she will leave school after the second or third grade, as nearly half the nation’s children do, and begin helping her mother in the cornfields or rice paddies.

Ten Keng’s house is perhaps fifteen by twenty feet, one room with hardly any visible possessions, and sits on wooden poles about ten feet above the ground. There’s no electricity, running water, natural or bottled gas for cooking, telephone service, radio or television, or other clear evidence of the modern world. Ten Keng cooks for her family over an open fire; she burns sticks and twigs and places her earthen pot over the flames, perched on three rocks.

Narrow palm fronds woven into a bamboo frame serve as her home’s exterior walls. The roof is thatched. A crude log ladder climbs to the open front doorway. Hammocks hang underneath. That’s where the family sleeps. A trench out back serves as the bathroom.

Around the house fruit hangs heavy from a papaya tree; clutches of nearly ripe coconuts cling to several palms. And a young mangosteen tree proffers dozens of purplish brown fruit that look ready to pick. A bucketful of tiny black seeds lie on a tarp, drying in the sun. Sesame seeds, Ten Keng says as she shoos away a gray-and-white duckling and a black rooster pecking at them. The seeds will bring a small fortune at market—maybe $60 or $70. Ten Keng’s family needs it, even amid this natural abundance.

In a good year—that is, a year with a lot of rain—the family can earn 2 million riel, the Cambodian currency, or about $500. In a drought year, she says, the total may fall to $125—about 34 cents a day on average—for the entire year. And lately, those drought years come more and more often. Growing rice and corn, picking fruit, catching fish, “most years we have just enough to eat,” she relates, betraying neither sadness nor self-pity. That’s just the way it is, she seems to be thinking, but she also doesn’t smile. Cambodians by and large are a dour people. Every day is a struggle. Life holds few opportunities for joy.

That impoverished people like Ten Keng and her family live here may not seem unusual. Every country, even the United States, has desperately poor communities. But in Cambodia, Ten Keng’s reality is the norm. At least 80 percent of the nation’s 13.4 million people live in rural areas, more or less as she does.

Paul Mason, a social worker, has worked in Cambodia for nearly two decades, and he recalls standing with a colleague beside a harvested rice field a few years ago when the colleague stood on top of his car, looked around in every direction, and remarked: “It probably looked like this here 350 years ago!” In the years since, Mason says he has seen some changes. A smattering of rural homes now have metal roofs—an anthropologist’s measure of social advancement. What’s more, in the past few years, motorbikes have shown up parked outside some of those Middle Ages huts.

However, this measure of progress can come only at a high cost. Bought used, motorbikes generally sell for $200 or $250. That’s almost half the average annual wage for Cambodians. “To get motorbikes often they have sold part of their land,” said Sara Colm, the Cambodia representative for Human Rights Watch. “I have seen that in remote villages.” With no education, the buyers, eager for this new mobility, may not fully realize the implications until it’s too late. “Then they don’t have enough land to feed themselves,” Colm said, shaking her head.

Across the country, some people now also have small black-and-white televisions, powered with car batteries, leading to an incongruous sight: TV antennae atop tall bamboo poles strapped to the side of tiny palm-frond houses.

“See?” Mou Neam said with a broad grin. He is the village chief of a small settlement in eastern Cambodia, near the Vietnam border. He had just turned on his little television. The battery sat on the floor amid a welter of wires and alligator clips. After a moment, a fuzzy black-and-white image of a Thai soap opera came on the screen, and Mou Neam boasted: “We can watch TV for a week on one charge!”

As it turns out, however, layering bits of the modern world into a society still living in the Middle Ages is causing disruption—not broader progress.
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Cambodia sits at the center of a poverty-stricken region. But by almost every measure, Cambodia is the poorest.

As a people Cambodians are generally short and thin. Obesity seems not to be a feature of society here. And it’s no wonder. “The vast majority of rural poor consume only rice,” said Jean-Pierre de Margerie, an earnest French Canadian who heads the World Food Program office here. A diet of only rice, only starch, leads to stunting, wasting. “Seventy percent have access to meat protein, on average, only once per week.”

Ten Keng said she can afford to buy meat “maybe two to four times a month, but just a few grams.” Millions cannot afford to buy enough food to provide even the minimum daily caloric count, roughly 2,000 calories, to avoid malnutrition. So children suffer stunting—a failure to develop physically or mentally for lack of protein in the diet. That means they will grow up short and, in many cases, not very smart. “If you don’t provide a well-balanced diet to age two, you risk physical and mental damage that is irreversible,” de Margerie warned. “Our goal is to get stunting down to 30 percent” of the children “in five years.” In the meantime, almost one child in ten dies before reaching the age of five of either illness or malnutrition. Cambodia’s child mortality rate is 60 percent higher than in Vietnam or Thailand, its neighbors.

But if you travel the corridors of government in Phnom Penh, you’ll find Cambodia’s only portly people: senior government ministers. Their diets are rich in fatty foods. Their obesity serves as an emblem of their wealth—just as it did for kings and noblemen in ancient times.

 



Thailand, Cambodia’s western neighbor, has a gross domestic product per capita more than four times higher than Cambodia’s. The average  annual income for the Thai is about $3,000, compared to just under $600 for Cambodians—the second lowest in Asia. But then Thailand has largely been at peace for centuries. Its most significant military adventures were successive invasions of Cambodia in the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries.

Among the Southeast Asian nations, only Burma is poorer, on a per-capita basis. Yet Kent Wiedemann, who was chief of the U.S. mission in Burma just before he became ambassador to Cambodia in 1999, observed that the average Burmese “were actually more productive and much better off on a material basis than the rural people in Cambodia—even though the Burmese are under a much worse political regime.” Even North Koreans are more prosperous. The average income there is almost triple Cambodia’s.

Ask any Cambodian leader why the nation remains so stagnant while most of its neighbors prosper, and he will blame the Khmer Rouge years. “We are a war-torn country just now standing up from the ashes,” Nam Tum, chairman of the provincial council in Kampong Thom Province, said in 2009, echoing similar remarks by dozens of officials, thirty years after the Khmer Rouge fell from power. In Phnom Penh at that time, the United Nations and Cambodia were putting several Khmer Rouge leaders on trial. But so much time had passed that the leaders were old and frail. Some of them were likely to pass away before they could stand trial. Pol Pot was already long dead.

At the same time, though, Vietnam’s experience over the same period complicates Nam Tum’s argument. Vietnam suffered a devastating war with the United States in the 1960s and ’70s that killed 3 million Vietnamese and destroyed most of the nation’s infrastructure, just as the Khmer Rouge (and the American bombing of eastern provinces) did in Cambodia.

The war in Vietnam ended just four years before the Khmer Rouge defeat in 1979. Yet today Vietnam’s gross domestic product per capita is almost ten times higher than Cambodia’s. Only 19 percent of the economy is based on agriculture, compared to more than one-third for Cambodia. Vietnam manufactures pharmaceuticals, semiconductors,  and high-tensile steel. Cambodia manufactures T-shirts, rubber, and cement. Life expectancy in Vietnam stands at seventy-four years. In Cambodia it is sixty-one, one of the lowest in the world. (In the United States it is seventy-eight years.)

Most Vietnamese students stay in school until at least the tenth grade. By the tenth grade in Cambodia, all but 13 percent of the students have dropped out. Vietnam’s national literacy rate is above 90 percent. UN agencies say that Cambodia’s hovers around 70 percent, though available evidence suggests that may be far too generous. Most Cambodians over thirty-five or forty years of age have had little if any schooling at all. The explanations behind these and many other cultural and economic disparities lie in part in the nations’ origins. Vietnamese are ancestors of the Chinese, while Cambodians emigrated from the Indian subcontinent. From China, the Vietnamese inherited a hunger for education, a drive to succeed—attitudes that Cambodian culture discourages.

Author David Ayres wrote in his book on Cambodian education, Anatomy of a Crisis, that in Vietnam, “traditional education provided an avenue for social mobility through the arduous series of mandarin examinations.” In contrast, “Cambodia’s traditional education system had always reinforced the concept of helplessness, the idea that a person was unable to determine their position in society.” Village monks taught children that, after they left the pagoda school when they were seven or eight years old, their only course was to make their life in the rice paddies, as everyone in their family had done for generations.

The two nations have fought wars from their earliest days, when the Vietnamese were known as the Champa and lived only in the North of the country. The rich, fertile Mekong Delta in the South was part of Cambodia for centuries—until June 4, 1949, in fact, when France, which was occupying both nations, simply awarded the territory to Vietnam. And North Vietnam, where most Vietnamese lived, early in the nation’s history, was not blessed with the same fertile abundance as Cambodia. As a result, the Vietnamese never acquired a dependence on “living by nature.”

Even with Vietnam’s fertile South, an accident of nature has always given Cambodia an advantage. The Tonle Sap lake sits at the center of the nation, and a river flowing from it merges with the Mekong River, just north of Phnom Penh. Each spring, when the Mekong swells, its current is so strong that it forces the Tonle Sap River to reverse course, carrying tons of rich and fertile mud, as well as millions of young fish, back up to the lake. When the lake floods, it deposits new, rich soil on thousands upon thousands of acres around its perimeter. The fish provide meals for millions of people through the year.

Cambodian civilization was born on the shores of the Tonle Sap. The wonder and reliability of this natural phenomenon still encourage many Cambodians to “live by nature.” Even now, many Cambodians say they have no need for society’s modern inducements.

 



For all the devastation the United States wrought on Vietnam during the Vietnam War—the U.S. Air Force pummeled the nation with 15 million tons of bombs and other munitions—nearly all of that was used in the North, while American aid workers and diplomats spent millions of dollars aiding and modernizing the South.

Kenneth Quinn was a young American foreign-service officer stationed south of Saigon in the late 1960s and early 1970s and remembers building irrigation canals and introducing farmers to a new strain of high-yield rice that would enable them to grow three crops a year instead of one. Suddenly, he said, these farmers had a bit of disposable income.

Quinn said he also learned what he called “the incredible power of roads.” In Vietnam,
as far as the road went, the new rice went. Trucks from Saigon would pick up the crops. And where the roads went, there were dramatic changes in a relatively short period of time. Pretty soon you’d see metal roofs instead of thatch. You’d hear radio coming from some of the homes, and pretty soon you’d see TV antennas. Then you’d see a  taxi service starting up—to take kids who finish elementary school to the middle school in a nearby town. And, more important, the Vietcong had more trouble recruiting these young people. The VC propaganda didn’t ring true anymore. But where the roads stop, improvements in the standard of living stopped. The people lived as they did one hundred years ago.





The Vietnamese took to these changes. The Cambodians never did. Twenty years later Paul Mason was working in Cambodia as an agronomist on the Vietnam border. “On our side, the ground was all brown and cracked,” he recalled. “Over the border, just meters away, were these verdant green fields.” Today, more than 90 percent of Cambodia’s roads remain unpaved. Cambodian farmers grow a single rice crop per year—the only nation in Asia that does not grow more—and almost none of their farmland is irrigated.

Vietnamese embrace change. Cambodians tend to resist it. Even now, Cambodia’s Ministry of Agriculture cannot convince most farmers to adopt modern rice-cultivation strategies that would increase Cambodia’s yield—also the lowest of any major rice-growing nation. “It’s not possible to spread these concepts very fast,” said Kith Seng, a senior Agriculture Ministry official. “It depends on the people’s ability to understand in terms of their own environment, education, and economics.”

 



The Khmer Rouge fell from power in 1979. Remnants hung on through the following two decades, fighting a guerrilla war from the western jungle. But in 1999 the last Khmer Rouge guerrilla officer was captured, and Cambodia knew true peace nationwide for the first time in decades. Yes, the Khmer Rouge had returned the nation to “year zero.” Nearly every educated person was killed, and much of the infrastructure was destroyed or fell into disrepair. Since 1979, however, that infrastructure has been rebuilt. In truth, though, the nation was quite primitive on April 17, 1975, when Pol Pot’s army marched  into Phnom Penh. There were few schools, factories, hospitals, or other features of twentieth- or even nineteenth-century life to raze. The nation’s physical infrastructure is far more advanced today. Its people are another matter.

Chan Sophal is chairman of the Siem Reap Provincial Council, in one of the nation’s largest provinces. (Provinces are equivalent to American states.) He’s a serious man, intelligent and determined, and he holds an important senior position. But when he was eighteen years old the Khmer Rouge seized power and put him to work with hundreds of others digging an irrigation canal in Banteay Meanchey Province.

Asked about that experience thirty years later, as he relates the story his voice gradually rises while he fidgets and shifts in his seat. “The regime was trying to do something to empower themselves, but they did not want to empower us. We must work hard and achieve. Or die.” He leans forward in his chair and punctuates his remarks with his hands, jabbing at the air.


We had to finish our work. We worked day and night. There was no need for them to give us food. Everyone was skinny.

I still remember my father being dragged away and killed. Now, sometimes, I am reading some document about the past, or meeting friends from that period, and it all comes back. I think about it. Things remind me, and not just in dreams. When I’m awake. Reading a magazine, and then I remember my personal story, how I survived. People being arrested and taken to the killing fields. Sometimes I hear people say they had a narrow escape. Then I think of my neighbor, arrested and taken away and killed. I see it in the daytime, and I dream it in the nighttime.



He looks up at the ceiling and sounds at once both desperate and sorrowful, shaking his hands over his head. “The hunger, the hunger, the sickness, the fright. Seeing the killing. Reading documents from  that period, it all comes back. And the torture. People around me dying of starvation.” Unprompted, he goes on and seems to slip into a detached state, more and more excited. Hand to his heart, he proclaims: “The way they arrest you in the open. They want to show us, intimidate us. Anyone who does the same thing will be treated the same.” Then suddenly he is still as he draws out his words in a deep, mournful tone—eyes wide, unblinking, staring into the middle distance. “I would like to inform you that I am very, very hungry. Very, very hungry. I cannot sleep because I am so hungry.”

Chairman Chan Sophal has vivid symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, a serious mental condition afflicting people who have experienced severe trauma. He is not alone. Several research studies have demonstrated that one-third to one-half of all Cambodians who lived through the Khmer Rouge era have PTSD, borne of their traumatic experiences then. Watching as young soldiers executed family members. Waking to find the person lying next to you dead from starvation. In one clinical study of Cambodian refugees who came to the United States in the early 1980s and now live in Long Beach, California, 62 percent were diagnosed with PTSD—twenty-five years after their trauma.

The illness brings with it major depression, insomnia, and dulled, passive behavior punctuated with violent outbursts that come when reminded of the trauma. It can impair social and occupational functioning and is particularly virulent among the poor and uneducated.

“I am Khmer; I know the Khmer,” Judge In Bopha of the Pursat Provincial Court said with a piercing look. “Cambodians have been poisoned by the struggle to survive.” Chhay Sareth agreed. “We are a broken society,” the longtime governor of Pursat Province averred.

Won’t the nation grow out of it? After all, nearly two-thirds of the population now is under thirty; they were born after the Khmer Rouge fell from power. But in fact, Cambodia is the only nation in the world where it has been demonstrated that symptoms of PTSD and related traumatic illnesses are being passed from one generation to  the next. “Why not?” asked Ing Kantha Phavi, minister of women’s affairs and a medical doctor. “It is well known that children who grow up in a home with domestic violence are likely to commit domestic violence themselves. The next generation will be the same.”

The Khmer Rouge legacy weighs heavily on the minds of even the young, though most of them may not realize that. It has altered the entire nation’s personality, changed the way people relate to one another. “When I was a boy,” recalled Muny Sothara, a middle-aged psychiatrist, “the view here was to be courageous. In school they taught us that the Cambodian personality was heroic. We had great kings, a big land. We were an important country.”

Seanglim Bit left the country in 1975 and watched with horror as the Khmer Rouge destroyed his nation. Fifteen years later he wrote a book, called The Warrior Heritage, about Cambodians’ view of themselves, as he remembered it from his youth. “To be Cambodian is to be a warrior, the creator and builder of Angkor Wat,” he wrote. “More accurately, to be a Cambodian is to be a descendant of a people that produced architectural masterpieces of the Angkor era which rival the achievements of any of the ancient nations.” Now, though, said Muny Sothara, “people are passive. The one who survives is the one who is skillful at being deaf and blind.”

Youk Chhang runs the Documentation Center of Cambodia. It gathers records of the Khmer Rouge regime. He has a slightly different theory for the change in his nation’s people. “I remember our whole village was called out to watch the execution of a couple” by the Khmer Rouge. “Nobody reacted. Everybody was passive. That is how you survived. You pretend to be deaf.” Then, after the war, “people were hiding their past behavior. To survive during the Khmer Rouge, you had to steal, cheat, lie, point fingers at others, even kill. And now you are ashamed.”

Hem Heng, the Cambodian ambassador to Washington, offered an example. His family, he said, was respected in their village, but in 1978 the Khmer Rouge ordered the family killed. Villagers made a deal with  the soldiers: Kill another family instead. And, sure enough, Hem Heng recalled, Khmer Rouge soldiers executed “a Chinese family in our place.” He frowned and looked at the floor, silent.

After the war, Youk Chhang said, many people felt guilty, ashamed. “So we act passively, like we’re deaf, to hide our past behavior. The problem is, now people don’t see this as a problem. Today it has become the norm for us. That’s what’s scary.”

This learned behavior is one reason most Cambodians do not react to their leaders’ misbehavior. They are silent when officials enrich themselves on public proceeds and live in mansions the size of small hotels. They say little when the government tramples on their rights and constitutional guarantees. They seem not to notice as their police and military commit larceny and barbarity that would be unconscionable almost anywhere else in the world. They are quiet when the government sells their property to wealthy businessmen and then soldiers forcibly evict them in the night.

But then these afflictions were prominent features of Khmer society in the time of the great kings of Angkor 1,000 years ago. The lineage of larceny is clear. Far more than almost any other state, modern Cambodia is a product of customs and practices set in stone a millennium ago.






CHAPTER ONE


Decades ago, when Prime Minister Hun Sen was only thirty-two years old, Cambodia’s king anointed him with a richly symbolic title: samdech. It means “of great nobility.” As he grew older, he picked up more and more ceremonial appellatives so that soon his full title stretched almost all the way across a printed page: Samdech Akka Moha Sena Padei Techo Prime Minister Hun Sen. It means “The Noble, Supreme, Great, and All-Powerful Commander in Chief, Prime Minister Hun Sen.” Though he is the son of rural peasants and dropped out of school at a young age, he carries himself as if he is a direct descendant of Cambodia’s great kings. All that’s lacking are the elephants.

Unlike Hun Sen, the first kings of Angkor, the Khmer kingdom, knew how to use their elephants. Angkor was a full-fledged regional power dating back to the time of Jayavarman II, who first unified the Khmer kingdom in the ninth century AD. England then was not yet a nation, and the isles fell to Viking invaders. At the same time, Muslim armies occupied nearly all of the Iberian Peninsula that later would become Spain. France was just forming as a nation.

By the turn of the fourteenth century the seat of the throne (also called Angkor) was the largest city in the world. Its population  approached 1 million, populating a tract of land more than twice the size of Los Angeles. From 1296 to 1308 King Indravarman III, one of Jayavarman’s heirs, ruled a vast Asian empire stretching across most of Southeast Asia, including much of Thailand, Laos, Vietnam, and Malaysia. Each time he ventured out of his palace, he put on a spectacular display of majesty.

The best surviving account of life there comes from Zhou Daguan, a Chinese chronicler who visited in 1295 and 1296. “All of his soldiers were gathered in front of him, with people bearing banners, musicians and drummers following behind,” he wrote. The next contingent “was made up of three to five hundred women of the palace” who carried huge candles, alight even though it was daylight. Following them came carts drawn by goats, deer, and horses, all of them decorated with gold.

Next in line, riding on elephants, were the ministers and officials and relatives of the king. “Their red parasols, too many to count, were visible from far away. Next came the king’s wives and concubines and their servants, some in litters and carts, others on horses or elephants, with well over a hundred gold-filigree parasols. Last came the King, standing on an elephant, the gold sword in his hand and tusks of his elephant encased in gold. He had more than twenty white parasols, their handles all made of gold. Surrounding him on all sides were elephants in very large numbers.”

These displays helped cement Indravarman’s image as the God-king. And like the kings who ruled before and after, he conscripted immense slave workforces to build temples and monuments to his gods. These palaces and shrines are all that remain of Angkor today—a vast monument to slave labor. Most famous among them is Angkor Wat, built in the early twelfth century. Though it was at first dedicated to the Hindu god Vishnu, as Cambodians gradually switched their allegiance to Buddhism from roughly the eleventh to thirteenth centuries, at one point they renovated Angkor Wat to make it a Buddhist temple.

The Hindu influence on Cambodia is both ancient and lasting. The people of Angkor emigrated from the Indian subcontinent centuries earlier. Archaeologists have found ceramic shards in a cave that  dated back to 4000 BC, the earliest known human population of the area. Carbon dating also places the earliest written artifact, a stone tablet in the Khmer language, at about AD 600. Other tablets from that era were in Sanskrit, the early Hindu language. Features of Hinduism—shrines and some religious practices, for example—are still part of Cambodian society today.

Each year nearly two million tourists visit the monumental architecture of Angkor Wat and the ancient city’s other remaining shrines, but the homes, shops, and everyday buildings of Angkor have long since turned to dust. In AD 245 the Chinese emperor sent a fact-finding mission to Cambodia, then known as Funan. The mission report found that “the people live in houses raised from the ground.” They were simple abodes, consisting of a single room mounted on poles, which kept the residents high above the annual floodwaters. Wealthier people had taller poles, giving rise to the expression, still current in parts of Cambodia today, “He lives in a high house.” Bamboo matting covered the walls, palm thatch the roofs. The people cooked over open fires using earthenware pots, Zhou observed. “For a stove they used three stones set into the ground.”

Several homes shared a ditch latrine. When the smell grew to be overpowering, they would cover up the ditch and dig a new one, Zhou wrote. These ditches lay amid or just above the city’s water table. Needless to say, dysentery was a common illness and often fatal.

Cambodia is hot and steamy year-round; the tropical sun feels like a torch. To cope, the men of Angkor wore loincloths, the women skirts. That’s all. Zhou, a prudish Chinaman, devoted significant attention to Cambodia’s bare-breasted women and the freewheeling sexual mores. Life held an uninhibited, earthy quality. The AD 245 Chinese fact-finding mission reported that the people are of a covetous nature. “Boys and girls follow their penchants without restraint.” For their part, Khmer kings kept vast harems, hundreds of women—until near the end of the twentieth century.

Angkor’s lifeblood was rice. The kings of Angkor built large reservoirs and complex irrigation canals for the farmers. After all, rice was  the source of the kings’ wealth, and, as Zhou reported, the irrigation allowed the farmers to grow three or four crops a year. Farmers hauled their rice to market on crude wooden oxcarts with hand-hewn wheels. These carts can still be seen on friezes at Angkor. They are identical to the oxcarts Cambodians use today. Then, as now, the nation’s economy was structured around an expansive patronage network.

Zhou saw hints of it, remarking, “There’s a market every day, from around six in the morning until midday. There are no stalls, only a kind of tumbleweed mat laid on the ground, each mat in its usual place. I gather there is a small fee paid to officials.”

Historians of Cambodia, drawing on texts like Zhou’s and the friezes at Angkor, conclude that the king sold positions in his government. Once his mandarins paid their fee, they had the right to gather up each rice harvest, take some for themselves, and pass the rest up to the next most senior official, until finally the bulk of it was delivered to the royal palace.

No one ever questioned this practice. It was part of Angkor’s natural order. Hierarchy was everything. And each of Angkor’s people belonged to one of only three classes: peasantry, officialdom, or royalty. Each family’s place in that hierarchy was unchangeable, from one generation to the next—from one millennium to the next. Through the centuries, Angkor’s kings never acquired the view that they were accountable to their people. Still, the people clamored for favors; they begged the king for financial assistance or to weigh in on land disputes—an endemic problem.

The king also stepped in if someone committed a crime or failed to play his proper role in the hierarchy exactly as required. “If there is a dispute among the peasants,” Zhou observed, “it must be referred to the king, even if it is a small matter.” Penalties were brutal, even savage. For the guilty, “they just dig a ditch in the ground outside the west gate of the city, put the criminal inside it, fill it up solid with earth and stones, then leave it at that. Otherwise, people have their fingers or toes amputated, or their nose cut off.”

The kings of Angkor appeared to view their citizens as little more than pawns in service of their own agendas. They conscripted thousands as slaves. Others faced even worse fates, giving their lives in service of the kings’ foreign policy.

Kings of that time paid homage to one another. Indravarman knew just what it took to please the king of Champa (now central Vietnam). “At night men were sent out in many directions, to well-frequented places in towns and villages,” Zhou wrote. “When they met people out at night, they snared their head with a rope and took out their gall bladder by sticking a small knife into their right-hand side. When there were enough of these, they were given to the Champa king,” who most likely cooked and ate them.

Cambodians believed independent spirits lived within their bodies. Therefore, when you ate another person’s internal organs, you absorbed his power. It would seem that the kings of Champa held the same view. That superstition persists today.

Following a coup in 1970, a mob killed Lon Nil, brother of Prime Minister Lon Nol, along with another member of parliament. They cut out both men’s livers, took them to a Chinese restaurant, and ordered the owner to cook and slice them, then serve the attendant crowd.

For all of the vast wealth and slaves’ lives Cambodian kings expended to build their temples and palaces, for their subjects they built only what was necessary to sustain the commerce that provided their wealth. Historian David Chandler wrote that, beginning with the earliest kings, the principal public works were roads, bridges, and reservoirs—all vital to growing and transporting rice.

The same remains true today. In Bon Skol, that village about a hundred miles east of Phnom Penh, the village chief, Mou Neam, does not hesitate when asked what the government does for him now. “The roads, the bridges, the wells,” he said.

About 680 people live in Bon Skol. Their homes are small abodes perched on poles a few feet above the ground, with thatched roofs and walls of bamboo matting. They cook their meals over open fires  and set their earthen pots atop three rocks. Bathrooms are open pits back behind the homes. These latrines sit atop the water table. Dysentery is as commonplace in the 2000s as it was in the 1200s.

 



Historians believe the Angkor empire began to decline in the fifteenth century. It had reigned longer than the Roman Empire. Though no one knows exactly why Angkor lost its way, theories abound. Most likely, the city outgrew its ability to sustain itself. Cambodians have always had large families; even today it’s not unusual for the most desperately poor couples to have as many as eight or ten children. It seems probable that Angkor’s population swelled beyond the natural environment’s ability to sustain it. Add to that periods of drought and the evolution of the Asian economy into the era of trade and international commerce during the 1600s.

Responding to mounting threats to the Angkorian way of life, over time the people began to leave. That was easy. They could dismantle their simple homes, load them onto oxcarts, and move someplace else in the Khmer kingdom where they could grow rice, pick fruit, and catch fish.

Yet as the Angkor empire died, Cambodia lost its soul. Until just five hundred years ago, it had been a great nation-state—strong, confident, powerful, respected, and feared. But as the state declined, its kings became helpless, even pathetic, vassals of their neighbors.

Cambodia’s neighbors were quick to seize upon this weakness. The Siamese to the west and Vietnamese to the east began taking bites out of the state, beginning in the 1500s and 1600s. Meantime, the Vietnamese migrated southward until they outnumbered Cambodians in the southern delta region. Over time, they became the de facto rulers. Siamese military forays made inroads from the west.

Over the years a series of kings and their family members allied themselves with either Thai or Vietnamese rulers, whichever they thought could serve as protectors against the other neighbor’s aggression. Hoping to outmaneuver the king, dissident members of the  royal family would sometimes make secret alliances with different neighboring states. Through all of this intrigue, Cambodia continuously suffered invasions and civil wars.

For the first time Cambodian leaders acquired a new character trait: an overwhelming sense of dependency. For solutions to their problems, they had to look beyond themselves. They searched for saviors outside their borders—a far cry from the great medieval kings who held a vast, glittering empire together with cunning and military might.

The Thai and Vietnamese had little respect for the Cambodian people after the fall of Angkor. Their views were scathing. Writing in 1834 Vietnamese emperor Minh Mang called Cambodia a barbarian state because “the people do not know how to grow food.” They used picks and hoes in the rice paddies, wielding them by hand; they didn’t know even how to use oxen, the emperor complained. The sophisticated irrigation schemes the Angkorian kings devised had long since fallen into decay, and in other parts of the country no one even thought to irrigate their fields. “They grow enough rice to eat two meals a day” and saw no value in growing anything more, Emperor Minh Mang wrote. Without irrigation, Cambodians were wholly dependent on the rains to water their crops. At best they could grow one rice crop a year, and then only when the rains fell as expected—a pitiable state compared to the farmers who lived when the kings of Angkor ruled.

A few years later the Vietnamese emperor assigned his best general, Troung Minh Giang, to civilize the Cambodians. But in short order, the general gave up. “After studying the situation,” he reported, “we have decided that Cambodian officials only know how to bribe and be bribed. Offices are sold. Nobody carries out orders; everyone works for his own account.”

Centuries before, the kings of Angkor had set up an economic model that relied on patronage. The king sold government positions to his mandarins. Once ensconced, these aides would be awarded the right to collect rice from the farmers who lived in their respective  territories and keep part of it—generally one-tenth of the crop. Over time, this model naturally evolved into full-throated corruption.
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Through the Angkor empire and into the twentieth century, Cambodia had not a single school. Only monks in village pagodas who taught young boys scripture and perhaps how to read. Girls received no education whatsoever. As a result, the men who bought their positions in the royal court had no training or knowledge in government administration. Most were illiterate. The very idea of working on behalf of the people to improve their lot was a foreign concept. These officers looked out only for themselves; their sole occupation was accruing personal wealth. This state of affairs had continued uninterrupted for centuries, and there was no reason to question it.

Cambodia’s peasantry viewed the government with suspicion, even fear. Men were liable for military conscription at any time. The only other interaction families had with the government came when an official showed up to collect “taxes”—10 percent of each harvest. It’s no wonder that the Khmer verb to govern literally means “to eat the kingdom.”

It’s also not surprising that most Cambodians lack ambition or any hope for a better life. Their religion, Theravadist Buddhism, taught them to shun status and eschew material possessions because “contentment is wealth,” as the monks still say. In the pagoda schools, monks preached that children should be pleased with the lives they had and not aspire for more.

Theravadist Buddhism swept the country and much of the region in the fourteenth century, possibly because its credo fit so neatly with the Cambodian reality. As nearly every Cambodian recognized, social advancement of any kind was impossible. Material wealth was unattainable. Theravadist monks advised the people to be content with the status quo, and having no other option, they complied.

Centuries later the Vietnamese viewed this Cambodian personality trait with contempt. Emperor Minh Mang complained that the people’s shortcomings, as he saw them, “stem from the laziness of the Cambodian people”—an unfortunate epithet that grew to be commonplace among foreigners.

The Thai practiced Theravadist Buddhism as well, but they also characterized the Cambodians as indolent and dumb. Chaophyraya Bodin, a Thai military commander, complained in the nineteenth century that “all the Khmer leaders and nobles, all the district chiefs and all the common people are ignorant, stupid, foolish and gullible. They have no idea what is true and what is false.”

 



Into the mid-nineteenth century the Thai and the Vietnamese battled each other for dominance over Cambodia, and had events played out without interference, in time the two states would have divided up the whole of Cambodia and annexed their shares. That is how weak and hapless the Cambodian state had become. But in the mid-1800s King Norodom, who had spent his youth as a hostage in the Thai royal court, changed the course of Cambodian history.

The king signed a treaty with France in 1863, offering timber and mining rights in exchange for protection from Cambodia’s neighbors. The French could easily deal with the Vietnamese threat, as they had recently occupied Vietnam, too. The Thai were a more difficult problem.

For the first few years the French were benign guardians, asking only for taxes and fees in return for their protection. But by the mid-1870s they began demanding change in Cambodia’s ossified government. At their urging King Norodom promised to abolish slavery and end the monarchy’s insistence that all land belonged to the crown. He also pledged to reform “tax collection,” which had grown into a system of runaway thievery. But then Norodom employed a passive-aggressive tactic that would remain commonplace, even into the modern era. He signed orders for all of these reforms—but then declined to enforce them.

This didn’t escape French notice. Over the following decades the French grew ever more frustrated with the Cambodian people. Just as the Thai and Vietnamese before them, the French viewed the populace as ignorant and torpid. As for the government bureaucracy, one French administrator described it as “worm-eaten debris,” historian John Tully wrote. As ever, the government’s legal and administrative officials were dedicated only to enriching themselves. The French calculated that they pocketed about 40 percent of the nation’s revenue.

King Norodom was another problem altogether. The French complained frequently about his vast harem, which included four to five hundred women plus another thousand relatives and children. Tully wrote that a French report in 1894 caustically noted that the king’s concubine city cost the government 160,000 francs a year—a very considerable sum one hundred years ago. The French also chafed at his addiction to opium and deep affection for alcohol.

When Norodom died in 1904, his successor, King Sisowath, worked with the French to at last evict the Thai from western Cambodia. Otherwise, he was a compliant king. Soon after he took office he really did abolish slavery, as Norodom had promised forty years earlier. He realized he had to give up something if he wanted the French to free his state from his hated enemy.

 



Having secured Cambodia’s territorial integrity, through the midtwentieth century the French imposed onerous taxes and fees, but they offered little in return. Only in 1935 did they build the nation’s first high school, in Phnom Penh. Even so, they used it primarily to educate members of the royal family and train mandarin children to work in the French administration.

In midcentury the French began sending a few dozen talented students to Paris to study, hoping they could educate a few of them to do serious work in the colonial government. These were young people, generally in their early twenties, who had no experience with the world outside their villages or perhaps Phnom Penh. They had never seen a  television and perhaps not even a radio. Cambodia had little in the way of newspapers, and so they knew almost nothing of the world outside.

These young students arrived in Paris and found a society they had no idea existed. Most shocking for them were the French people, quite wealthy by Cambodian standards, who were free to do pretty much what they wanted. For many Cambodians this was transformative. Suddenly they questioned every founding principle of the Khmer state. Who said they could not aspire to more—to a life like these Frenchmen lived? Why should they be satisfied with the stunted lives Cambodians were indoctrinated to accept without question?

One of these students made this view plain in an article published in a Khmer student magazine. The author wrote, “The King is absolute. He attempts to destroy the people’s interest when the people are in a position of weakness.” The “absolute king uses nice words, but his heart remains wicked.” The author of these words was a twenty-seven-year-old student named Saloth Sar. The world would know him later by his nom de guerre, Pol Pot.

Communism was fashionable in Europe at the time. Saloth Sar and some of the other Cambodians embraced it and then brought the movement home. After returning to Cambodia they would find common cause with Vietnamese rebels who were fighting the French for their own freedom.

Yet at a young age Saloth Sar was by no means ideologically pure. His older sister, Saloth Roeung, was the favorite concubine of the next king, Sisowath Monivong. As a young boy Saloth Sar liked to visit her at the palace—probably because giggling concubines would gather around him and, with their hands, offer sexual favors.

When King Sisowath Monivong died in 1941, Saloth Roeung sat at his bedside. The French chose Sisowath’s nephew Norodom Sihanouk as the new king. He was nineteen years old, and, once again, the French assumed he would be compliant. But in fact, as king, he would be responsible for winning freedom from the French in 1953, a year before the Vietnamese won their own freedom at Dien Bien Phu.

Sihanouk was a complex man, a clever, vain, and dedicated narcissist who ruled Cambodia for twenty-nine years and wielded great influence for decades longer. He was responsible for significant social change—and also great damage. He talked the talk of limited democracy but was brutal and merciless with his political opponents. Hundreds simply disappeared. In spite of his democratic overtures, he wanted to be the political leader of his country, not just a monarch perched upon a throne. So in 1955 he resigned as king and formed a political party. He ruled as Prince Sihanouk, chief of state, for the next fifteen years.

He built schools and universities—primarily for bragging rights at international meetings—even though he had no educated faculty to staff them. He held Cambodia’s first-ever democratic elections for parliament in 1946. But when he disapproved of the outcome, he and his allies staged a coup.

Prince Sihanouk’s changes aside, Cambodian culture continued as it had for a millennium. Under Sihanouk, as historian Michael Vickery put it, government officials “grew wealthy while the books showed red,” and the economy “was a continuation of the traditional practice of officials extracting a percentage of what they collected for the state; and no one of the elite was ever severely called to account or forced to repay what he had collected from the public till.” After a thousand years, nothing had changed.

For almost a century, the French had served as Cambodia’s patrons. Soon after independence, the United States stepped in to fill that role and began supplying copious quantities of foreign aid—so much money, Sihanouk said, that Cambodia was succumbing to the “dollar god.” His mandarins were ladling vast personal fortunes from the foreign-aid accounts.

Sihanouk liked to inveigh against corruption but then lived a lifestyle of almost unimaginable extravagance. His wealth’s source remained obscure. Years later, in the early 1990s, Secretary of State James Baker visited Sihanouk in Paris at the Cambodian ambassador’s residence. With Baker was John Bolton, then an assistant secretary of state. “It was 10 a.m., and he was serving champagne,” Bolton remembered  with obvious disgust. “He reached down and poured a glass for his dog. It was like Louis XIV.”

In 1963 Sihanouk told the United States he wanted no more aid money. Until that point the United States had supplied millions upon millions. The money, he complained, was “a corrupting influence,” but he was also straining to keep Cambodia out of the Vietnam War. Distancing himself from Washington, be believed, would help ensure that. Still, this act, more than anything else, proved to be his undoing. Where would all his mandarins purloin their incomes now?

In 1965 Sihanouk cut off diplomatic relations with the United States altogether and threw his lot in with China, whose leaders courted and flattered him. That set his aides to plotting. After all, the Chinese were not nearly as generous as the Americans had been.

All of this occurred as several of those Cambodian students who had studied in France began building an underground Communist Party based in Phnom Penh. Party members tried to remain covert, but they couldn’t hide from Sihanouk. He regarded the growth of the communist movement with great alarm and warned in 1961, during a tour of the provinces, that a Communist regime in Cambodia would “deprive the individual of all that is dear to him—basic freedoms and the joys of family life—and turn him into a producing machine which over time has all the human values sucked out of it.” Over the next decade he arrested anyone he caught who appeared to be associated with the movement and generally treated its members with ruthless repression.

In the mid-1960s, the movement’s leaders fled Phnom Penh, set up headquarters in the countryside, and, in 1967, began a national military uprising. The four Communist Party standing committee members who made that decision were Saloth Sar, who later changed his name to Pol Pot; Ieng Sary, who became the Khmer Rouge foreign minister; Nuon Chea, known as “Brother Number Two”; and So Phim, who was commander of the Communist Party’s Eastern Zone.

By the beginning of 1970 the Khmer Communists controlled not quite 20 percent of Cambodia’s territory—principally the rural areas around their headquarters. Their future appeared uncertain at best.

In March 1970, however, everything changed. A military coup forced Sihanouk out of office while he was on vacation in Paris. The new head of government was Lon Nol, the nation’s richly corrupt prime minister. Before leaving for Paris, Sihanouk often remarked that Lon Nol and his compatriots were “more patriots of the dollar than patriots of Cambodia.”

Phnom Penh officialdom cheered the news. Lon Nol was close to the United States. Restored relations with Washington would allow the mandarins to dip back into the till. Car dealers and building contractors jubilated. But these people, the economic elite of Phnom Penh, represented but a minuscule portion of Cambodian society. At least 90 percent of the population lived in the provinces, and these people were stunned and ashamed. They adored Sihanouk. To them he was just short of a god. How could anyone overthrow the God-king?

All over the country people demonstrated against the coup. Hundreds of villagers marched on Phnom Penh. In 1970 Lon Nol ordered his troops to open fire on them. They scattered, ran back into the jungle. Later, several of them told reporters they were so angry about that episode that they rushed to join the Khmer Rouge.
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