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    Introduction




    Coming from Surin, Isaan, Thailand, where the elephant festival draws many foreign visitors every year, both affectionally and not so affectionally called ‘farang’ here, it defies imagination that not so long ago but ever so close by a bitter and inhumane war was fought. More unimaginably the leaders of this so-called Communist Revolution were living near too. Surin, elephant town, is one of two gateways to Along Veng, the last stronghold of the Khmer Rouge. It is there where Pol Pot, Brother Number One, found his death and where Ta Mok had a house complete with prison. It has been said that though Pol Pot was the architect it was Ta Mok who was the most ruthless of them all. On the bus to Surin and passing by some of the ancient Khmer Hindu and Buddhist temples I contemplated on how I would think and feel thirty years after the exodus of thousands of refugees who fled the brutal genocidal regime to Thailand. They could flee only because the Vietnamese Army ousted the Khmer Rouge and pushed them back into the forest hinterlands; this through villages near Aranyaphratet. That was a heartbreaking scene then and we did not know then yet about the immense suffering and practical extermination of possibly 2.000.000 Khmers which took place during the four year reign of the Khmer Rouge. It defies imagination even more when being among simple and peaceful local farmers. This was three decades ago but right now I still had two hours to go to Surin as I pondered on how this could have happened without anyone interfering; no country did. The experiences of long ago vividly emerged. The Khmer Rouge under the direction of Pol Pot isolated Cambodia, Kampucha as it was called then, completely. No one was allowed in and so for four long years no one actually knew about what was happening there and so neither about the magnitude of the genocide committed there. When the first masses streamed over the border the Thai authorities were taken by surprise. Hastily some fields were made available so that the thousands of refugees could built shelter. With the help of the international community by way of UNICEF and many others very fast plastic was distributed to build makeshift shelters while Thai Army was present to dig for water and to distribute rice. I recalled that the seemingly endless stream of people who were silent and who were waiting patiently for food, clothing or medicine in rows. In a matter of days field hospitals operating from trucks were on the spot too, yet with so many people in such terrible conditions it was a wonder only a few died. Considering some people had terribly infected wounds, as large as a fist, and with many women who had undernourished babies it was indeed quite something. Still, remembering from that time a young mother by the roadside who had lost her husband already but could not part from her baby which she carried in a cloth. That baby was dead and she was still carrying it in her lab, her eyes glazed; a heartbreaking sight. This was world news then and it was also the first time I was part of that world news. Twice flabbergasted about what I saw transpiring before my very eyes, I got upset about the behavior of some of these ‘reporters’. I do not mean the journalists who knew the background and had the expertise and skills to interact with the people, the refugees humanely. In mean those who fly in, get transport from the city where they stay in a 3 to 5star hotel and talk about how to televise, at what time the best, or where they can sell their news. There was no internet then so all were dependent on the wires and photographers had their images had to develop first then sent by airmail fast. So, right after dusk photographers would rush to their respective hotels, in this case the border town Aranyaphrathet to do just that. That Thai Army was involved in the rescue operations of the Khmer refugees was not only based on humanitarian grounds, but also had military reasons. The second day when there on the border we heard guns pounding and military told us that the rescue operations had attracted bad tempered Khmer Rouge who understood that the Thai Government had given the green light to accept refugees from Kampucha. Now that the Khmer Rouge fired grenades from Cambodia into Thailand it was fast becoming an international matter too. As some Thai villages had been hit already and Thai people reportedly had died, the people already in the makeshift camps became tense and the journalists even more. Now the TV anchor reporters hardly dared to go out but had to. So, what I saw then can hardly put into words. Those journalists, many of them acting the same, posted themselves in front of a group of suffering Cambodians, half naked because dressed in rags as they were and eyes docile, they seriously but excitedly reported on the unfolding drama and with guns pounding. They were dressed like they had come out of a studio but as the heat was literally on; they were sweating which made them look even more dramatic. I felt appalled and could not help it. Here they were in different spots having been driven from Bangkok straight they plunged in equipped with a minimum of background information but lots of equipment, even an antenna from which they could directly go on air. With this going on and with the blasts of exploding grenades not so far away soldiers had begun to dig out a larger area with bulldozers so water would become available. That second day there were no more people arriving from that horrible forest road which, we were told, was still full of mines. One refugee who had survived the onslaught of the Khmer Rouge despite the fact he was an educated man told me his experiences in English. Eager to tell me about the horrors which had become common to him, his voice controlled, he talked about the mines first:




    “We have been walking for days, mostly at night because the Khmer Rouge will exterminate us when discovered. To deter anyone from pursuing them they laid mines anywhere, on the roads too. So, when we were fleeing the Angkor camps as they called them, some of us stepped on the mines and were either instantly killed or maimed for life. In this case maimed for life meant death too, because there was no one who could look after them when all of us were on the run. It would be too dangerous for the living to help the near death. So, we marched on. And, I am one of the lucky ones, hungry of course, but lucky to be alive.”




    I did not have to ask him anything else because after briefly glancing at me he continued. I grabbed a tape-recorded so I knew his words would be recorded and not forgotten and asked his permission before he did continue:




    “It is so hard to recall for it feels like a hundred years ago,” he began putting his hands over his face while talking, “it all began when the Khmer Rouge took Pnomh Penh and within a short period of time decided that Cambodia should be agricultural and so the cities to be vacated. All educated people were to work in the fields under the supervision of the Khmer Rouge soldiers. Not long after that I was dragged off to one of the camps where we were living like we were in jail. We had to work on digging channels, we were interrogated daily and when we were not readily submitting we were tortured and many of us were killed that way too, many oh so many. We worked in the fields every day too, but they, the soldiers, could not organize this very well and when the harvests were not enough we would be getting it. They did not mind about killing anyone; if they did not the soldiers themselves would be killed too. There was a lot of fear among them aswell. I do not know how I survived this, but one thing is certain; I did hide I was educated. Although they did suspect I was a little wiser than I showed, managed to play dumb.I had seen how people were treated by them if they knew or merely suspected what kind of work they had been in. Some of the wisest people act stupid when they are pressured. I was only lucky because I could act dumb. When you are considered to be stupid, ignorant or afraid you had a chance to survive,” he said looking at me now straight into my eyes.


  




  

    Chapter One: On the road to Anlong Veng




    Riding the bus while in thoughts and seeing, like in a film. his face before me and what happened then. Not far from Roi Et, once part of the ancient Khmer Empire which through Siem Reap and so the famous Angkor Wat I hoped to visit while in Cambodia, I knew his face would haunt me while being in Anlong Veng. Here the policy makers found their infamous end, an end which had its beginnings in France where Pol Pot had studied and had learned about the Paris’ communes and had failed his studies.




    Snoozing amidst complacent, practically all were sleeping, Thai fellow travelers, and the bus then approached Surin. I had never been there but had read about the time this area of Thailand was once Khmer. And indeed we did pass ruins of temples which obviously had been built a long time ago; only the remnants standing now. Waking up top full alert again the pictures of so long ago vanished to make room for older ones just outside the window. As the bus stopped to drop some passengers and to accept new ones I knew we were nearing Surin. Having a sudden spell of practicality I wondered how long it would take me to find onward transport. When I alighted 15 minutes later as the bus made its final stop at the bus terminal, I was oh so surprised because the driver in person took me to the ticket booth on the other side of the station. From there every half hour or so a minibus was scheduled to leave for the border which I learned was still some 60 kilometers away.




    The minibus was just about to leave when I returned and so I hastily joined the practically full vehicle. Aha but then? Having barely left the station the driver stopped, got out to have a look at the tires. He walked around his minibus a few times then decided all should get out. Because he gesticulated that I could understand the man too. Another van would arrive in minutes so please wait here was the advice.




    “Enough time to change,” I asked. Since I had been warned the dollar reigned supremely over the Riel, the official Cambodian currency, one could pay in that alien currency all over Cambodia, I used the time I had to wait to change Euros for Dollars.




    “If you go quickly yes,” the young man answered and I sped off to find another venue for I normally hate to waste money and especially to those who, by their authority can enforce. Pleasant people at the bank nearby politely told me courteously however that I could change dollars for Baths but not the reverse. Reason? There were no dollars in the bank whatsoever and the young ladies at the counter apologized profusely. Not even a money changer or another bank could help me out which meant that I would have to pay for the Cambodian visa in Baht. And, that would be a loss I was told, for the Cambodian officials were certain to demand 1000 Baht for a visa instead of the regular 20 dollars. Never mind, I thought, for this should not deter me.So, I ran off but at another bank I heard the same story; no dollars available!! Strange, because Surin may be a relatively small town but due to it being renowned for the elephant round up it was a tourist attraction too. And, I had already noticed some ‘farang’ around too. It came to mind that because of the proximity of Cambodia dollars were being used by visiting Cambodians. My Thai was not good enough to get to the bottom of this so I let it rest and rushed back to the spot where the minibus dropped us. It was nowhere to be seen, the other passengers had disappeared too, so there was no alternative but to get back to the station. The smiling lady smiled a bit more intense when she saw me and immediately changed the departure time on the ticket and asked me to wait. I followed her advice and so 15 minutes later the same driver with the same bus appeared. Both driver and ticket lady smiled heavenly. The driver had his van fixed and was now certain it could take us to the border without further interruptions.




    And he was right. Though ticket checks were carried out three times along the routhe the ride itself was a breeze. Upon arriving at the border the minibus stopped at what the passengers called the ‘international’ market. It was only few hundred meters before the border proper where half the passenger load got off. Minutes later we arrived at the Thai border post where in contrast to border crossings elsewhere, I was the only person being stamped out; all others showed travel documents, Cambodians and Thai alike. Cambodians living on the border were exempted when crossing for trade an immigration officer told me:




    “But they are not allowed to go beyond Surin so if they do they get fined,” he said and continued inquisitively asking me if I would return right away and added another question, “you know that when you come just for a visa run you get only 15 days?”




    “Yes, I know,” I replied, “but I am going to Along Veng and will stay in Cambodia for a while before returning.




    “You will still get only 15 days if you enter the Kingdom by road and 30 if you fly in,” he said, “the law has recently changed.”




    “I shall be flying out of Pnomh Penh, if I make it,” I laughed and then the usual began, the usual in the sense of Thai people wanting to know what kind of ‘farang’ I am,; married or single, how many children, a Thai wife and what I was doing in Thailand. Straightforward questions they were but and much more meant to satisfy the man’s curiosity, to begin a conversation and to size up if the ‘farang’ who possibly wanted to buy something. Never an immigration officer asked me such things but this one, smiling like none of his colleagues ever do, did. When he learned I came from the Netherlands as a matter of recognition and closeness he drummed up some names of our ever so famous footballers. I wondered if his bid for friendship had anything to do with wanting to know more than the ‘usual’ when he asked me:




    “What are you going to do in Cambodia?”




    “Oh,” I said while thinking if it would be harmful to tell him the truth, “30 years ago I was on the border around Aranyaphrathet when the Cambodians poured into Thailand. The Khmer Rouge were being driven out by the Vietnamese and the Cambodian refugees told their stories of horror which from then on became known. I could not forget what I saw then, “I said, “the refugees were nearly dying but composed they sat silently and stared. There was no crying but for some babies only; complacency ruled. The Thai military was in charge and we got a pass to visit the hurriedly ‘built’ the makeshift camps made of plastic sheets. We were there to report so the International Community so organizations like UNHCR could come to the rescue of these people who were brutalized by Ankor’s Pol Pot Regime. So, I know what happened then and how the Thai people provided for the refugees so they could survive,” I explained but did not tell about the conflicts with the local people whose land was being used and on whose land mortars and grenades had fallen.




    “Oh you know it very well then,” he said as he looked at me now with a different kind of attitude.




    “Well, sort of, but I have never been in Cambodia and since I know Pol Pot is dead along with Ta Mok and their last stronghold is near to the border, I wanted to see his grave and house for myself.”




    “So, you are going to Anlong Veng? You are not going to gamble in the casino?” he asked, not inquisitively but more in a way of wanting to confirm he was right.




    “There is a casino here?” I asked thinking he was pulling my leg.




    “Yes, these Thai just passed to go there. You will see,” he answered, “you need a motorcycle driver to Anlong Veng. There is no other way,” he then revealed, “the road is very bad you know!”




    “Well thank you,” I said and smiled, “that’s it then.I shall move to the Cambodian immigration.”




    “Just ahead of you and you get your visa first before passing their immigration. Have a safe journey,” he wished.




    “Thank you Sir, it was a pleasure meeting you indeed,” I said in goodbye. The motorcycle drivers who had been on the Thai side of border already were now lining up at the Cambodian one, all trying to get me to where I wanted to go for a good price. One bolder than the other and before passing either immigration had begun.




    “Only 800 Baht to Anlong Veng, Sir. I will take you!” he said aloud




    “It is good to know that,” I replied, “but let me first get a visa?”




    “Here Sir,” he answered as he led me to a small building ahead. There another man smiled at me and as I presented my passport and said:




    “1000 Baht Sir.”




    “A photograph too?”




    “Yes Sir, one is enough,” he replied smiling ironically.




    “I heard the visa costs $20.- USA?”




    “If you come from Thailand it is 1000 Baht Sir, for everyone,” he said emphasizing the ‘for everyone’.




    “I see, so there is no way I can escape that fate?” I smiled at him as at that time a middle aged man came to stand beside me. It felt like he was one of the officials there checking up on his subordinates. But that was not the case for he began to translate in Cambodian what I had just said.




    “None Sir, if you want to go into Cambodia,” the man beside me answered. When he saw the surprised look on my face he explained:




    “Oh I am helping foreigners here sometimes. Not all immigration people here speak English. So you are not going to the casino then?” he asked me after nodding to the immigration officer who handed me immigration forms to complete.




    “No intention to throw money away,” I smiled at him, “the only real winner is the casino but I am surprised to find one here on the border and considering what has happened here perhaps more so in Cambodia,” I smiled in an effort to draw him out.




    “Thai people like to gamble,” he laughed, “do you want to go to Anlong Veng. Take a motorcycle then. It will cost you!” he warned.




    “Yes I heard,” I answered, “but the price is a bit steep for the ride.”




    “You can bargain a little, but not much. How much can you spend?” he asked as I watched the immigration officer listening to us while issuing the visa.




    “I thought 500 Baht should be enough,” I said trying him out.




    “Not many drivers will do it for that price. It is twice 97 kilometers and so twice the benzin they have to spend. It takes two hours so the driver will be home late and has to drive back in the dark!” he said like he was negotiating.




    “The driver does not stay the night in Anlong Veng to pick up a passenger for the return trip,” I asked.




    “No passengers from there, but if it is too much for you, you can stay in my village nearby, just five kilometers from here. In the morning the price is lower but you have to spend anyway so I wonder if that is worth it because you have stay in my village too!”




    “I am glad you are the expert here. Let’s see, could you spread the word that I will go for 500 Baht?” I suggested in testing him, “and if nobody wants then I will stay in your village?”




    “What will you do in the evening? Drink an Angkor beer or do you want more than that?” he asked me after rapidly talking to the bunch of drivers who clustered together. The smiling immigration officer then gave me my passport back and after I checked it, I said:




    “Good idea, let’s see what we can do to unwind a little,” I smiled thinking that this man could be a vat of local and historical knowledge. The drivers now reacted to the proposal he had made in Cambodian and came down to 600 Baht, but would not budge a Baht less. They wanted to convince on the fairness of their price and they too began to explain about the distance and the return journey. Knowing how easy it is to spend money when ignorant for the time being I held on to my proposition. Since I had gone through Thai immigration like a breeze and it looked the same for Cambodia, I thought I had some time to see what would happen.




    “There on the other side the officer will stamp you in,” the man beside me continued in friendly manner. So, we walked over there and in no time at all I had my passport back, stamp included.




    “600 Baht Sir, really that is the best price,” a different driver came in between.




    “I am sure it is,” I replied in smiles, “but I can offer 500!”




    Leisurely now the man beside me and I talked while waiting for things to happen. Only now while outside the offices, I saw the gigantic and luxurious casino standing there in the middle of nowhere. And, indeed not lots but there were people coming and going all the time, just to gamble but nothing else.




    “What do you want to do in Anlong Veng?” the man asked me.




    “I want to see the grave of Pol Pot and the house of Ta Mok,” I replied.




    “Ah you know then,” he asked, “yes you can!” he confirmed answering his own question with a laugh, “yes you can,” he repeated but now softly,




    “I cannot say I know a lot,” I answered “but I met many Cambodian many years ago, but in Thailand. And, haying this opportunity I would like to meet many again, only this time under different circumstances!” I added hoping he would jump in to ask more. He looked at me for a little while then decided to indeed ask more and said:




    “That must have been more than 30 years ago when the Vietnamese drove the Khmer Rouge out of Pnomh Penh and other towns. Many Cambodians then tried to escape and fled to Thailand.”




    “Yes, thousands and thousands more, perhaps as many as over one hundred thousands came over the border,” I confirmed.




    “And you were there,” he asked in disbelief.




    “Yes, I was there, I saw the suffering but cannot imagine what they went through under the Pol Pot regime. What they told us then was simply too hard to believe. How to imagine whole cities being evacuated and the people forced to work in the fields? Worse even were the stories of many being arrested, tortured and even killed. Hardly any journalist then could believe that a regime could be so brutal as it would even kill its own citizens.”




    “But you found out it was all true?” he asked confirming implicitly




    “Yes it was all true and still hard to believe people commit these atrocious crimes thinking that on the basis of their ideology they are entitled to do this, or better said, that they were compelled to do that and without mercy of any kind.”




    “No sane person can believe what has happened here,” he commented pensively, “but it was all true and I know because as a young man I was part of it,” he suddenly revealed.




    “You were?” I asked redundantly but the thought escaped me because of the sudden revelation which I did not expect.




    “Yes, many of my age know what happened. Those who were Khmer Rouge lived together with the people whom they persecuted and rounded up. Many of us were forced to do what ‘Ankor’ told us to do, because if we did not we would become the victims; we would be killed. Man we lived in fear only!” he said with a smile on his face, but a strange smile it was, an outward smile to mask the pain he must have felt.




    “Yes, that is what the refugees in Thailand also told us then. Later the number of Cambodians killed by the regime was said to reach at least 2 million people; all killed because of forced equality and without education for people to understand that ideology. So, whatever the leaders stood for and believed in had nothing to do with humanity anymore. Total dictatorship it was, I think!”




    “Oh yes, I was forced to kill too, if I did not do what they told me I should. Children were trained to kill too. There was no ideology for those who were being ordered. For the soldiers of the Khmer Rouge it was the same. If you don’t follow orders immediately and without questioning you were a betrayer of the Revolution and so had become the enemy. Ah, there is so much more to tell, but who will listen?” he asked rhetorically.




    “I am listening now,” I said softly while seeing another minivan with load of Thai people getting ready to gamble in the Grand Casino stopping on the Thai side of the border. The casino was extravagantly designed and as I would soon learn it was quite in contrast with its surroundings too..




    “Oh yes, you are,” he said apologetically and smiled like he had made a mistake, “but I did not mean individual people like you. I meant the international community which did not condemn the Khmer Rouge even when the truth about this genocide was known. Driven out of most towns the Khmer Rouge Government was recognized still internationally, even after the Vietnamese set us free. This hurt many of us and the Vietnamese too. I do not mean only pride, but the international community did not prevent the Khmer Rouge from killing. By recognizing that regime they felt they could do whatever they like, the Leaders like Brother Number One, the Brother whose grave you are going to visit,” he smiled sardonically.




    “Brother Number One is Pol Pot?” I asked.




    “Oh yes,” he smiled, “yes he was. That was one of his nicknames.”




    “So, how could you escape from their clutches?”




    “I was lucky enough when the Vietnamese invaded. I could run, but some of my family members could not. Those who had to work in the fields and tried to escape were killed; many were killed by mines too. Oh, don’t go off the road please; it will take a long time before all mines are cleared and it is safe again to go anywhere. Be careful in the forests especially, those are the most dangerous places now. Every year Cambodians are getting killed by mines still!” he said as the motorcycle drivers around us were waiting for a sign to be hired. Since I wanted to know all I could from this man who did not feel the need to hide anything, I subtly prompted him to continue. I did in vain because seconds later a young man came running up, an older man following him closely:




    “Sir, Sir, this man will take you for 500 Baht,” he shouted. Though I agreed immediately I did not feel good our conversation was cut short. Reading my mind the man beside me said, once more with a smile:




    “Don’t you worry in Along Veng you can meet lots of people willing to talk about their time with the Khmer Rouge. They will talk I will stay here, you go!”




    “Okay, okay, I thank you very much,” I said reading from his face he had not finished yet. The driver, though eager to go, showed respect and patiently waited for the man beside me to give the signal.




    “You know,” the man beside me continued, “I like to help out tourists and so that is why I am here sometimes. I am a school teacher now, so when I have time off I come here to meet foreigners and talk. Sometimes I earn some extra money with that also,” he smiled cheekily, “but that is not why I do it,” he stressed, “I like to know the world but it is difficult to go out. So, this is a good alternative don’t you think?” he asked but knowing the answer already.




    “You are making the most from limited means I think,” I. agreed and smiled teasingly.




    “Yes, that’s it,” he acknowledged nodding slowly, “you better go now for it is already late and you will arrive after dark I believe. The road is very bad, so brace yourself for that,” he smiled, now ironically.




    “Okay then, once again I thank you and when I return we may have a chance to meet again. Until then and we may sit down for a much longer talk?”




    “I would like that indeed,” he responded while almost imperceptibly giving the driver a nod as a sign we could leave now. The man sported smiles too when he grabbed my rucksack to put that in front of him. On a bumpy road this could very well be inconvenient so I intervened; after all, since I would be away for a little over a week the bag was light enough to carry on my back:




    “Please,” I said in English, “I will carry it myself.”




    The man, smiling still, looked at the young man who shook his head to him. Then to me:




    “No, no, it is easy for you but after a while you will not feel good with all that bumping. Let him put it between his legs,” he explained.




    The driver had already picked up the bag and put it in front and so there was no arguing about it anymore. He motioned me to jump on the motorcycle and when I sat behind him I looked back to take in the strange scene for the last time; strange because of that luxurious casino practically beside the Cambodian Immigration post. The drivers and some local onlookers peering at me. The buildings ahead looked dilapidated and so I felt odd in this contrasting atmosphere. The group of drivers before the deal was made much in competition with each other now in unison waved to bid me goodbye. The man who had been beside me since immigration procedures among them smiled and waved too then saying:




    “Until we meet again man from Holland!!”




    On these words, the driver waited patiently for my reply, then sped off.


  




  

    Chapter Two: Bumpy 97 kilometer




    We had been riding for perhaps 200 meters when the young man stopped. His motorcycle at first looked like an old one to me, its engine not covered. There were men around who jumped up seeing us. My driver took the rucksack off, put it on the ground as a friend turned up showing him a practically new motorcycle. The young man signaled me to get off too as he did so himself before he walked over to the ‘new’ motorcycle. He then picked up my bag and surprised now I followed him to get on. Moments later we were off again, this time on the better looking machine. Not a word we spoke because my Cambodian was non existent and his English absent, instead we gesticulated and smiled a lot. Now that we were on our way with me in his back this was not possible either and so I could look and take in the scenery. Practically the moment we set out the gravel groad twisted and turned on descend. From Surin to the border the road had been flat and so I had not realized we were on some sort of elevation, yet we descended rather steeply at times, hairpins included. These hairpins were quite erratic because the road there had turned into some sort of dry riverbed, deep gorges like faults included. We passed a village halfway down and the contrast with Thai villages struck me. In that village we stopped for fuel sold by the bottle. He took in three before setting off again but was rather surprised because we passed a petrol station so I wondered why my driver had not tanked there as it is usually cheaper there than buying fuel by the bottle. I asked him but of course he could not understand me, only when I pointed to the petrol station he said in his own language something like: ‘that is family so it is the best to buy here’. Right, I thought, as we went on our way again. The family house had a shop inside and the bottles with fuel were stacked on a wooden rack outside. Perhaps because of the dust from the road the whole village looked untidy to the point of looking poor. Wooden houses on stilts made of rough planks, not painted, looked basic, like they were temporary shelters only but people were living in these small homes, very small indeed, permanently. Furthermore I hardly saw buffalos around either. The people were clad in what looked like rags, a sharp contrast to the Thai side indeed.




    Having descended for about half an hour the road down ended in a flat stretch which led all the way to Along Veng ahead. But would the road become better? Oh no, there appeared to be many obstructions ahead to make up for the terrible border road down. The first one of many forced the driver to take the detour next to a washed out bridge. Treacherous detours they were because their descent was steep and he usually had maneuver over loose sand. We nearly fell a few times but for my driver’s, ever smiling, and skill in negotiating the terrain. We passed numerous villages all of the same style which were populated by smiling people. No matter how basic these people had to live a smile they could produce nevertheless, I thought, as we pushed on. Some stretches of the road meanwhile were so erratic that my driver only could swirl around them by stepping on the brakes the last moment to avoid a deep gorge. Sunset was nearing and visibility was fast dwindling when we rode through another villages. Undoubtedly plagued by the dust, though the driver had protected himself somewhat with a mouthpiece, we stopped in a village for water. The man was quite thirsty and so with children gathering around us he drank at least half a liter. Damn, I thought, my cameras are in the backpack, so no picture taking now. Yet some lovely shots I saw with these curious children and the village in their background. The children were silent but looked shish but with curious eyes. My driver smiled too when done and jumped on the motorbike again. We must have been halfway when I saw the first car appearing. There had been a few trucks on the road, but no cars ventured here. Although? My man at the border did tell me that taxis could be hired too; at a steep price of course he had smiled ironically. Trucks and car produce clouds of dust on this road but my driver was not impressed and just pushed on while at times apologizing for big bumps he could not avoid, bumps which made me fly up high. As we passed a few broken bridges and some motorcycles the light of the sun was fast disappearing now. The houses had no electricity but I saw a few petroleum lamps being ignited as we were moving along and passing one desolated looking village after the other. Then after an hour of driving through potholes while negotiating rifts in the road and crossing rivers by avoiding collapsed bridges, the last obstacle nearly did us in. At dusk and gathering speed on a good stretch we found ourselves right in front of a sign with arrow pointing to the left. Again at the last moment my driver steered to the left and out of danger but did not see the narrowed road going down steeply. As we were falling I thought that this was it, I had been a fool to risk my life here and that of the driver. Why the hell did I come this way while the road from Arayaphratet to Poipet, Battambang and Siem Reap was so much easier? Well, it shot through me, because you would never have considered going to Anlong Veng of course. On the ground now, the motorcycle engine screeching, my driver jumped up like nothing had happened. He looked at me in the fading light of day to see if I was all right, and then checked himself before turning to my rucksack. He meticulously checked it, and then smiled while mumbling in his own language that we had escaped disaster. I smiled too and realized that this part was perhaps the most dangerous of our journey. On our way again and now in the dark half an hour later and with hardly a soul on the road, the few wooden houses with petroleum lights looked sinister now, my driver stopped again in a village; this one being equipped with electric lights. He was exhausted and wanted to rest and have a drink. I did not object thinking safety first. We smiled at eachother and I dared to ask how far still? Thinking he might know a little Thai I asked:




    “Anlong Veng tau lai kilo?”




    His answer was quick after his smile as he said:




    “Sam kilo!!!” he answered triumphantly.




    I could not believe that for why would he stop here when we were so near already? So, I asked again now saying kilometer though kilo was more the word to be used for distance. His answer was the same, three kilometer.




    When we got on again we rode through sparsely yet electrically illuminated villages then suddenly reached an asphalted road. A few hundred meters ahead we turned right and rode into Anlong Veng incidentally passing by nightclubs.




    “Hotel, guesthouse?” my driver asked.




    “Guesthouse,” I answered him as we approached a roundabout beyond which were a lot of lights and so that was the local market I thought, but no these were eating stalls. My driver did not seem to know Anlong Veng and stopped at a stall to ask directions. New Lucky Star was one and it charged in dollars, which I did not have. The young woman present said to go to the other side of the street where Tola 23 guesthouse is:




    “Cheaper and you can pay Baht too,” she politely informed.




    “Then that’s where I will stay if room available,” I murmured.


  




  

    Chapter Three: Anlong Veng




    So this then is Anlong Veng, I said to myself. My driver had stepped from his moto as motorcycles are called here and a young lady appeared. She spoke neither English nor Thai and so my driver asked her. He translated her words and turned to Thai for me: “song roi ha sip Baht, 250 Baht,” he said. It is here where I am going to stay overnight and so I nodded, in agreement to the young lady. Since I wanted to see all the places where the former leaders of the Khmer Rouge had lived and where they had perished; their ideology buried with them, I without hesitation agreed on the fair price. When she showed me the room I was surprised it was equipped with a TV-set too. What a contrast I realized as now I had come to the last stronghold of the Khmer Rouge. Sort of expecting wild ‘Ankor’ people, instead I found, till now, only friendly and very hospitable people. Hard to imagine the deadliest people on earth after the holocaust of the Second World War and after the slave trade of the 17th and 18th Centuries had been living here, right in the midst of these friendly people. After dropping my bag in the room I returned to pay my driver who kind of shy now asked me for my name after introducing himself. Then almost tearful he bid me goodbye. The lobby was equipped with a wooden bench and the young lady joined three other ladies on it who were watching television in the dark., though I did get up that day at 4am to be in time for the bus to Roi Et, I did not feel tired but would like a shower to shake and rinse off the dust. I was soothingly good. I had made it to Anlong Veng without trouble and in one day. Thanks to that I did not have to stay overnight in Surin to risk being a day too late at the border for the Thai check out. After the shower I switched on the TV set to check out the channels. Next to the Cambodian ones there were also Thai and American channels available. But, I had not come here to watch television, I said to myself. So, I decided to go out on a stroll and to possibly get something to eat as well. The problem now only was money. I had no riel and no dollars, the two currencies widely distributed here in Cambodia. Could I do anything about that?




    That was soon to be found out for taking a turn to the left I headed for the evening market again; this time to get me some nourishment.




    Passing all the stalls did not make me feel like sitting down. The surroundings were filthy and it looked like nobody ever wanted to clean up the place. That coupled with the fact that the food was quite different from Thai food if only in presentation alone made me walk on till I saw a shop which had baguettes. Baguettes I remembered from Laos very well and I was pleasantly surprised to see them here too. Perhaps no wonder that was because Cambodge as the French called the Kingdom had been a French colony for a long time. The shop, a restaurant inside, had a stall outside plus a table which had four men drinking there. A baguette with pate and some fresh vegetables was not costly and so I decided to try the place.




    “A baguette please,” I began hesitantly because I had no usable money and said so. Also I did not know if anyone could understand me. A young lady posted behind the stall spoke:




    “One cost one thousand Riel and with pate 4000,” she smiled proudly when speaking that foreign language, “what money do you have?”




    “I have some Baht,” I replied.




    “Oh that’s fine then. The baguette is 10 Baht and with pate 40.”




    “With pate then,” I said, “and I am glad you accept that foreign money.”




    “Dollars and Riel but Baht here too,” she smiled like she was joking.




    “Yes Baht no problem,” a man at the table drinking Angkor beer from an aluminum can tspoke. Come sit down and drink with us?” he asked in a way which made it hard to refuse to anyway because he ordered a beer before I could say no. I did not want to refuse. On the contrary, it was a fine opportunity to meet some of the people of Along Veng. Thinking of the man at the border I joined their conversation.




    “Thank you very much,” I replied to the first man, who continued:




    “Where are you from?”




    I told him and gave him answers to all the usual question so I introduced myself by encompassing them all but kept my reason for this visit for the time being to myself thinking that if they would come up for that themselves it would be easier to get into the past of Along Veng and how it relates to its present and future. Satisfied with the introduction the man in front of me did not waste time on that question and asked:




    “We don’t get many visitors here, so what brings you here? Sorry, my English is not good, for that you have to speak with the lady here,” he laughed which made the young lady feel proud enough to burst into smiles. A rapid exchange followed and from the look of it they were heavily involved in joking. The other men joined in too now and just when I thought they had already forgotten about me he asked again but now directly:




    “You have come to see Pol Pot’s grave and Ta Mok’s house?”




    “Yes indeed, that is one of the reasons for taking this route,” I smiled, “it must be hard to live in a town where these notorious men have been able to hold on for so long.”




    “Yeah, yeah,” came the pensive answer as the man looked at the others to see how to answer this one. The young lady meanwhile had finished the baguette and brought it to the table. Hungry now I ate it immediately providing the men with time to come up with a good answer. They did not take very long for at my first bite the man in front of me softly began:




    “We have lived like that for a long time and we still cannot believe it is really over, even though Pol Pot lies here dead and buried.”




    “Yes that surely I can understand,” I said and told them how I once was involved with the Cambodian refugees in Thailand.




    “So, you know all about it then. You must be a journalist?” one of the others asked.




    “I was and yes in that capacity I worked in Thailand at the time.”




    “1979, when the Vietnamese invaded our land,” a third man said.




    “Yes exactly,” I answered, “and it was my wish to come to Cambodia when I had the chance. That time it was impossible to enter. I only was in briefly and under the protection of some Thai soldiers controlling the border from Aranyaphrathet. I wanted to see your people, talk to them to try and understand how a few men could wipe out so many of their countrymen and women. I do not comprehend how this is possible,” I concluded.




    “Well,” the first man answered, “if you were with us you know why we did what we did.”




    “What do you mean,” I asked in surprise, “do you mean you were part of the Khmer Rouge yourself?”




    He looked at his friends for a moment like he wanted validation for his forthcoming answer. They did not speak but from their gestures he gathered they had no objection and so he continued:




    “You know it is both simple and very complex,” he said in lowered voice like we were conspiring, “It is hard to explain to outsiders but tell me Dutchman what will you do when you are asked to become a member of Ankor and you know the Lon Nol regime was bad for us and so many people rose in revolt against it. You know,” he stressed again, “when you are ignorant but you have a gun against your head and you have already seen your fellow villagers who resisted either way, Lon Nol or Ankor, were killed what will you chose? Saying yes keeps you alive,” he said head down knowing silence was needed and I obliged. I was eating the baguette while looking around the village and I could not help but feel astounded by its normalcy, yet we were talking about genocide which had taken place here not so long ago. And, people I did not know talked about it openly, just like the man on the border, the teacher had predicted. Was this actually the place where some had been responsible for the death of 2.000.000 fellow Cambodians? I could not imagine it. Granted, the place looked poor, underdeveloped, isolated, forgotten, but in no way was there an obvious trace of the brutal killing of hundreds of thousands of people, not in the eyes of these people in front of me either. Years ago I saw the suffering of many, first hand, and I was repulsed. I criticized the media for callously standing in front of dying people deprived of everything and now here we were drinking beer while conversing. The images of1979 were still fresh in my mind but contrasted with what I saw here far too much and I mentioned that to them:. The third man then spoke:




    “All of us have lost family members and we are living with that loss. This loss cannot be erased from our minds. It is impossible, but it is not impossible to live on. We have to, because if we don’t we will go mad instead,” he said softly. “And, I am sure you wonder about what the people here would think about the Khmer Rouge who are living among them? Did these people, like me because I was one of them, kill because they wanted to? No, they did this because they had no other way than to obey Ankor. We all lived in fear, the people but the Khmer Rouge soldiers too. Anyone could be killed when that was ordered. I killed on order,” he said, “I killed betrayers of Ankor.”




    .”What if you refused?” I asked.




    “You would be a betrayer too and you would get killed,” he answered, “now how do you get out of this,” he asked in turn




    “Good heavens,” I exclaimed, “I can understand the fear everyone felt which made you do horrible things you would never do. Yet, this did not come overnight but must have crept in one step at the time. How is it possible nobody reacted strongly against these signs,” I asked.




    “You don’t understand,” the first man reacted, “yes it happened gradually and perhaps it could have been stopped, but most people were acting against the Lon Nol regime and in our deprived region equality was a very powerful word. With Lon Nol gone we thought we would all have better lives. How could we know what the leaders of the Khmer Rouge had in mind? They used young boys and brainwashed them. These boys would do anything for the leaders and I mean literally anything. These boys were used by them to sow terror and no one could escape. Tell me please, who could know what Brother Number One had planned when the Khmer Rouge had grown strong enough to take Pnomh Penh?” he asked.




    “It is still hard to believe nobody could intervene. As you said already when they were fighting the Lon Nol Government they were brutal,” I said truly not understanding.




    “At the time there was no international interest in Cambodia but for the Americans bombing our country, a secret war against the Vietnamese,” he revealed, “but they used our country. So, no wonder the Khmer Rouge were against that and of course most people here agreed with the Khmer Rouge on that,” he explained, “so then the people were with them, especially the people in the countryside, people like us.”




    “Right, that is understandable,” I answered.




    “Do you know about communism?” the second man asked suddenly.




    “I know the basics and I know for a long time we had a Communist Party in my country too,” I answered truthfully.




    “Most people here in Cambodia did not, but some of the Khmer Rouge leaders did study in France and there joined the Communist Party. That is where they got their ideas from. Did you know that?”




    “Yes I have read about it, but I did not know what to make of it. Communism does not equal the killing of millions of people. Communism as an ideology is an instrument to achieve more equality in other words to keep people from abusing each other economically and otherwise. So, it is an instrument to do good essentially and so to keep the rich from growing richer over the backs of the peasants or factory workers. In Paris it was the people against the aristocracy and those using and abusing the people for their own ends. It is essentially an ideology for the poor of the nation to stand up against those who exploit.”




    “You may be right in that. We did not study communism but we know it was not born from our own culture. But I think you are right about being exploited. Are you going to Siem Reap?”, he asked as he suddenly changed the subject.




    “That is my intention after visiting Along Veng,” I said.




    “Then you will see our glorious past,” he smiled, “but tell me one thing. When you see it you know it is written that the old Kings like Yavarman 7 and those before him have built Angkor Vat and the other temples. Do you think he actually did that all by himself?”




    “Ha, of course not,” I reacted.




    “You are right;” all three smiled now, “for the people did the hard labor he directed them to do. Aristocracy you said and the people of France revolted. May be that is where Pol Pot got his ideas from; he wanted to overthrow the old powers and may have been pure




    at heart in the beginning but made us killers of our fellow men,” he concluded




    We sat in silence a while till the third man called for another beer. The first man in front of me then asked:




    “You have no dollars or Riel but you have Baht yes?”




    “Yes that’s right,” I answered now thinking the topic was suddenly closed.




    “I can change some for you if you like,” he said pleasantly.




    “That is another surprising thing,” I reacted, “that you can pay in dollars in this remote Cambodian town. Dollars are American!”




    “Yes, never mind about that, it grew that way and is a legacy of the Americans here and the weakness of the Riel. How much do you want to change and what is the dollar rate in Thailand?”




    “A thousand Baht and I am pretty sure it is 33 to 35 Baht for a dollar.”




    “Let me see,” he said and started counting. When finished he walked over to a car parked nearby, opened it to come back a minute later with the change he had calculated.




    “That’s about 110 Riel for a Baht he said, may be little more, so that means 110.000 Riel. I don’t have that now. Do you have 300?”




    “That I have,” I said and produced the three notes.




    “Okay, now you can buy a beer too and pay for the baguette,” he laughed as he handed me 33.000 Riel which were quite a few notes because his smallest denomination was 5000 Riel.




    “Okay then “have one on me,” I said and as she had keenly been listening the young lady instantly reacted.




    “You know a lot,” said the third man returning to the subject.




    “A little I do, but I do have many questions too,” I replied.




    “That we understand,” the man reacted, “you can ask!” he added.




    “They come up while we are talking,” I said smiling, “I do not want to interrogate you!”




    “Are you writing about this?” the third man fired the question.




    “I might, I have already written a few pages as an introduction. The rest I will do while traveling through your wonderful land,” I explained.




    “Yes do it, people everywhere should know about us. Our history should not be repeated anywhere else. Please think of that when you decide you will do it or not.”




    “Okay,” I replied, “point taken loud and clear, but now let me ask you something. If you consider you have been part of the Khmer Rouge, I will call it a murderous machine mistakenly propelled by the ideology of communism, are you not afraid you will be held responsible too?”




    “It does not matter if we are. If things are well researched we are not afraid of that,” the first man spoke again as we sipped beer from the Angkor Cambodian made beer, “yes we are responsible and yet we are not,” he said enigmatically. This puzzled me and so I had to ask him now straightforwardly:




    “You killed your fellow men so you are responsible and yet you say you are not?”




    “No, no it is not as simple as that,” he reacted, “I must explain something to you. This is not to abolish us from our sins, but to show you how the leaders of the Khmer Rouge worked. You see, anyone and I mean anyone and this includes the higher cadres could be killed and I really mean were. Nobody was safe, not the one taking orders, not the one giving them. Orders always came and you had to obey or you were tortured and then killed. Everybody was afraid, but most importantly nobody could trust anyone else. Children by order killed their parents, brothers and sisters, family and yes this grew but only became that brutal when the leaders evacuated Pnomh Penh and other cities. Then they began their genocide.”




    “But why would they kill their own people? And also, I hope this does not offend you are you not alive today because you killed other people.”




    “I have no answer to your first question,” he said, “I don’t know and those who could know are dead too, but you are right we are alive today because we obeyed. If there had been more of our people disobeying, like us here many would have died too, but many more lives would have been saved, perhaps millions. This is what we have to live with,” he said, “and it is what haunts us for the rest of our lives.”




    “You mentioned something about the glorious past of Cambodian rulers, Kings who built temples in Thailand’s Isaan and in southern Laos around Pakse. Those temples were built by the people because they obeyed their Kings too. Is there a similarity between the two perhaps, either because the Khmer Rouge leaders wanted to be in the footsteps of these great Kings or they knew that the people of Cambodia would obey when they used terror against them?”




    “I don’t know, I don’t know,” the second man said shaking his head, “but perhaps the Cambodian people have been living in bondage for a very long time. We are a gentle and humble people. Perhaps these rulers and the Khmer Rouge are cut from the same type of wood?” he asked pensively.




    “Pol Pot, Brother Number one was born in a rich family; he even served in the King’s court in Pnomh Penh and could study in Paris for his education but did not get a degree. He joined the Communist Party there. He was not a peasant. So, I wonder if he understood communism or that he and his comrades used it for his own interests?”




    “We don’t know about that. We only know what happened here and how we and so many other people had to do what we were told,” the third man said looking concerned.




    “Yes, I understand that, I think that was because if you would have known you would be able to question and because Ankor with Pol Pot and the others killed all those who had knowledge, professors, teachers, anyone with some education it looks like only peasants who knew about agriculture only were left. Perhaps the idea was that these people were easily controlled?”




    “I don’t know that,” the first man reacted slowly, “we lived in fear; many of us did, so many. We could hardly talk with each other; there was always someone who could report and then you were taken for interrogation. People could not smile anymore,” he smiled to stress what he just had said. We were sitting silence for a while. I did not feel like pursuing the point although the motivation of the leaders of the Khmer Rouge to exterminate their own people highly intrigued me. And, sitting here with those who told me they had been part of that killing machine and lived to tell made me feel strange too. They were gentle and hospitable people who had offered me a beer. Considering the place which from the motorcycle had looked far from affluent, the men with me were better off than most. But, I did not dare to bring this up; this perhaps potential benefit from having survived the genocide. Their faces looked painful enough. So, when the young lady announced she would serve a beer on the house I felt it was time to go. That morning I had gotten up at 4 am and I felt tired, suddenly very tired. So I said:




    “No, no, I am very tired, got up very early and traveled all day so please I thank you all very much for your help and for being so open about something so extremely painful. It is hard for me to understand and digest. When we meet again I am sure I have a lot more to ask you but right now I am puzzled and tired.”




    “Yes you must go to sleep.”




    “Yeah, go to bed!”




    “Thank you for listening to us,” they said one after the other while the young lady showed a radiant smile and said.




    “The bank is next door. You can get a good rate tomorrow. There are some money changers too, but the bank is better,” she said in goodbye.




    As I got up I smiled and waved at them then walked back to the roundabout passing the sparsely illuminated food stalls then to the right towards the Tola guesthouse. Just before that there were a few more stalls but those from the looks of them were of lower caliber.




    In fact much lower both in style because this was typical for the ordinary people and because the road was higher than the land I looked down on the three stalls. Food and drinks were sold and because it was getting chilly a fire warmed the men and a woman who were drinking there. As soon as they saw me they called out to me join them. Though sleepy and determined to go to bed I could not resist their call and came down towards them. Among them English words did not drive any point home, so gesticulation was the only way to communicate. But it was not difficult to understand what they meant:




    “Come drink with us?”




    In coming down I saw the stall was equipped with lots of stacked cans, something most of the stalls I had passed had shown too. But here there were a few large bottles, which contained perhaps more than 5 liters each. The lady here was just pouring some of the faintly brown liquid when the men posted me into a vacant seat, a stool. Immediately I was given a small glass and from the plastic bottles in front of them they filled that glass to the brim. Then handed it to me while showing me how it should be drunk. I watched them downing the glass in one go after the four men had toasted by way of clinking the glasses together but with the other hand to support the first at the wrist; this as a way of showing respect. I did so too and because it was not right at first a thunderous laugh sounded.




    “Lucky Star?” the woman asked as she pointed to the other side of the road.




    “No, no, Tola,” I replied pointing further down the same side of the road.




    Every two, three minutes the same ritual of toasting with the hand on the wrist of the other was repeated and now I wanted to know what this not strong but not too weak liquor was made of. Obviously it was home made but I noticed some bottles too and tried to explain what I wanted to know. The lady brought a bottle to show and there on the label was a picture of a ginseng root. She pointed out that this manufactured liquid was inferior to the liquids in her bottles and quickly filled a glass just for me to prove her point.



OEBPS/Images/cam.jpg





OEBPS/Images/0logo_xinxii.png
X1n X11





