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    Preface

    It began with a letter from the consul general of Cambodia in Hong Kong, K. R. L. Wongsanith. It was the only funny rejection that I ever received in a long career of often being found unacceptable by one or the other country for the purpose of reporting from it. This is what Mr. Wongsanith wrote he had been instructed by the secretary of state for information to tell me:

    “For the moment we are obliged to admit no journalist to our country as, in November, we shall be celebrating our National Day ‘en famille’ and the entry of journalists to our country is submitted to very strict rules which cannot be twisted.”

    The letter was dated November 6, 1969. The moment I received it, I reached a firm decision. To make a possible visit to a country that worked such innocent wonders with the English language, a country that refused to “twist” its visa rules to protect the family character of its version of the Fourth of July, I would even stoop to lying. And so I called on a Cambodian consulate that I had not yet badgered for a visa having truthfully laid my journalistic cards on the table. I was an unknown quantity at the consulate in Vientiane, the sleepy capital of Laos. The friendly lady accepted my self-description as a “company representative,” not quite a lie, and immediately stamped my passport to allow me two weeks of tourism in her country.

    It was with amusement that I first saw Cambodia, and the sign on the Royal Palace grounds to “Beware of the Naughty Elephant!” did not diminish that feeling. Above all, Cambodia was a country in Indochina that remained at peace, and one could enjoy its pleasures — a lovely, well-tended capital, people who much preferred smiling to scowling, the absence of uniformed men, barbed wire, traffic jams, neon signs, or masses of tourists, and, of course, the marvels of Angkor — without feeling that at any moment a grenade would prove it all to be an illusion. The war that was ravaging Vietnam and Laos touched Cambodia only along its border with Vietnam.

    But less than a month after I had left, the Indochinese tragedy engulfed the last country to have been spared. The war that America to this day calls “the Vietnam War” had spread to the third and last of the countries that until the mid-1950s had formed French Indochina. The falsely limiting misnomer ignores the fact that next door to Vietnam, in Laos, the United States Air Force and contingents of Central Intelligence Agency “advisers” had since the early 1960s been participating in extensive fighting by the government army against the Laotian Communists and the North Vietnamese Army. And it continued to be “the Vietnam War” in American parlance even after March 1970, when Cambodia also became part of the Indochinese battleground and remained embattled until 1975. Then all three countries fell under Communist rule.

    And as the insouciant Khmer smile continued to beam when there was nothing to smile about, my sense of Cambodia began to change. The Khmer habit of smiling innocently even at casual passersby whose eyes met theirs had beguiled Western visitors and writers since France’s colonization in the nineteenth century began drawing occasional travelers to the reclusive land. (The Khmers are its dominant indigenous ethnic group.) The coming of full-scale war, which Cambodia had been spared until 1970 and for which it was utterly unprepared, warranted anything but smiles. With every passing day it seemed to me more that Cambodia was a country so alien in our world, so unfamiliar with its harsh ways, that the clash with the brutal reality of a pitiless war, which it had not wanted and would have little say over, would crush it.

    With the encouragement of my editors at the New York Times, I became a regular attendant at Cambodia’s deepening tragedy. The sense of amusement that had first drawn me there was as short-lived as the few weeks that separated my two-week experience of Cambodia in its last days of peace from its descent into war and its appalling sequels. It has been my painful privilege to observe from close up all the phases of what increasingly I came to feel was the doom of a nation ill-used by outside forces and betrayed by most of those of its own who arrogated to themselves power over their people. Nothing that I saw or heard on my most recent visit, at the end of 1997, lightened that sense.

    What follows is an attempt to retrace the events of nearly three decades as seen by a reporter who was granted the privilege of being taken into the confidence of many Cambodians, men and women whom I admired and whose hopes for their country I shared, as well as others. I recall with infinite sadness those among them who paid with their lives for staying when they could have fled, before total darkness enveloped Cambodia for four years that have known no equal in history.

    My thanks go to those, too numerous to mention, who over the years filled me with sympathy for Cambodia and compassion for its ever-suffering people, as well as to those who suffered at the hands of Cambodians. And I thank my publishers, Jeannette and Dick Seaver, for inviting me to try to explain a country whose ultimate secret, I confess, continues to resist my understanding.

    Phnom Penh, Cambodia, and Lagnes, France

    1997-98

  


  Chronology

  First century of the current era — Chinese chronicles tell of the existence of the Kingdom of Funan, precursor of the Khmer (Cambodian) Empire. It covers the south of the Indochinese Peninsula and the north of the Malay Peninsula.

  Seventh century — The Kingdom of Chenla, north of Funan, conquers Funan. The first stone inscriptions in the Khmer language appear. Toward the end of the century, marauders from Java and other islands establish positions of power in Chenla, which is torn by rivalries and internecine conflicts.

  Ninth century — King Jayavarman II establishes stability and secures Chenla’s independence from Java. He founds his capital north of the later site of Angkor.

  889 — King Yasovarman moves the capital to the present site of Angkor. His enlarged realm reaches from what is now southern Laos to the Gulf of Thailand.

  1002-50 — In the reign of Suryavarman I, the Khmer Empire expands to include much of today’s Myanmar (formerly Burma) and reaches farther into the Malay Peninsula in the south and Laos in the north.

  1113-50 — Suryavarman II has Angkor Wat built in his honor and further extends the empire’s sway.

  1177 — The Kingdom of Champa, in today’s central Vietnam, conquers and sacks Angkor.

  1181—Jayavarman VII subjugates Champa. He builds Angkor Thorn and the Bayon, the last of the great royal capitals. His reign is the summit of Cambodia’s greatness.

  1218 —Jayavarman VIPs death marks the beginning of the end of Khmer glory. The rise of the Siamese and Vietnamese kingdoms reduces the Khmers’ hold over the realm.

  Fourteenth century — Siam (now Thailand) twice conquers and sacks Angkor.

  Fifteenth century — A third Siamese conquest in midcentury causes the Khmers to abandon for good their royal capital to the jungle.

  1594 — Siam conquers Lovek, the new capital.

  Seventeenth to nineteenth centuries — The fatally weakened Khmer Kingdom, rent by unending internecine struggles, turns alternately to Siam and Vietnam for aid and protection. The price is great loss of territory, especially to Vietnam, which progressively annexes what is today’s southern Vietnam, including Saigon.

  1864 — France, having colonized Cochin China (now southern Vietnam), obliges King Norodom to sign a treaty making Cambodia a French protectorate.

  1884 — France further reduces the king’s power, making Cambodia, in effect, a colony.

  1941 — France enthrones Prince Norodom Sihanouk, believing it will easily manipulate the eighteen-year-old’s kingship to its advantage. Japan occupies Cambodia as part of its conquest of Southeast Asia.

  1945 —Japan is defeated. Political conflict arises between France, which desires to restore its former colonial hold, and radical Cambodian nationalists, who wish by force to prevent France’s return. Sihanouk chooses the political course of not risking an anticolonial war but negotiating with France for eventual independence. He outmaneuvers both the French and the Cambodian nationalists.

  1953 — Sihanouk dramatically steps up his independence campaign, launching a “royal crusade for independence.” France, preoccupied by its losing war against the Vietnamese Communists, grants independence.

  1954 — The Geneva Conference ratifies the Vietnamese Communist victory and divides independent Vietnam into Communist North and pro-Western South. Cambodia’s undivided independence and its right to accept foreign military assistance are recognized. The United States becomes the principal supplier, but Sihanouk rejects American pressure to abandon neutrality and join an American-led anti-Communist alliance.

  1955 — To take the leading role in the agitated political scene, divided over Cambodia’s role in the civil wars continuing in Vietnam and Laos, King Sihanouk abdicates in favor of his father, Norodom Suramarit, and forms a broad political movement, which wins all seats in Parliament.

  1958 — In new elections, Sihanouk wins more than 99 percent of the popular vote. Opposition is strong among the small educated minority, divided between pro-Westerners, neutralists and Communists. Sihanouk calls the Communists “Khmers Rouges,” or Red Cambodians, and the name Khmer Rouge sticks. Under his increasingly authoritarian and arbitrary rule, all opponents are persecuted. The Communists seek refuge in the countryside and form the nucleus of an underground resistance movement.

  1960 — On King Suramarit’s death, Sihanouk names himself Chief of State.

  1963 — Fearful that the intensifying American involvement in the wars of Vietnam and Laos will engulf Cambodia, Sihanouk cuts off American aid.

  1965 — As American troops enter the war in Vietnam, Sihanouk breaks diplomatic relations with the United States.

  1965-70 — Taking advantage of Cambodia’s military weakness, the Vietnamese Communists install extensive “sanctuaries” for their troops along the Cambodian side of their border. Sihanouk reluctantly tolerates the incursions but urges the Vietnamese to limit their implantation. He also yields to demands that international Communist military aid to Vietnam be received in the port of Sihanoukville and transported across Cambodia to the sanctuaries. American and South Vietnamese troops also violate Cambodia’s neutrality by staging raids against North Vietnamese troops based there. Conflicting foreign pressures contribute to increasingly tense domestic politics.

  1969 — Worried over the mounting Vietnamese Communist presence and its internal fallout, Sihanouk resumes diplomatic relations with the United States. America begins secret bombing of sanctuaries. Sihanouk forms a Salvation Government under Prime Minister Lon Nol and Deputy Prime Minister Prince Sisowath Sirik Matak, Sihanouk’s cousin. Both are strongly anti-Vietnamese and favor rapprochement with the United States.

  January 65 1970 — Sihanouk leaves for an extended trip to France for “health” reasons. He expects that this implicit challenge to Lon Nol and Sirik Matak to solve Cambodia’s mounting problems on their own will cause them to beg him to return to solve the crisis and thus restore his earlier authority.

  March 18,1970 — The Salvation Government deposes Sihanouk after having issued an unenforceable ultimatum to the militarily superior North Vietnamese Communists to withdraw their troops from Cambodia. In defiance, the Vietnamese advance more deeply into Cambodia, whose small, ill-equipped army is incapable of resistance. At the same time, South Vietnamese troops pursue their Communist enemy into Cambodia. Cambodia’s neutrality is destroyed and it becomes part of the Indochinese theater of war.

  March 23, 1970 — Sihanouk meets in China with the Vietnamese and Laotian Communist leaders and makes common cause with them in their struggle against the American-backed regimes in their countries. He heads a united front with his former enemies, the Khmers Rouges, dedicated to defeating the Lon Nol government.

  April 30, 1970 — President Nixon announces that American troops have invaded Cambodia with the aim of eliminating the Vietnamese Communist bases. The invasion is limited in space — thirty kilometers from the South Vietnamese border — and in time — withdrawal before June 30. Lon Nol, after initial hesitation, endorses the invasion, of which Nixon did not inform him in advance. To avoid a battle with the American forces until their withdrawal, the Vietnamese Communist troops move out of their thirty-kilometer reach and more deeply into Cambodia. They conquer Angkor, the symbol of Cambodia’s past greatness, in June. At the end of the month, American ground forces withdraw to Vietnam, but the air force continues bombing throughout Cambodia.

  October 9, 1970 — The Lon Nol government transforms the kingdom into the Khmer Republic. By then, Communist forces, nominally led by Sihanouk, occupy half of Cambodia’s territory. The Khmers Rouges rapidly build up their forces, with the aim of eventually replacing their Vietnamese allies, and conduct their own war.

  September to December 1970 — In the first of its only two offensives in the five years of war, the Lon Nol army fails to drive the Communist troops from the road from Phnom Penh to Angkor.

  February 1971 — Lon Nol suffers a stroke and leaves for two months of treatment in Hawaii. Sirik Matak runs the government in his absence. Lon Nol returns in April, his health and ability to work lastingly impaired, but remains the country’s uncontested leader.

  October 20, 1971 — Lon Nol declares a state of emergency and assumes power to rule by decree.

  October to December 1971 — The government stages its second and last major offensive. Once more the aim is to clear the road to Angkor. It is routed by the Vietnamese Communists.

  March 10, 1972 — Lon Nol names himself president, prime minister, defense minister, and marshal of the armed forces. In a subsequent series of rigged votes, he eliminates all legitimate opposition.

  January 27, 1973 — The United States and North Vietnam sign an agreement in Paris. Both undertake to end military action in Cambodia. American forces withdraw from South Vietnam, and the U.S. Air Force halts bombing in Cambodia.

  February 8, 1973 — Both the United States and North Vietnam violate the Paris agreement. Some North Vietnamese troops remain in Cambodia, and the United States resumes bombing throughout the country.

  June 30, 1973 — Congress orders bombing to halt by August 15. With its termination, Lon Nol’s forces are on their own against the Khmers Rouges, who have recruited sufficient forces to carry forward their war without the aid of Vietnamese Communist troops.

  1973-75 — Fighting on its own, Lon Nol’s army loses all initiative and is reduced by the Khmers Rouges to holding Phnom Penh and other towns, while most of the countryside and its people come under Khmer Rouge domination. Continued American arms and food shipments are Lon Nol’s lifeline.

  April 1, 1975 — With Phnom Penh besieged and Khmer Rouge victory certain, Lon Nol resigns and flees to the United States.

  April 12, 1975 — The United States abandons its embassy in Phnom Penh.

  April 17, 1975 — The Khmers Rouges capture Phnom Penh and complete their victory. They drive the population out of cities, towns, and villages, and under a plan of unprecedented ultra-Communist social engineering, turn Cambodia into a country of large agricultural communes condemned to unattainable self-sufficiency. They abolish money and prohibit all private property, Western medicine, education, and religious practice. The existence of the ruling Communist party and the names of its leaders are kept secret for years. Power is in the hands of a nameless “organization.” Its four years of rule result in the deaths of at least hundreds of thousands (estimates range as high as two million) of Cambodians — by arbitrary execution, starvation, exhaustion from unending overwork, and denial of medical care. The Khmers Rouges no longer need Sihanouk to boost their image and imprison him in the Royal Palace in Phnom Penh. When the existence of the ruling Communist party is finally disclosed, its leader is identified as Pol Pot, nom de guerre of Saloth Sar.

  April 30, 1975 — North Vietnamese Communist troops capture Saigon (renamed Ho Chi Minh City), ending the war in Vietnam. Shortly thereafter, the Communists also seize power in Laos, completing the Communist victory in the Indochina War.

  1976 — Vietnam is reunified.

  1977 — Reports from Vietnamese refugees in Southeast Asia tell of Cambodian military incursions into Vietnam, nominally a brotherly Communist country. Vietnam retaliates with a limited invasion into the border area.

  December 31, 1977 — Cambodia breaks off diplomatic relations with Vietnam, the first such act between two Communist countries. It accuses Vietnam of aggression. A year of local skirmishes and mutual vituperation between the former allies follows.

  December 1978 — Vietnam establishes the Kampuchean United Front for National Salvation in the “liberated zone” — Cambodian territory occupied by Vietnam. The front consists of Khmer Rouge soldiers captured by Vietnam, Khmer Rouge leaders who escaped to Vietnam during extensive purges in their ranks, and civilian refugees from Khmer Rouge rule. Under the cover of the front, Vietnam mounts a full-scale invasion of Cambodia by its army.

  January 7, 1979 — The Vietnamese Army captures Phnom Penh. Pol Pot and his government escape to the Thai border, where they establish themselves with Thai and Chinese support and under the benevolent eyes of the United States and the West in general. The Khmers Rouges send Sihanouk to the United Nations to argue their case, but he defects. Most of the world considers Vietnam^ invasion a greater evil than the Pol Pot regime it overthrew. Vietnam installs a Communist puppet regime of Khmer Rouge defectors and changes the name of the country to the People’s Republic of Kampuchea.

  February 17, 1979 — The Chinese Army invades northern Vietnam in a limited but destructive punitive strike in retaliation for Vietnam’s action against Cambodia, China’s ally. It withdraws sixteen days later. Vietnam, closely allied with the Soviet Union, is viewed as a hostile force by China.

  September 3, 1981 — Under pressure from China and their Southeast Asian neighbors, Sihanouk and the principal anti-Communist resistance movement, headed by a conservative former prime minister, Son Sann, agree reluctantly to join with their Khmer Rouge enemy in a united front of opposition to Vietnam and its Cambodian puppet regime. In 1982 they form the Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea. Sihanouk is named as its head.

  1985 — Mikhail S. Gorbachev becomes Soviet leader and cuts Soviet military and economic aid to Vietnam, which depended heavily on it. As a result, Vietnam decides to reduce its costly occupation of Cambodia.

  1986 — Vietnam and Thailand, on behalf of non-Communist Southeast Asia, begin informal talks on a peaceful settlement of the Cambodian issue.

  1987 — Sihanouk on behalf of the Coalition Government and Prime Minister Hun Sen of the pro-Vietnamese regime in Phnom Penh begin negotiations.

  1988 — Negotiations open between all the partners in the Coalition Government and the Vietnamese-installed Phnom Penh regime.

  1989 — The Phnom Penh government nominally renounces communism and changes the country’s name from the People’s Republic of Kampuchea to the State of Cambodia. Vietnam withdraws its last occupation troops.

  September 10, 1990 — The Supreme National Council is formed. It unites the pro-Vietnamese government of Hun Sen and the partners in Sihanouk’s Coalition Government — the Khmers Rouges, Sihanouk’s supporters, and the anti-Communist and anti-Vietnamese Son Sann movement. In 1991 Sihanouk is appointed as its head.

  October 23, 1991 — Seventeen nations and all the Cambodian factions of the Supreme National Council sign in Paris an “Agreement on a Comprehensive Political Settlement of the Cambodia Conflict.” It provides for an end to the fighting between the Phnom Penh government and the Khmers Rouges and other anti-Vietnamese forces, disarmament of all factions, and creation of “a neutral political environment conducive to free and fair general elections.” It establishes a United Nations Transitional Authority (UNTAC) with civilian and military components to implement the Paris Agreement.

  March 1992—Yasushi Akashi and Lieutenant General John Sanderson take up their posts, respectively, as head of UNTAC and its military commander. UNTAC deploys a multinational force of six thousand officials and sixteen thousand troops throughout Cambodia to oversee implementation of the Paris Agreement of 1991.

  May 30, 1992 —Akashi and Sanderson bow to a Khmer Rouge refusal to let them pass through territory near the Thai border under Khmer Rouge control. As the Khmers Rouges progressively renege on their obligations under the Paris Agreement, the Hun Sen government, which controls most of the country, follows suit. UNTAC implicitly accepts that the proposed cantonment of troops and disarmament are a dead letter and concentrates all efforts on organizing free elections. The Hun Sen regime, through its long-established hold over most of Cambodia, sabotages creation of a neutral political atmosphere. It instigates widespread political violence, mainly against the pro-Sihanouk royalist party headed by Sihanouk’s son, Prince Norodom Ranariddh.

  May 1993 — Royalists win elections, gaining 45 percent of the vote despite the intimidation of voters by Hun Sen’s ex-Communist People’s party. They obtain a plurality of Parliament seats. Hun Sen refuses to accept the result and stages a secession of the eastern provinces. Sihanouk bows to pressure, fearing civil war, and assures Hun Sen that despite his election defeat he will be given equal power to govern, together with Ranariddh.

  September 24, 1993 — Sihanouk is chosen as king. He names Ranariddh first prime minister and Hun Sen second prime minister. The king, ill with cancer, avoids Cambodia, presumably because of a growing sense of futility over his incapacity to direct Cambodia’s course. He spends most of his time in China and North Korea, the countries that gave him asylum during his years in exile in the five years of war against Lon Nol, from 1970 to 1975.

  1996-97 — The Ranariddh-Hun Sen coalition, which had become frayed, breaks apart, making government ineffective. Open political warfare by numerous factions opposes both leaders. Hun Sen, who has maintained his control over the countryside and administration that was conferred on him under the Vietnamese occupation, is in a position of superior strength. Both sides seek the support of elements of the Khmers Rouges, whose long years of unity have given way to factional rivalries. One of their principal leaders, Ieng Sary, defects. The government rewards him with personal rule over the rich Pailin region on the Thai border, long under Khmer Rouge control. Khmer Rouge dissension erupts into factional fighting. Pol Pot has his defense minister, Son Sen, and his family murdered. He, in turn, is seized by his top military commander, Ta Mok, “tried,” and sentenced to life imprisonment in a Khmer Rouge jungle encampment on the Thai border.

  March 30, 1997 — Grenades are thrown at a rally in front of Parliament called by former finance minister Sam Rainsy, the most outspoken opposition leader, a royalist. At least fifteen are killed; evidence points to Hun Sen’s responsibility.

  July 5-6, 1997 — After both prime ministers, Ranariddh and Hun Sen, bolster their personal military forces in Phnom Penh, Hun Sen stages a military coup d’état against all his opponents and their leaders — Ranariddh, Sam Rainsy, and Son Sann. Many of their principal aides are murdered. Their headquarters and personal residences are pillaged. They seek safety in exile, although Sam Rainsy returns several months later. Hun Sen reestablishes the status quo that existed before the Paris Agreement: he and his People’s party, the renamed pro-Vietnamese Communists, are in full control of Cambodia, except for small encampments on the Thai border of Khmer Rouge and forces loyal to Ranariddh. Hun Sen postpones the elections due in May 1998.

  April 1998 — Pol Pot dies after Hun Sen troops capture the last Khmer Rouge stronghold. His body is incinerated without verification whether he died of natural causes.
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  Hope Is for the Unborn: 1998

  UNITED NATIONS officials stationed in the poorest counts I tries of the world share an understandable inclination to work themselves into a constant state of determined optimism about their mission. Without persuading themselves regularly that a brighter future lies ahead, they could hardly face the misery that surrounds them and go about their endeavors to relieve it. Andrew Morris, head of the Cambodian health services of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), was taking the most hopeful possible view of Cambodia as the year 1997 was drawing to a close.

  “I don’t think there is a good outlook for this generation,” he said, speaking deliberately. “The hope is for the Cambodians not yet born.”

  Thus the understating Englishman was writing off with pained realism hope for a decent life for today’s Cambodians, including the youngest, the generation that is his professional concern at the UNICEF. What is true for today’s children in this grossly misgoverned country surely applies with even greater validity to their elders in a nation of more than ten million, half of whom are under eighteen years old. And yet, not long ago the world was hypocritically congratulating itself on having halted Cambodia’s distress and set Southeast Asia’s stepchild on a course toward peace and recovery.

  Since 1970, when it was plunged into the Indochina War, which had begun with the Vietnamese rising against French colonial rule and lasted until the Communist victories in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia in 1975, Cambodia has suffered the worst that this callous century has devised. It struggled through five years of bloody civil conflict with the destructive intervention of bellicose foreign powers, four years of a genocidal revolutionary regime, then liberation through invasion and a decade of military occupation by Vietnam, a hated and feared big neighbor, and throughout these years unceasing internecine warfare on its soil, continuing to this day.

  Then came the promise of decisive change; at last better days seemed ahead. As the final decade of the century opened, the mightiest powers of the world were rearranging their conflictual mutual relationships. They agreed with considerable fanfare at a drawn-out conference in Paris in 1991 to help ease tensions among themselves by removing the irritant of a small Indochinese country of low intrinsic importance to any of them. At a cost of about two billion dollars, which was spent mainly to transport to Cambodia and maintain there for eighteen months twenty-two thousand aliens — soldiers, police, administrators, diplomats, and experts in varied fields from all corners of the globe — the big powers and Cambodia’s neighbors charged the United Nations with implementing the Paris Agreement.

  How the warring Cambodian Communist leaderships — Pol Pot’s Khmers Rouges and the Vietnamese-installed government of Hun Sen — retaining their crude methods of rule even after forswearing their old doctrines, subverted the very notions of peace and reconciliation to which they agreed in Paris will be related later. So will the sequels of this sabotage: how the international community, determined to rid itself of the Cambodian bone of contention at any cost, pronounced to be a success a mission that had largely failed, and how Cambodia’s politicians of all persuasions undermined the single substantial achievement of the international enterprise, the surprisingly popular and clean elections. Following the adoption of a constitution by the newly elected National Assembly, the aliens left. In September 1993, for the first time since war began in March 1970, Cambodians were on their own, relying on the actions of their own elected political leaders.

  The leaders betrayed them, much as earlier leaders had done. The incompetence and venality of most of Cambodia’s political class has been an unfortunate constant since the country regained its independence from French colonialism in 1953.

  Cambodia today is still governed by Second Prime Minister Hun Sen, the same pugnacious leader who ruled thuggishly before the elections, which he and his party lost. The winner yielded to his threat of force. The country has regained a king, who under the constitution adopted by the National Assembly is to serve as the ultimate arbiter of the political process. But Norodom Sihanouk, who represented most Cambodians’ hopes for a restoration of normality in their stricken land, is a futile, ailing, absentee monarch, alternately condemning or cajoling, largely by fax from Beijing, the three, yes, three, competing prime ministers of Cambodia.

  Political opponents have been murdered, detained, tortured, or have fled into exile, with predictable effect on free political expression and the outlook for future honest elections. The powers that rule are openly criticized largely from the safety of exile or, at far higher risk, by Cambodians who enjoy the limited protection of dual nationality. Freedom of the press survives shakily, often at the cost of unsolved murders and attempted murders of critical journalists. Many provincial and district leaders, as well as military commanders, act as independent warlords, using troops as criminal gangs. These men of power are protected by a totally political judiciary, always at the service of the executive. Lawlessness is the rule. The National Assembly is dormant. Corruption flourishes from the highest to the lowest level of office-holders. And as the rich proudly flaunt their wealth and power, Cambodia’s patient and passive people watch their country’s treasures vanish into criminal hands, while their leaders mock the people’s rights and ignore their needs.

  All this may be written off as politics as usual in a country of low political culture, stemming from the harrowing history that Cambodians alive today feel in their bones. It may be reversible. But Cambodia is not just an underdeveloped, misruled country like so many others. It is afflicted with the catastrophic cumulative effects of the destruction of its society in the four years of Khmer Rouge tyranny. These years of horror were preceded by the authoritarian regime of Sihanouk, the once and present king, and five years of war, from 1970 to 1975, between the manic Khmers Rouges and the incompetent, American-supported Lon Nol. There followed a Vietnamese-imposed puppet government that has held, in effect, uninterrupted power since 1979, despite the United Nations operation and the elections of 1993.

  Cambodia is a puppet no longer; it gained national independence when Vietnamese occupation troops voluntarily withdrew in 1989. But the Hun Sen regime has never obtained legitimacy in the eyes of Cambodians. It was not the government that they elected when for the first time in their history they were allowed to vote honestly and freely in 1993. It imposed itself, with the complicity of King Sihanouk. Nor have Cambodians forgotten that their present rulers were not victims of the Khmers Rouges, like the overwhelming majority of their generation, but men who held positions of regional or local command in Pol Pot’s machine until that paranoiac monster began devouring its own, and they fled to Vietnam for their lives. And some did not convert to less murderous politics until after the Vietnamese invaders drove the Khmers Rouges from power.

  So the reflections that made Andrew Morris, the UNICEF official, deliver so pessimistic a verdict for the chances of today’s Cambodians, basing his judgment on the disastrous state of health and education of their children and their mothers, are only a part of Cambodia’s enduring crisis. But his diagnosis of a gravely incapacitated country affects the very basis of the chances for recovery and is substantially shared by doctors, mid-wives, nurses, and educators working in the towns and villages of Cambodia and by educated Cambodians and resident foreigners who view the country with sympathy and compassion. Not all foreigners do. Many are led to unsympathetic and harsh judgments by their impatience with the Cambodians’ prevalent passivity before the challenges of life, and by their “imperfect understanding” of modernity as viewed by non-Cambodians. This understanding leads to responses that outsiders view as erratic or irrational. There is also antagonism over the high level of insecurity, corruption, the bureaucracy’s dilatory ways and devious business practices. Much of this was also true in the past.

  A great deal of the Cambodian tragedy is visible to the naked eye. The capital city of Phnom Penh, before 1970 the trimmest and most cared-for in the region, is today reflective of a society that has been battered and overturned. “Phnom Penh is a lot dirtier, but I still recognize it,” said a woman, back from France for her first visit in more than twenty years. “But the faces! They are no longer the same people.” She did not mean that, like all Cambodians, she is reminded wherever she turns of family members, friends, and acquaintances whose lives were extinguished in the years of genocide. That goes without saying and applies, to a lesser degree, also to foreigners like myself, who have been witnesses to Cambodia’s travails over many years. What the woman remarked on was the profound change that has taken place in Phnom Penh’s population, which has nearly doubled from the 600,000 who lived there in 1970. It is no longer the urban mix of roughly equal numbers of Cambodians, Chinese, and Vietnamese of prewar Phnom Penh that made it a city of considerable civility. It collapsed only when in 1970 the Lon Nol regime unleashed a fearful pogrom against the Vietnamese population.

  The capital has become a city of country folk. The Khmers Rouges emptied it in 1975, and in their genocidal madness they killed city dwellers even more readily than peasants. Under their draconian regime, few Cambodians succeeded in escaping to foreign asylum. The outflow of refugees that followed the Vietnamese invasion four years later contained a disproportionate share of educated city dwellers who had somehow survived and who understandably had given up hope of being able to rebuild their lives in their country. At the same time, rural people headed into the city from the blighted, war-torn countryside. They hoped to find security, paid jobs, food, shelter, and medical care dispensed by the international aid organizations centered there. They found instead the same poverty that they left behind, but in a setting totally unfamiliar to them.

  In their overwhelming majority the rural settlers in Phnom Penh never became urbanized. It takes family links in the city, a level of education never available to them, and urban employment to change the families of subsistence farmers into city dwellers. Phnom Penh has become a city whose residents live rural lives of the most restricted horizons in an urban setting. This is desperately difficult. They no longer belong to a larger community and are separated from their extended families, which gave cohesion to Cambodia’s villages. They no longer grow their own food, draw water from a well or a stream, or gather their firewood near their houses. In the city, they must pay for these necessities or do without, and they have very little to pay with. What they can do, wherever they are, is raise household animals. Pigs, chickens, or ducks were as uncommon in prewar Phnom Penh as in New York. Today they are part of city life, along with an occasional lumbering water buffalo for good measure. The Tuol Sleng concentration camp, a former school close to the city center, was a site of torture and death for an estimated total of sixteen thousand men, women, and children in Pol Pot’s days. Now its chambers of horror are a stop on the conducted-tour circuit. The pigsties of its neighbors encroach upon the grounds of the memorial.

  The center of the city and its surrounding residential quarters have taken on an air of superficial, unhealthy, robber-baron development — bank buildings, hotels, office blocks, and the pompous villas of the newly rich, but no housing for those whose ill-paid labor serves them. A day of rain makes the poorly maintained and overburdened drainage system overflow and leaves deep, stagnant pools and puddles that make streets impassable for days. The farther one goes from the center, the denser become the shantytown slums, rickety huts leaning precariously one against the other. The reek of poverty announces the lack of sanitation and the prevalence of ever-mounting heaps of rotting garbage long before its festering source comes into sight. The vast slums of Phnom Penh make even the low official estimates of the availability of safe drinking water and toilets seem optimistic indeed.

  “Most poor Cambodians, whether in rural or urban areas, use water from unprotected wells and springs and have no access to toilets of any kind,” said the Cambodia Human Development Report, issued at the end of 1997 by the government and the United Nations Development Program. Children, often naked and almost always barefoot, abound, cheerful despite it all, and women outnumber men by far. “In some regions as many as 50 per cent of all families are headed by women; in other regions the proportion is 20 per cent, but nowhere is it lower,” UNICEF has found. In a society in which upheavals and poverty have broken traditional extended-family and village links of mutual caring and substituted an “every man for himself” way of life, it is a severe handicap to have no man in the house.

  “A Cambodian child is more likely to die before the age of 1 year than a child in any other country in the East Asia and Pacific Region,” the latest UNICEF report states. In numbers, this means that 110 of 1,000 Cambodian children die before reaching their first birthday. The regional average is 42. And 181 children in 1,000 do not live until the age of 5. Pregnancy for a Cambodian woman is a condition of maximum risk. Between 650 and 900 die of complications, accidents in labor, or abortions per 100,000 births, one of the highest rates in the world. Among foreign health workers in the cities and the countryside, there is a strong belief that official statistics underestimate reality. In Cambodia, the gloomiest estimates have always proved closer to the truth.

  Florence Beauvilliers is a French midwife who has worked for more than two years on behalf of Médecins Sans Frontières in the remote northern province of Stung Treng, which borders on Laos. There she married a Cambodian doctor. “We have no idea of the mortality rate of mothers or babies, but it must be enormous,” she said. “Pregnant women die if there is the least complication. The educational level is very low, and almost all births take place at home with traditional midwives. They don’t know how to spot difficult births in advance. The women are taken to town by oxcart or boat at the last moment, and they arrive too late. Hygiene? They don’t know what that is in Stung Treng.” Dr. Beat Richner, a Swiss pediatrician who runs an exemplary children’s hospital that he created virtually single-handedly in Phnom Penh, said, “There is a vicious cycle of diarrhea and malnutrition, the consequence of the hygiene of poverty.”

  Poverty accounts for the poor state of health and nutrition. About one-half of all children under five are either stunted in growth or underweight. There is little “wasting” of bodies from acute famines, as in the disaster-prone sub-Sahara belt in Africa. The stunting of Cambodia’s children stems from long-term, chronic undernourishment, the consequence of unrelieved poverty. The illnesses that give Cambodians born today a poor life expectancy of little more than fifty years (sixty-six and sixty-nine years, respectively, in neighboring Vietnam and Thailand) are those of poverty and wretched living conditions. Tuberculosis, respiratory infections, and diarrhea, as well as malaria, inherent in a land of forests, take a heavy toll. “The TB problem is one of the worst in the world,” said Dr. Georg Petersen, a Norwegian who directs the Phnom Penh office of the World Health Organization.

  The AIDS scourge has not spared Cambodia. After an encouragingly slow start, due to the country’s comparative isolation until the 1990s, the spread of the illness has more than caught up. A 1997 report issued jointly by the government and a number of aid donors states succinctly: “The Kingdom of Cambodia has the most serious HIV/AIDS epidemic in Asia with many contributing factors which suggest that the epidemic has the potential to cause Cambodia to become one of the worst affected countries in the world.”

  The most reliable estimates put the number of cases of HIV-positive patients at 70,000 to 120,000 in late 1996, and the yearly number of new infections at 17,000 to 25,000. The spread of this illness, too, is a result of poverty and the unraveled social fabric, which has driven more Cambodian women than ever before into prostitution. The illness is due in more than 90 percent of cases to heterosexual transmission, largely by prostitutes, in a country where terminating an evening out among men with a visit to a brothel is not uncustomary. More than 40 percent of the prostitutes in Cambodia’s plentiful brothels tested HIV-positive in late 1996. As many as 35 percent of the prostitutes are minors.

  Cambodians receive little medical care, and care badly for themselves. Public health services were destroyed in the Khmer Rouge reign and haltingly restored with very limited means under Vietnamese occupation. The frail structure collapsed completely when communism was officially abolished in 1989 and greed in the name of economic liberalism became the official creed. A slow rebuilding began after the 1993 elections, largely through the efforts of foreign donors and nongovernmental aid organizations. A plan for a rational system has been adopted by a willing Health Ministry, but Dr. Petersen emphasized that “a tremendous improvement for delivering health services” now exists “on paper.” The Human Development Report states that for the time being, “Cambodia has one of the lowest rates of utilization of health services in the world … a Cambodian has only 0.35 medical contacts with the organized health services each year.”

  Dr. Petersen described the effect of the abandonment of Communist ideology. “Between 1989 and ‘93 everything collapsed,” he said. “Since 93 there is unchecked capitalism. Medicines are sold everywhere in open shops. Even the poorest people spend 7 to 8 percent of their earnings on their health. There are all the side effects of the explosive development of a totally unchecked system. There is incredible misuse of drugs.”

  Dr. Natacha Prandy, who came to Cambodia as a pediatrician for the Russian community, which was large in the days of the Soviet Union, and stayed on as a general practitioner for Médecins du Monde, a private French relief organization, summarized the fatal link between lack of education and bad health. “They don’t know how to take care of themselves,” she said. “First they go to the traditional doctor. Most are charlatans. The illness gets worse. Then they go to the pharmacist, most of whom are not pharmacists but drug-sellers. They say they have a stomachache, and he sells them what he wants. They have been to a fake doctor and a fake pharmacist, and often they have been given a fake medicine. They take any drug that they are given. Then, when they are so sick they can no longer work they come to a hospital. And often they arrive too late. The public health system hardly exists. Doctors are very badly trained. They over-prescribe dangerously, four antibiotics at a time, why not? They are ignorant of the most elementary things. I know of a fifteen-year-old girl who went blind because of a prescribed massive overdose of quinine.”

  The effect of chronic malnutrition, stunting, and frequent illnesses on the low state of education is evident. Prolonged absences are common. The average village child suffers four to six episodes of respiratory infections and the same number of attacks of long-lasting diarrhea a year, Andrew Morris said. There is also a “tremendous impact on learning ability from severe and widespread goiter,’ resulting from iodine deficiency, according to the UNICEF health official. Of the country’s twenty provinces, nine have a goiter rate of more than 20 percent among schoolchildren, four of them surpassing 30 percent. “The goiter can be undone, but the children can’t catch up unless iodine is introduced while they are very young,” according to Morris, who is a pharmacist. Only 15 percent of the salt used in Cambodia is iodized; it is sold mainly in the border regions that are supplied from Vietnam or Thailand.

  How much can be expected from an education system that started from zero in 1979? After the Pol Pot years, in which schools were abolished, only three hundred Cambodians with a higher education were left in the country. Most were employed in the varied tasks of recreating a national administration. A handful were gathered to recruit teachers — almost anybody able to read, write, and do simple sums — and write new textbooks, relying on their own memories from school days and on the political guidelines laid down by the Vietnamese Communist party. The books were astonishingly ideological, dedicated to the nigh-impossible tasks of making enthusiastic Communists of an inert population, people who had just emerged from martyrdom under a Communist regime, and of making Cambodians admire Vietnam. Many are still in use while new texts are being prepared and distributed, said Jean-Michel Le Pecq, who heads a European Community program to rebuild primary education. A program of deletion of political content has left pupils with many pages more white than black and befuddling breaks in continuity.
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