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INTRODUCTION
I could only have entered one camp for one day without my camera and had to always be in the presence
of military personnel. So my COERR pass was like
gold. After a week, the pass arrived and I went to the
border.

In 1989, I learned that over 350,000 people were in
Cambodian refugee camps along the Thai-Cambodian
border as a result of war in Cambodia. During the
1980s, I had been monitoring the growth of the U.S.
military industrial complex and wars abroad but had
never heard of the presence of these camps.

My base was Aranyaprathet, a border town in close
proximity to the camps. In 1990, I brought my still
camera. In 1992, I also brought my video camera,
a tripod and microphone so that I could interview
people in the camps. On each visit I stayed in the
camps six days. When I returned home my assistant
Craig Johnson transcribed the interviews.

In 1990, I visited three Cambodian refugee camps,
Kao-I-Dang, Site 2 and Site 8, in order to better understand the aftermath of war and its effect on the
people who survived. However, gaining access to the
camps was a complex process. I had been assured by
the American Embassy in the U.S. that all I had to do
was to go to the U.S. Embassy in Bangkok and apply
for a camp pass. I would have to wait a week and then
return to pick it up.

After returning home I continued to interview and
photograph Cambodian people, both in Phnom Penh,
Cambodia and Long Beach, California, to better
understand the effect of war on their lives and their
efforts to revitalize Cambodian culture, language and
religion, which they feared would disappear.

Some friends had introduced me to a Thai woman in
the United States who thought I should experience
Vipassana Meditation before going into the camps.
She made arrangements for me to do a ten day Buddhist retreat in Bangkok. My meditation teacher was
a wonderful person who suggested that I would benefit from knowing a political science professor who
taught at Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok. After
the meditation retreat I went to the U.S. Embassy and
learned that my camp pass had been denied. The bottom fell out of my world. How could I do my photographic project to understand the aftermath of war.

The following is my attempt to communicate my
understanding of this piece of Cambodian history
through images and interviews. The interviews are
especially important because embedded in the stories are experiences which weave together to provide
a more textural understanding of what happened
from a personal perspective during and after the
wars in Cambodia. It is through these stories that we
can truly understand history.

The next morning I called the political science professor at 7:30 a.m. We made an appointment to meet at
Chulalongkorn University at 3:30 p.m. that afternoon.
When she heard about my project she called Father
Peter Sawang, a Catholic priest living at St. Louis
Hospital in Bangkok. He happened to be in his room
and invited me to meet with him after mass the next
morning. We spent the day together.

Father Sawang had been the head of COERR (Catholic Office for Emergency Relief and Refugees), a Thai
Catholic refugee organization. The main COERR office
was located at St. Louis hospital. When he heard
about my project, he picked up the phone and made
an appointment for me to meet the current director
of COERR that afternoon. By the time I left the hospital COERR had agreed to apply to the Thai military
for my camp pass. This meant that I could enter the
camps for many days, photograph in the camps and
not have to be accompanied by a member of the Thai
military. Had I received a pass from the U.S. Embassy

I am eternally grateful to all of the people who allowed me to photograph and interview them.
Margot Grant and Don Smith, dedicated workers in
the refugee camps at the Thai-Cambodian border,
generously helped me navigate the camps, both
physically and conceptually and Tim Grant clarified
the physical dangers which residents endured on a
daily basis.
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I am grateful to Khatharya Um for her clarification of
Cambodian history, to Sandra Matthews, Cheryl De
Ciantis, Deborah Krall and Nancy Buchanan for their
in-depth editing of the book and to Toni Clark and
Laura Silagi for their generosity in critically reviewing the manuscript. It is easy to forget that the effects
of war continue for generations. This book is my effort to understand and make visible the aftermath of
war and the challenges and dilemmas that confronted
and still confront Cambodian people in their struggle
to survive.

Short History of Cambodia

refused to join SEATO (Southeast Asian Treaty Organization) or support US involvement in Southeast Asia or
in the Cold War. Sihanouk was acutely aware of the fact
that Cambodia is a small country surrounded by much
larger powers, all of which belonged to one ideological
camp or another. That was why he tried to adopt neutralism as a way of not choosing one side but choosing
to work with all sides. He accepted aid from China and
until 1963 he also accepted aid from the US.

From the 9th century to the 15th century a series of
monarchs in the area of Siem Reap successively ruled
the Khmer Empire, each generating monumental buildings during their reign. Angkor Wat, a temple built in
the early 12th century, is the largest religious complex
in the world. Prior to the 14th century the Cambodian
empire expanded to include the region known as Thailand today and the area today considered to be South
Vietnam.

To fully understand the geo-politics of the region, one
must understand the roles that China, the USSR and the
United States played in this history. In 1972 President
Nixon went to China which began a process of normalizing diplomatic relations between the two countries.
When the United States lost the Vietnam War and withdrew from Vietnam in 1975, in order not to jeopardize
their new relationship with the United States, China
withdrew its material support of Vietnam and shifted
it to Cambodia. The USSR filled in the void of material
support for Vietnam that had been provided by China
and as a result tensions between China and the USSR
escalated.

However, the Khmer Empire lost power and shrank
after 1431 AD as the Mon people in the west (today
known as Thailand) and the Cham people in the east
(an area that is part of modern Vietnam), became stronger and took over large parts of the Cambodian. By the
end of the 18th century Siam had control over most of
the western part of Cambodia, including Siem Reap,
and Vietnam had control over the area known today as
South Vietnam. The country of Cambodia almost ceased
to exist.
In 1863 the King of Cambodia, worried that Cambodia might be entirely absorbed by Siam and Vietnam,
established a relationship with France that culminated
in the establishment of the French protectorate over
Cambodia. Except for a brief period during WWII when
the Japanese controlled Cambodia, the French occupied
Cambodia until 1953 when Cambodia became an independent state. In 1949 the French ceded Kampuchea
Krom (also known as Cochinchina or South Vietnam) to
Vietnam. Hundreds of thousands of people of Cambodian heritage found themselves living in Vietnam. These
people are known as Khmer Krom.

China was concerned that its northern and southern
borders were increasingly adjacent to USSR-allied
countries. When Vietnam invaded Cambodia in 1979
and took over the country, the Chinese saw themselves
increasingly surrounded by USSR-allied countries of
Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. As a reprisal for invading
Cambodia, China invaded Vietnam in 1979 and waged
a very short war that had devastating material consequences for Vietnam, which was trying to stabilize after
the war with the United States and Cambodia.
Sihanouk’s leadership resulted in women gaining the
right to vote and education expanding in Cambodia.
However, he did not generate industrial and technological growth or significant economic reforms and as
a result, during the 1960s, an increasingly educated
population had no way to apply their education after
graduation and they could not find jobs.

In 1941, Norodom Sihanouk, a 19 year old student, was
selected by the French to be the king of Cambodia. Both
he and Saloth Sar (later known as Pol Pot) had studied
in France. Sihanouk influenced by Marxist philosophy.
He believed in the wat (Buddhist temple) social and
spiritual system which is the center of the religious,
social, economic and educational life of the village. His
concept of Buddhist Socialism was a nonaligned stance
linked to his ‘populist’ platform. Pol Pot, leader of the
Khmer Rouge (KR), having witnessed what he believed
was the corruption of the growing middle class in Cambodia, wanted to return Cambodia to a pure egalitarian
state by leveling all people to the status of illiterate
peasants and building an agrarian and industrial state
from the ground up with their efforts.
In 1953, Sihanouk declared the independence of Cambodia from France. During the mid 1950s Sihanouk

He also employed family members in an increasingly
corrupt government and manipulated elections so
that the emerging middle class lost faith in his regime.
And he became more interested in film making and
performing than in governing so that by the late 1960s
urban educated Cambodians were ready for a change.
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Sihanouk was more interested in keeping peace than
in waging war. However, to do so necessitated getting
involved in the conflict but aiding all sides rather than
choosing one side or the other. He also recognized that

staying out of the conflict was impossible because
of geopolitics. In the late 1960s he allowed weapons
from China to enter Cambodia via Sihanoukville to
be transported north to the Viet Cong and he allowed
the United States to bomb the Vietnamese along the
Cambodian border as long as they did not bomb Cambodia. In 1969, the United States began 14 months of
secret bombings inside Cambodia. Between 1969 and
1975 the United States dropped three times as many
bombs on Cambodia than it dropped on Japan during
WWII.

like roads and dams. The KR traded most of the food
and other things produced by the people to China and
other countries in exchange for their aid. This led to
widespread starvation and depletion of Cambodia’s
mineral, vegetable and animal resources.

Lon Nol became the first prime minister of Cambodia
in 1970, ending a monarchic tradition. The United
States backed this regime. The kingdom of Cambodia
became the Khmer Republic. This came about shortly
after the onslaught of war because of the sizeable
Vietnamese communist military presence that was
already inside Cambodia. By 1970, the Khmer Rouge
(KR) numbered 3,000. The movement was insipid
and played only a supporting role until 1972 when
rural reform was largely introduced. Although the Pol
Pot group had always had issues with the Vietnamese, the tension between them became pronounced
after 1972, largely after the signing of the peace
agreement with the US when the KR would not submit to Vietnam’s demand that they hold off their push
to victory.
As the Vietnamese continued to move into Cambodia,
the U.S. intensified its bombing deeper into Cambodia and in very heavily populated places. By 1973,
when a peace accord with the US and Vietnam ended
the fighting with Vietnamese, simultaneously the
war shifted to Cambodia between the Khmer Rouge
and Sihanouk forces on one side fighting against
Lon Nol forces fortified by the United States. Millions of people were displaced due to the war and
by 1975 Phnom Penh swelled to over three million
people. Peasant support for the Khmer Rouge grew,
especially because they perceived that Sihanouk was
allied with them. The U.S. airlifted 30 - 40 millions
tons of food into the country every day to staunch the
growing famine in the country. This infusion of food
stopped when the U.S. left Cambodia in April of 1975.

Due to the weakness of the Lon Nol forces and miscalculations by the U.S., by April of 1975, the U.S. withdrew from Phnom Penh and on April 17, 1975, the
Khmer Rouge entered Phnom Penh and took over the
country. Sihanouk lived in Phnom Penh under house
arrest. The KR emptied all urban centers and sent
urban people to the countryside to live like peasants
and work on agricultural and infrastructure projects
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From April 1975 to January 1979, living and working conditions became increasingly unbearable, food
became scarcer and atrocities escalated as young KR
cadres violated workers, usually at the direction of
their leaders, and KR leaders became more violent.
90% of literate people were eliminated. 65% of the
Buddhist monks disappeared and 90% of their books
were destroyed. The people of Cambodia were devastated both physically and spiritually. The KR leadership became increasingly paranoid, creating purges
which they justified by proposing to cleanse Cambodia of all foreign influence. KR soldiers who had been
trained or who had lived in Vietnam were killed.

By the time the war was over, over two million Cambodian people had died from starvation, disease or
genocide and over two million people were displaced.
The country was in physical ruin and Cambodian
people suffered from the trauma of ten years of war,
four years under KR rule.
However, fighting in Cambodia did not cease in 1979.
Even though the Vietnamese took over the Cambodian government in 1979 and a Paris Peace Accord was
signed in 1991, fighting between the Khmer Rouge
(PDK), Vietnamese (CPP), the KPNLF (a moderate
political party) and Sihanouk forces (FUNCINPEC)
continued until 1999 when the KR ceased fighting.

When Vietnamese troops took over Cambodia in
January of 1979, a flood of refugees poured out of its
western border and into Thailand. Heng Samarin became the head of state and the Vietnamese-controlled
Party of Democratic Kampuchea (PDK) became the
state party. In 1984, Vietnamese-backed government
forces in Cambodia launched a major offensive on the
western border of Cambodia to destroy rebel settlements and camps there, resulting in a new wave of
refugees fleeing across the border. Ultimately over
600,000 people left Cambodia.
While many refugee camps both inside Cambodia
and Thailand had developed by the end of the 1970s,
major camps in Thailand supported by the United
Nations and international relief organizations did not
fully develop until the early 1980s. The early camps
inside Cambodia were often run by the Khmer Rouge
and people reported that life in those camps was no
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The Khmer Rouge took control of Cambodia from
1975 -1979. To understand its importance to the region one must look at the larger map and geo-politics
at that time. In 1972, after Nixon visited China, the
United States and China began a process of establishing diplomatic relations. In order not to interfere
with their growing relationship, after 1975 China
gradually withdrew its aid from Vietnam and focused
on supporting the war waged by the Khmer Rouge in
Cambodia. From 1975 - 1979 China provided the KR
with material support for that war in exchange for
food and natural resources from Cambodia.
Support for Vietnam then increasingly came
from the USSR. China, which is bordered on the north
by the USSR, experienced this USSR support of aid
and missile basing on its southern border with Vietnam as a potential threat.
When the Khmer Rouge began overt aggression against Vietnamese troops and villages at their
border in the 1970s, the Vietnamese became increasingly protective of Vietnamese land and people. Cambodians believe that much of what is Vietnam today
was historically Cambodia, especially the area historically known as South Vietnam. So, they are especially
sensitive to Vietnamese presence in Cambodia and
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viewed the retaliatory war by the Vietnamese as Vietnam’s desire to take over Cambodia. While Vietnam
might have once had a desire to have a regional coalition of countries, after the war with the United States,
Vietnam focused on rebuilding its own country. When
Vietnam invaded Cambodia in 1979, it was in retaliation against incursions against Vietnam by the Khmer
Rouge and a desire to oust the murderous regime of
the Khmer Rouge rather than a desire to dominate
the region.
The Viet Cong had close connections to the
Pathet Lao in Laos and the USSR supported the Pathet
Lao as well. Thus, the Chinese saw Vietnam and
Laos, two countries on their southern border, allied
with the USSR. When Vietnam successfully invaded
Cambodia in 1979, pushing out the Khmer Rouge
from power, the Chinese saw a third country in the
region potentially supported by the USSR, resulting in
China’s being hemmed in on the north and south by
USSR or their allies.
The Chinese mounted a short but fierce invasion of Vietnam in 1979, to further cripple it economically in retaliation against Vietnam’s relationship
with the USSR and invasion of Cambodia.

This map shows the current configuration of countries in Southeast Asia. Cambodia’s southwestern
border is similar to the border established by the
French after 1860, in which the area known as South
Vietnam, which historically had been part of Cambodia, became officially recognized as Vietnam. After
WWII when that border was finally officially accepted, hundreds of thousands of Cambodians who lived
in this area, known as Khmer Krom, discovered that
they were no longer living in Cambodia.
Since 1984, as a result of growing diplomatic
relations between China and the USSR, tensions have
relaxed between these superpowers and the countries in Southeast Asia. However, Cambodia continued
to be a battleground because fighting between the
Vietnamese, Khmer Rouge, and KPNLF troops continued until 1998. In 1986 there were still 180,000
Vietnamese troops fighting in Cambodia. Finally, in
1999, the Khmer Rouge stopped fighting.
The current head of state in Cambodia, Hun
Sen, was a former Khmer Rouge general who was
captured by the Vietnamese and who ultimately led
the invasion by the Vietnamese of Cambodia in 1979
that resulted in the ousting of the Khmer Rouge.
While there is now a normalization of relations
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between Vietnam and Cambodia, because the Vietnamese people are so dominant there, and because
they have often been given high administrative jobs,
Cambodian people still have the uneasy feeling that
they have never fully regained control of their country. However, from perspective of the Vietnamese,
their desire is to stabilize Cambodia.
While Thailand historically took over a great
deal of northwestern Cambodia, today it has relinquished that land and its border is established. In
modern times Thailand has preferred peace and doing business to engaging in predatory wars.
Although the Pathet Lao won the war in Laos
in 1975, installing a communist government at that
time, they were not equipped physically or philosophically to run a modern state By 2000, Laos became more accessable to tourists, signaling its need
for capital and business.
Today Cambodia is still trying to recover
economically and physically. However, it is an uphill
battle. Much of the arable land is still compromised
by land mines. Also, there is little capital for improving infrastructure as casinos pepper the landscape
and as Hun Sen siphons off profits from the petroleum and tourist industries.

The Angkor period in Cambodian history extended
from the 9th century to the 15th century. The center
of power was located in the area of Siem Reap where
temples for each regime were built. At its apex the
Khmer Empire included much of what is today called
Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia and a great portion of Thailand. The Khmer Rouge adopted the name angkor for
the people in the KR movement to align itself with the
greatness that was Cambodia during this period.

During the beginning of this period the belief system
in Cambodia was Hindu but during the reign of Jayavarman VII (1181 - 1219) it shifted to Buddhism. By
the 14th century, for unknown reasons, the kingdom
began to decline and by the middle of the 15th century the kingdom of Ayutthaya, outside of Bangkok,
began to dominate the region.
During Khmer Rouge domination the word
Angkor was used to reference the greatness of this
period in Cambodian history. It was used to mean
‘organization.’
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From the 15th century to the 19th century nations on
the east and west of Cambodia (today called Vietnam
and Thailand) invaded and began dominating an area
that was once Cambodia, leaving only a small amount
remaining as the kingdom of Cambodia. Annan peoples in Vietnam moved south and west over time into
areas that Cambodians viewed as part of Cambodia.
From 1794 - 1904 the kingdom of Ayutthaya (which
became Thailand) came to dominate the western portion of Cambodia including Siem Reap.
Finally, in 1860 the king of Cambodia, fearing
that the country would be completely consumed by
its neighbors, invited the French to protect Cambodia
from further incursion and in 1864 Cambodia became a French protectorate.
The French remained in control of Cambodia
from 1860 - 1953, except during the Japanese occupation during WWII. They stabilized the eastern and
western borders with Vietnam and Thailand, pushing back the western border with Thailand. In 1949
the French gave the area today known as South Vietnam
to the Bao Dai (now Vietnamese) government resulting
in hundreds of thousands of Cambodians cut off from
Cambodia. They are known as Khmer Krom, ethnic
9

Cambodians living in South Vietham. This contested
land, which Cambodians viewed as rightfully part of
Cambodia, fueled much of the fighting from 19751979.
While the French were in power in Cambodia they invited the Vietnamese into the country to
hold administrative jobs and Chinese to do business
there. As a result, during the hundred years of French
control, the percent of Vietnamese and Chinese living
in Cambodia and holding civil or business jobs grew
to the point that Cambodians felt dominated by these
two groups of foreigners.
After the end of the Second Indochina War
in 1975, because Vietnam was so adept at war and
because it had an interest in creating a unified region composed of of Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos,
Cambodians feared that Vietnamese intentions were
predatory and that ultimately Cambodia might be
subsumed by them. As a result, the Khmer Rouge
killed or expelled all the Vietnamese they could from
Cambodia between 1975 - 1978. They also exterminated Chinese, Muslims and indigenous peoples
in their attempt to accomplish a ‘pure’ Cambodian
people to build the country again.

The secret bombing of Cambodia by the United States
began without the knowledge of the U.S. Congress in
1969 and continued to escalate through August 1973.
During this time over 2.7 million tons of bombs were
dropped causing massive death and casualties and displacement of millions of people. When the Vietnamese
took control of Cambodia in 1979, they found that valuable farm land had been rendered unusuable and over 10
million land mines littered the country.
Originally, U.S. bombing took place in the northeast area of Cambodia as the U.S. attempted to stop the
Viet Cong from taking over Vietnam. Later in the war as
the Khmer Rouge grew in strength, the US bombed to

fortify the elected government of Lon Nol and to stop the
Khmer Rouge from seizing power. However, Cambodian
citizens, especially in the countryside, viewed the U.S.
bombings as an attack on them and Cambodia. By the
time the United States left Cambodia on April 17, 1975,
support for the Khmer Rouge had grown. However, this
support changed as urban populations were moved into
the countryside to live communally and work long hours
on massive land and water projects. Starvation, illness
and genocide increased. It was only when the Vietnamese launched a massive offensive in 1979 that the Khmer
Rouge were ousted from power.
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refugees. This camp had the best hospital and surgical
care and was originally considered a safe spot for people
who were afraid to return home. The camps ultimately
swelled to over 350,000 people.
In the early 1980s political refugees were allowed
to immigrate to third countries. However, eventually all
the people in the camps were designated ‘displaced persons’ which meant that they had to return home when
conditions had normalized, no matter how dangerous
their return would be.
By 1990 plans were made to return all the people
in the camps and to close the camps. In 1992 the first bus
loads of people returned to Cambodia and the camps
were eventually closed.

Many waves of people fled Cambodia into Thailand. The
first left immediately after the Vietnamese troups ousted
the Khmer Rouge in 1979. Ultimately, over 600,000
people left the country. Finally in late 1979 international
refugee relief agencies began to set up camps in
Thailand. Kao-I-Dang, the first international aid camp,
was established in 1979. However, international aid did
not begin to flow until the early 1980s as news spread
of the disaster that had happened to the Cambodian
people. The map above shows many of the camps which
emerged during this period, including Site 2, the largest
camp holding over 170,000 people and Site 8 which was
controlled by the Khmer Rouge. Kao-I-Dang, the United
Nations camp, was originally developed for political

11

ABBREVIATIONS AND GLOSSARY
Abbreviations:
			
CGDK			
Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea which included
				
the Khmer Rouge and the royalists
CIA			
Central Intelligence Agency
COERR		
Catholic Office for Emergency Relief and Refugees
CPK			
Communist Party of Kampuchea during Khmer Rouge rule
CPP			
Cambodian People’s Party, formed in the 1990s, 					
				
currently the ruling party in Cambodia
DK			
Democratic Kampuchea, name of the Khmer Rouge-controlled
state between 1975-79
FUNCINPEC		
Royalist political party founded by Norodom Sihanouk in 1981
HI			Handicap International
ICRC			
International Committee of the Red Cross
IRC			
International Rescue Committee
JOC/SC		
Thai military organization in control of Cambodian refugee
camps along the Thai-Cambodian border
KPNLF			
Khmer People’s National Liberation Front
KPRP			
Khmer People’s Revolutionary Party
KR			
Khmer Rouge, followers of the communist party in Cambodia
KWA			
Khmer Women’s Association
MSF			
Medicines Sans Frontiers
PDK			
Party of Democratic Kampuchea, the party of the Khmer Rouge
formed after they were ousted by the Vietnamese in 1979
PRK			
People’s Republic of Kampuchea, Vietnamese installed party in
		
1979
SEATO			
Southeast Asian Treaty Organization
UNBRO		
United Nations Border Relief Operation
UNHCR		
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
USAID			
United States Agency for International Development

BRIEF HISTORY OF
CAMBODIAN REFUGEE
CAMPS

Glossary:
Angkor		

From the 9th – 15th centuries it was the capital city of the
Khmer Empire. The Khmer Rouge used the word to mean
the “organization”
Khmer Krom
ethnic Cambodians from southern Vietnam
Pathet Lao		
Communist fighters in Laos
Viet Cong		
Name given by Western sources to the National Liberation
Front during the Vietnam War (1955-75)
Viet Minh
English for the League for the Independence of Vietnam, organized
		
in 1941 to gain independence from the French
Wat			Buddhist monastery
12
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Refugee Camps
Cambodian refugee camps were started in 1979
when the Vietnamese defeated the Khmer Rouge and
took control of Cambodia. At this time hundreds of
thousands of Cambodians, displaced by the Khmer
Rouge feared that they would receive even worse
treatment at the hands of the Vietnamese and tried
to flee the country. This exodus continued throughout the 1980s as fighting continued between the
many factions, the Khmer Rouge, Vietnamese, Sihanouk forces and the KPNLF. Between 1979 and 1992,
over 600,000 people fled to the Thai-Cambodian
border.

Before the international community realized the
magnitude of the refugee problem and started sending aid, people lived in the jungle or in very primitive camps in Cambodia. Many of these camps were
administrated by the Khmer Rouge. Initially, the Thai
government was not equipped to handle the influx
of refugees and treatment of refugees by the Thai
military was disastrous. For instance, in 1979, 42,000
refugees were loaded onto busses and dumped off a
2,000 foot cliff into mine fields below Preah Vihear
Temple (1). After this happened the international aid
community began to help refugees.
The first refugee camp established in Thailand in
1979 was Khao-I-Dang, which was run by UNHCR
(United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees).
Other camps later developed along the Thai border
by UNBRO (United Nations Border Relief Operation)
with the help of the IRC (International Rescue Committee) and many other NGOs (non-government
organizations) including COERR (Catholic Office for
Emergency and Refugee Relief), HI (Handicap International) and ICRC (International Committee of
the Red Cross), MSF (Medicines Sans Frontiers), and
USAID (United States Agency for International Development) at the Thai border. When a major border
offensive was launched by the Vietnamese in 1984
and thousands more people fled Cambodia, these
informal camps coalesced into major camps. Site 2
and Site 8 were formed at that time.

Khao-I-Dang was the only UNHCR border camp
whose residents were designated as ‘political refugees’ which meant that they could immigrate to a
third country. Because they were political refugees,
they feared returning to Cambodia where they might
face reprisals. However, by the time I visited in 1990
and 1992, political refugees had lost their immigration option. At that time all people were designated

‘displaced persons’ who had no option but to return
to Cambodia. “Displaced persons” were not eligible
for asylum, emigration, supplemental nutritional or
health benefits and rights due a refugee. The displaced persons camps were formally under Thai control (JOC/SC), who, in turn, allowed the Cambodian
resistance factions to control the civilian populations
in each camp. These included the Royalist FUNCINPEC party, KPNLF (Khmer Peoples National Liberation Front) and the Khmer Rouge or DK. (2)

For the most part, Thai people were unsympathetic
to the Cambodian newcomers. Many Thai people
viewed the Cambodian culture as a lesser culture and
feared that Cambodian presence in Thailand would
dilute the quality of Thai cultural achievement. For
the most part, Thailand is an extremely poor country.
Poor Thai people living in the countryside viewed the
refugees in camps as living better than they did due
to international contributions of food, clothing, medical and educational supplies donated by international organizations. The average farmer at that time
earned about $100 per year. Thus, camp organizers
made conditions in the camps sufficiently difficult
so that poor people outside the camps would not
want to live there. Rations of food were insufficient
to support the refugees and camp residents were
prohibited from generating substantial businesses or
developing sustainable farms.
In 1990, I visited three camps. The largest camp, Site
2, administrated by the KPNLF, was formed from
several border camps. Ultimately, it housed over
170,000 people. I also visited Site 8, formed in 1984,
which was administrated by the Khmer Rouge, and
Khao-I- Dang camp administrated by the UNHCR.
Site 2

Site 2 was divided into north and south camps and
these were subdivided into five camps, Nong Chan,
Nong Samet/Rithysen and San Ro in the north and
Ampil and Dong Rek in the south. Extensive relief
services included primary schools, technical schools,
sanitation services, supplementary feeding programs, some secondary education (including cultural
training in traditional Khmer music and dance) and
vocational training. Each sub-camp also had an active
Khmer Women’s Association (KWA) providing training in weaving and sewing, adult literacy programs,
supplementary feeding programs, social counseling,
and nutritional education. A Khmer Women’s Association existed in each of the major border camps,
and community services were offered.
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Site 2 had three hospitals offering limited services
including medicine dispensing, transfusions, glucose
and rest but no surgery, a number of out-patient clinics, leprosy clinics, and dental clinics. When someone
was ill, his/her family came to the hospital with food
and mats to sleep on to care for family members
because nurses were overloaded. The main problems
were malnutrition, land mines, fevers and infections.
Women could also give birth in these hospitals. There
was a blood bank and tracing service to assist in
searches for lost relatives.
Site 2 was located in a very hot and humid area in
Thailand where there was no available water. So water for the entire population of over 170,000 people
had to be trucked in every day.
Site 8

Established in 1984, Site 8, a Khmer
Rouge run camp, was located at the
base of magnificent irregular mountains two miles from the Cambodian
border. Because of frequent shelling
by outside forces, most households
had bunkers and residents were on
constant alert. And it was reported
that men who lived in this and other
camps controlled by the Khmer Rouge
were forced to fight for the Khmer
Rouge.

the dentists were from Burma. They had chosen to
leave Burma until it became less politically repressive, opting to support their families by working in
Cambodian camps. The dentists were committed not
only to helping residents but to training the next generation of dental assistants so that they could return
home and help people with dental problems. Young
men were trained in making fillings, performing extractions, and attending to simple dental problems.
The day I visited, a shipment of donated clothing
from a Japanese relief organization had been placed
in piles. Dental interns drew numbers to determine their pile. This was the only access to donated
clothing these young men had for a year. One fellow received a skirt in his pile, put it on and started
prancing about ‘modeling’ it. The other students had
fun clapping and singing to make him dance more.
They gave the clothing they couldn’t use to relatives
or swapped them for things they could use.

Afterward, we went up a road, passed the
dental clinic, library and numerous small
huts to the edge of the camp at the base
of the mountain. There we found a single,
enormous tree sheltering many cans
on sticks at its base, the burial site for
people who had died in the camp. Families of the deceased created commemorative containers for ashes and personal
items of the deceased and fresh flowers
had been placed in front of some of the
containers. This spot was one of the most
beautiful and moving places I visited.

The soil there was composed mainly
of clay and so after a rain, the roads
Map, Site 2 Refugee Camp, Thailand While Site 8 seemed well organized, I
did not get as muddy as they did at
other camps. Camp developers were
had an extremely uneasy feeling while
able to drill for water at Site 8 so water was not so
there. As we were leaving I noticed a truck filled with
carefully rationed as it was at other camps. As a
Khmer Rouge army soldiers with guns who were
result of an abundance of water, residents could have
staring at us intently and following our truck. I did
small demonstration agricultural projects where they
not know what they wanted but I also knew I did not
grew vegetables. They also had an agricultural school
want to be stopped by them. I did not have a camp
where they taught fundamentals of farming so that
pass for my video camera. The dentist assured me
residents would keep up their skills. And, a library at
that I would be fine. But I breathed more easily after I
Site 8 housed extremely old copies of western magaleft this camp.
zines like Life and Time. I watched children come
into the library to look at pictures, one way for them
Khao-I-Dang
to learn about the outside world.
Established in 1979, Kao-I-Dang was the United
I visited Site 8 with a Burmese dentist who showed
Nations-run camp. Many of the people in this camp
me the dental clinic and denture manufacturing
were political refugees and had found safety in this
camp. It had the largest and best equipped hospital
laboratory where there was only enough material to
of any of the camps and persons requiring surgery
make two sets of dentures per month. Dental clinics
were transferred there. Also, people needing prosprovided very basic services and only a few people
theses came to this camp to make them themselves.
were lucky enough to receive dentures. Many of
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At the Prosthesis Center people were instructed in
the manufacture of their own artificial limbs. On the
entry wall were displayed some of the prostheses
which people had used prior to coming to the center,
including feet, legs, infant limbs, knee joints. Most
were hand carved out of wood and did not have
moveable joints. A great variety of limbs were being
made with rudimentary tools and materials. These
limbs did have moveable joints. I was shocked to
learn that a young woman wearing a shawl of
Cambodian fabric had no arms under her shawl. She
had lost them because of a land mine during the war.
She smiled and asked to have her picture taken.

Adjacent to the hospital was a paramedical training
center where young Cambodians learned anatomy
and proper surgical techniques. Outside the prosthesis center was a yard filled with young men in wheelchairs playing a fast moving game of basketball in the
hot late afternoon sun. I was filled with awe at how
well they played and how they were able to have so
much fun given that they had lost one or more limbs.

This camp also had a ceramic production center, a
weaving and sewing center, a demonstration fishpond and an experimental agricultural and horticultural section where breeding of chickens and other
farm animals took place. The weaving center was
filled with looms and mothers rocked their infants
in hammocks as they wove. Cotton rather than silk
was woven most of the time. Some of the fabric had
an iridescent sheen due to the warp and weft being
of different colors. The women were not permitted to
sell the cloth they wove for their own profit. All of the
proceeds went to the camp.

In another house women grew silk worms. As they
worked I remembered an afternoon in Chang Mai,
Thailand, where a wealthy fabric merchant tried to
sell me magnificent pieces of heirloom Cambodian
ikat silk. At that time I was saddened by the realization that the silk I was being shown might have been
the dowries and heirlooms of Cambodian refugee
families and that I was being invited to buy the cultural heritage of Cambodia. In the weaving center at
Kao-I-Dang I was struck by the fragility of history. The
memory of the finest tradition of ikat weaving was in
jeopardy of being forgotten. Only one woman in the
weaving center remembered how to do this type of
complex ikat work.
Most of the time people in the camps sat idle and so
a kind of hopelessness often set in. They lost farming
and other skills they had before coming there. They

also feared returning to Cambodia where they imagined that conditions would be very difficult for them.
This sense of ennui was exacerbated by the fact that
every person in the camp who were alive at the time
had experienced unspeakable trauma during the
1970s. Many had lost their entire extended families.
Because they did not have a tradition of talking about
personal trauma, they silently lived with their memories which often resulted in depression, domestic
violence and outbursts of
open aggression between camp members. Frequent
use of land mines to settle interpersonal disputes was
symptomatic of their despair.
Over 50% of the camp population was children and
most had never seen the world beyond the camp perimeter. Thus, great effort was made to show children
pictures of animals, cities and contemporary technologies, so that these things would be familiar once
they left the camps. Aside from the obvious liabilities
of living in camps, children seemed to have an idyllic
life playing with each other.

Sometimes I saw children with patches of orange hair,
symptomatic of malnutrition often seen in children
in the countryside of Cambodia. There was an effort
to educate mothers about appropriate diet, but often
dietary concepts were foreign and they did not have
sufficient resources to follow the guidance.
Many residents feared that Cambodian culture was
in jeopardy. Educated people in Cambodia were often
killed during the Pol Pot years. When the Vietnamese took over the country they started teaching in
Vietnamese language. The Vietnamese claimed that
because the educated people had been murdered, the
Vietnamese were doing the Cambodians a service by
activating the educational system, even though that
meant teaching in the Vietnamese language.

during the rainy season when depressions in the
earth filled with water. Children had no way to learn
to swim and many people perished in these temporary seasonal ponds. Performers described how to
swim and help someone who was drowning. Signage
throughout Site 2 also taught people how to avoid
denge fever, malaria and land mines.

(1) On June 12, 1979, the Thai government informed
foreign embassies in Bangkok that it was going to expel a
large number of Cambodian refugees. Governments of the
United States, France and Australia were allowed to select
the refugees to resettle in their countries. In three frantic
hours 1,200 refugees were selected for resettlement from
among the thousands being held by Thai soldiers in a
Buddhist temple at Nong Chan Refugee Camp. They loaded
them onto buses and sent them to Bangkok. The remaining
refugees were then loaded on buses and sent away, their
destination unknown.

After 4:30 p.m., all refugee workers, doctors and
foreign observers were required to leave the camps.
As night fell the camps became penetrable by thieves
and opposing military factions. People living in bamboo huts without locks or means of protection felt extremely vulnerable to night attacks. While the camps
did have police, the numbers were not sufficient to
protect residents.

It later became known that Cambodian refugees had been
collected from many locations and sent to Preah Vihear.
An American Embassy official stood beneath a tree along
a dirt road leading to the temple, counted the buses, and
estimated that about 42,000 Cambodians were taken to
Preah Vihear.
Preah Vihear is situated at the top of a 2,000 foot high
escarpment overlooking the Cambodian plains far below.
The refugees were unloaded from the buses and pushed
down the steep escarpment. “There was no path to follow,”
one said. “The way that we had to go down was only a cliff.
Some people hid on top of the mountain and survived. Others were shot or pushed over the cliff. Most of the people
began to climb down using vines as ropes. They tied their
children on their backs and strapped them across their
chests. As the people climbed down, the soldiers threw big
rocks over the cliff.

The camps were closed successively after 1992. I was
at Site 2 in 1992 when the first buses of people left
the camp to take the people back to Cambodia. Many
people in Khao-I-Dang were political refugees. They
feared that their lives would be in jeopardy when
they returned to Cambodia because political factions
were still alive there and memories are long. Even
though the war in Cambodia officially ended in 1979,
factional fighting in Cambodia did not officially end
until 1999 which meant that people returned to a
country still at war. Also, because all deeds to land
had been destroyed by the Khmer Rouge, displaced
persons could not claim their property when they
returned home. Since then it has been very difficult
for Cambodian people to reclaim their own country.

At the foot of the cliffs were minefields, placed by the
Khmer Rouge during their rule in Cambodia. The refugees
followed a narrow path, the safe route indicated by the
bodies of those who had set off land mines. They used the
bodies as stepping stones to cross the three miles of mined
land to reach the Vietnamese soldiers, occupiers of Cambodia, on the other side. The United Nations High Commissioner For Refugees later estimated that as many as 3,000
Cambodians died and another 7,000 were unaccounted for.
The Thai General’s objective in this brutal operation apparently was to demonstrate to the international community
that his government would not bear alone the burden of
hundreds of thousands of Cambodian refugees.
Source: Thompson, Larry Clinton, Refugee
Workers in the Indochina Exodus, 1975-1982.
Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co, 2010, 175-8 as
referenced in the site Preah Vihear Temple,
Wikipedia.

In the art center at Kao-I-Dang students made traditional masks and copied Angkor Wat designs to
keep the memory of Cambodian high culture alive.
At Site 2 they learned traditional Cambodian dance
and theater. Later when I visited the main art school
in Phnom Penh, I saw people copying Angkor Wat
designs. No other art was being made in the early
1990s.

Theater at Site 2 was used to teach residents about
AIDS, safe sex, avoidance of insect related illness,
how to swim, alternatives to wife beating and other
forms of domestic violence, and appropriate ways to
raise children. Drowning was a problem in the camps
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(2) http://www.websitesrcg.com/border/: Thai/Cambodia Border Refugee Camps 1975-1999: Information and
Documentation Website
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SITE 2, SITE 8 AND
KHAO-I-DANG REFUGEE CAMPS
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The entrance to Site 2 and other camps had a check point at which we had to stop both entering and leaving to have our paper
work examined by the guards. I usually went to Site 2 with Don Smith, a US volunteer and sat in the back seat with people whom
he was trying to help get in or out of the camp illegally. On my second trip in 1992 I did not have a camp pass for my video camera
and so was wary about this moment of the trip.
20

Street and pond in Site 2 refugee camp.
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Some sections of Site 2 reflected the devastation of massive monsoon rains that periodically inundated the camps and lack of
means to pave the roads. This was true in other camps as well.
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Young girls carried infants on their backs. Later in life often children who carried other children like this often suffered from back
problems.
24

Children comprised 50% of the camp population. Often, children played in groups on the street, the older ones caring for the very
young.
25

Children playing outside orphanage. The children entered the camps without parents, their parents passed
away in the camps or their parents were able to go to a third country and for various legal reasons their
children could not come with them. After parents returned home they often tried to locate children left behind in the camps but connecting displaced children with their parents who were no longer in the camps was
very difficult.
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The theater was in the center of one of the five camps that comprised Site 2. At its base people sold a variety of goods and collected
an allotment of rice for the family.

28

29

While the men rode their bicycles to the center of the camp as seen below, the women were the ones who collected rice for their
families and carried it home.

Only women brought rice home from the distribution centers to ensure that their families had food.
30

31

WATER
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Water
Site 2 was located in an area that was quite dry
and without access to natural ground water.
Thus, water had to be trucked in for all of the
residents each day. Water trucks drove down
the red earth streets of Site 2 generating billows of red dust while transporting water for
the residents. People were allotted four gallons of water per day per person for all of their
needs, drinking, bathing, cooking cleaning. It
was extremely hot in this region and people
needed to drink large quantities of liquid simply to stay alive.

I rarely felt thirst but when I did drink liquids,
I found I could consume at least two quarts
without feeling that I had had anything to
drink. Given the extent of water deprivation,
the cleanliness of the people and their homes
was remarkable. Other camps, like Site 8, were
built on red clay soil in areas with underground
water so residents were able to dig wells to get
fresh water.
Partially due to the lack of water, while many
people in the camps were farmers, they could
not farm. People worried that because they
were forced to live in camps so long without
being able to keep up their agricultural skills,
they would begin to forget them and not pass
them on to their children. Because over half the
camp residents were children under the age of
15 this was a well founded concern.

34

35

Central water distribution site, Site 2, where residents collected each day to get their allotment of water for themselves and their
familiy.
36
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A water truck brings water to residents at Site 2 camp. Each day water was trucked in for all 170,000 residents.

Many of the camps had wells and enough water for the residents.

Children wash plastic bags in rivers of sewage that flowed through many of the camps.

Water being carried home from central water distribution center site 2.
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Ponds like this one become dangerously full after monsoon rains. Most children didn’t know how to swim and so the potential to
drown was a serious problem.
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Small meditation platforms were built over ponds where people could sit during the day.
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CAMP LIFE

In some areas people grew small patches of vegetables. However, this was seasonal because there wasn’t enough water during the
dry season. This garden was unusually large.
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Drying thatch for sides of buildings.

Supply of bamboo for building construction. Each family constructed their own home.

Construction of armatures for walls of buildings.

Cutting of materials was done with hand saws.
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Bamboo platform under the house provided shade during the hot, humid days.
46

Extended family of theater director lived in one small building. Images includes author.
47

Court house in Site 2 Camp.
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Interior of one of the few restaurants at Site 2. On the wall outside the frame are paintings of Angkor Wat and portraits of the King
and Queen of Thailand. A few camp residents hung out watching television.

Most of the patrons in the restaurant were foreigners. Village childen crowded around doors and windows. In the foreground are piles of hand loomed fabrics made in Site 2 for sale.

Using a charcoal burning stove the cook made lunch consisting of rice and vegetables which are staples of traditional Cambodian cuisine.

A man cooked a meal behind his house in a pot balanced on rocks and fueled by a few sticks of wood. He was expert in maximizing the heating ability of those sticks of wood.
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Women learned ceramics at Khao-I-Dang camp. Below, women raised silk worms to generate silk for the
weavers.

The equipment for this sewing workshop was donated by the Catholic refugee organization COERR.
52

This beauty shop functioned as both a school and as a place where camp women came to reclaim their self-image.

Women learned to machine embroider elaborate patterns that became the fronts of shirts and dresses.
53

Women learned to string a loom in preparation for weaving long lengths of fabric.

This woman winds fibers onto large spools. The thread is then transferred to small spools to be used later during the weaving
process.

This woman uses a simple loom to weave traditional black and white fabric often used by both men and women for a variety of
purposes, such as skirt, bag, baby carrier, scarf.

Many women brought their children to the weaving center where they periodically rocked their sleeping children in hammocks
that were provided.
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other women that if a woman works, she receives
profit, benefit. They are rewarded by being given
jobs as workers in this center. And they are a good
example for other women who are not interested in
learning to learn or work.

We have to categorize problems in the home. We
call them “needy problems.” Everybody in the camp
is needy, but we need to select those who are the
most needy. I mean someone who cannot help herself. Why? Because she has many children who are
a burden, because she has not enough guidelines or
support to guide herself. We determine her needs. If
she needs immediate support, we provide it.

In traditional Khmer society women learned a lot of
skills. In the past women learned in the village from
their own relatives, from neighbors. They taught each
other. Here we do not have enough centers. We have
one main center and some sub centers. In the future
I want to make our Khmer women braver than they
were before. Before our women were very shy. Now,
we want to make them more brave, more active, more
intelligent than before.

Interview with
HEAD OF THE WOMEN’S ASSOCIATION
I am the president of the Women’s Association for
Rithysen Camp. Rithysen camp is in the south part of
Site 2 camp. Here we have 20,000 people. This association was founded in 1982 by an election. At the beginning we didn’t have financial support, we only had
women’s education classes and literacy programs.
In 1983 we received support from UMBRO. We were
able to enlarge our program with some skills training
because at that time women needed to learn many
skills and to have a stable environment. At that time
we had a group of women who volunteered to work
with us. They made home visits and tried to understand the women’s problems. We called them social
workers. So, we started to organize our program via
this social work model.
In the beginning, we taught hand sewing, and then
machine sewing, embroidery by machine and hand,
knitting, crocheting and weaving. This skill training is
one part of our women’s education. We also want to
guide the women to be self-reliant. I want women to
understand how to accept responsibility. Here there
are many kinds of women. Some have families, some
are widows, some are old and lack confidence. So we

help many women. We talk with them and integrate
adult literacy programs into the curriculum. Each
woman has to learn literacy, skills and how to solve
their social problems by talking with us and telling us
about themselves. And we discuss how to solve their
problems according to their needs. We have some
support from the UN, some supplies to solve immediate problems of women, but not enough, only enough
to make their suffering smaller.
We have two kinds of supplies. One is for immediate
solution. The UN provides us with supplies like rice,
some food, or some household things like mosquito
netting, blankets, or mats, some used clothes, things
that people need. But, they do not give us enough. So,
this is a good way for us to educate women that when
we have free time with nothing to do, we end up with
nothing. If we want to have a better life, we have to
work. If we have skills, we have knowledge, we can
live more easily. So, it is good for them to learn a skill,
so that they can have a job in the future.

We divide the training into cycles. Each cycle has a six
month term and women go from cycle to cycle. They
graduate after a six month term and then go on to the
next cycle. For women to have confidence we continue their education or their skill education, to show
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For example we get supplies from the UN and then we
help her by giving her some. And second, we help her
thinking. For example, she has a lot of children, but
she does not allow them to go to school. We explain
to her, “This, the older child, has to go in the morning,
the younger has to go in the afternoon, the smaller
one has to go to nursery school.” So, we change her
burden so she can be free. Then she can come to the
skill center for training. Very easy, you see! If we cannot guide her like this she remains very ignorant, she
stays home without light in her life.

Traditional arts were important before the war. Now
I’m not sure. Art is important for me. Art is our spirit.
I want women to be involved a lot in art activity. If
women understand how to weave, we can maintain
our Khmer tradition. For instance, when we make a
skirt like this, we can maintain the Khmer style. And
now I send people from here and tell them, please
continue our old style, our old Khmer designs, then
we will make businesses and try to find markets. In
my center, women profit from their own work. I tell a
woman, you weave and then you sell it, and then you
give me back the price of the raw materials, and you
keep the profit.

There are many women who are the head of their
family. For example, the head of the family is a widow.
And sometimes she has children. If she has a second
husband, she is used to thinking that her husband
is the head of the family. But, in fact, she is already
the head of the family. But in our society, when she
has a family and a husband, she is used to think of
her husband as the head. But this is not real. The
Cambodian tradition made the man the head of the
family in the past. But, in fact, the woman herself is
the head because in Cambodian society the woman
takes care of the budget for the family. Whoever takes
care of the budget is the head. She understands how
to give money to her husband, to her children, to her
mother, father-in-law, brother, sister-in-law. So she
was already the head but she never accepted herself
as head. I want to correct this.

In the camp there are five weaving centers. Women
receive rations, but this is extra work, it is a reward
for women, to show others that if they work they will
get a profit. In other camps, women do not make a
profit and so they lose their confidence. We have to
provide the women with confidence. If she works, she
gets profit. This is a very important lesson for her.
Before, women could always go to school. But Khmer
women did not go to high school. Few women got
high grades. Most of the women did poorly because
they had a lot of work at home. They were very concerned with home chores. Now, they need to learn
how to share their work at home, share their responsibilities with others, their husband, children, people
who stay in her home.

Men do not have a similar organization as this one to
teach them to share work with women. I didn’t see
anyone who teaches men to understand how to share
work. Here we teach women how to speak with their
husbands and children that doing work doesn’t make
them lose their honor. Honor is not because of work.
Honor is because of the individual. This is my idea.

Many women or children are violated by their husbands or fathers. In prior times violations happened
very often, maybe ten cases a day. But today, these
cases are reduced because of our education. When
we realized this was a problem, we invited women
to come and then we learned about their problems.
Sometimes the problem is because of the woman,
sometimes because of the man. But, most of the time
it is with the husband.
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Here in Site 2, men have no rations, only women. Only
women have the right to receive donations from the
UN. Men usually assert their power and women are
weaker. Often men had very bad relationships with
the UN. So when the UN distributed rations, men used

to overtake women and make trouble in the area. So,
we discussed this with the UN to change the system
so that only women have the right to get rations. We
think that one woman can receive 7 kg of rice, meaning that 2.5 people can be fed.

Men need a lot of food and when they do not get fed
they get angry. And when a man is angry, he uses his
power because he is stronger than a woman, so he
violates her. Sometimes he violates his children as
well. This happened very often. Now the situation is
better than before because women understand.

Since the war ended and people left Cambodia, after
1979, a man can have two, three, four wives in camp.
This was not true in Cambodia before the war, before
1975. In Cambodia I think they could have two wives
(I’m not sure). Now because of our education things
have changed. I explain to her, “Why do you receive
a lot of donations and support form the UN and you
don’t feed yourself or your children and you feed a
man? And the man is not polite to you and you still
feed him?” His response might be to get more wives
because he needs a lot. The first wife feeds him, the
second wife gets him cigarettes, the third wife gets
him alcohol, the fourth wife provides for his other
needs. This is how it exists now at the border. I never
saw this situation before this time.

In the camps there are many more women than men.
This is one factor. Another factor is that women suffered very much during the war. They want to continue across the border into a third country. On the
way out of Cambodia women faced a lot of danger. At
that time sometimes she needed a man to protect her.
Sometimes she was violated or raped by this man, so
she had to accept him as her husband without thinking of other problems, thinking only about solving the
present problem, not the future, because the place
she was in was so dangerous.
When she reached the camp she wanted to be released from the man. But she cannot. She had to be
patient to accept this man as her husband. When she
arrived at in camp she knew that this man already
had three wives. How can she solve this problem or
get out of it? She cannot, she can only accept it. She
had no wedding at all. She has her children and she
married her husband just because he raped her.

But, now this problem is almost finished because
women can release themselves. If she has a relative in
a third country, we inform the relative to pick her up.
She cannot release herself from this by saying she is

not his wife. We have a committee of justice. We cannot solve what happened, but we can solve the violation. If the man is bad, brutal, violent, the committee
of justices uses criminal law to protect the woman
from the man. She can get a divorce easily when the
man rapes her, according to law. Now the situation is
better because we have a lot of protection. We have a
women’s group, we have human rights, we have child
protection organizations, and especially because we
have a justice committee.

Now whole families are returning to Cambodia. But,
we don’t see one man with many wives. They separate everything and one man goes with one wife. And
wife 2, 3, maybe 4 are let alone with their children
and no husband because they divorced.

Our association explains to women to understand the
honor of women, the value of women, and the value
of human rights. Now we have a democracy course,
a human rights course. In Cambodia women were
always free to go to school. Our society never looked
down on women, never. But women themselves or
her family don’t accept her or she decides herself to
get married or to work at a low level.

We don’t talk about politics, we talk about organization. The best way is education between villages. We
will not hurry up to set up women’s centers. But, by
women talking to each other, they will grow strong.
Eventually we will have a center. We will start small
and it will get bigger in the province and the city. This
center will be independent separate from Buddhism
or the temple. We can ask the monk or nun to help us.
The nun is also a woman. Women can discuss their
problems with nuns and monks. No one thinks about
that as an inequality for women.
When the monk is the highest monk, this monk can
guide everyone. We believe this monk because we
think he is the representative of our Buddha. Because
the Buddha was a man, and this man, if he is a good
man, an intelligent man, can correct everyone and is
concerned with women and men equally. Monks and
nuns perform an important social role. Someone who
is depressed, who has problems, who has quarrels,
goes to the pagoda to see the monk. And the monk
prays for them, the monk consoles them, the monk
guides them and they respect the monk. In Site 2
there are many wats (temples). The people use the
monks in that same way here but it depends on the
monk. If the monk is a clever one, yes, we respect
him. For example, a good monk asks people to be patient, to be flexible when confronted with danger.
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I want men and women to be equal. But, how can we
talk to men so that they consider women to be equal?
This is a problem not only for Cambodia, but for other countries also. Men are very stubborn. They don’t
want to consider us equal, but we have to be brave
against this attitude. Men never want to come to
group sessions to talk about their feelings. We don’t
mind if men don’t want to talk. But, we have to talk a
lot and then spread our information to other women.
I mean, we need to keep our women strong ourselves
and we have to educate men in a very circuitous way.

Now Cambodia is under a socialist regime with the
Vietnamese. Before we were under a royalist regime.
The royalist regime looks like socialism, but it is not
liberal. Everything belongs to the king, the king’s
family, the queen’s family. We could own our own
land during Sihanouk’s time, but most of the property
inside the capital belonged to the royal family. When
Sihanouk proclaimed himself the god king no one
wanted that. They didn’t believe it. But they were also
afraid. The power belonged to the king, not to the
government.

If the husband loves his wife, then the woman has to
make time to speak with him, to correct him secretly
and smoothly. And we have to be faithful. We cannot accept two men as husbands but men can have
several wives. So, we have to use our husband as our
very good friend to help us.

After the king, we had a republic but for a very short
time, only five years from 1970 –1975. Everyone was
stable and most of the people supported a royalist
government and the king. They believed in Sihanouk
at that time. They didn’t understand what Sihanouk
did and what he will do. At that time our army fought
against the communists. The people believed that the
KR and Sihanouk are together. But they were confused. They were separate.

I got my ideas about the independence of women
from actual situations I saw here in the border camp.
I went to the university in 1963 for three years. I got
married in 1967. At that time, when Sihanouk was
head of state, it was not unusual to be a professional
woman who had a husband and children. Many
women did this. During this regime many women
had jobs outside of their home. During the Lon Nol
years they also went to school. Before Pol Pot, I was
a teacher in primary school for ten years. I never
thought about society. My duty was teaching. I understood only children. I liked children very much.

In traditional Khmer society a woman stayed quietly
at home, never thinking about commerce, buying or
selling or doing business. Her husband went to the
field as a farmer. She only had one husband. Because
everyone worked during the Pol Pot regime, Khmer
women and children now understand how to make
business instead of only Chinese people. Before in
Cambodia, only Chinese people made business in
Cambodia. They are clever, they understand how to
make business. Now I want a women to understand
how to run a business by herself, understand how to
guide her family members, how to take responsibility in the family. I also want her to understand the
politics of the country, of the world. Don’t let politics only be in the hands of men. Women must take
responsibility to educate their children. She must be
the teacher for her children, for her husband, for the
neighbors. And for an intellectual woman who has a
chance to continue her study in high school, she has
to be more clever, she has to be more brave, take responsibility, guide society and get involved in politics.
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From 1975 -1979 I had a hard time. I hid my biography by working very hard. I was six days in prison
because they understood that I am a literate person.
I separated from my family in 1978. I was in a forest.
My husband and two small children were in a village.
I worked very hard, like a man, like a real farmer. I
was a farmer and my husband was a farmer. We got
together in 1979. We moved from village to village
but we could not hide our identity because too many
people knew us. But, I corrected my attitude to be a
real farmer. I closed my mouth, closed my ears. I only
opened my eyes, but no words. I worked very hard in
the field, even at home.

The governor of Pol Pot regime asked me to do
things for him. They tested me. When they asked me,
“Please read this for me,” I said, “I cannot read at all. I
know some words, but I am not able to read.” Everything they asked me to do, I did. And then they accused me: “You are an intellectual person. You should
be killed.” I said, “No, no I am very simple person
from the city. I am a business person. I know nothing,” or something like that. But in the end, I could
not hide at all. They knew me. They knew me, but the
time was over to kill me. So I was able to survive.
I just saw my husband temporarily. Once a year we
met but we didn’t talk at all and nothing about the
past. We thought that those people who talked would
be killed. When we had something to eat, we ate. If
we had nothing to eat, we slept.

In 1979, I arrived here on the border with my two
sons. I wanted to go straight to a third country. I
wanted to leave Cambodia because I hated the regime. When I got here I saw a lot of women suffering
along the border, so I began to change my mind to
stay with them, to help them and to learn from them.
I understand their problems, I understand how to
talk with them, I understand how to guide people and
what is society. I accept this duty because I want to
learn about women’s lives and change Khmer society.

I sent my two sons to Phnom Penh. One is living there
now. Soon, I will send the other son to Phnom Penh
to continue his studies. In the camp he was a teacher
in high school and he was also a student in law school
with me.
Because we were twenty years in war and displaced
from our home, we are behind the world, so we need
some modern experience. We want you, for example,
who is from the west, from a developed country, to
cooperate with us, to stay in touch to help us sell the
work that people produce.

I am alone in this idea. I need support from you,
from people in Europe, from many other countries to
cooperate with us so that we can improve the lives of
women. I want our Khmer women’s lives to be equal
to those in developed countries. This is my dream.
One way to make life easier is through modern
technology in the home. We cannot imitate the lives
of western women but we Asian women, especially
Buddhists, can keep our old customs, our spirit and
we also have to change to be modern. We are talking
about the inside spirit.

Cambodia where I did a survey. I asked people if they
wanted a liberal government. They all said yes. And
then I asked them how can they get that? They said, “I
am afraid.” They close their mouths and stop talking to
me. I don’t like someone who cannot talk. They said,
“No one can talk.” In Phnom Penh they have the UN, but
beyond the UN how can they protect themselves? They
are afraid there will be some secret punishment.

My hope for Cambodia is to have fair elections. I want
my country to be a liberal one. I don’t like communism, even socialism. I want our people to live in
liberal democracy. People in Cambodia don’t understand what a democracy is, what is liberal. We should
have elections, even though we know very little about
democracy. I think that half our people understand
about democracy and want to have a fair election.
But, because we were so long under colonialism,
under France, Japan and many other countries, so
our people are afraid. Inside they want democracy
but they are afraid to say that. I just came back from

Women fed mulberry leaves to silk worms and harvested silk for weaving in the camps.
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Above and below: Men learned every aspect of journalism and printing so that they could produce newspapers and books in the
camps.

Arts which replicated images from Angkor Wat or traditional masks from theatrical productions were generated at the
art center in Khao-I-Dang.

School for paramedics at Khao-I-Dang camp.
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Class in machine repair.

Above and below, large ceramic pots were made in the camps to hold water for each household.

Class in engine repair at Site 2 camp.
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In Khao-I-Dang camp, in addition to recreating images from Angkor Wat in paper mache, children learned about plants and animals outside the camp to broaden their knowledge of the world beyond the camps.
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The library at Site 8 was one of the few places that residents could get news and see images from outside the camps. While the
publications were out-of-date, they did provide images from the outside world that allowed residents to stay in touch.
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A traditional Cambodian wedding ceremony was held in the middle of the street in Khao-I-Dang. The man with the microphone is
telling funny stories which are making the audience roar with laughter.
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Adjacent to the wedding tent musicians played traditional Cambodian music.
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MEDICAL
CARE
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Medical Facilities
Hospitals were built in all of the camps. However,
most of them offered limited services. The main hospital that provided accute care, surgery and a prosthesis center was in Khao-I-Dang, the camp run by
UNHCR. Site 8 had an extensive dental clinic, shown
above, where people could get dentures and oral
surgery but the opportunity for dentures was limited.
At Site 2, the largest camp, people could see a doctor
and get intravenous fluids and some medicine, but
their family had to bring them food and bedding and
little additional care was offered.
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Woman in Site 2 speaking with a doctor and having her blood pressure checked.

Area for infants and small children while parents visited the hospital.

Woman in Site 2 at the hospital with her children, one of whom suffered from malnutrition.

Extremely malnourished child at Site 2 hospital.
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Scenes in Site 2 hospital.
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Interior of dental clinic at Site 8 which was also a teaching hosptial for para dentists. In addition to tooth extraction and reconstructive surgery, patients could get dentures made there.
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A mother had a dental procedure while her children waited.

Technicians make dentures in the lab at Site 8. However, they only had enough material to make a few pairs a month.

A doctor teaches para dentists while assessing patient’s needs.

Tools were cleaned between patients.
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A mother waits with her child to see a doctor.

Once a year the young dental technicians at Site 8
were given an opportunity for new clothing, donations from relief organizations. Piles were laid out
and a lottery system was used. This young man
received a pile in which a skirt was included. He
put on the skirt and started dancing while the other
tecnicians clapped and laughed. They told me later
that he would probably give the skirt to his sister.
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Infant was assessed by medical team at Khao-I-Dang.

A baby receiving physical therapy at Khao-I-Dang Hospital.

Class in bodily processes at the hospital in Kao-I-Dang refugee camp.

A man learned to use his hands and legs. He has marks on his chest, the residue of a traditional medical practice called cupping.
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Above and below is a board at the entrance of the Prosthesis Center at Khao-I-Dang exhibiting homemade protheses that people
wore into the Center which they replaced with protheses they made there.
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Above, two men making their own protheses.
Below, a man making a wheelchair.
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Two men making their own prostheses at Khao-I-Dang Prostheis Center. Outside, men without limbs in wheelchairs were playing
a rousing game of basketball and having a great time in the midday sun.
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This woman had lost her arms in the war.

Two men in front of the Prosthesis Center, Khao-I-Dang.
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A woman was wheeled into Khao-I-Dang from the border because she could not walk. She had no relatives in the camp and I was told
that she was totally dependent on the generosity of other camp members for food, clothing, blankets and personal items like soap, etc.
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Meals for hundreds of patients were prepared in the outdoor kitchen at Khao-I-Dang hospital every day.
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Phayl Nuon, the director of the Psychological Center at Site 2.
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Saunas were prescribed for people with psychiatric problems. The Kru Khmer helped determine appropriate herbs.

The Psychology Center had an extensive supply of traditional herbal remedies which they produced at the center.

The director oversaw making of traditional medicines. She also introduced western healing techniques like group and individual
therapy that are not familiar approaches in traditional Cambodian society. She found that without traditional approaches people in
the camp did not have confidence in the center.
98

Often people brought raw materials to the center which were then turned into a useable form for the patients.
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The Khmer who feel depressed come here. We have
three departments: traditional herbal department,
counseling department and patient shelter department. If a patient gets depressed, like they have a
problem with their husband who has another wife or
they feel grief because they lost their family, or the
family died, they come to us for counseling. But doing
counseling is not so easy. We try to support them and
encourage them to come for at least one month or
two months or three months. Here they get better.

with emotional problems. It smells very very good.
We make tea with it. Its name means “God bless us.”
They use it in Cambodia as well.

We have valium, phenobarbatol to make the patient
sleep well. Some patients go to the Buddhist temple
(the pagoda); some go to the Church to hear good
moral advice. But, if there is a magic spell, our Kru
can heal them. For example, if a woman feels that
she loves you and you don’t love her, so she wants
to make a magic spell on you. After that you feel sad
or sick when you see the trees, and you are crying
because you miss her. So, the Kru understands that
when the woman feels in love with the man who
doesn’t love her, she feels sad, cries, misses the man;
so the Kru helps prepare the medicine to help the patient by pouring water or by offering food to the man.
Most people in the camp don’t ask for magic, only
people who believe that magic spells are possible.

Meditation hut at the Psychology Center where patients can be in solitude.

Interview with
PHALEY NUON
I am a herbalist who collects and prepares medicine. We also have a sauna for women after delivery
of a child and we have massage to help people who
have emotional problems. We get the herbs from the
mountain. There is a herbalist who collects herbs
outside of the camp. It is very far from here but they
like the work and they have permission to go outside
the camp.

We wanted to have group and individual therapy but
that is an unusual practice in Cambodia and people
would not come to the center. So, in order to get people into our counseling program, we had to first offer
traditional herbal medicines and time with the Kru.
Once people became familiar with us and started to
trust us, we were able to add counseling and western
medicines. But this took a long time.
(She then gave me a tour of the facility)

On the window are bottles with alcohol mixed with
traditional herbs. They are used by women after
delivery. We make them here. This is the traditional
medicine pharmacy. The herbalist, the Kru Khmer
and I know about these herbs. When someone is ill in
the camp they come here and talk to the Kru Khmer.

The Kru makes a diagnosis and gives a prescription
to the patient. The patient brings it to the pharmacist who composes the medicine and gives it to the
patient. This is medicine used for patients who are
weak and to help patients who have a lot of energy
calm down. This herb has a good smell and looks like
cinnamon. It is used to make tea. It is very difficult to
find, very far from here and the cost is very expensive.
If we find it ourselves outside of camp it does not cost
so much. But if we buy it in Thailand, it is very expensive.

This is medicine used for constipation. This is like
vitamins. People in the camp come here and get medicine free. In the morning 40 – 50 people come and
every afternoon 30 - 35 people come. This program
is supported by COERR and UMBRO. UMBRO pays for
rice for the workers and COERR supports food for the
patients and traditional herbs.
This is the place where we collect and prepare the
medicine. He is the Kru Khmai and he also makes
diagnoses. He learned to be a Kru as a child from
another Kru who knows a great deal about herbal
medicine. He liked learning about different kinds of
herbs from the Kru Khmai in his village.
This herbal medicine is useful for helping people
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Often a woman’s husband has more than one wife.
It is hard for the woman to know that their husband
has another wife. Sometimes her husband has three
or four wives. Sometimes he keeps them secret.
Sometimes the first wife knows that her husband has
five or six wives. In Cambodia there were rules. Men
could not have more than one wife. Here they feel
depressed. They are poor, they don’t have the right to
go outside of the camp. You can see the fence around
the camp. If people want to go outside , like very poor
people who need something to eat like mushrooms
or leaves, they can sell these for money in the market.
This situation makes people depressed and angry
with one another. Sometimes they drink alcohol to
forget bad memories of the Pol Pot time.

We have over 200 different kinds of herbs. In every
village there is someone who knows how to use these
herbs, so traditional healing will continue. They prefer traditional herbs to western medicine. Psychotic
illness patients need to use western medicine. There
is also herbal medicine. We mix the two together. We
have teachers from Australia, America and from London who train our workers about counseling, about
how to treat the patients, how to take care of them.
This is the sauna for women after delivery because it
is the custom after delivery. They like the sauna. They
stay in it 5 –10 minutes. It is like a steam bath. We
do it 3-5 times a week depending on how much fire
wood we have. We also use it for psychiatric illnesses
with herbs. It really helps. We give people herbs and
then they take a steam bath.

Every morning an herbalist trains our patients how to
use herbs and how to take care of their children. We
must explain proper use of herbs because sometimes
patients want to heal quicker and so they overdose.
In this facility I have thirty beds (in the female patient
shelter). Sometimes pregnant women come and stay
for a while when they feel depressed. After delivery
her husband might go away. After delivery women
usually stay and don’t work for three months but if
the women work, for example carry water or cut firewood, they have a problem. We say ‘toi’ in Khmer. She
might not be able to provide milk for her child. So,
she comes to our center to see our herbalist or Kru
Khmai who provides herbs so she can produce milk
for her child. It works very well.
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So, we have to give advice to women and husbands as
well. For example, a family is sitting down together
and speaking together. “Oh, my husband drinks
alcohol and he beats me very hard. So I do not like
him and want to come to KPDR for help.” Or a woman
talks about her husband who has another wife and
she is not happy with her husband and comes to
KPDR for help. And another whose husband beat her
very hard because he believes that his neighbor had
his wife.
We listen to them and we understand and then can
give them advice, first to the woman and then to the
man. Advice to the women is to tell them to make a
good wife, to cook, take care of the children, speak
nicely to her husband. If you want your husband to
like you, you have to be a good wife. And then we
explain to the men that to be a good husband and if
you want your wife to love you, you need to be present, you need to act as a handsome man. You have to
be gallant with your wife, do some work, help your
children go to school, help your wife do things, cut
firewood, carry water, something like that. Do not
beat your wife. If you beat your wife you are not a
good husband. In the camp it is very common for
a husband to beat his wife. In Cambodia husbands
never beat their wives.

Worker in Site 2 Mental health Program.
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One day a young Khmer Rouge soldier came to me to
tell me that he wanted to marry my daughter. I pleaded
with him that my daughter was too young, that she had
not even had her period yet. I begged him to go away
and leave them alone. Several months later, he returned
and once more demanded that I give up my daughter.
I again pleaded with him, but this time he accused me
of lying, saying that he had watched my daughter and
knew that she was a woman. He took me behind the hut
in which I lived, tied me up and prepared to execute me.
I begged for my life and said I would give my daughter
to him. I did not see my daughter again until after the
Khmer Rouge had been defeated and all marriages
consummated by force during that period were abrogated. I found my husband and moved to the border in
Thailand. I finally entered Site 2 in the mid 1980s and
established the Psychiatric Center.

Phaley Nuon’s
Personal Story
I grew up in Phnom Penh and my family was from the
wealthy, educated, merchant class. I and my husband
had had many homes and worked in the family business. We were rich. We had everything for our children.
There is a great difference between that time and here
at the border. My husband and I earned good salaries.
At that time we liked Sihanouk very much. He was good
for the people. I would like him to be president again.

When Pol Pot took over the country I and my family
were immediately forced to leave Phnom Penh and live
in the country. I was separated from my husband and
most of my children and taken to a labor camp where I
worked on a massive irrigation project.
		
Because I was educated from the upper middle class, I
received especially harsh
treatment by the Khmer
Rouge. During the Pol Pot
time I was supposed to
be killed three times. But,
fortunately I survived.
They wanted to kill me
because they thought I
was an American spy.
In fact, I was not a spy. I
worked for the Ministry
of Finance as a shorthand
typist, but they said that
I was a spy. They accused
my husband of being a
soldier, a captain, but in
fact, my husband was an accountant in a company.

My daughter does not speak with men, even my husband. Most people think
that she is mute. I’m surprised that she spoke with
you. She hates men and she
does not want to marry. She
wants to be a nun. She just
cut her hair very short. She
wants to go back to Phnom
Penh to become a nun.
(As she finished her story
I recalled that I had met
a young woman the day
before who said that her
mother was the director of
the Psychiatric Center. She,
her brother and a friend had been in the back of a truck
that picked me up to take me out of Site 2. They were
being smuggled out of the camp so that she could return
to Phnom Penh to see her grandmother before entering a
nunnery. That very morning, before coming to the camp,
we had taken them to the Cambodian border so that they
could cross without being noticed. The young woman
seemed very fragile and nervous. She kept her shaven
head covered with a piece of traditional Cambodian
cloth.

They separated my family. I didn’t know where my
husband was. This was done by Pol Pot soldiers when
we were evacuated in 1975. And I didn’t know where
my parents were. They forced me to work very hard
without giving me enough food. They asked me to work
all day and if we did not work we would be killed, so
even if we were sick, we tried to work as best we could
to survive. This went on for three years, eight months
and twenty days. One day felt like one year at that time.
I feel very depressed because I will never forget the
bad memories during the Pol Pot time.
I was frequently interrogated and tortured. My arms
and breasts were cut with scissors and knives and cigarettes were extinguished on my body. I witnessed the
extermination of many of my own relatives and several
times I thought that I, too, would be murdered.

I asked the Director if that was her daughter. She said
she was. Her daughter had suffered terribly during the
Khmer rule as the wife of that soldier. After she had rejoined her mother and father and moved into Site 2, she
had become a mute recluse. She never spoke and most
people didn’t know of her existence. The Director asked
if she had spoken to me and I said that she had, which
impressed her since she almost never spoke. The Direc104

tor explained that she was not her biological daughter,
that, in fact, she was infertile. This was her adopted
daughter. She said that she loved children and had
adopted 13 children so that she would have them in her
life. At that point, one of the workers handed her an infant. She interrupted her story to rock and sing to her.)
I arrived at the border in 1984 with my family. We
came to the border because we were living under
communism and we wanted our children to have an
education because in Cambodia they didn’t allow us
to study foreign languages, only Vietnamese and Russian. They allowed us to study Khmer but for only a
limited amount of time. So we decided to escape from
our homeland to the border.

My father passed away five months ago. I went to
Phnom Penh and saw my mother. She is still alive in
Phnom Penh. She misses my daughter and asked me
to send her back to Phnom Penh. That is why my
daughter left with my son to live with my mother.
When I am in Battambang maybe my mother will live
with me again..
I learned to speak English in the camp. My daughter
learned to speak English as a child when she studied
in Phnom Penh.

When we arrived at the border we had a post as
social workers. We worked with the people who
came from abroad, like an attaché. They asked us to
work as social workers and researchers. At that time
we saw that the people were very poor and needed
someone to talk with so we decided to create this
center to help people who are depressed. This was
while we were still in Cambodia, before we came over
the border into Thailand. After six months the whole
camp was attacked by Vietnamese troops so we were
moved to another camp where we stayed one month.
Then, we moved again near Kao-I-Dang camp where
we stayed eight months and then we moved again to
Site 2 camp.

My son will go to Battambang. He would like to continue his studies, but if there is a chance, he wants
to make some money. My husband would like to
work with me in Battambang to help poor people,
depressed people. People who survive trauma are so
happy that we survived.

Sometimes we get nightmares. When we remember
we feel very afraid. We are happy about going back to
Cambodia because we can go back to our homeland.
We are worried because we think about the Vietnamese who live in Cambodia, we think about the Khmer
Rouge who signed a peace agreement with the other
three factions in October of last year. We feel happy
because we meet our living relatives who we’ve been
separated from for a long time. And we feel very very
happy because we can continue to work on this program in Cambodia.

I have five adopted children. They all survived. They
worked with women who forced them to carry dirt to
make the road, to make a ditch. Now my children feel
very sad when they think about the past. They study
hard because here in Site 2 they don’t have a good
school, they don’t have good teachers. But they try to
study hard.

`

When I got to Site 2 I observed for one year and saw
that people here were very depressed and nobody
supported them. So, I decided to create this center to
help my people. At first we only had one unit. Now
there is one in the north and one in the south of Site
2 camp. I was able to start this because I had had
experience before helping people. During the Pol Pot
years I used to be one of the oppressed, one of the
depressed, so I can understand and help my people.

Although most people have experienced trauma in
the camp, it is not so easy to deal with stress. Usually
people here have experienced a lot of trauma because
they were tortured during the Pol Pot time. In the
center I think that at least forty or fifty percent of the

people can heal. My husband works with me. He is
the assistant director. We have worked together for a
long time. He doesn’t mind being the assistant director. He is very clever, talented. He can do everything.
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DANGERS IN
THE CAMPS
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Disease
Malaria and denge fever were major diseases in the camps as well as diarrhea and malnutrition. Often when people returned to the camps from
the mountains of Cambodia, they were infected with malaria. People
with malaria did pretty well if they could get medical help early in their
disease. Those who came from the border with very advanced stages of
malaria had a much more difficult time.

Mosquitoes that carry dengue fever and malaria that sometimes breed
in pools of standing water and even in large ceramic water containers by
the homes of people living in camps. Sometimes viral infections broke
out and some people developed tooth aches.

Signs like the one above were placed throughout Site 2 to warn residents of the dangers of disease and land mines.
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Signs warning about waterborne diseases like denge fever.
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Sign warning about dengue fever.
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Robbery in the Camps
Site 2 Camp Resident: There are a lot of robbers in the
camps. They have guns and put them to our heads and
take our money. This happened to me in KID. I had
brought something from the border to sell in KID. The
robber came at night while I was sleeping and put a
shotgun straight to my chest and said “Give me money.”
And I had money in my pocket and just gave it to them.
I said, “Just let me have life.” After that I was moved to
Site 2.

Robbery is our big concern, now every night. There
were local robberies now, but before it was bandits.
Last night 50 robbers with full automatic guns came
here, an army. It;s hard to prepare for bandits. You must
be alert at all times. If we know which direction
that they are going to come, we run away to save our
lives. And news of robbery is increasing every day. We
don’t know if they are Khmer Rouge or not, but they
may be deserters from an army because they bring
heavy weapons. They are even better armed than the
police.
They come often on dark dark nights when there is no
moon. And there is no electricity in the camp. Everything is completely dark, so they are in before you
know. No one can recognize an enemy from a friend.
And the police can’t help. Unfortunately, the problem
will still be with us in Cambodia. There will be a greater
threat of bandits there.
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Fire in Site 2
“Sister Jocene and an elder American sister was
teaching because the fire was far away. They had to
pull her out of the house because it caught fire on top
of her head. Many people were caught like that because they thought the fire was far away. They went
to help and when they came back their house was
gone, too. The x-ray School was safe because it has a
tin roof but we had to evacuate all the x-ray machines
and all x-ray facilities because we didn’t know if they
would be burned up.

“The fire started on the first of May about 1:30 in
the afternoon. A woman was burning her husband’s
clothes because they had had a fight. She put all the
clothes in a bundle, put some petrol on it, and set it
on fire. But more happened than she bargained for.
More than 1,500 private houses burned down and
orphanages, a dance school, and large supply warehouse run by the United Nations, 50 – 60 sewing machines. It spread more quickly than you can imagine.
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“In the camp there are three fire brigades with the
pump to pump water but the wind was very strong
that day. The first simply jumped across the fire
brigade even through there were all of our and three
from Kao-i-Dang. One child died. It was sleeping in
a hammock and the door was locked. The parents
were out working somewhere. Someone else said
that the father was handicapped and the mother
went out so the young sister was taking care of the
baby and they locked the door.

“Two nights later there was another fire and 40
houses burned. Maybe it is true that fire works on
the mind of people who are not quite balanced. They
like to set fires. Many people cannot sleep at night
because of this.”
					Hong Setha
				
Camp Resident
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A billboard in Site 2 warning people to look out for land mines.

Land mines
The first day I was in Site 2 camp, I received a notice that a young girl had tripped over a mine and
had been injured. The notice reminded people that
should they find a land mine they should stay still
and not move it. It was very common for people,
when angry, to settle disputes with neighbors,
friends or relatives by hiding land mines in their
gardens or homes.

During the New Year’s dance a mine had been
thrown at a man in the crowd. Eighteen people had
been killed and nearly one hundred injured. When I
visited Site 8, I was told that recently children who
had been playing in an abandoned house had been
killed or maimed by a mine left behind by a man
who had returned to Cambodia. A large percentage
of people living in the camps were in wheelchairs
or on crutches as a result of mine accidents.
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At the edge of the camp, beyond the barbed wire,
were signs with skull and crossbones warning
people of the danger of mines and not to leave the
camp to find food, herbs or wood. Even though an
area might have been cleared of mines, there was
no guarantee that it remained cleared because
during a rain the mines sometimes slip back into a
cleared area. And, even though there were periods
of relative peace, landmines were constantly being

planted on ‘enemy’ territory. Camp residents often
left the camp to collect fire wood, herbs and food
in the area outside the camp, risking the possiblity
of being killed or maimed in the process.
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Spirit houses were common throughout the camps as symbols of the sacred. This one was at the border of the camp. Behind it, on
the other side of the barbed wire was a red and white sign warning residents of the dangers of land mines should they venture
outside to collect firewood or herbs.
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All children could go to school to the fourth grade. However, often parents had to be reminded that sending their children to
school was important.

Outside schools and most public buildings were bomb shelters, a grim reminder of the dangers which daily confronted residents.
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Court House in Site 2 with adjacent bomb shelters.

Young KPNLF soldiers return to camp from the border carrying some things to sell in the market. Fighting continued at the border and in Cambodia between the Khmer Rouge, Vietnamese, KPNLF and Sihanouk forces until 1999.
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BUDDHISM
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Buddhism
Over 60,000 Buddhist monks were forced to leave the practice
in Cambodia during the KR war and most of the sacred Buddhist
books were destroyed as well. In the camps novitiates struggled
to learn as much as they could so that they could perpetuate the
practice. But, the depth of knowledge which the prior monks had
accomplished was not available to them. This temple was in a
remote corner of Site 2 and was a place where monks lived and
studied.
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Interior space of a large Buddhist temple at the edge of Site 2.
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A monk living in the community at the edge of Site 2.
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Buddhist practice for new monks. Also there were
Thai-speaking monks on the border who taught me.
I ended up learning Thai so that I could study with
them as well. I used the Thai language to improve
my knowledge of Buddhism and later my knowledge
of English also helped in my understanding of Buddhism.

human power, men and women. The Buddha always
focused on the relationship between the leader and
the follower – a good leader with a good follower. And
our whole task is to provide qualified human power
for the society. We have three criteria: 1: health; 2:
capability; 3: quality. Health means that we emphasize or lead our community in how they become free
of poverty, to become people who can be self-dependent with their own food, their own daily life. Second,
the capability is how we can improve everyone’s skill,
knowledge because we cannot be ignorant anymore.
Buddha said that ignorance is a bad thing. So maybe
today we look to the world of science. And the third
way is quality, or we say the virtue of everyone. We
teach compassion, very important. Knowledge is the
base everyone is looking for. If we have no compassion, it is like a knife with two faces. If you don’t use it
carefully, it can hurt you. So wisdom and compassion,
capability and virtue are the goals we use as a guide
for our people.

There are two schools, Theravada and Mahayana
schools of Buddhism. I am interested in Mahayana
school. After the war there were not wats but our
Khmer lay community devoted to Buddhism started
to build wats and later at Site 2 they provided all the
materials to the refugees to build them. The Buddhism we practice in the camp is the same as we
practice in Cambodia so that we can preserve our
culture that we call Buddhism.

Monychenda was the director of the Khmer Buddhist Research Center at Site 2 Refugee Camp.

Interview with
VENERABLE MONYCHENDA
I left my home in 1979 after the Vietnamese occupied
Cambodia in January of 1979. Six or seven months
later I left my father at the Thai-Cambodian border
and I have been in camps ever since. At that time I
was in a camp called New Camp because it was on
Khmer soil. In 1984 when the Vietnamese launched
a big attack on Christmas Day we left New Camp and
went to Thailand, to a camp near Kao-I-Dang and
then we came to Site 2.

I think we should recall the history of Buddhism
in Cambodia. Everyone knows that we are a Buddhist country and more than 95% Buddhist. During
the Khmer Rouge regime, between 1975 and 1978,
all Buddhism was abolished from Cambodia and it
seemed that there were no Buddhist monks alive in
Cambodia. Some of them escaped to Thailand and
Vietnam, Europe and America. In 1979, when we
came to the border after the Khmer Rouge ran away
from the country we had a chance to reestablish
the community of Buddhist monks along the ThaiCambodian border. Since that time so far there are
more than 300 monks practicing Buddhism in various pagodas and various refugee camps here. (60,000

of the 62,000 Buddhist monks who lived in Cambodia
before the Khmer Rouge disappeared from Cambodia).
Along the Thai-Cambodian border we were not
concerned with the Vietnamese. We have what they
call ‘freedom seeker people’. Most of the people here
believe that they are looking for freedom, they are
looking for a non-communist regime. They struggle
to push the Vietnamese out of Cambodia. So along
the Thai-Cambodian border we have a community
and we have a lot of liberty to practice Buddhism, the
same as we were practicing before 1975.

I learned to speak English along the Thai-Cambodian
border and most of my knowledge is self-taught
because we rarely have good teachers here. But, there
are a lot of English speaking visitors here, like you, so
I have a chance to practice.
After the Khmer Rouge period it was very difficult
to find senior monks who could teach us Buddhism.
In our pagoda we have our chief monk who was a
former Buddhist monk in Cambodia, but he was disordained, disrobed during the Khmer Rouge regime
and later on he became a monk again along the ThaiCambodian border. He is the principle person guiding
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The concept is that Buddhism has been in the Khmer
society for many centuries and there is a special
identity that Buddhism provides Khmer society and
that Khmer society influences Buddhism. You can
see some small differences between Khmer Buddhism and Thai Buddhism and Burmese Buddhism,
Sri-Lankan Buddhism, Lao Buddhism or even Vietnamese Buddhism in the kind of ritual performance.
And this unique identity of Khmer Buddhism cannot
be found in other countries around Cambodia. The
terms of Buddhism and community appear in the
concept that when someone has lived together for a
long time the two become one or one become two.
It’s a kind of mutual existence with Buddhism in
Khmer society and from Khmer society to Buddhism.
Each of the countries has the same teaching from the
Buddha, but adapt Buddhism differently.

We see the world as material. Buddha talked about
materialism 2,500 years ago so this concept already
existed. It didn’t just come from the West. And Buddhism and economy is a concept that tries to use
what we call world property, natural resources or
community property in an economic way. All materials in Cambodia or anywhere in the world do not belong to us. They belong to human beings in the past,
present, and future. If you use them now, how can
people in the future use the property of the world?
You can say in a Christian way that they belong to
God. If you are here today and you are the son of God
and you use the property of God now, what will your
brother use in the future?

It is difficult for us to recall traditional Khmer Buddhism because we lost it in 1975 for almost four
years. So it takes a long time, particularly in a time
when we lack human resources to help. In a time
of war even a good concept cannot be adjusted to
the best situation. We want to do something for the
Khmer society and for Buddhism itself. We have published a bulletin called “Buddhism in Khmer Society.”
The main principle of the research is to prevent the
tragedy in Cambodia from happening again. We look
at the concept of social action, the concept of economy. How can the Buddhist community live with the
Buddhist concept?
In order to connect Buddhism and social action, we
are thinking about improving the quality of man.
We focus on manpower and maybe you are thinking about womanpower, but what we really mean is

So in the triangle concept of the Buddha, we translate
into individual, society and environment. Dharma
means environment, means the world. So, world, society, individual has to be together. Buddhist economy
tries to show how we make balance and link them
together so that human being can survive.
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We recognize private property. That is a very natural
characteristic of human beings. Maybe you can say
that when a baby is born and its hands are like this
(fists clenched) that shows the privacy of the small
baby. But when someone dies the hands usually go
out like this (unclenched). So we recognize privacy
and private property of small children born from the
mother. We respect property, but we just try to direct
them, to guide them. ”You have privacy but please
think of other’s privacy also because this does not
just belong to you. It belongs to everyone.”

During the time of Sihanouk I was a small boy in
secondary school. I do not know how our monks in
the past taught lay people. But the important concept is that we speak in an understandable way. The
idea is of a compassionate man, everywhere he goes,
everywhere he’s been, he is full of compassion, full
of laughter. And he uses compassion and laughter of
the Buddha and of all human beings to find peace in
Cambodia and the world.

In 1989 I joined the Mission for Peace. There is no
structure to the mission. It seems to come from every
heart. Everyone can be a missioner. You can be a missioner. So, in the Mission for Peace many nationalities joined together for a peace walk, because when
we are speaking about peace it means everyone’s
goal, for human beings need peace, need the same
language. In any community, there has to be a leader
that means also leading. Leader and leading and
then comes later on follower and following. And the
Buddha says about that, about leadership and leading and about flowers. The question is how can we all
become a good one for the happiness of the community? Leadership coexists with secular leadership
in a country or city, particularly in Buddhism itself.
The Buddha has a system for leading. He has a law for
man, he has a constitution for the man, he himself is
a leader, the Buddhist man is a flower, and we follow
the constitution of Buddhism that we call Vidaiya,
that means “the law.”
It’s very hard to imagine the future of Cambodia
because there is a contradiction between the western
concept and eastern concept. In the western concept
they try to divide the state and the religion. But we,
the religious people, we feel the importance of mind
and matter. The state tries to say something about
law that is pure law, and we try to speak something
about the law and the mind. So it depends on the future of Cambodia, someone who comes to rule Cambodia comes from western with secular and religion
being apart from each other, then Cambodia might
become institutional, have parliament and parliament will vote for placing religion separate from the
state. If I can make a small observation, separation of
religion and state, like in western countries, is good
in the sense of democracy, but it decreases the moral
way of life. I do not know because I have never been
to the academy.
For some time in Cambodia there was a relationship
between the wat, community and state. But it was
cheated by the state. For instance, during the recent
war in Cambodia the state wanted to kill religion.

However, in prior times religion, community and the
state collaborated quite well.

So far as the place of women in community, in Cambodia the status of women is still quite low. But in
reality, the concept of women as written in the papers
of the Buddha indicates no division between men and
women. In Cambodia, we are a matriarchal country.
And, in history our country was ruled by a woman,
so women’s influence is strong in Cambodia. We use
the word female hand to mean ‘big’. However, later in
history when Cambodia was influenced too much by
China, which is more patriarchal, and later influenced
by European countries, only men can go into the
army and make war. Women became lower and lower,
and so women were not to do anything but stay at
home and their status became very low.

Peter Gallypop

countries. Some of western culture is appropriate to
Cambodia, but not all. Maybe you say, “Buddhism is
a religion, we cannot help you.” We prefer to think
of Buddhism as a culture. God says, “You love me,
love your brother,” which means if you love me, you
love the other. So let everyone live in his or her own
way. We need support; we need help; and we need to
strengthen the culture. It’s a world culture. It’s not
just Buddhism or religion or the Buddha or the Buddhists, but a world culture. In the Christian religion,
they say that man cannot live by bread alone but also
with faith in God. That means you have to maintain
the culture to live together with materialism. Otherwise, there is nothing for human beings in the future.

A tall lanky aid worker who had been in the camps
many years, Peter Gallypop received his PhD in
Khmer Buddhism from U Mass Amherst. Part of his
PhD thesis consisted of video tapes about the history
and practice of Khmer Buddhism which he brought to
the camps.
The novitiates who were studying Buddhism
in the camps had a very limited number of people
from the older generation who could instruct them
and almost all of the Buddhist texts had been destroyed. As a result students were able to use the
tapes he brought to fill in the gaps in history and
practice so that they could continue with their studies. In this way he filled a very important function in
the perpetuation of Cambodian Buddhist practice.
I visited the area included in these pictures.
As I walked around my eye caught the eye of a young
monk quietly sitting on the front porch of a building.
In that instant I felt that, even though he was living in
a camp that he could not leave, his spirit was free and
that it would be a violation of our meeting to raise
my camera and take his picture. So, his image lives
eternally in my heart.

In prior times women could be monks but they are
not able to now. We do not approve the concept of
women being monks because we feel that women
cannot do everything. However, we have lost something very important when we don’t have women
monks promoting Buddhism. For instance, when a
couple has a problem, we can talk with the man, but
we cannot talk with the woman in a private way. If we
have women monks they can talk directly to her and
I think that will produce the best output. However,
there have not been female monks after 500 years
after Buddha passed away. Maybe in the future, but
not yet.

When I return to Cambodia I will go to Battambang
where my birth village is. I want to continue our work
to maintain the concept of community, make Buddhism useful for the community, for individuals, for
society and for the environment. I don’t know what
will happen to the 300 monks who have been trained
in the camps because of the repatriation program.
That is up to the UNHCR. We are refugee monks.
I was able to visit the United States while a refugee
with support from the Khmer Peoples Liberation
Front that governs Site 2. We went to contact people
in the U.S. to encourage them to donate and give charity to the suffering people in the camp.
Even though the wats and sacred books have been
destroyed we have been able to remember Buddhism
by living it. Everyone needs to survive and we want to
survive in our own way. In that way people can find
truth. We have to respect human rights, individuals
and the culture. I used to say that western culture
is appropriate to the land and climate of western
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Peter Gallypop, second from right, speaks with members of the Buddhist community in Site 2 camp.
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REPATRIATION
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Site 2 residents waited twenty four hours with all of their belongings to get on a bus to take them back to Cambodia.
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Problems Before Repatriation
“No one seems to know who was really behind it. It
started when there was a peaceful demonstration
on Monday. It was to protest the new regulations
for repatriation. The next day some people felt that
they were being taken advantage of and the violence
started. Old people were beaten, agencies were
destroyed, the UN office was completely vandalized,
everything was stolen. All the typewriters in the language laboratory were stolen, including the printing
equipment, computers, everything gone. Radios gone,
even chairs. The Khmer Administration Building was
completely emptied of supplies. Refugee workers
were kept out of the camp for two weeks because of a
rumor that some people would try to kidnap people
from the agencies.

“People complained that other organizations gave
more to returning refugees than UNHCR. The UNHCR gives us $50 for returning adults and $25.00
for returning children. UNHCR gave the Vietnamese
$300 for one person. So the Khmer people want
equal money with the Vietnamese. And that’s why
they demonstrated at the UNHCR office and the UN
office. At that time the UNHCR and DPPU reduced the
number of foreigners in the camp to keep them from
seeing the demonstrations. And the Khmer people
demonstrated, about 10,000 of them. It was a very
big demonstration which continued for three days.
But, nothing changed. They got the same as they we
originally allowed.”
					Hong Setha
				
Camp Resident

“The UNHCR has five or six classifications. If we get
money, that means that one person over age 15 can
get $50.00 and food for a month. If a person wants to
get land and housing materials and other things, they
can take the last bus out of the camp to Cambodia. If I
want land and a house, I cannot go on the first bus.

Residents wait outside exit office for final interview.

Exit interview before leaving the camp.

Chart informing residents of their options of land, money, equipment or a combination, that they will receive when they return
Cambodia.
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Material options for returnees.
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Returning to Cambodia:
Various Perspectives
Young Dental Technician
When I go back to Cambodia I want to go to Phnom
Penh to take the UNTAC language exam and work as
a translator or interpreter. My medical training will
help me get a job with them and I also know a German doctor as well. I could also do low level dental
work as well. Most of the dental problems I saw in
the camps were tooth decay and abscess and jaw
dislocations.

XXX

Worker, Khao-I-Dang Prothesis Center
It is very difficult for me to decide whether to return
to Cambodia because we suffered there a lot in the
past and now we don’t want to return to Cambodia.
We are afraid that the political parties are still fighting. The Khmer Rouge are still strong inside Cambodia and I believe that three of the four major parties
in Cambodia are controlled by them. In the camp, life
is very difficult, but I think it is better than the regime
inside Cambodia because there they arrest and kill
people. They have no respect for human rights or
for international law. I have been here for five years.
I don’t want to live my whole life here. I want to go
anywhere but Cambodia.
I have no choice about going to Cambodia. The UNHCR gave me only this option. I would like to request
of all organizations, all humanitarian organizations,
all governments, all people who like human rights,
to help us resettle in another place. Going back to
Cambodia means returning to the killing place where
the Khmer Rouge tortured people. I don’t want to see
this again. I lost my whole family while the Khmer
Rouge was in power. I have suffered enough while in
Cambodia. Now, I want to resettle in another place
that is comfortable.
XXX

Grandmother
I am very happy to be returning back home to Cambodia. However, when I left I was empty-handed and I
will return empty handed. My property that belonged
to me before I left will be gone. Someone else will be
living there and we have no proof that we owned it.
My husband and brother died and so I will stay with
my family that survived the killing. In the past, men

were more active than women. When I return I want
women to have a more active role in society. I want
women to have courage to face society’s problems.
Women must stand up so that they can study or work
as men do. Women can do any job that a man can do.
XXX

Hong Setha
There are many Vietnamese civilians in Cambodia
and they can form an army anytime. Most of the
skilled jobs in Phnom Penh are held by Vietnamese. I
think before we can have a fair election and a proper
government, these people must be taken into account. It means that they should get out. Cambodia is
not Vietnam. And the Hun Sen government likes them
because they fought for them. So, these people will
vote for Hun Sen, because it is the only government
that will allow them to stay in Cambodia. I don’t know
how much UNTAC can do to deal with this.
It is amazing. I am Cambodian. When I went to
Cambodia I needed a visa but the Vietnamese come
into my country without any visa or identity card. If
I went to Cambodia without any official permission,
I would be punished. That means they don’t respect
us as Cambodians. They think we are the enemy. Any
person who comes from the border, if you want to
find a job it is difficult because you have to have the
Hun Sen or government identity card.

I saw in the newspaper recently that actually the Hun
Sen government now has taken people who were
working in his party and made them into government officials. The party has become the government.
All others are out and party members get jobs.
XXX

Political Refugee
I had been in high school in 1970 when tensions
started to escalate in Cambodia. I had access to American news magazines like Time Magazine and read
that Lon Nol would be a better head of state than
Sihanouk. So, rather than go to college, I dropped out
of school and joined the Lon Nol army. However, Lon
Nol troops were defeated and because I had been
in the Lon Nol army I became a threat to my family. I am terrified that I will be forced to return

to Cambodia and then have to deal with persons
from various political factions there who remember my prior political affiliations.
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STORIES OF AID WORKERS
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Margot Grant speaking with a resident in Site 2.

Tim and Margot Grant
I was eternally grateful to Margot Grant and her son,
Tim, who worked for refugee organizations in the
camps and who helped me meet residents, travel
around Site 2 and understand what I was seeing.
They were from Australia and cared greatly for the
safety and health of the refugees.

On one trip Margot stopped when she saw a young
man on the road. She knew that he was hiding in the
camp because the KPNLF soldiers were trying to
force him to fight which he did not want to do. Margot
tried to convince him to get help, but he refused and
she returned to our vehicle upset. Later that day she
pointed out a group of half a dozen soldiers returning
to the camp from fighting in Cambodia. They were
carrying a cage which she said probably contained
some lizards which they would sell in the
market for extra rations.

Tim Grant devoted himself to creating awareness of land mine problems in the camps. He was also a photographer who created consciousness through his photographs of the physical problems that people endured.
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Tim was a photographer who helped to found the
Land Mine Awareness Program at Site 2. Tim’s
graphic photographs of people who had been wounded by land mines or battle remain as testimony to the
destructiveness of this war.
		
In 1994 I learned from the international wire service
that Margot and Tim had been walking in the Cambodian jungle and had been captured by the Khmer
Rouge and detained for 24 hours before being released. They were lucky that it was 1994 and that the
Khmer Rouge were trying to appear peace-oriented
at that time.
In 2000 Margot Grant published the book “Bamboo
& Barbed Wire: Eight years as a volunteer in a refugee
camp” about her experiences.

Cover of an IRC (International Rescue Committee) brochure to which Tim Grant contributed photos and information.
Photo of a war victin by Tim Grant.
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Photos of land mine victim on this 2 page spread by Tim Grant.
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Information about land mine problems which Tim Grant helped to generate and distribute in the camps.
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My wife and I are going to live in Battambang and
have a homeless children’s program there. Possibly I
will have a handicap program in a village five kilometers outside of Battambang. Our intention is to
not only work with the people in our area but also to
have a lot of involvement from community people in
conjunction with the wat.

I’m not sure where monks got higher education
training, possibly in the city. Occasionally one would
go to another country for training, but not often. The
monks in the refugee camps will go back to Cambodia. They are the younger ones who have gotten more
of an education. There are a few older monks here
who are still head of the wat, but there are so many
young ones who have gotten an education here and
will go back. It’s like a new generation of monks.

This is my wife’s family homeland. My wife’s father
was a monk fifty years ago. Now he lives in Virginia.
My wife’s whole family went to the States as refugees in 1984. Her father has a large family, lots of
sons and daughters. Many of them are in school or
have finished and are working, so they want to help
support Cambodia. They are very nationalistic. And
some have said that once they know that Cambodia
is settled and has peace and some prosperity, they
want to come back to work and do something at least
for a short time. Some have saved enough money in
the States to open a business. But, some just want to
come back to help and then return to the States.
Don Smith with worker in homeless children’s center where he worked at Site 2.

Interview with
DON SMITH
(I met Don Smith at the COERR Office in Aranyaprathet. He drove me and others to Site 2 and KaoI-Dang and helped me learn about the structure of the
camps.)
I have been here for about a year. When I came to
Site 2, I wanted to work with the handicap program
but COERR didn’t have any position available for me,
so I started working as an English teacher with the
idea of moving into that program as soon as something was available. The programs that still exist
for handicapped are engine mechanics for cars and
small-engine motorcycles, and welding, TV and radio
repair. One of the programs that just closed made
silkscreened T-shirts. The last and most popular
image was “OK Bye Bye.” All the children know “OK
Bye Bye.” They also had a manual printing machine
that they used to print English certificates for the
English school and other things. And students could
also learn typing at the Rithyson school. But, basically most of the classes are on mechanical subjects,
because that’s what handicapped people tend to like
to learn.

There are not as many handicapped among women,
not as many amputees. In this camp when you think
about handicapped people, the first thing you think
about is amputees, because this is Site 2, a KPNLF
camp for soldiers. They come back across the border
with a leg missing, so the handicap programs are
more for men. They really don’t have any women involved in the programs, which is one thing I definitely
want to change when I go to Cambodia. There are
now more and more handicapped women in Cambodia because they are doing much of the farming and
there are land mines in some of the fields that they
cannot get rid of. They don’t know for sure where
they are. In the future men and women will probably
be in equal numbers as amputees from land mine
injuries.
There’s a prosthesis center at Site 2, but I don’t
think its operating now. Some of the things that have
happened in the camp in the last two months have
slowed down the programs. About two months ago
there was a wind and rain storm that blew down the
large administration buildings and many homes and
did so much damage that not all of them have been
rebuilt. And then came the fire in Ampil and Nong
Chan that destroyed about 2,000 homes.
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The wat in the camp is probably not as important
as it is in Cambodia because the people don’t have
to depend on it. If a poor person in the camp needs
food and water and a place to stay, they don’t have to
depend on the wat here. They can go to UNBRO to get
their rice, go to UNBRO for a place to sleep. In Cambodia, when they are desperately in need, they go to the
wat and sleep there and eat there, so the wat is more
of a necessity in Cambodia than here.
In Cambodia families take responsibility for providing food for the wat at specific intervals, as they do
here in the camp. Again, here more organizations
support wats, and they get donations from different
western agencies. It is not so necessary for people
here in the camp to support the wat. But, in Cambodia they do need to support it.

Now my wife’s father supports his wat with money
from the states and he collects money from people
in the village also. Because my wife’s father is a
diehard Buddhist of the old tradition, he wants to
work through the wat. He has been sending money
from the United States to build primary schools in his
village. They didn’t have any primary schools. Now
they have three primary schools just in the last year
that he’s built and they want to build another one this
month.

The villages are formed around the wat, but they still
have their own community. They support the wat and
the monks. It’s just second nature to live like that,
to live in the traditional way that Cambodians have
lived. They have no electricity, no running water. They
have little thatched huts. You don’t have to ask them
how important the wat is to them because you just
know that in their mind they live the traditional Cambodian life and that’s one of the most important parts
of their life, the wat.
In the past monks in the village wats were well educated. They were the most educated people. That’s
where males got their education and their training
and higher education. If anyone in the village was to
get anything higher than a primary school education
it was in the wat. Every once in a while someone was
able to go to the city to one of the schools of higher
education, but this was rare. So the wat served its
purpose by educating people.
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In Cambodia, the community was thriving around
the wat in a very vigorous way and the presence of
the Vietnamese in Cambodia didn’t affect that activity, at least from the experience I have and the people
I know in the villages in Cambodia. The Vietnamese
did not disrupt the wat. But, Pol Pot did. The Khmer
Rouge closed down wats and executed some of the
monks. That’s one reason my father-in-law left the
village. He was a monk for twelve years before he
married and he was supportive of the wat. He became
a village leader and people like him had to leave. So
he did, in 1979, when the Vietnamese took over. He
and his family walked across the border to Thailand.
There were a lot of people who got out at that time.
Before that, during the Pol Pot years, they could not
leave because the border was sealed. But, when the
Vietnamese came in they forced the Khmer Rouge out
of the area they controlled and pushed them over to
the border areas and they left the border open so that
Cambodians could get through. Cambodians didn’t
know if there was going to be more oppression by
the Vietnamese. They had always had problems with
the Vietnamese during their history, and those who
believed they would be persecuted thought it best to
leave.

Health conditions in the villages in Cambodia are really bad. Every time we go back we take aspirins, and
I take a sulfur-like powder used for cuts and scrapes
and infections that they can put on their skin. They
also mix it and take it as an antibiotic. It is fairly inexpensive but its not available there. Aspirins are not
available there, either. In the last few months there’s
more available than there was, but six months ago
there was hardly any medicine at all. There are no
good hygiene practices. They haven’t had that training and they don’t have facilities. There are no toilets.
At least in the camps they have toilets, such as they
are, thatched toilets. So disease tends to travel faster
in Cambodia.
You can look at an average group of children from
jungle villages in Cambodia and tell that there is
something wrong with most of them. They have a lot
of eye problems. Maybe when they were small they
had eye infections and they did not have medicine so
now they have some kind of eye problem.

And dental problems in Cambodia are common
and there’s no care for them. The dental care in the
camps, however limited, is good compared to rural
areas in Cambodia. Here at least they have a chance
to get care. But, it is education of families that makes
the difference. Sometimes if the mother and father
know that their children are having a problem they
can take them to the dentist in the camp and something can be done. However, sometimes they don’t
understand that something should be done. So, it’s
a matter of educating parents. Here in the camps
there are a lot of people who have been trained at the
dental clinic and then opened their own dental office
at their home. They are scattered all over the camp.
They are limited in what they can do. Most of them
can pull a tooth and that’s about all. They have a pair
of pliers and do a lot of teeth pulling but they can’t
really prevent serious dental problems.

Medical care in rural areas of Cambodia is mostly
traditional. I have worked with Cambodians in the
United States since 1983-84 and when I would take
the kids to the hospitals and clinics for their checkups doctors would see the marks on their body. They
would only last for a few days if they were doing
coining(1), but the doctors would think that the children were being abused or beaten. And I would take
some of the women to the hospital for pregnancies or
emergency births and check-ups and they would have
coining marks on their bodies. Doctors thought their
husbands were beating them. They didn’t understand
it was about their traditional Cambodian medical

practice. Most of the Cambodians never had any
other kind of medicine, no western-style medicine
in Cambodia, especially those who lived in mountain
areas away from the city. They had never seen a western type doctor in their whole life. And so they used
only traditional healing methods: cupping, usually on
the forehead and on other parts of the body for serious headaches, coining, scraping the skin with a coin.
That’s still common practice. My wife does it now and
even educated Khmer in the States, college-educated
Khmer, still believe in coining because it has been
embedded in their minds since they were children.
One of the common practices that is not used in the
States but has left its mark is the burning of children’s stomachs. Burning is something they do and
have done for many years and many children have a
little burn mark, a scar, on their stomach. It is traditional medical practice, not torture in the sense that
westerners think. They don’t do burning as much to
adults. They do it mostly to children, but as adults the
scars remain all of their life.
There is an indoctrination process for Khmers to accept western medicine. What they try to do here is to
combine traditional and western approaches. Cambodians feel psychologically better knowing that they
can take their own traditional medicine that they
have believed in all their life, especially old people.
And then, doctors combine that with western medicine that they know is going to do some good. That
approach seems to work best and that is what they
do here.

The KPDR is a traditional healing method for depression, originally for women who were depressed and
suicidal, so depressed that they couldn’t function and
couldn’t care for their family, their children. There
were enough of them in the last six or seven years
that they started a psychiatric program. The other
NGOs realized that it was necessary and so they
started building psychiatric programs also. Counselors do person-to-person counseling with people. And,
they do traditional medicine here as well, using bark,
pieces of wood from different plants and roots. They
make a liquid ointment that they make available to
their patients and also provide to other people in the
camp.
The Kru Khmer is the spiritual doctor. He has elaborate ceremonies for special cases, like an exorcism.
I’ve only been to one ceremony in my life, and it’s not
something that the average Kru Khmai does. The patient often has been to a western doctor and doesn’t
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trust what the doctor has told them. So they go to the
Kru Khmer who does a little ceremony that just takes a
few minutes. He talks to them, lights a few candles, says
something, does a few things to help clear up their ailment. But the real exorcism ceremony for someone who
is really sick or has a bad spirit is more elaborate, takes
longer and has more things involved. I never saw the
use of drugs by the Kru. In fact, they don’t take anything
internally; their practice is strictly spiritual.
Men in the camps are not as prone to depression as
women. When I was in Battambang, I was visiting a
hospital. All of a sudden, a lot of people and cars with
sirens came over to the hospital and I realized that a
woman had committed suicide. She had been at the
hospital and had planned this. With make-up and a
pretty dress, she had jumped from the third floor. They
say that this is not an uncommon occurrence in Cambodia and the camps. They don’t jump from three floors in
the camps. Here, the common method is to take insecticide. That is an agonizing death when they do die, and
when they don’t die it is an agonizing period of time
after that.
Some Khmer were upset over what they felt was unfair
treatment of them as compared to some of the Vietnamese from other camps, for instance in Hong Kong.
The Vietnamese, they heard, were getting an inordinate
amount of money, much more money than they were
getting to be sent back to Vietnam. Khmers thought
they were being treated unfairly by UNHR and so they
started a peaceful protest, march and demonstration,
which in a day or two turned into full scale looting and
rioting. Some buildings and programs were destroyed.
All of the COERR typewriters were stolen or destroyed
and in the handicap center and other centers, everything was stolen or destroyed.

Here in the camp it has become a dog-eat-dog or survival of the fittest environment or who can get the most
gets it. It is definitely not the traditional Cambodian
value system. They would not happen in Cambodia. My
wife was really embarrassed by the demonstrations
and the stealing. Demonstrations are quite unusual in
Cambodia, but there is more western influence here
in the camps, so peaceful demonstrations do happen.
They learn about them through the media and foreigners who come here. And they read newspapers, watch
TV, see things from other countries and learn that is acceptable to foreigners to have peaceful demonstrations.
In Cambodia, even a peaceful demonstration, a protest
of a government action, is almost unheard of. It would
be allowed during the time that they lived there.

Cambodians still fill up English classes. That’s the number one class right now in the camp. English classes are
offered everywhere in Phnom Penh and Battambang
because they know from experience in the camp that
if when returning to Cambodia they want to get a job
with UNTAC at a good salary, they have to speak English very well. The better they speak English, the easier
it will be to get a job. English is replacing French in
camp schools. I’m not sure that French will be taught
in schools in Cambodia in the future, but English will
definitely be taught.

There is a reasonable amount of distrust of Vietnamese
in the camps, based on the Cambodian and Vietnamese
traditional relationship, which has not been good. Cambodians have always felt that Vietnam wanted to expand its territory and include Cambodia in its country,
which is probably true. Now there are many Vietnamese in Cambodia. There are a lot of rumors about what
Vietnamese do to Cambodians. People get money from
Cambodian organizations in the States to send to the
KPNLF to fight the Vietnamese. They use the example
of the Vietnamese who come to Cambodia and force the
Cambodian men away from their farms, conscript them
into the military and then go and live with a man’s wife
and steal his land. How common this is I have no idea.
There are a lot of Vietnamese living in Cambodia and
many control businesses in cities. I hear Vietnamese
being spoken all day in cities but I don’t hear Khmer
spoken much.

That is obvious to Cambodians and they are upset
about it. It upsets them that Vietnamese are in their
homes, that they would like to return to but can’t and
also that Vietnamese have migrated to cities more and
now are running businesses and along with the Chinese
dominate businesses in the cities. Japanese dominate
large businesses like petroleum and mining businesses
and large industry. Vietnamese own small businesses,
little drink stores and little food shops. The larger
shops, gold shops and larger merchants are owned by
the Chinese. But Cambodians are and will be pretty
much left out of a lot of business opportunities now and
in the future.
(1) Coining is an ancient practice done in Asia of rubbing coins on the skin of a patient, a bruising technique
which is supposed to reduce fever.
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Samantha
I was born on December 5th, 1970 in a little province
of Takeo, which is part of Kampot, on the other side
of Phnom Penh. As far as childhood memories, I don’t
remember anything that has to do with happiness. A
lot of memories are just very sad because I grew up
during the Khmer Rouge time. I was five years old
when they took over the country. Before the KR we
had our own home and our own property and business.

My Chinese grandparents and mother settled in
Cambodia. My grandmother was born in Thailand.
She was sent to Taiwan when she was a little girl.
She met my grandfather there and got married. Then
they moved to Cambodia from the island of Hainan.
My grandmother died when she was 90 years old.
Being Chinese in Cambodia was not easy; a lot of
Chinese people were considered well off because they
had their own businesses, they were self-employed,
although they came into the country with nothing.
My grandpa came to Cambodia with very little. He
started working and then had a charcoal factory. My
other grandpa had a coconut plantation of some sort.
I think that is the result of hard work, not because
they were Chinese. Regardless of who you are, if you
work hard, it will pay off.
My parents were already living in an area in the
countryside controlled by the Khmer Rouge when
the KR took over in 1975. My uncle, my dad’s oldest
brother who lived in Phnom Penh, was part of the
evacuation and he and his family were later killed. My
mother and father had a small market and restaurant.
We were all separated after the evacuation in 1975.
I remember one day I was working in the rice field
and someone came and told me that my mother and
father had been taken somewhere, supposedly to be
killed. As I learned later, my father was also separated
from my mother. She went to a different village where
she was forced to dig an irrigation canal to cultivate
rice. My father became a fisherman. But they weren’t
living together.
I was taken to a children’s camp where there were
many other children my age. Boys and girls lived
together in a big old long house where they had beds
made of bamboo which could be stacked to make
triple bunk beds. There were hundreds of children
there.

The thing I remember most is being Chinese. I was
“the Chinese girl”. That’s what they called me. At night

we slept according to our color. If we looked Chinese,
had Chinese eyes, had Chinese complexion, if we had
a whiter complexion than everyone else, then we ended up on the bottom of the bunk. I remember waking
up every morning and my hair would be soaked. It
was as though I had taken a shower or a bath over
night. It was from urine. The kids on the top would
urinate and my head would be completely soaked.
And I remember having lots of lice. These were not
healthy living conditions. It was very degrading to be
called “a Chinese girl” because a lot of Chinese people
were discriminated against.
We had to wake up very early in the morning, about 5
– 6 a.m. Sometimes the sun wouldn’t be up yet. Some
days they would make us harvest rice, depending on
the season. Other days we would go up to the mountains and pick a special kind of plant used for fertilizer. We would cut them up into small bits and mix
them with cow dookie.

Sometimes we would work from sunrise to sunset.
We had a group lunch where we would have a small
portion of porridge. Occasionally, we would have
meat, but not all the time. Malnutrition was a big
problem. A lot of the children were very hungry. I was
one of them.
I remember being told constantly that my parents
had been killed and that I was a child of the government. I remember going to the school where all the
children from my camp went. They taught us to sing
and pledge allegiance to the Khmer Rouge. They
taught us to say, “We are the children, and we love
the government like our parents.” I still know it all
verbatim by heart. “We, the children, love the government like our father, and our love for the government
is unconditional.” Everything we do is supposed to be
for the government. There was no emphasis placed
on being an individual; everything was communal.
We were the property of the government.

We did not have private property, no jewelry. Even
our clothes were given by the government. Everyone
wore black, the national color. “Khmer Rouge” means
“Red Cambodian” in French but many people from
Cambodia called the KR “The Black” because that was
the color we wore. If we wore a colorful dress or shirt
we would be accused of being disloyal to the government because we didn’t wear black. All the clothes I
had during that time were black.
Shoes were a problem. Not many of us had them. I
was one of those people who did not have shoes. So
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we would walk miles and miles from camp to work
and back, wherever they told us to go, and we would
walk without shoes. During the summer when it was
very hot our feet would blister up. The roads were
dirt filled and when the sand got hot our feet burned.
So we would pick up leaves and wrap them around
our feet and then tie string around the thick pad of
leaves for protection so our feet wouldn’t burn. But
the leaves didn’t last very long. They would tear or
fall off and so walking was a problem in the summer.
In the winter we could walk without shoes because it
was cool.

you something little but something special, was very
memorable. He would pick me up and throw me in
the air. We would just have a ball that way. He was
the only family member who visited me. The reason
he came was because he loved me. He could come
because he was one of the soldiers for the KR.

I remember one particular event. I think I was around
seven. It was summer and very hot and windy. It’s always very humid there so I was sweating. I remember
being very hungry. For some reason they didn’t serve
lunch that day. The whole day we worked and got off
early. I walked across a watermelon field where they
grew lots of watermelons. Being hungry, I stole a watermelon. It wasn’t even ripe. I was caught not having
eaten the watermelon, just holding it.

Later my uncle, my dad’s baby brother, sent me some
shoes. They were made of tires with straps. But the
man in charge of the children’s camp took them away
from me to give to his children, because they were
nice shoes. So I went without shoes for a long time.

My father’s brother is still missing, but during that
time he was separated from us. We were told that he
was forced to be a KR soldier, and I believe that was
true because in late 1978, just before the Vietnamese
invaded, I saw him. He met me when I was working
at one of those camps, and I saw him with a bazooka.
My parents asked him to escape with us to the US, but
he wouldn’t come because he was worried that the
Vietnamese would kill him. It was rumored that the
Vietnamese have a way to tell if you are a soldier or
not. They look at your shoulder and back and can tell
from the marks if you have been carrying weapons.
So he was afraid. At the moment, he is still missing.
I have a lot of fond memories of him as a child. He
was one of the people who helped our family survive. My father told me that when the US was bombing Cambodia with B-52s, that my uncle would take
me up on his shoulder and we would hide along the
riverside, underneath the bushes by the trees, so we
wouldn’t be hit by the bombs. I vaguely remember
this. I remember being on his shoulders. I remember
him telling me to be quiet, not to cry.

Other memories with him were very happy ones.
He was the first man, other than my father, who I
fell in love with, my own uncle! When I was a child
I was very bad. If I saw a beautiful young lady come
to speak to him I would cry and cry so she would go
away. He was very fond of me. Every time he would
visit me in the camp he would always bring me
something, a little food or a little something just for
me. And he would pick me up. Being a child in a camp
where we had no parents or family, having someone
in your family come and visit you like that to give

The man in charge of the children’s camp took me
with him. He yanked my head and asked me why I
stole when I wasn’t supposed to steal from the government. I said that I was hungry. Then he took me to
a place near where we slept where there were a lot
of coconut and palm trees. He had a big rope and tied
me to a coconut tree. Under the roots of the coconut
tree there were a lot of ants, red ants that bite. He
tied me there and then he asked all of the kids to
come and watch. He said out loud that I was a bad
example for everyone, that if anyone did what I did
they would get the same punishment or worse. I was
to be an example. And then he took honey and pasted
it on my skin, my legs and arms and face. So the ants
crawled up and started biting. I didn’t know what to
do so I sat there and cried and cried. I was left there
the whole night. I remember the next morning he
untied me. I went to the river and washed myself and
then went to work.
I went hungry a lot of times. I think that when children are desperate, when it comes to hunger, that
explains why children in Cambodia steal, then and
now. The living conditions were bad and if we were
starving all of the time, stealing would be the only
solution. That was the only time I stole.
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I lived in the children’s camp from 1975 until 1978.
Then the Vietnamese came into the country and
there was chaos. Everyone from the children’s camp
scattered. Somehow, by some miracle, my family
and I found each other in 1979. My mom found me
in a rice field. It was an accidental meeting. I didn’t
know where to go or how to find my family. Before
that, I didn’t think we were going to live long because
when the Vietnamese invaded Cambodia, they went
through Phnom Penh and came to our village, called

Srok (Lotus), where my whole family lived. Srok was
where the children’s camp I lived in was located so
my mother knew where to look for me.
My mother took me to our old house and that’s where
everyone was, my father, and my grandfather, except
my uncle who was missing. When the Khmer Rouge
and Vietnamese were fighting, our house was in the
middle of the battle. I remember the KR coming from
the north and the Vietnamese coming from the south
and our house was right in the middle. On the left
side of our house, which was the west side, there was
a big window. We opened it and climbed out. Near the
window someone had dug a hole, a big hole, so that
was the hiding place. All of us climbed out the window and hid in the hole, my dad, grandpa, mom and
myself. We could hear gunshots and feel the bullets
and smell the stuff that was coming out of the bullets.
We could see the cows. I looked outside and there
were goose bumps on the cows. And our little dog
Akino wasn’t barking but he was scared, going ‘eeee’,
making a funny dog noise.

We had an ox cart with some supplies on it because
we were getting ready to leave. Everything was confused. People were confused. Some people said to go
north. Some said to go south if we wanted to live. We
didn’t know what to do so we stayed in the hole. We
could see holes in the walls of our house. It was very
hot. I remember being very thirsty. I couldn’t take
it any more, so I told my dad, “Look, if I’m going to
die, I’m going to die.” So I started to cry. My dad said,
“Don’t cry. We’re going to die if you cry.” So I cried
more, and all of a sudden I said that I was going to go
into the house and get some water.

So I climbed out, and my uncle was inside the house,
the one who was missing. He picked me up and then
I heard a voice say, “Stop shooting! Stop shooting!”
Someone mentioned my uncle’s name and they said,
“Its his nephew! Don’t shoot, don’t shoot!’ It turned
out that the Vietnamese had withdrawn from this
village and the KR took over our house because it was
right in the middle of the battle. They were going to
bomb our house because they thought there were
Vietnamese people in it. I came out and saw all these
people with weapons and they were withdrawing
and putting down their weapons because my uncle’s
name was mentioned.
A couple hours later we were still in the house because we didn’t know where to go, north or south.
Some KR soldiers came over. They drew their guns
and put them on my grandfather and father’s heads.
They started asking questions.” Were you here as a

Vietnamese spy? Were you cooking for them? Were
you giving them food? If you don’t tell us the truth
we are going to shoot you.” I don’t know where my
uncle went. He was gone. My mother started to cry.
She had some sort of infection on her hand so she
had wrapped it. Part of her thumb was swollen. She
was crying and begging saying that we hadn’t done
anything.

Because they found pots and pans in our house with
freshly cooked food, they assumed that we were
cooking for the enemy. So, my mother said, “How
could I cook for the enemy? Look at me, I’m sick. One
hand I cannot do anything with, my husband just
came back from the mountains, my father-in-law is
very old and my daughter is just a child.” My mom
was making up these stories that we were going
north to the mountains where the KR were, where
the camps were so that we would feel safe. So finally,
after hours and hours of begging and negotiating
with them, they finally put the guns down. They had
tied up my grandpa and dad because they were going
to shoot them. But, finally they let them go.

Then there was fighting again, shooting back and
forth. And with that confusion, we figured out that we
didn’t want to go north. We decided that if we were
going to die, we were going to die in the south, we
were going to die happy, because we heard stories
that they would slaughter pregnant women. They
would cut their necks and open their stomachs with
babies inside.
Later that evening we put our cows together and
our dog and whatever little supplies we had left and
put them on the ox cart and started heading south.
We found my uncle, my mother’s youngest brother,
the one who had picked me up from the window, in
the market where my family had a business before
the war. He was looking for his wife because she was
missing.

They had found some wires on his oxen cart. That
evening was the time that they burned him in that
market. He was accused of being a spy. He and other
men were tied up in the place where they winnowed
the rice. They then filled the house with winnow and
put hay outside the house. They then poured gasoline
around the house and burned everyone alive. Later
on my dad went to look for his body but we couldn’t
identify my uncle. But we knew he was in there because we saw him being tied up and pushed into the
house. I never forget the horror of this scene.
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My mother’s father had four wives. My uncle was
from the same father but a different mother. He was
the baby in the family. Many Chinese men have many
wives.

on the boat and then the Vietnamese police from
Saigon picked us up. That’s the first time I experienced jail. They put us in a Vietnamese jail in Hanoi.
It was a prison with a high fence outside and it was
very muddy because it was during the rainy season.
My mom and I stayed in that prison and there were
a lot of mosquitos. There was no place to sleep so we
slept in the mud. They had boxes where you were to
stay and we stayed there for a couple of nights. My
mom had relatives in Vietnam. They came and bribed
the officials and they took us out. After that we never
went back to Vietnam. We were afraid of what would
happen if we went back again. I think that is when we
decided that we didn’t want to live in Vietnam.

We started heading south toward Vietnam. We didn’t
want to go to Phnom Penh after the Vietnamese invasion, so I think our original plan was to go to Vietnam
to live. We went to a village near the border of Vietnam where we stayed for a while. We stayed in an old
beaten-down warehouse where many other families
came to stay. Everyone was displaced. They didn’t
know where they were going. Everything was confused as a result of the war.
That’s where we found my mother’s youngest sister
who now lives in Finland. I remember those were
the happiest days of my life. My mother and I went to
Vietnam together. We took a boat down the Mekong
and then walked to Hanoi. There were happy and sad
memories. My mother had brought some gold that
she had buried. My grandpa, my father’s father, was a
coffee addict and he wanted coffee badly because he
hadn’t had it for years. So my mom said, “Okay, we’ll
go to Vietnam and buy you coffee.” All the men were
supposed to stay behind and hide in a safe place so
they wouldn’t be killed.

My mother’s youngest sister had left for Phnom
Penh with her husband. Later we had a letter from
her saying that there were a lot of people in Phnom
Penh who are doing well business-wise, so we should
come. My father didn’t want to stay there, and he
didn’t want to go to Vietnam, and he didn’t want to go
to Phnom Penh either. What he really wanted to do
was get out of the country. He knew of a place called
the third country. Cambodia was the first country,
Thailand was the second country and the United
States was the third country. My father wanted to go
to Battambang and then to Thailand. His aunt lived
there near the Thai border. As it turned out all of our
relatives moved to Phnom Penh. All of my mother’s
brothers had died, but all of her sisters and my grandmother came so the family was together again.
My mother has two older sisters and a younger one.
The older sister passed away and another older sister
still lives in Cambodia. Last summer my mother and
I went to Cambodia and bought her a restaurant on a
bridge that the Japanese built to replace one that had
been destroyed. She is on the side where everybody
goes to eat in the evening. That’s a good spot for her.
We also bought my uncle, my father’s older brother, a
business so we helped both sides of the family.

So, just my mom and I got onto this little boat. I was
seasick. The first trip was okay. That’s where I had
my first taste of ice cream. I remember going to the
market in Hanoi where they had lots of things. It was
unbelievable. To me it was amazing because I had
never seen any of these things, shoes, food, clothes,
and colorful things. I had never seen a market before.
I had never seen food on a stand. I couldn’t recall
anything but being in a concentration camp, having
rationed food and working day to night seven days a
week for four years.
My mom knew about these things. She asked me if I
wanted some ice cream. I asked, “What is ice cream?“
She said, “It’s good. I think you will like it.” So she
bought me one on a stick. I put it in my mouth and
started blowing because I thought it was hot. My
mom started laughing and still laughs until this day.
That was a wonderful experience, very memorable.
I remember returning back to the village where my
family was staying. The second time we went to
Vietnam we had trouble. We bought some supplies
and I think my mom was trying to sell them. She was
very smart, trying to make some money. Someone
reported us so we didn’t even get to the city. We got

After the KR in 1979, when the Vietnamese came in,
we moved to Phnom Penh and my family started a
restaurant. Everyone in the family worked together
and we had a house and several motorcycles. After
the war if you had a motorcycle you were considered
wealthy. If you had a car, that was even better because
there were very few cars there at that time.
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My parents were able to open a restaurant because
they had some property. They had some cows and
horses and we had clothes. My mother had buried a
lot of clothes and watches during the war. She was
very smart. She knew how to hide property. So she

sold them and raised enough money from other
members of the family to start a business in Phnom
Penh. We had our own business, our own home, and
our own property. We were happy. That’s when I
started being tutored in French and Chinese where I
didn’t learn a thing. My father taught me some Cambodian, how to read and write.

My mother and father always wanted me to get an
education. They had a lot of respect for education and
had high expectations for me. Both my mother and
father are college educated. My father studied at a
Cambodian college although he didn’t obtain the necessary degree because he didn’t pass the exam. So he
went to work because he couldn’t afford to bribe the
school official. My mother was educated in a Chinese
school, so she is literate in Chinese, reads and writes
Chinese, but not Cambodian. My mother speaks several dialects of Chinese and Cambodian and my father
speaks Chinese and Cambodian as well.

We stayed in Phnom Penh until late 1981. My parents
were unhappy about soldiers who used to come to
our restaurant and eat and then not pay. My parents
could not do anything about it. For a long time my
father had wanted to leave Cambodia. My mother
and father met distant relatives. They had a brother
in Colorado and they had been keeping in touch with
him. He wanted them to come to the United States but
they had no way of getting there because they were
very poor. They couldn’t afford a guide from Cambodia to Kao-I-Dang Refugee Camp (KID) in Thailand,
their destination before going to the States. They
would come to eat at our restaurant and were supposedly people who came from our village. We were
supposed to be distant relatives. Later I learned that
the father of the relative in Colorado was a man who
used to be my grandfather’s employee at the charcoal factory. They deny this flatly because they feel
that their father couldn’t be that low class, a working
peasant for someone else.
In the beginning we got along very well because
we didn’t know their intention. They knew we had
money and they knew that if they were nice to us we
would pay a guide for their old father, six children
and themselves to escape from Cambodia to Kao-IDang (KID). We made an agreement with this family
that if they would ask their brother to sponsor us, we
would pay their way to escape. On paper my mother
became the sister of the man in Colorado. I was supposed to call their old parent grandpa and call them
aunt and uncle. The kids became my cousins.

In the process of escaping we left Phnom Penh on
a train early in the morning, about 3:00 a.m., without telling anyone because we were afraid that they
wouldn’t let us go. The only people who knew were
my aunt Helen who is here now with us, my grandpa
who passed away, and my mom’s younger sister who
now lives in Finland. My mother’s two older sisters
and my dad’s cousins and nieces and nephews didn’t
know. No one else knew except the ones who could
be trusted.

I can vividly remember that night before we left. I
was very close to my grandfather and my aunt who is
here with us now. I lived with them because my parents were always working. The night before we left I
remember that my grandpa cried. It was the first time
I had seen a man cry. He took me on his lap and he
cried. He told me that I was going to a place far away
and that I wouldn’t see him anymore. And it was true.
I never saw him again. He passed away. The thing
that stuck in my mind was that I was going somewhere where I could be educated, for my own good.
I didn’t want to leave because I was leaving behind
three people who I loved most besides my mom and
dad, my grandpa and two aunts who raised me. The
things my grandpa said to me that night will always
live on in my heart. My aunt told me that he died calling my name, so it is very sad in that sense.
When we got to the states we always sent him money
and things, but I was never able to see him again. My
grandpa had a major influence on me. He was a very
wise man. He was my father’s father, not the one with
four wives. He only had one wife. He told me that I
must always listen to my parents, that they always
had the best intention for me, and that I should never
look back to Cambodia where the people and government had a bad influence on my thinking, because of
the war and the KR. He told me that I was going to a
place where I would be happy, that I might not see
him again, but that he will always be in my heart, he
will always be with me.

We left that night on the train and headed for Battambang. We took very little with us, just a set of clothing
and a towel. My mom and dad are very intelligent
people, so they knew how to hide their property and
money. They sewed their gold and jewelry in my
undergarments and they had special places to hide
their jewelry. We came on the train together but we
were supposed to act like we didn’t know each other.
We were guided in different groups. I was paired
with a girl from the other family. She was supposed
to be my sister. We were told that if anybody asked
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where we were going, we were supposed to say that
we were going to find our father who had left us for a
new woman. We were supposed to stick to that story.
And we did, we stuck with that story until all the way
to the end. But no one ever believed us because that
girl didn’t look like me. She was very dark and very
short and she looked Cambodian. During this time
I had long hair and a white complexion and I never
looked Cambodian. So I had a hard time crossing
checkpoints.

After we got off the train in Battambang, we had to
walk through many checkpoints with Vietnamese
soldiers and the current Cambodian government
soldiers. At that time it was Heng Samrin soldiers.
They had many checkpoints in Battambang before the
border to Thailand, before we had to cross the minefield, before we had to walk across water and across
a jungle.
So I felt like I was back in 1976 or 1977 during the KR
time, because I had no idea where my parents were.
I was just with this girl who was a complete stranger
to me and who was supposed to be my sister who
looks nothing like me. And I was with this strange
man who my parents had paid to take me across the
border so that they could meet me later.
What if this man wanted to take me and sell me to
someone? It could have been done. I could have been
gone. I think back like that, but fortunately nothing
happened. I rode on the back of his bicycle with this
girl on the front. Maybe ten or fifteen yards before
we got to every checkpoint we both had to get off
the bicycle and walk, pretending that we were going
for a walk, like we were playing. We rode the bicycle
through jungles and rice fields and different kinds of
environments. Every time there was a river or lake
where there was mud, I was told to go there and soak
myself and then put the mud on my face, arms and
legs. This was the way to make me tan, to make me
dark and dirty, so that I could pass as Cambodian, so
no one would question or give the guide too much
hassle about where I was going.
But it didn’t help. At every checkpoint, I was always
the one who got caught, the one they held back until
that man gave them money or bribes because I didn’t
look Cambodian. I remember one particular checkpoint, the one before we got to the new camp. There
were three monkeys in a cage and the girl who I was
traveling with and I were holding hands. By this
time we had gotten to know each other pretty well.
We were walking and singing and pretending that

we were taking a walk and we stopped by the monkey cage. The girl liked monkeys and said “Oh, look,
there’s monkeys!” Supposedly she was born in the
year of the monkey. The soldiers stopped us and told
us to go sit by the monkeys. Somehow she opened the
cage, so the monkeys came out. One monkey started
going up on my shoulder and started eating my lice
because I had lots of lice back then. Then I told her to
put the monkeys back in the cage. It was fun to play
with the monkeys for a while because the soldiers
were stopping other people and questioning them.
They would turn around and look at us and we would
be playing with the monkeys, so they left us alone.
And then, being sneaky I said, “Hey, they’re not looking at us, let’s take a run for it.” So we put the monkeys back in the cage and when the soldiers weren’t
looking, we both ran. It was really scary because we
both started to run, and it was a huge open field, a
rice field, and they had just a little rice paddy pathway where we could walk. We ran and ran and never
looked back. But then, we heard gunshots, boom
boom boom. And they told us to stop, “Stop or we’ll
shoot, we’re going to kill you. Stop now!” We also
heard a motorcycle starting up. They were really
shooting at us. In the beginning they were shooting
high so that we would be afraid and stop, but then
we didn’t stop. So they started the motorcycle and
started shooting at us. We could feel it, we could feel
the bullets coming at us. So I finally jumped into the
rice paddy and ducked under water. They came and
yanked our heads. Boy, were they mad!
They put us on the motorcycle and took us back. By
this time we had run about a hundred yards. We ran
pretty far and we were scared. And this was big time
payment, this was the biggest. It took us a long time
to get out of that place, because they told us that we
were bad. First of all, they didn’t buy our story. So
we waited until about three or four other guys who
worked for my parents to help us escape, came by.
They started talking, negotiating about the price,
how much they’re going to bargain for the bribe, to
get us out. Finally, almost the next morning we were
released. It took them a long long time.
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And after that, everything was well, I think, until we
got to the KR camp. Right before we went to the camp
we had to cross the scariest place, a minefield in the
mud. Wherever the person in front of you stepped
we had to step in the same place. If we moved to the
left or right a little, someone might die of an explosion because of a mine that was buried there. After
we crossed this minefield we came to a muddy place

where the mud was almost up to our knees and
finally we were almost to our destination, to a place
called New Camp. It was a KR camp. We were in the
middle of the jungle, where everyone was walking
and we were just sitting down to get some food, We
had packed some dry fish and some rice to eat. Prior
to that we had ridden in a basket on the back of the
bicycle, myself and this other girl. Both of us slept
curled up in the big basket on the back of the bike. We
weren’t very big. I was eleven but not very big. She
was two years older than me but a lot smaller. She
and I just slept in there and they put dried fish and all
types of stuff on top of us so that people would think
it’s just supplies and there are not people there.

So, in the middle of the forest we both got out to eat.
We had rice and other things and ate. I think that
when we got out to eat someone was watching us, so
they knew we were in the basket. When we got to the
next checkpoint, which was supposed to be the final
checkpoint before the camp, usually they would just
let a basket go without checking, assuming it was just
supplies that people were bringing across the border.
However, the soldiers who were checking everybody
took big knives and poked through the basket. We
could have been killed or stabbed. So our guide said,
“Oh, no! Stop, stop!” So finally he had to bring us out
of the basket, which was pretty embarrassing to him
and to us.
Well, to us it was nothing, I suppose, because we
didn’t know any better, we were just children trying to do whatever he told us to do. If he told us to
be quiet, we were quiet, if he told us to eat, we ate, if
he told us to get out, we’d get out, if he told us to do
anything, we’d do anything. So he stopped them from
poking the basket. They were poking, we could feel
it. The knives weren’t hitting us, but they were hitting
the fishes or other things.
We got out and this was the KR camp. And this was
where I had a flashback of being in the KR camp
during the war. Here I was the “Chinese girl” all over
again. They called me the same exact name as I was
in the camp. I was thinking, “Oh, no, not again.” A lot
of things were going through my mind. I thought I
was really going to die because I remembered just
a couple of checkpoints back we had gunshots at us
and didn’t die, so I guess I was lucky back then. But,
then to come to this point where men were threatening us, with name calling and saying “If you don’t tell
me where your mother or father are we will kill you,”
and other threats we were really scared. I had long
long hair and I had it tied back with a rubber band

like this, and I remember one soldier took my head
and pulled me down onto a piece of wood, like a log.
He started burning my leg with a cigarette. It wasn’t
a cigarette; it was a cigar, rolled up with leaves, not
like Marlboros or anything. It was a huge thing and he
started burning. I still have a mark right here (pointing to her leg). He would smoke and then he would
burn my leg and question me. “Where’s your mom,
where’s your dad, where are you going?” My story
was like, “This is my sister. I’m looking for my father
who had left with another woman. My mother is back
in Cambodia. We are trying to bring my father back to
my mother.” I stuck to that story all the way.

Finally, he got very angry. He said, “I’m going to cut off
your head.” And then he raised the axe. He took hold
of my head and grabbed my ponytail. I really thought
he was going to cut off my head. I started closing my
eyes, and he said, “Open your eyes! I want you to see
your own body fall.” He was very cruel. And then he
raised the axe really high as though he was going to
chop off my head and then Boom! It came down. And
I closed my eyes, and he cut off my hair. He cut where
the ponytail was. I really thought I was going to die.
After that he was laughing, enjoying himself. Finally,
the man who we rode with on the bicycle talked with
him for a long time and they finally let us go. A couple of days later my mom and dad came to the camp.
A couple of days later we were in a house and my
mom and dad came, and we acted as though nothing
had happened. To this day they don’t know what happened, because I’ve never talked about it. It doesn’t
really matter. It’s one of those things that you just let
go. I’m sure my parents went through much worse
things going from checkpoint to checkpoint that they
don’t care to talk about. But, when we met up again
we acted as though we hadn’t gone through anything,
as though we just took a short trip from one place to
another.

We stayed in this camp for several months because
the guide was trying to figure a way to get us out to
the next destination, which was Kao-I-Dang (KID),
a camp in Thailand along the Cambodian border.
The guides kept asking for more and more money
because they knew my parents had money. So my
parents gave them probably more than they should
have. Finally they took a truck and loaded everyone in
the truck. They took us to a city called Aranyaprathet
which was on the Thai side of the border. They said
that we were going to be there a couple of weeks and
then we were going to take the same truck to KID.
We would not have to walk, we didn’t have to worry
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about minefields anymore, we didn’t have to worry
about checkpoints anymore. They had connections
and that we were going to be happy after this. My
mom and dad were happy.

wire fence we would be in KID and we would be safe.
We figured that since he asked us to wait there in that
ditch, that he would come back. But he never did. He
left us there.

When we were loaded into the truck they took us to
Thailand. We rented a hotel where we stayed for two
weeks and felt like we were in prison. I didn’t feel
that way because the man who was our guide would
take me everywhere with him. I guess he figured out
who had the money and it was my parents. He liked
me because I was different in the sense that I looked
Thai, could pass for a Thai girl. All he had to do was
to get me a new set of clothing. And if my hair was
combed right, and if I didn’t talk, if I acted like I was
deaf, then I could pass for a Thai girl.

My mother kept saying, “Stop eating the apple,” because I was making noise and she didn’t like it. And
then, all of a sudden I saw two soldiers with guns
on their shoulders and bombs or grenades on their
waists. They were walking by and I was biting the
apple and making noise. They looked over and there
we were. Then they called out, “Come here,” and they
asked me my name but I thought he said, “Are you
hungry?” By this time they had rounded us all up and
we didn’t know what was going on. The man with the
truck had left with all of our property in it. We were
abandoned.

So everywhere he went, to the market, to his girlfriend’s house, to another city nearby, he would take
me in his little truck. And sometimes we would ride
in a tuk tuk, a little cab. They would come and pick
us up from the hotel. He took me, to the movies, to a
disco with his girlfriend and to visit his other girlfriends. My parents were locked in the hotel with the
other family who had made it across the border.

Thai soldiers rounded us up and this was the second
time I experienced jail. A huge truck came to pick us
up with one of those trucks that they put chickens in
the back. My mom told me to throw away the apple
but I didn’t want to get rid of my apple because it was
a good one. I had never had an apple before. So I had
a hard time getting rid of that apple. Finally, when the
truck came my mom said, “You better get rid of that
apple.” She was mad. So she took it from my hand and
threw it away. But, I think the soldiers saw. They saw
the apple and my mom pull it from my hand. So they
figured that we were not ordinary people, because if
we were Cambodians crossing the border like everyone else, why would we have an apple? So that was a
clue that we had money.

Finally, it was time to go. I realized that the reason
he took us to Thailand was that he wanted to extort
money from us. It wasn’t enough that he asked for
more, and it wasn’t enough that for two weeks he
spent our money at our expense. He was also telling
my parents, “Buy this, buy that, it’s really good, you
won’t be able to get these things where you are going.” So we bought all sorts of silks, materials, and the
night we left, we took it all in the truck.

I had an apple with me. It was a red apple. We drove
to the border. He said he was going to drive us to the
gate of KID, into KID where we could be processed to
come to the United States. It was dark. In the middle
of the night we were driving and riding in the back
of the truck. I had a huge apple and had eaten half of
it. I had gone with him to the market the day before
and he bought it for me. My mom had bought some
supplies. It was dark the whole way we drove. When
we got to a certain place where we could see lights,
lights everywhere he said, “That’s KID and you will be
there in a couple of hours.” And then we got to a place
where there was a big ditch, like a river. We could see
the fence, wire fence. And then he said that something had come up. He made some excuse and told everyone to get out of the truck. We all got off the truck
and hid under the ditch. Over the ditch we could see
a wire fence. We thought that if we could cross the
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So they took us to a place where they catch all the
people who were crossing the border. On the way
they picked up others trying to cross the border. This
was where I learned a lot. When I thought of Thailand I thought of a graceful country where people,
especially women, are so graceful, so beautiful, the
way they carry themselves, the way they speak, the
way they act. I used to have a lot of respect for Thai
people. But, at this point, through personal experience, from the experience in the camp, I learned that
Thai soldiers could be very cruel.

When they took us to jail they separated us, men to
men, women to women, young ladies to young ladies,
young girls to young girls. My mom went one way
because she was considered an old married woman
and my dad went another way, and I went with some
of those girls we picked up. I was the smallest one
because all of the other women had developed. I
was still a child not even through puberty. I was a

late bloomer. I think I was lucky, very lucky because
when we were in one room there was a bunch of
soldiers, Thai soldiers. And they stripped the women
and took them to a little corner where they had a
hanging cloth. And then all I could hear was screaming and yelling and then all of a sudden, along with
the screaming and yelling I could hear noises where,
I’d hear a big scream and then I could feel someone
shoving something into the scream. It was as though
they were trying to shut the woman up and the soldiers were raping them.

I just sat in the corner. And for some unexplainable
reason, some miracle, I was never raped. My clothes
were taken off but I just stood in the corner and later,
in the midst of everything, I was given my clothes
back and all I heard were screams. We stayed in the
jail one night. In the morning when the rooster was
making loud noises, they woke everyone up. By this
time they had taken all of our money. The reason
I was saved, that I wasn’t harmed like those other
women was that I had a lot of money in my clothes,
which they took.

In the morning they woke us up and made all the men
line up and do a ‘duck walk’. They made the men sit
down and put both hands under their knees and all
the men were supposed to start running. How could
you run with two hands under your kneecaps, crossing under your knees and touching your neck? And
if you weren’t fast enough, they’d give a big stick to a
little boy, somebody’s kid from the group, and he was
supposed to start hitting them. They would give him
some huge rocks to throw at the men. And the women and children were supposed to sit and watch. The
boy was shaking and apologizing to the elderlies. If
the boy didn’t hit hard enough the soldiers said the he
was going to get it. “You don’t hit them, we hit you.”
And eventually he got it too, because he wasn’t hitting
hard enough.
After that they didn’t give us anything to eat. We
hadn’t eaten in two days. The next thing we knew,
we were loaded onto a big truck and told that we
were traitors, that we were leaving our country, so
they were going to take us back to a place where
they could teach us a lesson to be loyal to Cambodia,
where they could teach us to be citizens of a country
that really needed its people right now. So they took
us to the Son San Camp, the KPLNF camp. In translation it was called Tamarind. By this time we had nothing, no money, no property. All we had was what we
wore, just a set of clothing.

A lot of people lost more than we lost, like those
women that I was with the night before. It seemed
to me when I was with them in the first truck I saw
their beauty, their grace. I saw the way they looked. I
thought how exotic they looked, how I wanted to look
like them and how it would be so great to grow up
just like them, to have that type of body, to have that
type of face, that type of look. The second time, after
that night in the prison, when I saw them again on the
truck, I was somewhat happy that I wasn’t like them,
that I hadn’t grown up yet, because I saw the pain in
their faces. I just looked at them and couldn’t believe
what they had gone through. I was a witness, in that I
shared their screams, but I was screaming for myself
as well as for them.
So when we got to Tamarind camp we didn’t have
anything, no clothes to change into. It was as though
we had come from hell, I think. To me, that experience in the prison was worse than all those years
during the war with the KR because of what I had
witnessed. After that I felt a great loss.

When we were dumped again into this new camp
that was supposed to be our permanent home now,
my dad, mom and I walked to a lake and we washed
ourselves and we wet our clothes. We didn’t have
anything to change into. My dad had a towel, which I
still have today. He had one of these checkered towels, red and greyish, checkered with blue. It’s all torn
now, but we still have it. After we washed our clothes
and took a bath in the lake my dad got out first and
dried his clothes and wore the towel. He stood there
until his clothes dried and he put on his clothes and
then my mom got out, wore the towel and sun dried
her clothes. And then, I got out, washed my clothes in
the river after I washed myself in the lake and waited
until my clothes dried so I could put on clean clothes
to go to this place that we were to live.

The living conditions in this camp were exactly like
the children’s camp I had lived in, except my family
lived with me. The house we lived in was a big long
warehouse. They had beds, not bunk beds with triple
beds, but they had beds for every family living in the
same place with the same living conditions that I
had in the children’s camp. Things were cooked and
shared in the same way. After a couple of months
they gave us rationed food, I think from the American
government, USAID food, rice and vegetables. There
were trucks that would come by and give us water
and rice and vegetables, and we would go to the forest and pick up wood to use for cooking. Every two
weeks these trucks would come and we would go
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and line up for rice, water, food, meat, for anything,
vegetables. There was plenty to eat. There was good
food, good chicken, and these people spoke English.
There were a couple of Caucasian people who worked
with the truck.
My mom met a man who was supposed to be the
camp leader or mayor of the camp. He was a big shot
because he knew everyone. He had a big house where
he lived with his wife and two girls. He heard that my
mom and dad could really cook. He needed a chef to
work at his house. So my mom got this job as a cook.
He was very nice and he spoke English, Chinese, Thai,
and Cambodian. He was multilingual.
He was Cambodian. He now lives in Long Beach. My
mom ended up working for him. My mom is very
smart because she knows how to cook very well. So
she would cook him good meals and please him. He
had guests from all over the world because he was
such an important person. Soldiers had their own
branch of government and hierarchy like lieutenant
or general. But he was in charge of all of us who were
considered “traitors” and everyone else living in the
camp. I think there were about 3,000 people living
there excluding soldiers. Soldiers were always coming and going.

The way she got money was sneaky. They would
give her a huge amount of food to cook for company
who came to the house. She would ask for a certain
amount so she could sell. And she started saving. She
would sell the food that was given to her as a present
or as payment for a job. Because they didn’t give her
money, she didn’t get paid for cooking, but she would
get paid in other ways. They would give her chicken,
or rice, or vegetables that she then would sell.
So she told the wife of the man that she would give
her half of the money before I left and when she saw
me next time in KID she would give her the other
half. The next thing I knew I was loaded on the back
of a truck. I was dressed to look like a Thai girl. I was
supposed to act like I was deaf, that I couldn’t speak,
because all of the other girls in the back of the truck
were speaking Thai. In the truck were baskets full
of fruit. These tropical fruits were there and I was to
help myself and eat like the other girls. I was to play
with them, act with them but I was not supposed to
talk because I was deaf. The trip was smooth. A man
drove and the woman rode up front. I had no idea
who the girls were or why they were in the truck. We
came to many checkpoints and nobody asked us anything. And the next thing we knew, we came to KID. I
was in KID at her house where I stayed for a week.

We found out that people who had settled there before us had their own houses. Only the newly arrivals
would have to live in project houses. So, after a while
when people got established, they built their own
house. We never did, because our intention was not
to stay. Our intention was to live there only to find a
way out because my father was very motivated not to
spend the rest of his life there.

About a week later my mom and dad came to get
me. Somehow they made it through. When I saw my
mom and dad again, it was a very pathetic sight. My
mom had thorns sticking all over the bottom of her
feet, blisters. She told me of her experience where
she had walked. She told me that when we got to the
camp that the girls that came with us were once again
raped in the process of crossing the border by the KR
soldiers who were working at the border.

My mom worked for a while and got to know the
people very well. I became very close to the man and
to his two daughters as well. His daughters were
always away in Bangkok living with someone else
and his wife occasionally went back and forth as well.
At nighttime he would call me to talk to him, to chat
with him. I would give him a massage. I called him
uncle and he would give me stuff like clothes, a shirt
or shorts. He and I got along very well and it was as
though I was his adopted daughter. I would go to see
my mother while she cooked and talk with him or do
little things for him.
Finally, about six or seven months later, my mother
talked to his wife. My mom said, “How much do you
want? I need to get my daughter to KID.” So they
made an agreement where my mom paid his wife a

huge sum of money. By this time my mom had saved
a lot of money. His wife didn’t let her husband know
that she was taking me out of the camp because if he
knew, he wouldn’t let me out, because he liked me
and loved me as his child.
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I asked her “Why did you send me with strangers that
I didn’t even know? Why couldn’t I have come with
you?” I didn’t understand at the time about her intentions. I just thought that she was trying to get rid of
me or that she didn’t want me around. She explained
to me that she didn’t want me to be hurt, that she was
protecting me and the she and my father were concerned about my wellbeing. So I understood. The girls
who crossed the border with my parents now live in
Malaysia. (During the interview a plane flew over-

head). “That used to scare me – air raids” By this time
it was 1983 and we were in KID.
My parents had to walk across the border. They went
through a lot of pain and suffering in the process.
They escaped from the camp in Cambodia on their
own. The first time I saw them their feet were all
swollen and blistered and full of thorns because they
walked across the border. The first time I saw them
in KID they had lost a lot of weight. My mother’s
natural teeth were falling out and her dentures were
very bad. My father looked very skinny and pale.
They looked like they had gone through so much
pain. They didn’t look like themselves. They looked
as though they had witnessed so much and they
looked unhappy. But I was lucky and forever grateful
to them for having done what they did. I can’t stress
that enough. The reason I am here is because of them.
If I were not here they wouldn’t be here. They would
have returned to Cambodia. They came here for me.
They didn’t have any other children. Their excuse was
that they didn’t have time for another child.

In KID we moved to a Chinese section of the camp.
There was a Chinese section, a Cambodian section,
a Laotian section, and a Vietnamese section. At first
we lived in the woman’s house classified as Chinese.
Later we were reclassified as Cambodian so we had to
move to that section. It was like going back to nothing again. My parents had no money. My father said
that it was o.k. that we had nothing. At least we had
a place to go, a future destination where people will
help us get settled again.

We were given ID cards and photos were taken of us.
We didn’t have any money to spend in KID. No food
was rationed. We were given rations every month.
Even wood for fire was given every month. Everything was limited. And we lived in a camp where it
was all fenced in and we couldn’t go anywhere beyond the fenced border.

By this time I had an idea about what Thai soldiers
were like, having been in prison and having seen
the way they treated the women, how cruel they
were. So every time I saw one I was shaken up by
the thought of what I had seen. And every night there
was robbery in the camp. Every night we had to run
to the hospital. That was our safety place the hospital.
Everyone went to the hospital to seek safety because
the hospital was where all the westerners stayed,
where all the nurses and doctors from America, Australia, Canada would stay, volunteers who helped out
refugees in the camp. In the camp there was safety in
that we had food and clothing, a home and a place to

stay. But it was far from freedom. It was as though we
were locked up in a little place with nowhere to go.
Our only hope was that tomorrow would be another
day and that our names would be called to come to
the United States, or our names would be called to be
processed to come to the transit camp in the Philippines.
In KID my father won at lotto. We didn’t have any
money but we had a friend who now lives in Australia. Her father was my father’s friend. She and I are
friends. She now has a couple of kids. Her father lent
my father fifty baht, Thai money. My father prayed
and prayed. And he said, “I’m not going to buy food
with this, I’m going to play Thai lotto.” That’s what
he did with all his money. My grandmother, who had
passed away, had given him a special number. So he
bought that number, and then he won. It was amazing. The next thing I knew we had a home, we moved
into our house. He had a big celebration, invited
friends and neighbors and monks.

That was a happy time. But that didn’t last very long.
We didn’t go to the Philippines until 1984. Our money ran out and we were once again destitute. We were
desperate and very poor. Fortunately, we had friends
who had stayed there with us and who had left early,
like our friend who lives in Australia. He had a taxicab
business in Melbourne, Australia. He left first and
then sent us money, $50, $20. Very little amounts, but
we had something to live on.
As soon as we got to KID the family who we brought
over the border, turned their backs on us. They didn’t
want anything to do with us any longer. They didn’t
get along with us any longer because we didn’t have
any money. When their brother sent money from the
United States, they wouldn’t share, even though in the
letter he said to share.
By this time their father, younger brother and sister
had already left for the US because they wanted the
children to go to school. They were sponsored as
immigrants. The other family which was with us had
six kids, too many, and the US family couldn’t afford
to bring them as immigrants. They waited and sponsored us as refugees. The terms depend on your status, whether you are a refugee, immigrant, displaced
person, elderly person, single person, older person,
or a person with a big family.

We had all left KID for the Transit Camp together with
the family who were supposed to be my relatives.
When we got to the Transit Camp in Thailand, near
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Aranyaprathet, it was quite different. We didn’t have
to cook our own food. Lunch and dinner were given
to us and there was a huge amount of food, beef, and
chicken, cooked western style. They made pot roast,
fried chicken and lots of other things. To us this was
huge because we had never had this much food in
KID. In KID they only gave us fish and unhealthy food,
nasty food.

still owe them money and pay them back monthly.
The flight was a long and traumatic experience and
I got sick on the plane. We were wearing tags and
it was obvious that we were refugees. On the plane
they fed us anything we wanted but we didn’t speak
to anyone. We didn’t know where we were going,
didn’t speak the language, we just had a tag. It was as
though we were animals sitting on the plane.

A lot of people suffered from malnutrition. A lot of
young women became prostitutes to make a living in
KID. That was when I realized that the brother and
sister-in-law who sponsored us to the US, really had a
heart. They were not like the family who we brought
across the border and abandoned us. They were not
like the border guards. This is when I realized that
people are different, even though they come from
the same family, that some people have a brain and a
heart and can think, and others can’t and don’t. Some
people can be very considerate and some people can
be very rude.

We had a stopover in San Francisco. A man from a
refugee agency who spoke Cambodian and Chinese
met us and gave us coats and told us that where we
were going was going to be very cold. It was a great
feeling to have someone, the first person we met,
speak to us in our language.

One day a woman from Bangkok came to the camp
and introduced herself as being an adoptive mother
of the people in Colorado who were supposed to be
our sponsors. She brought two huge baskets of various tropical fruits, including durians, logins and jackfruit. These two baskets were the same size and were
huge. You couldn’t carry them alone. She put them
down and said, “I brought two baskets of fruit, one
for each family.” So she gave us one big basket and
she gave the other family with six kids one basket. So,
this was when they got really jealous. Later we heard
them talking to other people that there were only
three of us and eight of them, so how come we got
one basket and they only got one basket? They should
have given my family a smaller portion.
By some miracle, the father who came first to the
United States became ill and was on his deathbed. He
said that his death wish was for us to come to see him
before he died. We were supposed to stay longer in
the transit camp. The officials came for us and both
families got on a bus and took a plane from Bangkok
to the Philippines. When we got to the Philippines the
families were separated. By that time the doctors and
medical staff in Colorado had decided that the father
didn’t have much longer. His last wish was to see us
and particularly me. So we stayed in the Philippines
for a while, not very long. Long enough for us to go
to school and learn some basic English. Then we flew
first from the Philippines to the United States. The
other family was very angry. A Catholic non-profit
charity based in New York paid for our tickets. We

When we got to Denver, Colorado we landed with
tears. We cried and cried. The people who sponsored
us didn’t come to pick us up. They sent their brother
to pick us up with another Cambodian family who
had already lived in Colorado for a long time. They
took us to the hospital. It was snowing that night
and very cold. As soon as we walked into grandpa’s
room in the hospital we put our hands on his hands.
That’s when the doctor pronounced him dead. I felt
his hand holding mine. The medical staff said that he
had waited for us to come but could not hold him for
another week when the other family were supposed
to come for the funeral. I started school a couple of
months later. It wasn’t until years later that we were
able to stand up on our own feet and make something
of ourselves.
After notes: The story of Samantha and her family in
the United States is a long and complex one. The family opened many donut shops in Southern California
and Tennessee. Samantha now supports her adoptive
mother, father and daughter by running a donut shop
in Tennessee. She hopes to take a para-legal college
course so that she can do more challenging and less
physical work. Her parents still gamble every week in
Tennessee, hoping to win the jackpot again.

Interview was done in Los Angeles, California in 1996.
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He also showed me signage to educate residents about
health issues. For instance, one sign showed the proper
way to keep a jar of water so that mosquitoes carrying
dengue fever did not breed. Another sign addressed the
issue of AIDS and safe sex.

education. My family wanted democracy but couldn’t
say that because they would be punished during the
Sihanouk time and Lon Nol time.

In all of the Khmer society they did not allow us to
speak openly. I felt that American citizens can say
what they want, can criticize the government. In
Cambodia, no, we could not do that. If we did criticize
we would be hurt, either directly or indirectly. And
we didn’t get news because the press was controlled
by the government, so the people could not have real
information, not like they have in other countries.
If all the press is controlled by the government, it
means that the government has to censor all the
information first before they let the newspapers or
radio broadcast it.

When I went to Phnom Penh I visited his wife’s parents.
The year before, I had sent Hong money to help him in
the camp. He had sent most of the money to his fatherin-law to rebuild his family house in the countryside.
Hong also used part of the money to repay a debt of a
woman in the camp. She had to borrow $100 from a
wealthy resident. He required that she give him her
daughter until she had repaid the debt. He mistreated
her daughter and sexually abused her. He made her
sleep on the dirt floor and do all the household chores.
Hong repaid the debt and took the daughter with his
family when they left the camp.

Hong Setha and his family in their home in Site 2, 1992.

Hong Setha
I met Hong Setha in a truck driving back to Aran-

yaprathet from Site 2 late in the afternoon in 1990.
He was an X-Ray technician and one of the only people
allowed to leave the camp to do work at other camps.
This necessitated that he spend the night in Aranyaprathet each week, indicating that he was a highly
trusted resident of Site 2. He agreed to give me a tour
of Site 2 the next day. We met at 9:00 a.m. and spent
the morning on his bicycle touring various medical
facilities, the courthouse, market, one of the central
squares that had a rice distribution area and theater.
Site 2 was the largest of the camps and we were only
able to see a small portion of it that morning. The hot
and humid tropical environment resulted in my being
continuously wet from sweat. But, Hong Setha was
able to transport both of us on his bike all morning
without ever sweating or becoming tired.
At noon he insisted on taking me to his home where
his wife had made a traditional Cambodian meal. She
was a slight woman, shy and understated and a very
fine business woman and excellent cook. After a lunch
of rice, vegetables, fish, meat and soda he told me the
story of his family. His mother and father had been
academics in Phnom Penh, teachers of high school

mathematics. His grandfather had been a wealthy and
highly respected merchant who had had several wives
and owned much property. He believed that his entire
family had been killed during the war and he fled to
the border in 1979.
His wife’s family were rice farmers who lived two hours
drive from Phnom Penh in the country. While Hong’s
family had been destroyed, his wife’s family remained
generally unscathed. They continued to live as farmers
during the war. Periodically her father was forced to do
work for the Khmer Rouge, like build a detention and
torture facility in the center of the agricultural area
where they lived. However, for the most part, they lived
through the Pol Pot years with little change to their agricultural routine. The stories of these two sides of the
family clarified the polarized experiences of educated
and non-educated people in Cambodia during the war.
After lunch we continued our tour. He took me past a
large area which had been completely burned when a
woman who had been angry with her husband burned
his clothes. A burning ember landed on a roof of an
adjacent hut and instantly a fire broke out which
consumed 1,200 homes and many public buildings and
storage facilities. She was placed in jail for six months
and now people were helping each other rebuild.
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My father did not like Sihanouk or the monarchy
system and I didn’t like it either, because it seemed
like the king or prince are telling us to treat them
like very special gods. If the king does well, then
we support him, but our king did not do much for
this country. And it seems like if one king governs a
country, then all of his relatives will join the government. I don’t think that this country should belong to
the family of the king. It belongs to the people. Other
people should have the ability to lead the country and
participate in the government as well.
,
When Lon Nol came in he represented a democratic
option. But his success did not mean we had a real
democracy because his party won the election by a
trick or something else. At that time Lon Nol controlled the army and the army was very powerful in
Cambodia. He either won through fear or by buying
votes or by tricking people. He told people that if
they voted for him he would do something for them.
But, in fact, that did not happen. After the election
the people became quite angry with Lon Nol. By the
time the Khmer Rouge emerged in 1975, Lon Nol no
longer had the support of the people.

Before 1975 my family lived in Phnom Penh, the capitol of Cambodia. At that time we lived happily with
our whole family, parents, three brothers and three
sisters until 1975. All of them were older than me.
We still felt that we were in our country, we were not
refugees like now, we were citizens, so we could do
anything we wanted. That is the difference between
my life before 1975 and life now in Site 2.

My parents were teachers and my father worked with
his brother in an import export company. I think they
exported rice and agricultural products, but I’m not
sure. And they imported electronics, chemicals and
fertilizers. My father taught mathematics and my
mother taught history and geography in high school.
I was 17 in 1975 and still in my last semester of high
school. I wanted to be a doctor. My father wanted to
send me to medical school. The schools in France
were better than in Cambodia. My older brother
studied at the school of commerce and after two
years planned to go to France for more education. My
eldest sister studied accounting and finished school.
But, they were both killed by the Khmer Rouge.

There wasn’t much change in our lives between the
Sihanouk years and Lon Nol years. During the Sihanouk years we had peace regularly for a while but we
had no democracy or freedom. We had a parliament
but no other party could compete with the Sihanouk
party. ‘Democracy’ was just a word. The people did
not know what real democracy was because they never had it. Some of them never knew what it was during their lifetime. They wanted democracy but they
really didn’t understand it because of their lack of
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On April 17, 1975, when the Khmer Rouge took over
the country, they evacuated everyone inside Phnom
Penh to the countryside, including my family. At first
we were evacuated to the east side of Phnom Penh
but over there my parents were very popular because
they were well known. My parents were very scared
that they could not hide their biography. So they
decided to move to another place. If the Khmer Rouge
knew that they were educated, they would kill them
because they thought that educated people would
lead the people against their party.

My family moved to the Battambang area. At that
time my father was unlucky. He met one of his
friends, who was with the Khmer Rouge. He told my
family biography to the Khmer Rouge local government of that area and after that they took my family
to kill them. At that time they said that my father
was giving information to the CIA and spying for the
Khmer Rouge as well. However, my father was giving
more information to the Khmer Rouge than the CIA.

One day in 1976 people came to interview us three
or four times with the same questions. They asked us,
“What is your education?,” “Where are you staying,”
“What are you doing?,” “Do you have any position
with the general government?” We had to answer
correctly; we must answer the same.

At that time my father wanted to hide his identity. He
said that he was not involved with anything related to
the government, that he was just a merchant, buying and selling goods but that he never dealt with
the government. But, his friend had told the Khmer
Rouge what he really was doing.

At that time one brother and sister went to visit
relatives in another village. At this time they took my
family and killed them. The Khmer Rouge soldiers
tried to take me to kill also, but very luckily one of the
KR leaders of my group pitied me because I was so
young and because I worked very hard all the time. I
had to take care of him, give him a massage and do
many things for him. He told me to run away from the
village. In 1976 they were not so strict and we could
go to another village to live. This man sent me to his
relative in another village to stay with, to hide my
biography. That is why I wasn’t killed. I stayed with
this family about two years.

I was sent far away from the village to work on a mobile team. We worked very hard digging a dam, 12-14
hours a day. We didn’t have enough food to eat. No
one can imagine that 300 grams of rice shared by 12
– 20 people a day could survive. We had only this rice
and water every day. At that time I was very thin, very
skinny. At that time I felt that I would trade my life
for a plate of rice. We were very very hungry all the
time. The dam was very big, in Battambang Province.
We managed to complete it. We worked until it was
completed.

When the Vietnamese troops invaded Cambodia in
1979, I found that they were as brutal as the KR, so
we were very scared. I stayed in the country governed
by Heng Samrin and the Vietnamese only about three

or four months. Then I escaped to the border. During
that time it was very dangerous at the Khmer-Thai
border because along the border were KR soldiers. I
had to choose which to be allied with.
I was very lucky to choose the KR soldiers because
at that time KR changed their policy and didn’t kill
people any more because they wanted people to join
them. And there were only some smugglers buying
or selling at the border. I did some smuggling at that
time for a while. Then when relief agencies came
at the end of 1979, I joined one of them and I have
worked with them since that time. Before then we
didn’t have UMBRO yet. Only IRC came to help.

When the Vietnamese invaded the KR withdrew from
the village to the forest, especially to the west of Cambodia, to the Thai-Cambodian border. At first it was
a forest. As the number of people grew, it became a
camp originally called 007 and after that called Rithysen. At that time the KPNLF did not yet exist. It was
a subdivision of Sihanouk army nationalists, which
later became the KPNLF. It was formed by many small
groups, small guerilla groups. The KPNLF fought to
take control of the camp. When they succeeded the
camp was renamed Rithysen, not 007. I stayed in this
camp 4-5 years.
Then I moved to Nong Chan Camp along the ThaiCambodian border where I lived for two years. I
moved to Nong Chan because it was a better camp
and because my friend invited me to join him there.
I stayed there until 1982 when it was destroyed by
the Vietnamese army because this camp was a military camp. Along the Cambodian border there were
military camps that were attacked by the Vietnamese
army. When the Vietnamese attacked, people fled to
Thailand and then UMBRO sent them to camps there
some of which were affiliated with the KPNLF. Many
people supported this group more than the Sihanouk
group. The KPNLF was only fighting the Vietnamese. In 1982 they had not joined other factions. The
coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea was
formed in 1982 or 1983. (I’m not quite sure). At that
time we just had an agreement that we wouldn’t fight
each other. After 1983 when the coalition government formed, it seemed that the fighting between
each faction decreased. So, everyone was just fighting
one enemy, Heng Samrin’s troops and the Vietnamese
troops. I then moved to another camp inside Cambodia 3-4 km from Site 2 camp. It was a civilian camp,
not a military camp.
When I was in this military camp I worked as a medi-
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cal worker, so I did not fight. I was trained to fight,
to be a soldier. However, I thought, “If I am ever
conscripted, I will run away.” I didn’t want to join the
military. At this time I only had a high school education. In Nong Chan in 1982 we had no former educational training. However, in 1985 when we went to
Site 2 there were many relief agencies who came to
set up high schools and advanced education for the
people in Site 2. So I learned a lot but it was not the
same as having a real formal education.

Cambodia. I was at the border almost ten years, ten
very hard years. We struggled a lot. We were starving. We wanted to find something to fill our stomachs.
At that time I had to work and learn at the same time.
I worked from 6:00 a.m. – 6:00 p.m. and then gave
English classes from 6:00 pm. – 7:00 p.m.to earn extra money to feed my family. I learned English in high
school in Cambodia and improved it when working
with relief workers.

It was very dangerous to move because we had to
cross mine fields and also we had to cross the Vietnamese and KR front lines. The KR put mines along
the Thai-Cambodian border because they were afraid
that the people would flee the country. Hundreds of
people and smugglers died when they came to the
border. We used to see these things in a movie but
what I am telling you is the truth, not a movie. When
we found dead people on the path, we just walked
over their body and continued walking. And we didn’t
know when we would die. So, we ate and stayed near
dead bodies because we had no specific goal.
I said, “Okay. I want to escape from the communists.”
My friend told me that at the border we could escape into Thailand, that Thailand is a free country.
The path we were walking on wasn’t a road, but just
a small path. In about 2 km I counted 30 dead. And
nobody took care of the dead bodies and we could
not choose another route because the land was full
of land mines. So we had to follow the road full of
dead people. And even though we saw bodies we
could not move them because we were scared that a
landmine might be under them. So we traveled in the
dangerous zone for about 20 km until we reached the
Thai-Cambodian border. I got to Site 2 in 1985. There
I studied medicine, business and general management, psychology, leadership, accounting, business
law and some economics.

At this time I thought that my whole family had been
killed. But, quite by accident, when I was getting water, I found my brother and sister in Site 2 camp. My
sister didn’t recognize me because I had grown up.
She didn’t know that I was still alive. None of us could
believe that we had found each other. We cried with
joy. She and my brother, who is single, are staying
together in the camp.

I also learned to direct the X-Ray facility. I was one of
the few people who were allowed to go from camp to
camp because of my knowledge of management. In
fact, as X-Ray Project Coordinator I didn’t do much.
I was more concerned with administrative work. I
wrote a proposal to UMBRO to run this organization
and they agreed to let me manage this project. I managed it at Site 8, Site 2 and Site B. Every week I visited
these facilities. However, the programs there were
going so smoothly that I eventually reduced my visits
and took classes in biochemistry and genetics.
I was married in 1984 in Dang Rec camp, inside

Many of my co-workers in the camp liked to study but
they were paid very little, maybe 30 baht a month.
So they paid me only one baht which meant I had a
little extra for my family. I taught them English as a
Second Language. From 8:00 a.m. – noon I worked in
the hospital. From noon to 1:00 p.m. we had a lunch
break. At that time I only took fifteen minute break
because I wanted to attend a management course
with a professor. He wanted to teach us more, so we
worked in groups from 4 :00– 5:30 p.m. to discuss his
teaching or read the assignment. It was very hard. At
night in the camp it was very dark because there was
no electricity. So we studied by candlelight. At that
time I didn’t wear glasses, but I read so much in poor
light that now I have to wear them. A doctor saw that
I was writing very slowly and suspected that I had a
problem with my vision so he sent me to Kao-I-Dang
and he paid for my glasses. At that time UNBRO did
not provide glasses for people.
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Site 2 seems like a town. Even though we have thatch
buildings or bamboo houses, the system of governing
the camp seems like a real town. At first westerners
think maybe these are very cruel or very bad conditions here, but in fact, no, we have a very good system
here. We have an administration office, other departments, medical department, education, agriculture,
justice committee, social workers, Khmer women’s
association handicap association. We also have a
high school with teachers. Life is limited in Site 2. We
cannot go outside the fence. We are inside the camp
like frogs in a well. That is a Khmer proverb; it means
that we can see only the sky, we cannot go outside the
fence. But, even so, these people are eager to learn, to
absorb knowledge.

One thing I observed about life in Site 2. When people
stay so long in a restricted camp or closed camp, like
Site 2, it makes their mind change. They feel more aggressive and they feel like they do not have any confidence in their life. If you go to a psychiatric center,
you will know how people feel, how they are affected
by mental illness. Much violence happens. Sometimes
a father kills his children, his wife, because it seems
like they have no hope, no future. There was a widespread feeling of hopelessness here before peace
had happened. This has changed somewhat because
people hope that one day they will be repatriated
back home. The despair I mentioned refers to two –
three years ago.

More than 50% of the people in Site 2 are children
under 15 years old and you can imagine how it has
affected them. They have no idea of life outside the
camp or what their home country looks like. They
just grew up in the camp with no freedom. They can’t
go outside of the fence. They just get used to the food
or things supplied by the UN. They don’t know how to
cultivate the land or how to make their living, or they
don’t have confidence in themselves. We have more
freedom now. Before, the DPPU, the task force agency
at the time treated people in the camp very badly.
We were punished by the Thai soldiers and rape was
common. This happened between 1985 – 1987. It
was terrible in Site 2, much robbery and many awful
things happened during that time. There are still robberies but not by Thai. They are now done by Khmer.
The bandits are better armed than the police and also
better armed than the Thai army. The bandits have
more equipment, more armament and come with big
groups.

November 6, 1992: My family couldn’t stay at my
father-in-law’s house (in the countryside outside of
Phnom Penh) any more because of security reasons.
As you know my brother-in-law works for KPNLF
in Bangkok and the (Hun Sen) government thought
that my brother-in-law has a high position with the
KPNLF (Politician). And it affected my family. They
(government) pressure my family by indirect ways. If
they want to kill someone, they just send their special
police to shoot and report to the public that it’s a robbery and UNTAC cannot do anything because there is
no evidence to prove. This is a new political strategy
of their government and UNTAC cannot protect us 24
hours (a day).
Interview was done in Site 2 Refugee Camp in 1992.

INTERVIEW WITH A SURVIVOR

I was put into a camp where we worked and went
to school. We would sing songs of the Communist
ideology. I remember these songs. I even have tapes.
It all drove us into participating in this government.
They would give children duties, soldier duties, like
cooking, etc. The leaders were not that old, maybe
15 or 16, under 20. There would be an adult leader,
too. They isolated us from the family lifestyle to the
government lifestyle, so we didn’t care much about
our family. We didn’t even think about our family. The
government was our new family.

My father was well-known in our part of Cambodia
because he worked for the government. When the
KR came he was living in Battambang. When they
took over the city all the roads were blocked in the
city. They told us, “Get out of the city right now and
come back in three days, because the United States is
going to bomb.” We were scared because bombings
had happened before. During the Vietnam War, the
U.S. was bombing the Viet Cong. In Cambodia tons of
bombs were dropped and people got scared. So they
used that propaganda to evacuate the city.

I learned all the ideology. In the songs they said,
“You are the new leader of the country, and you are
the new generation.” In my mind at that time, Cambodia was the only country, the most powerful one.
We didn’t learn about other countries. We liked the
government very much. Then, when there was not
enough food to eat, we started to think again.

During the Vietnam War, Sihanouk wanted the country to be neutral, but the North Vietnamese would
cross the border into Cambodia to fight the South.
And they got supplies from the government, too, under the table. After the coup of Sihanouk, Lon Nol was
allied with the United States. Because Lon Nol was
backed by U.S. weapons, tanks and artillery people
joined his army. Sihanouk was not happy about this.
He went to China and broadcast from there, telling
the people to join the KR to fight the corrupt Lon Nol
government. So, Sihanouk was actually very important in giving the Khmer Rouge power. People joined
the KR to get power back for him.

They changed everything, like cars and motorcycles,
saying these things were from the old regime. We
were told to take them apart, take the metal, melt it
and make new products, like spoons. We didn’t use
spoons from the old regime. We put them away. We
would take a car and motorcycle, remove the aluminum, melt it and make a new spoon. How stupid!! I
was the person to take all of the aluminum parts. The
motorcycle was running, the car was good, but we
would take the tires and cut them to make shoes.

The KR rebels started bombing theaters and the
airport. It was chaos. Even though the Lon Nol army
was very strong, sometimes they were too harsh
on the rebels. If they suspected someone, they just
killed him. If there was a demonstration the Lon Nol
soldiers couldn’t control, they began shooting. And
then people would say, “You’re killing my family,” and
join the KR. Everyone was hoping that the KR troops
would come in and liberate the country because Sihanouk was allied with them.

So far as the possibility for democracy in Cambodia,
if the old generation allows the young generation to
take political power or take power in rebuilding the
country, it will be good. Because I think the older generation includes ideas of colonialism, corruption and
so are the enemy of the people. It is a different time
and everyone, especially Cambodian people, must
learn what is democracy.

They checked our house whenever they wanted. If
they found something valuable, they’d say, “You are
not suppose to have that,” and take it away. If we
planted something to eat, they would say that we had
to bring it to the commune to share, not eat it alone.
Some authorities were more lenient and allowed us
to raise our own food; others did not. The authorities
changed every year.

When the KR took over the country Sihanouk was
not allowed into the country. After the liberation,
they moved people out of the city to the countryside
to work. The KR said, “You people who stay in the
city doing nothing, go to work in the countryside.”
And, once they got us out of the cities, they imposed
curfews. We could not go from one area to the next
without written permission from the head of our
commune. They separated children from their
parents. Parents would work day and night and the
children would stay in the camp learning Communist
rules and ideology. The idea was to start a new society from the children. The old were expendable.

In 1991 Hong Setha applied to an American college to
gain entrance. His application was denied because he
did not have a high school diploma. He sent the following note: December 21, 1991: Unfortunately, U.S.A.
Embassy in Bangkok stopped issuing student visa for
Cambodian refugee to study there. The U.S. authority in
Bangkok still continue issuing official visit, conference,
seminar Visa, etc. Students requesting visas have to
wait for a while until U.S. policy is changed.
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I worked where they killed people. There were fifteen
or twenty of us, working at the killing ground. They
would bring a truckload of people to the killing place
and kill them at night. In the morning me and other
kids would strip them, take the dirty clothing, wash
them, and give them back to the KR. The bodies
would be dumped in a big ditch. When it was filled
they dug another one. This was in Battambang.
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They were killing people on suspicion of betraying
the government or being an informer. So, I could be
the friend of the government in one district, but in
another district the government would not like me.
And different groups of Communists would kill each
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other. They would take us ‘for education’ but we actually would be killed.

I lived near the main road, Route 5. It connected Phnom
Penh to Battambang. It was shut down. No one could
go in or out. But, I lived close to the city and could go
in because I had a permit with three or five different
colors. I got the pass because I had relatives who were
part of the Communist party. My sister was sick and she
needed to go from one hospital to another and with my
pass I could take her.

During 1976, the Chinese came in to inspect the country. They came in with hundreds of big GMC-type trucks
along the main Route 5. For weeks before they came,
we were excused from work and were asked to dress up
so nice, with white shirts. The week before they came
we were supposed to plant flowers along the road, to
make the country look nice for the Chinese delegates
coming into the country.
The Vietnamese used to be supported by the Chinese,
but they changed and started getting support from the
Soviet Union. It was Soviet supported communists in
Vietnam who took over Cambodia in 1979. The people
who now run the Cambodian government are Soviet
supported Vietnamese Communists. The KR on the
border right now are the Chinese supported KR.
South Vietnam was once Cambodia and millions of
Cambodians now live there. Lon Nol sent Vietnamese
who were born in Cambodia back to Vietnam. That was
the wrong thing to do. They didn’t want to go back.
They speak Khmer. Many of them were killed.

At the end of 1973, I was transferred to the Khmer
navy where I was a driver. On the night of April 19,
1975, KR forces came to my house and forced my
family out of the house telling us, “You just come out
of the house about 3 – 5 km outside the city and in
two days you can come back. Angkar wants to sweep
away all of Lon Nol’s soldiers. Just take a few things
for several days and then you can return home.”

We arrived in front of the Pepsi Cola factory. I slept
close to the dead body of a factory worker who had
died two days before the KR arrived in Phnom Penh.
I saw people shot in the back of the head and back
which meant that these factory workers were trying
to run away from the KR to get to their family. The KR
soldiers thought the factory workers were pilots because they wore a blue uniform like navy pilots. They
didn’t know they were only factory workers.

On April 20, I arrived at KM 7, an old village of Khmer
Muslims. I saw a lot of Khmer Rouge soldiers who
searched every family who rested there. It took us a
few days to go only 2-3 kilometers because so many
people came from the city and there was only one
road. So many buses or KR trucks came in and out of
Phnom Penh that people only had a narrow part of
the road on which to walk. In a half an hour we could
only walk two or three meters.

None of my family was killed by the KR. We obeyed
rules. We did nothing against them. They treated me
badly. They accused my father of being a soldier. They
would lift me by my ears, and I would bleed and my
ears would be torn. I would come home and tell my
mother, but she said not to say anything, just ignore
them. And they would torture us. They beat me up and
asked me about my family. I didn’t say anything. I was
too smart. The reason we lived was that as we saw
changes in the rulers so we would move from one zone
to the next. When we wanted to move to a different
zone, we could, as long as we had relatives in the next
zone who guarantee that we are their family.
The Vietnamese always want to move west, always
want more land. Now we don’t trust the Vietnamese.
We fear that they just want to take our land.
Interview was done in Site 2 Refugee Camp in 1992.

I was born in 1950 in Phnom Penh. Before 1970, I
was a student in a secondary school in Phnom Penh.
After the fall of the royal government and the rise of
the republic in 1970, I joined the Lon Nol army. I used
to go to South Vietnam to get weapons with support
from the United States government to fight the Viet
Cong and Khmer Rouge. In 1972, the Khmer Rouge
and Viet Cong offensive destroyed a famous bridge
north of Phnom Penh. At that time my father died. He
was in Lon Nol’s army and was killed by the Khmer
Rouge.
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At that time several KR soldiers searched every family. I saw them take away any family members who
had served as Lon Nol soldiers. I was very afraid. So, I
told my mother that I had to get rid of anything from
the U.S. army, blankets, water jar, belt, my identity
card, my birth certificate, civil I.D. card and some of
my certificates. I buried them in a half-meter deep
hole in the earth. I tried to forget that I had been a
former Lon Nol soldier. I disguised myself as a simple
person who had worked as a truck driver, a taxi
driver. I just kept my civil driver’s license.

I tried to go to Battambang but on the way I lost both
of my brothers because the road was so crowded
with people and the KR soldiers pointed with their
guns, go this way, go that way. If we tried to do
something different, they would shoot at us. I spent
several nights at the junction between road 6 and 7
and finally found my brothers.
My mother was very sick with cancer. Her body
became thinner and thinner. My youngest brother
got dysentery and could not walk. My mother and
brother had to ride on an old bicycle and my second
brother and I carried all the material that we had, a
blanket, kitchen things like bowls, pots, something
like that. We had nothing. We took a small path by
the Mekong River that led us to Phnom Penh again.
Then the KR soldiers sent us to another province.

In June I began to understand the communist system.
They started to separate people. For instance, I was
a youth and had to work with a group of youth. My
mother could not work. Sometimes she could not
even stand up. Every day we go out of the house to
work in different places. Workers were only fed one
can of rice which was not real rice but rice with the
skin on. But my mother only received one can of rice
every two days. So we received four cans of rice for
five of us, my two brothers, sister, mother and myself.
That meant we only had two cans of real rice for a
meal, from morning to evening. That was not enough
to keep us alive. So in my free time I and my brother
went to the lake to get morning glories to mix with
rice to make soup. Sometime we added an egg which
we found in a banana tree. And sometimes we found
vegetables in the lake.
My family stayed there two months. My mother
became sicker and they sent her to the KR hospital
about 20 km from the village. At that time it was
rainy season and the water flooded the village so we
could not walk by foot, so we used a boat. We were
ordered to move to Kompong Chhnang Province. I got
word that my mother had been moved 30 km away
and so I spent the next three days walking to find my
mother but I did not find her. I finally met a little boy
who told me, “Oh, your mother already arrived at our
village about one kilometer from here.”
I was very happy to see my mother. But, when I met
her, her body was still the same but she shook a little.
She could still recognize her children, but little else.
So I took her back to the village. But Ankar ordered
my family to live in another village, about 30 km
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ese security units because they thought I was a spy for
the Khmer resistance. When I arrived at my brother’s
house he told me that they were searching my house.
“You have to camouflage yourself and go away.” So I
took a train from Phnom Penh to Battambang without
telling my wife. I just told my brother.

away, so I carried our things. My mother walked with a
walking stick and sometimes I held her up and walked.
At that time I was weaker because I didn’t get enough
food and so didn’t have enough energy. When we arrived at the new sub-district, we were commanded to
live in the house of the monks but there were no monks
there.

On July 15th, 1981, I arrived at Nong Samet Camp, the
Khmer resistance camp along the Thai-Cambodian border under the control of Mr. Salud, camp commander.
In 1983 he was killed. He was allied with the KPNLF
and Son San. I entered the civil politics school in the
camp where I spent five months. I lived in the resistance camp until 1984 working with the MHC program,
Mother and Health Care program, supported by COERR,
a Thai Catholic Refugee Relief program, The camp was
destroyed in 1984 by the Vietnamese so we moved to
Site 7 camp. And at the end of 1985 we were ordered by
a Khmer officer to move to Site 2 camp.

Then we were ordered to live under the house of
people who supported the KR forces. We got a little bit
more food but they worked us very hard. I had to wake
up at 3:00 a.m. and walk until 6:00 a.m. to get to work.
And I had to come back at 11:00 p.m. So, before 1:00
p.m. I only had lunch. In the afternoon I had to work in
a different area, cutting rice plants for sewing. My family stayed there for about two months. In the beginning
of 1976 we were moved by truck to Kratie province in
the northeast of Cambodia. I still have bad memories.

When we arrived in March 1976, they provided us with
a small house with just a little bit of roof which was not
good. At that time the KR gave new orders to gather all
small kitchens to be a big kitchen in the collective farm
kitchen. So, every family had one kitchen all together.
We could not have small meals as before. They gathered all of our kitchen materials. That was the day my
mother died, so I remember it very well.

My family stayed there for two years until in January of
1979 the Vietnamese forces came into Kratie Province
and released the people. In February of 1979 I returned
to Phnom Penh and then returned to my former village
where my wife and I got married. I worked as a bicycle
repairman. I sat by the road leading to Phnom Penh to
repair bicycles. There I met a friend who used to work
in the army and now worked for the resistance against
the Vietnamese and Khmer Rouge. He asked me to
join him as a reporter or spy to get information from
Vietnamese forces in Phnom Penh or the countryside. I
agreed to join him. I only fought with writing, reporting.
In June I sent a report with my young brother to the
border.
In July 1981, nearly a month after my brother left the
house, the village leader and his security unit came
to search my house to find documents because they
wondered why there were lots of people from different
areas who met at my house. They were my friends who
gave me information, like “My village just got another
battalion of Vietnamese troops and two sets of artillery, two sets of machine guns, etc.” They just informed
me and I recorded it in my notebook and then sent
the information to the border. My wife went to tell my
brother that our house was being searched by Vietnam-
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I left the resistance program and camp because they accused me of being a reporter for Hun Sen, for the Vietnamese. I had spent a lot of my life serving the resistance because I am a nationalist. I love my nation. I love
my people. In the middle of 1987 they seized a small
boy from my house because he had just come from the
Hun Sen government. He had no relatives at the border,
so I picked him up to live and I fed him. I loved him. I
cared for him as a brother. They accused me of being
the boss of that boy. And they accused that boy of being
a spy. In fact, he came from the city because he could
not live with the Vietnamese government. He had shot
a Vietnamese person and then fled. He had gone to Russia to study to be a marine. But the unit of the KPNLF
didn’t understand. They accused that boy and me of
being spies for the KGB just because the boy studied in
Russia.
So, in Site 2 I was a displaced person, not a refugee.
I bought the name of a new arrival from Vietnam, a
Khmer Krom and I bought names for my wife and
daughter as well. Our names cost 10,000 baht. I
planned to go to another country that had real peace
and freedom. I hated the regime people in Cambodia
who competed with each other for power and control.
However, officials told me that I could not use those
names, and so in June of 1988, I fled to Khao-I-Dang
camp as a political refugee.

I had no relatives there to help me. Most people in that
camp had to have support from abroad. I bought a
house 3 ½ meters wide. I found my brother who gave
me 500 baht, so I spent 100 for the bathroom and 200
for the kitchen. In the morning I taught people English

for one hour and earned one can of fish every two
hours. And some students gave me rice, one can of
rice for two hours of teaching. Those students were
legal refugees who can get rations from the UNHCR.
But, I was illegal at that time so I had to earn food by
teaching. In the middle of the day I went to the farm
in front of the camp to gather some vegetables like
morning glory flowers. And my wife got up in the
morning and went to get water. Sometimes I found
a rich family and they want me to chop wood, so I
do that for them and get two cans, half kilo, of rice
and sometimes some cooking oil. In August 1988,
I applied to work for the literacy language center. I
camouflaged myself as a legal refugee because the
NGO organizations in the camp could only hire legal
refugees as staff. In 1989 the UNHCR allowed me to
get rations. I became a worker for the UNHCR at another camp until it closed in October, 13, 1990.

I wrote these things in letters to US officials. They
wrote back and said that they would follow US policy.
They didn’t mention that they had been our former
ally. They just mentioned the new policy for the
United States. That means they forgot the memory
of our relationship with the United States. Our hand
used to carry guns. Our skin used to be covered with
military clothes. We always supported the republic
regime and democratic regime.

The new head of the UNHCR said that I could no
longer work for the UNHCR. I didn’t know what to do.
I felt dead in my body because my family depended
on me, on the job so that I have a salary to buy food,
because the rations were not enough, two canned fish
for one person for two weeks, and only 70 grams of
fresh meat per person for one week. When my boss
said that I didn’t have a job I cried because I think I
have no way to feed my family.

A few days later my boss said, “UHNCR needs a
worker who is a specialist as a driver, radio operator
and knows English. But, when they met me they are
concerned because I was one who always opposed
repatriation because I felt that real peace had not
come to Cambodia yet because the KR is the strongest
party who still fights with guns. They do not compromise. Thus, the officials do not allow my family to
repatriate.
I sent many letters, complaints to the US government.
I want the United States to look back in history. I
worked in the Lon Nol army supported by the United
States for a long time. Our government was like my
mother, the United States government like my father
who gives support so that we can fight with the KR
and Vietnamese communists. So I want them to look
back to those people who are still alive. Out of one
hundred persons, only four or five are still alive. And
we suffered very very much and we had bad experiences from the KR government from 1975-1979. Our
families suffered as well. The United States did not
provide enough support for the republican regime. I
want the United States to sponsor us, to rescue us to
live in the United States.
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Even though I lived in Khao-I-Dang I entered too late
to be designated a political refugee and so I cannot
immigrate to a third country. I am like smoke on the
border because I have no relatives anywhere. If I go
back to Cambodia I will have trouble. Even if Sihanouk wins in the next election I will have to camouflage my face. My only hope is to work for the United
Nations of an NGO organization.

I saw the system of a republic regime or democratic
regime as much better than the royal system or KR
system. If I hadn’t fought in Lon Nol’s army I wouldn’t
have this problem.

Interview was done in Kao-I-Dang Refugee Camp
in 1992.

CAMPUCHIA KROM SURVIVOR
The French controlled Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia for almost one hundred years. When they
left, they gave what they called Kampuchea Krom
to the Vietnamese government without consent
from the Cambodian government. The Cambodian people now say that it was illegal for the
French to give this land to Vietnam. Millions of
people eat Cambodian food, speak Cambodian.
My parents don’t speak Vietnamese. And there
are more than 500 Buddhist temples there. I got
trapped in that territory, no liberty. When millions of people lived under a foreign government
we lost all freedom.
The Vietnamese government used to allow 18
hours of classes taught in the Khmer language a
week. But, they cut down those classes to three
hours per week. Everything was taught in Vietnamese. Cambodian became like ESL. My mother
died when I was twelve. And my father and
brother who supported me saw me as the only
one in the family who can maintain the face of
the family and get a higher education. They did
whatever they could to get money to send me to
Cambodia so that I could continue my education.
So I migrated to Cambodia when I was fourteen
to live with my aunt in Phnom Penh and continue
my education.
I had to work in the summer time to earn money
to go to school. Traditionally, parents supported
their children in school, but I was far away from
my family. I was always the best student in the
high school class. From 1965-1968 I went to the
Registered Nurse school. There were only 100
places and there were 2,300 applicants. I ranked
19th. All of the programs were run by UNICEF. I
graduated in 1968 and worked in a hospital in
Battambang as an RN, surgery room until 1975
when the Khmer Rouge took over. Originally I
chose to work in a rural area near the Thai-Cambodian border. In this area I met and married my
wife.

When I first started as a student in Cambodia I
supported Sihanouk, just like most of the Cambodian people. However, when Sihanouk fired the
American team that built the road from Phnom

Penh to Kampong Cham, accusing them that the
road was being used for jets to land so that they
could mount a coup against the government, my
friends and I thought that maybe his era was
over. When he started to make a lot of films, starring himself, I thought, “No way, no leader in the
world does this. You cannot be a movie star and
a leader at the same time.” Reagan was a movie
star, but when he became president he wasn’t a
star any more. Sihanouk lost popularity of educated people. In 1970 I felt reborn. I was living
in a republic and I supported Lon Nol 100%. We
wanted to be a free people, to express free ideas,
to have democracy. Later on, when the Khmer
republic became more corrupt, I started to worry
again.

I was not happy about the corruption and
thought that maybe the KR would be better. But,
we already knew that the KR were killing in
the zones they controlled. Sometimes I turned
on my radio and heard Sihanouk call to all the
Cambodian people to go to the jungle and stand
up against the government. I wasn’t happy about
him calling our own people to fight against our
own people, especially because the KR was supported by the Viet Cong. I heard on the radio,
American broadcast from Washington D.C., that
there will be a lot of killing when the KR take
over the country, but I thought at that time, “Well,
maybe not me because I am not a military man.”
But we got tricked. We put down all our arms
and we surrendered in 1975. We even celebrated
a little when the KR took over, until they told us
to get out of town.

All of us believed that they were not going to do
anything to the medical staff. We thought they
needed us because we were technical people
who worked in the hospital. They said that they
needed us, too. “You guys, tonight you come and
sleep in the hospital, all of you. At five o’clock in
the morning, we are going to bring you somewhere.” At that point I said, “No, I am not going
to believe them.” I did not go. I didn’t trust them.
All the people who came to the hospital were
killed. They brought the medical staff to a camp,
and made them all medical staff. For a while until
the people taught them everything. They learned
a little bit and thought they could be nurses and
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doctors. And then they killed all of the medical
staff.

guide who would take us across the border. At
that time it was rainy season and the jungle was
so thick that we could hardly see. So, we said,
“Well, maybe next time.”

I went to live with a farmer who used to be a
good friend. He brought me to their farm in an
ox cart and left town. At first I thought maybe I
was wrong. I know nothing about being a farmer.
That’s really hard work, but I think I need to take
the hard way. I worked hard, pretending to be a
real farmer. But a lot of people worked hard, too,
and still got killed. So, I am just lucky, that’s all. I
saw my wife once in a while. I had one son who
died at age 5 and one daughter who died at 3. I
didn’t have a chance to see them. When my wife
was really sick they sent me a message through
the jungle saying that I should come home. However, my daughter died during the night. My wife
said that her bowel movements were bloody. I
was in bad shape at that time. In three months I
lost my son and my daughter.

My wife had been working in the rice fields. She
was so skinny. When she slept, she had to have
something put below her lower back because
there was no mattress and her most painful part
was in her lower back. So, we were separated
most of the time that the KR were in power. In
1978, the area I was living in was flooded so we
were moved to another area. One night they told
us to go to a movie but it was raining and four
of us didn’t go. The next day they looked for us
and questioned us about what we did. In fact,
we had gone to sleep. But they didn’t believe us
and threw us in jail. They accused us of having
secret communication with the freedom fighters. I thought I would never get out of there. I
finally said, “Brother, if you want to kill me, go
ahead.” They released us finally. No one thought
we would survive. They thought we were already
dead. When I showed up they thought I was
haunting them.

My son died of malnutrition; his belly was too
big. When he died, the last words he said were
“Can I have a bit of rice?” At that time my wife
was working far away in a rice field. His grandma
was with him and when he was really sick, they
sent him to the hospital. When he died, they just
threw his body somewhere. I went to Cambodia
last year to locate the place so that I could put
some flowers there. I’m not sure exactly where
he is.

At that time the Vietnamese started invading
Cambodia. I left the area I was in and found my
wife by accident in the jungle. We heard the
sound of guns but very far away and we didn’t
know who was who. We had no newspaper, no
radio, we didn’t get any information at all. We
just heard gun sounds and thought that was a
good sign. They worked us very hard until one
day, a guy came over and said, “You don’t have to
work anymore. Those KR are fleeing right now.”

During the war I was separated from my wife.
They always made me work very far away from
home in the jungle cutting wood. Most people
who do that job survive, because when the KR
looked for people, they always looked at home.
I very seldom slept at home. I pretended to go
fishing. I got a fish trap and went to sleep in the
field. The guys who came to get me couldn’t find
me in the big rice field and then they go back and
forget about it. We survived one step at a time. I
was lucky. A lot of people got killed.
I was working in the jungle cutting firewood,
burning it, making charcoal, putting it in bags
and then sending it home. We were a group of
ten people. I heard that they might kill us if we
went home. We were so scared. At one point we
were prepared to escape to Thailand. We had a

I looked at the group of people I was working
with and said, “Do me a favor. Don’t say anything,
don’t do anything, just keep working. Keep your
mouth shut, continue to work and pretend you
didn’t hear what that guy said.” I tried to control
the group because I might die too. The KR still
went back and forth. And people who got up and
ran got killed.
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I was right. The next day a long line of KR came
by, and there we were farming. They looked at
us with very sharp eyes and we just kept going.
We kept working and then we heard a big gun

sound. We fled to the middle of the rice field. At
that time one girl ran into the rice field. I asked,
“Who was in the tank?” She said she didn’t know.
She didn’t know what language they spoke either.
We still didn’t know who was in the tank and so
stayed in the rice field for about three days.
I pretended to be a farmer so that I could find out
what was happening. I put a sack of rice on my
shoulder and then I walked slowly on the road.
A guy was behind me. I got close to a small town
and saw them there. From very far, I waved. I
figured that they might shoot. When I got close
enough I saw that they were Vietnamese. I asked
them if we could come into town because we had
been living in the rice field for three days. They
said we could. It helped that I spoke Vietnamese
because I was born in Vietnam.
There were about one hundred families or about
500 people living in the jungle who then came to
the town. I was very happy and unhappy about
the Vietnamese coming because I was Kampuchea Krom and the Vietnamese had taken over
my homeland. Now they might come after me
again. But I was so happy at that time, possibly
the happiest time in my life, but only for a very
short period. When the sound of guns started
and the KR fled, we killed a pig and ate freely, we
felt so liberated.

But when I saw it was the Vietnamese, I was worried because we have not been friends for a long
time. There is a history of Vietnamese taking
over Champa. I only worked for the Vietnamese
for three or four months. I thought they could
use modern medical techniques. The KR did not
use the modern way. They use a person called a
Kru Khmei, who had some knowledge of traditional medicine going back a thousand years.
But the Vietnamese wanted to use doctors and
nurses and so we returned to Battambang hospital. The hospital was very dirty and we had
to clean it up. We put patients back in beds and
because I spoke Vietnamese they made me an
interpreter, a leader, to hire all the medical staff
back. But because we had been through so much
with the Vietnamese we asked ourselves why we
were helping them.

That is when I fled to the border. I said goodbye
to my family and said, “I gotta go. Sooner or later
they are going to get me because I cannot cooperate with the people who stole my territory.” So
I became one of the fighters in the jungle against
them.
When I left my wife in the jungle I said that I
should have been killed during the Pol Pot era.

Now, the next part of my life is sacrificed. I cannot let the Vietnamese take over. We knew we
would not win the war, because the Vietnamese were so strong. But, we had to fight at least
diplomatically in New York or D.C. and we had to
have a group in the jungle and we had to fight in
the newspaper. I know that I am not a real soldier. I never shot anyone. I don’t even know how
to operate a gun. I know that it is dangerous for
me. Maybe I can help another way. I was worried
that if I fought against the KR it would be Cambodian against Cambodian and that the Vietnamese
were very good at pitting us against one another.
And, I really didn’t want to die fighting another
Cambodian.
When I knew I had a plan to flee the country, I
quit the position of fighter in the jungle and went
back to see my wife. She was pregnant. I tried to
get my wife to deliver the baby and then I went
back to the jungle to fight again. But they knew
that I was fighting with the KPNLF and they
came after me. In the morning I asked my wife,
eight months pregnant, “Can you go?” She said,
“Yes, we go.” I packed up a bicycle with things in
case my wife had her baby and I had to deliver
it myself. With me were my grandma, very sick
and old, a pregnant wife and my nine year old
boy. We crossed the jungle in three days. We took
a big risk. We felt we had to go or die. My wife
and I had been separated for five months and she
had had a miserable life without my support.
Midway the group got so tired and we took a
break for lunch. We closed our eyes for five minutes and woke to find the Vietnamese surrounding us. They asked us where we were going. They
suspected that I was one of the jungle fighters. I
spoke Vietnamese to them and they told me to
come with them. I had to tell Cambodian people
what they said. I did it for half a day. I kept say-
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ing that my baby is going to come very soon and
there is no midwife there. I begged them to let
me go to town so that my wife could deliver her
baby.

chased from the Thais. So, they had their own
self-interest in the camps.

I was in the first group to enter and build the
first hut there. I stayed in KID for six months and
then went to Panat Nikom interim camp. In 1980
I was in the first group to migrate to the United
States. I still knew my duty. An old friend of mine
who had moved to the United States agreed to
sponsor me, and so my family came there in July
of 1980.

Finally the Vietnamese guy said, “If you get one
guy to replace you, you can go, one guy who
speaks Vietnamese.” I found a guy who the Vietnamese had used as an interpreter. And then I
got to go. He said, “Go back to Battambang. If the
next soldier catches you, you will be killed. Go
back, don’t go forward.” So I went back for half a
mile and went around again.

At midway, the Vietnamese were shelling with 60
mm shells because they knew that there were a
lot of people walking to the border. That night I
got to the refugee camp, not KID but a resistance
camp at the border. That night my wife delivered
her baby. If she happened to deliver the baby at
midpoint, I would have been killed because when
women deliver a baby, they cannot walk again at
least for one day. The Vietnamese got them and
killed them. So, we were so lucky.
I listened to the radio to hear broadcasts from
Washington D.C. where I learned about refugee
camps and that they were hiring doctors and
nurses. People were so scared. I heard about a
group of people who were dumped by the Thai
military onto a minefield and they spent three
days walking across it. They said that while the
years with the KR were bad they were not as bad
as the three days trying to cross that minefield.
They said that they never wanted to go back to
Thailand. That’s why when KID opened initially
no refugees came there. They were scared that
the Thais would do the same thing and put them
in mine fields again. My wife and I got on the
truck at the border to go to KID but other people
were too afraid. Later, when they saw that we
were alright, they started to come.
KID opened in November 1979. I listened to the
radio and people invited us to come there, saying that Thais are Buddhist and Cambodians are
Buddhist and so they changed their strategy and
are now helping us. But the reality was that the
U.S. bought them land and gave them support.
And every drop of water they drank was pur-
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I still support the KPNLF. After it was over Sihanouk got his power back because they made him
king again but all the people in the country went
through hell for four years.

Interview done in Long Beach, California in 1998.

MAKING PEACE
WITH THE PAST
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Memorial building near the burial site at Toul Sleng where over 12,000 people were murdered, Phnom Penh, Cambodia.
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Exhibit in the memorial building at Toul Sleng.
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S-21, the high school in Phnom Penh where over 12,000 people were murdered by the Khmer Rouge.
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Photos were taken of over 12,000 people held at S-21 before they were murdered by the Khmer Rouge. Today many of these
photographs are displayed in the museum established at this site.
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Instructions to prisoners translated into English in the museum at S-21 prison.
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Torture cell at S-21 prison.
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In a facility outside of Phnom Penh people of all ages are rehabilitated. The motto is that everyone must learn to be
productive in their lives, even those without limbs or who cannot see.
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Limbs are made for all ages and sizes of people as well as wheel chairs, canes, and other devices at a prosthesis center
outside of Phnom Penh,
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Artist painting Angkor Wat at the Beaux Art School of Art in Phnom Penh, 1994.
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Cambodian monk in Long Beach, California, who translated Buddhist darma into Khmer and had a thousand books printed and
distributed in Cambodia because 90% of the Buddhist texts were destroyed by the Khmer Rouge.
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In Long Beach, California, young Cambodians learn traditional dances and wear costumes reminiscent of those
danced by apsaras depicted on the walls of Angkor Wat.
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The dream for a peaceful life in Cambodia continues to be a struggle. What waited
for the returnees in Cambodia was a destroyed country, little employment options, agricultural land that had been despoiled and ongoing conflict between the
various factions that had been engaged in the war. Most books and temples had
been destroyed and monks had either been killed, left the practice or the country.
While the war officially ended in 1979, the Khmer Rouge did not stop fighting
until 1998.
Because of pressure from the United States and other countries, from 1979 to
1989 the United Nations recognized the Khmer Rouge as part of the coalition
representing the Cambodian government to the UN. They refused to acknowledge
the Vietnamese-led government as the legitimate government in Cambodia, even
though the head of state, Hun Sen, had formerly been a member of the Khmer
Rouge.
After the war with the Khmer Rouge was officially over in 1979, over 10 million
land mines still littered the land. People from surrounding countries were imported to locate and destroy these mines. The mines were often made of plastic,
thus they could not be found using metal detectors. Because these mines explode
upon contact, workers, mainly imported from foreign countries, crawled on their
bellies with a long stick in front of them which they moved across the land from
side to side, so that when a mine exploded they would not be killed. Today tiny
robots have been developed to help locate these mines. However, a great deal of
the potentially arable land is unusable because it is still dangerous. Even when
the land has been cleared of mines, after a monsoon rain it is possible that more
mines migrate onto cleared land.
“More than 30,000 Cambodians have been maimed by landmines which continue
to claim up to 300 new victims every month, mostly poor farmers and many
women and children.” Source: Reuters, June 6, 1995.
In 1994 I returned to Cambodia and visited Toul Sleng and the Killing Fields in
Phnom Penh, testimony to the genocidal practices of the Khmer Rouge. However,
there is no memorial for the millions of people who were killed, maimed or displaced by the U.S. military interventions from 1965 to 1975. Some people believe
that had the United States not participated in the war in Cambodia, the Khmer
Rouge would never have risen to power.
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