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Chapter 10   Sara and the Khmer Rouge
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1740 CHAPTER 10
BAD MEMORY, BAD FEELING
Ruling Cambodia from 1975 to 1979, the Khmer Rouge were the Communist Party of Kampuchea led by Pol Pot and his followers in the state known as Democratic Kampuchea. The regime was notorious for social engineering resulting in mass murder, famine, diseases, arbitrary executions, and even purges and torture of its own members for violations such as engaging in free market activity. Once the Khmer Rouge regime fell, the remaining guerrilla forces became known as the National Army of Democratic Kampuchea. The party itself was dissolved in 1981, to be substituted by the Party of Democratic Kampuchea, itself in turn succeeded (1993–1994) by the Cambodian National Unity Party. Both Sara – also called Navy Cheap – and Kimberly (Chapter 11) lived through the Khmer Rouge period. Each has a quite different response to that time.
Q. Hi, Auntie. How are you?

Good, good. Still hungry [after Thanksgiving]. So what you want to know? 
Q. How old are you, Auntie? 

Me? Old; next question.

Q. Aren't you just around 40, though? About mid-40's? 

Yeah, 40 [is a] good number. [Sara laughed.]
Q. Okay then. How old were you when Pol Pot's regime occurred?


I just a little girl, younger than you. I came to this country and went to junior high and then high school.

Q. Okay. The Khmer Rouge forces entered in 1975?Where were you when it happened? What were you doing?

I think I was at home. I don't remember. It [was] so long ago. 
Q. Do you remember what happened to our family?


They closed my school. I was happy because I thought to myself, "No more school!" But then I realized it was bad. The people who destroyed my school, they were bad.

Q. What about our family?

You know you’re supposed to have two more uncles? The Khmer Rouge, they killed them. 
Q. What about you? What happened to you?


One time Khmer Rouge asked me questions. They asked me about family. They asked me what I was eating.
They asked those things to find out if we were rich.  If you said you were eating candy, then they knew you were rich. I was a little girl and I liked to eat candy a lot. Your grandma told me not to tell them that. And your mom? You know she hates rice. She still doesn't eat rice. She only eats bread. That is a sign you have money. Poor people, they cannot afford bread. They can only eat rice. And your mom…in the [labor] camp…she kept stealing bread. So it was bad...[Long pause]  I lied a lot, you know?

Q. How did that make you feel? 

Good. If you didn't lie, then you would die. 
Q. Lying saved your life?


Yes, of course. Everybody lied. We were people, so we lied all the time.

Q. Was it the situation you were in that forced you to lie?

I didn't want to die. You lied so you were able survive.

Q. What about life before the Khmer Rouge? Could you describe how it was before? 

Before we lived in big house, big stone house with three stories. We had TV and radio. It was ... [Sara sighed] it was so nice. So nice. We had peace, and big, big house. My dad – your grandpa – he owned a business, a factory. Many people worked for him. The family was well off. We had everything. Your mom, she was so spoiled. She was the first born daughter so your grandpa, he give her everything. Your Grandpa's factory, the Khmer Rouge destroyed it. It’s gone now. They destroyed everything. We lived a good life.,
Q. Are you angry about it? Whom do you blame?


The Communists. They’re so bad. They destroyed everything…my home, my life, my family, my friends…they destroyed everything. Pol Pot and [the] communists ... they’re evil. Terrible.  So many bad people. I don't understand.  I don't understand why they killed so many. If you kill, then you are bad.

Q. Are you more sad or angry over this?


Angry! The Communists. All they do is kill ... and ... and...[Long pause] You know your mom’s story, right? About her in the truck in Cambodia? When they almost…almost took her? They grabbed her when we didn't know, when no one was looking. They grabbed her and put her on the truck with other people. I was with your grandma. I was next to her. She ran after your mom. They were so busy and everything was so loud.​ So chaotic. Nobody was looking,  so your grandma ran after your mom and grabbed your mom from the truck. Your grandma just grabbed your mom from the truck and ran back to me. No one saw what happened.
Q. Do you know where the truck was headed?


No. I don't know. I think special camps. But they took her – I didn’t know why they wanted her. I think maybe they took her to work or maybe to kill. I don't know.

Q. Were you scared? Were you afraid they were going to take my mom? That maybe both mom and grandma would be taken?


Yes. I was young. I didn't know what was happening. I didn't understand.  My heart…it was going so fast. It made my stomach sick.  I was so scared. You know your mom got into trouble a lot?  I told you. She kept eating bread. She would hide the bread. Your grandma got so mad at her. She was not supposed to eat the bread or they would find out. They would know she was rich. [Long pause] Did grandma tell you about going back to Cambodia the first time? You know where she went first? She went to Toul Sleng because she was scared.
 She thought maybe that was where your grandpa died. That's where they took all the important people. She didn't want your grandpa to die there. It was not good to die there….terrible. She went to look at all the pictures. She wanted to see if your grandpa was killed there. She find out he was killed somewhere else…in the field…in the country somewhere. She so relieved. It would have been a terrible way to die, the worst. She glad he had died somewhere else.

Q. Would you want to see this place?


No, I'm too scared. I don't want to go. Bad memory; bad feeling.
When you experience it ... it’s scary. You’re young and you’re born here so you can go and it doesn't scare you. You haven’t lived through it. It’s not a part of you.

Q. How has this experience affected you?


You don't forget. You never forget. [It’s] always in your memory…in your head. 
Q. What was it like in the camps?


Not good. Bad. Dirty. No food. 
Q. Can you describe it a bit more? 

What do you want to know? It’s bad. You don't want to hear [it]. 
Q. No ... but I do.


No. No, you don't. [Long pause]

Q. Auntie, did you know that by definition the Khmer Rouge is not classified as a "genocide'? Because genocide is defined as the mass killing of an ethnic and/or religious group by the government.


So? What do you call it then? How many Cambodians [did the Khmer Rouge] kill? So many people died and it was just an accident? No. [Long pause]

Q. What about the war tribunals?


Stupid. It was just all stupid.

Q. Why is that?


Because ...because they are not enough. It not going to bring them back, all the people who died.

Q. You don't think it's worth it?


No. They’re already dead. They are gone. They’re not going to come back. Will it bring

back my father? No! My brothers? Your uncles? No! It’s stupid.

Q. But what about the perpetrators?


They’re not going to get them. All of them? No. So many. A lot are dead too, already dead. They’re not going to feel what we feel. They need to feel what we feel. How come [the war tribunal] doesn't get [the Khmer Rouge] and put them in the camp ... like how Khmer Rouge did with us?

Q. So you're saying these perpetrators deserve the same treatment they gave the victims?


Yes. How you say…even Stevens? 
Q. You mean an eye for an eye?


Yes. Yes!
Q. Do you think that's fair?


Yes, of course it’s fair. They hurt me, so they need to be hurt, too.

Q. Is that how you saw it before Pol Pot's regime? Did you always think "an eye for an eye" was a good philosophy?


Yes, yes. It’s fair, you know? That is what is fair. 
Q. When did you come to this country?


1980... eighty-something. So long ago now; 30 years almost. It was so strange! I went to junior high ...ninth grade…and then high school too. It felt strange. I just kept smiling in school. That’s what people always told me. It’s how I look. They told me, "Navy, you are always so happy."

Q. And were you happy? Being in a new place?

I don't know. Better than [in Cambodia]. Over here, I don't need to ...I don't lie. 
Q. But you lied over there to survive.


Yeah. I don't do that here. 
Q. Would you go back, Auntie?


I already go back one time. I go with you. We all go. 
Q. But would you go back and live there?


Are you crazy? No. We have a good life here. I can't live there. No more. Not any more. It is so hot there, too.

Q. Is that the only reason you wouldn't want to move back? 

Everything’s bad there now. It’s not safe.

Q. How does that make you feel?


I'm okay. It’s better here than over there. The Khmer Rouge is gone. They took everything already. The Communists are gone, and the Cambodians…they’re gone too.

Q. I don't understand…

It not the same Cambodia. No, not the same. No more Cambodia from before. The Khmer Rouge destroyed the land and the people. We’re not the same anymore. [It’s] not my Cambodia anymore. I hate them.
Q. The Communists?


Yes, I hate them. They take from me. They steal and kill. Communists! So bad. 
Q. Okay, okay.


We finish now, right? 
Note: Sara cut off the interview from here, ending it rather abruptly even though I had more questions to ask. 
ENDNOTES


� Toul Sleng is a genocide museum located in Phnom Penh, Cambodia’s capital city.  Originally a high school, Toul Sleng was used as a prison and interrogation camp, notoriously known as Security Prison 21 or S-21. It housed between 17,000-20,000 people.





