- POLPOT

Cambodia’s ruthless dictator
cheated justice, dying before he
could answer for the atrocities
committed during his unrelenting
quest to create a rural Utopia

By DAVID CHANDLER

n April 17, 1998,
barely 500 m inside
Cambodia from
ailand, a frail, 73-
year-old former dic-
tator—known by his
nom de guerre, Pol
Pot—was cremated under a
pile of rubbish and rubber
tires. He had died two days
earlier in a two-room hut, held
prisoner by former colleagues
who had accused him of be-
traying the revolutionary
movement he had once led. It
was an ignominious end for a
man who inscribed a merciless
agenda on the psyche of two
generations of Cambodians.

‘Between 1975 and 1979,
Pol Pot presided over a

communist regime known as

Democratic Kampuchea. His
harsh, utopian policies, de-
rived in part from Maoist Chi-
na, drove an estimated 1.5 mil-
lion Cambodians—or one in
five—to their deaths from mal-
nutrition, illness or overwork.
At least 200,000 more were ex-
ecuted as enemies of the state.
The ratio of deaths to popula-
tion made the Cambodian rev-
olution the most murderous in
4 century of revolutions.

There was rough justice in
the closing months of Pol Pot’s
life, when he must have been
fearful—as everyone in Demo-
cratic Kampuchea had been—

‘that each day might be his last.

Pol Pothad emerged on two

CWERE LIKE
BABIES LEARNING
O WALK,” HE $SAID
FHIS “MISTAKES”

recent occasions to talk to
journalists. He spoke fondly of
his young daughter and fret-
fully about his health. Pressed
to acknowledge responsibility
for the past, he said, “I came
to carry out the stiuggle, not to
kill people. Even now, and you
can look at nie, am I a savage
person?” Pol Pot had either
evaded the question or missed
the point. No one had died be-
cause of his villainous appear-
ance. Instead, victims had
been sacrificed in a ruthless
campaign to refashion Cambo-
dian society. In the 1980s, Pol
Pot had told his followers that
“mistakes” had been

inevitable during his rule be-
cause, using a revealing simile,
“We were like babies learning
to walk.” .

Pol Pot’s own childhood
was cosseted and secure. He
was born in 1925, when Cam-
bodia was still a protectorate
of France. His father was a

" prosperous landowner, with

élite connections. His sister
and a female cousin were
dancers in the royal ballet in
the capital, Phnom Penh, liv-
ing comfortably under the

- king’s protection. Saloth Sar, .
as he was called in those days,

went to live with them when
he was six years old. He
attended a series of French-
language schools. Only a few
hundred other Cambodians

enjoyed this privilege. His aca-
demic record was lackluster;
he earned no high-school
diploma. He seems to have
been relatively popular with-
out making much of an im-
pression. “His manner was
straigbtforward, pleasant and
very polite,” a former class-

mate told me. “He thought a

lot but said very little.”

In 1949, because of his flu-
ency in French and his politi-
cal connections, Saloth Sar

" “was given a scholarship to

study radio-electricity in
France. He lived in Paris for
the next three years, neglect-
ing his studies and spending
much of his time, he told an -
interviewer later, reading
“progressive books.” In 1952
he joined the French Commu-
nist Party, drawn by its anti-
colonial stance. Soon after-
ward, because he had failed to
Ppass any examinations, his
scholarship was revoked and
he went home. -

After Cambodia became
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Dies April 15in
Cambodian jungle




T—CONTACT PRESS IMAGES

CLOCKv1iSE FROM TOP LEFT: CORBIS~~BETTMANN; FABIAN—SYGMA,

independent in 1954, Saloth
Sar led a double life, teaching
in a private school in Phnom
Penh while he worked in se-
cret in a small, beleaguered
communist movement. He en-
joyed the conspiratorial rituals
of underground politics and
dreamed of sexzmg power. By |
1963 he was in command of

Cambodia’s Communist Party.

Fearful of the police, he fled
the capital and sought refuge
with a handful of colleagues at
a Vietnamese military base,
“Office 100,” on the Vietnam-
Cambeodia border. For the
next two years he chafed un-

- der humiliating Vietnamese

protection.
In 1965 Saloth Sar was
summoned to North Vietnam

. for consultations. Walking

north along the Ho Chi Minh
Trail, he took two months to
reach Hanoi, where he was
taken to task for his nationalist
agenda. The general secretary
of the Viethamese Communist
Party, Le Duan, told him to
subordinate Cambodia’s inter-
ests to Vietnam’s, to help Viet-
nam defeat the United States
and to postpone armed strug-
gle until the time was ripe.
Although bruised by these
attacks, Saloth Sar said noth-
ing to antagonize his patrons.
Soon afterward, however, he
travelled to China and was

" warmly welcomed by radical

officials. Inspired by the early
phases of the Cultural Revolu-
tion, Saloth Sar transferred his
loyalties to a new set of pa-
trons and a more vibrant revo-
lutionary model. The visit to
China was a turning point in
his career. Prudently, howev-
er, he said nothing to the Viet-
namese about his change of
heart. Back home, he estab-
lished his headquarters in a re-
mote, heavily wooded section
of the country. For the next
four years, with a group of
like-minded colleagues, he
polished his utopian ideas and
nourished his hatreds.

His chance came in 1970
when Cambodia’s ruler,
Prince Norodom Slhanouk,
was overthrown in a pro-
American coup. The Viet-
namese communists swiftly al-
lied themselves with the

" Khmer Rouge—as Sihanouk

had dismissively labeled Pol
Pot’s group—against the new
regime in Phnom Penh. The
Vietnamese provided the rag-
tag Khmer Rouge with arms
and training. When they with-
drew in 1972, Pol Pot felt
betrayed. But by then, the
Phnom Penh aiiny had been
badly battered and the Khmer
Rouge had become a formida-
ble guerrilla force.

The war ended in April
1975, when the Khmer Rouge
occupied Phnom Penh. Most
of the city’s 2 million people,
exhausted by years of violence,

‘welcomed the invaders. They

saw these silent, heavily
armed young men as fellow
Khmers, with whom a new
society might be built. Their
optimism was tragically mis-
placed. Within days, the
Khmer Rouge drove them all
into the countryside to be-
come workers in agricultural
communes. They also emptied
Cambodia’s other towns and
abolished money, markets,
schools, newspapers, religious
practices and private property.
The Khmer Rouge
spurned anyone with money
or education. The revolution
derived its energy, they be-
lieved, from the empower-
ment of the rural poor, from
their recent victory and from
what they thought was the in-
trinsic superiority of Cambodi-
ans to the hated Vietnamese.
Pol Pot assumed that the Cam- |
bodian revolution would be
swifter and more authentic
than anything Vietnam could
carry out. His Chinese pa-
trons, hostile to Vietnam,
agreed. By mobilizing mass re-
sentments, as Mao Zedong
had done, Pol Pot inspired
tens of thousands of Cambodi-
ans, especially teenagers and
people in their early 20s, to
join him in dismantling Cam-
bodian society and liberating
everyone from the past.

. The methods he chose
were naive, brutal and inept.
In 1976 a hastily written Four
Year Plan sought to triple the
country’s agricultural produc-
tion within a year—without
fertilizer, modern tools or
material incentives. The plan




paid no attention to Cambodi-
an geography or common,
sense; the nation’s farm
were prostrate after five
of civil war. Attempting
meet impossible quotas an|
frightened of reprisals, Khmi
" Rouge workers cut back the
_ grain allotted for consump-
tion. Téns'of thousands of - -

Cambodians starved to death

Thousands more collapsed .-

Hared up'toward-the end of
the year, and full-scale war.
between the two countries:
broke out in 1978. Pol Pot -+ :-
declared that if every: Cambo—
dian soldier killed 30. Viet-
namese; the Khmer, Rouge -

could win the war. He.also -
asked China to send troops to:

help him. The Chinese re--
fused Tramed as guernllas

the Khmer Rouge were out-
maneuvered and outgunned.
On Christmas Day 1978,
Vietnam invaded Cambodia
with more than 100,000 .
troops: The country:cracked

open like an'egg. Pol Pot fled

" by helicopter to Thailand;
when the invaders entered - -

: Phnom Penh on Jan. 7, the
city was deserted. The Viet-
namese established a puppet
government composed large-
ly of former cadres who had
fled the Khmer Rouge reign

from overwork and th alxao .

I came to carry ,ut
kill people. You canlook at me, am T'a - "
savage person? :My___c_qns_ci;(fance is _,clean Y & 4

R S POL POT. in 1997 shortly before his death -

and what remamed of hls
guerrilla army. Throughout
the 1980s,:he conducted sem-
inars-for Khmer Rouge mili- -
tary leadérs. He:often mes-. -
merized:them with his. -
smcenty, his: low melodlous

voice and h1s genteel chans-
ma. To his disciples, there
seemed to be no connection
between this smooth-faced
teacheér.and the violence of.
his past—except perhaps for
his repeated emphasis on

“enemies.” In fact; Pol Pot’s
disconnection from reality -
seemed to many t6 be proof
of his unworldliness, ardor
and enlightenment.

Pol Pot remairied in the

mid-"80s, after his first wife,
a highly educated révolution-

| .’_.fstruggle, not to

_ reportedly from héay

6,

foreign. support, the Cambo-

dian.communist ‘movement

gradually fell apart..In 1996

Ieng Sary, who had served as
his foreign minister; defect—
ed. Thousands of Khmer: -
Rouge followed suit. The
remnants of the movement.
were commanded. by a veter-
an military leader; Ta Mok;
whoarrested Pol Pot after. .
the former-dictator had - .

" ordered some of Ta Mok’s

subordmates kllled

Llstenmg to a broadcast of .

Voice-of America on April 15; *

. 1998; Pol Pot learned that Ta
Mok planned to deliver him to

the Americans for trial. Soon

aftemard, he told' hls W1fe

possibly from suicide. His |
death, like his life, left many -
questions unanswered.

.. ‘Despite~or perhaps
because of—his paranoia,

succumbed to mental illness.: " 1 _
In the mid-"90s, deprived.of - * suréd,
“to. the damageh i L

- his')people. In the late: 197OS SR
“ along with Mao Zedong, he. . -

Pol Pot’s brother-m~law, R

 human cost. Tn ‘his headlong - o E
. ‘rush toward independence .. -

_Pol Pot was:spurred by: moreiy,_'f: S

" powers;-eager to see if the‘

} they had tried; might work. .
. dxsasters in Cambodiawas' -

_ relahve comfort and became ’

. friends began to-eonsider " -

“bringing him to justi [

" - cheated their half-h

- efforts by dying in __ .
]eavmg hlstory as his nly

ad, - _Judge R

failure,

professor at Georgetdam Um— .

*Political Blography of .Pol Pot

‘enjoyed a:momient of fame- -
among those who felt, ashe -
did, that the best way to:~ -
change the ' world was to dlS—- o
mantle most of its social - .-
structure, violently-andat .- -
once, regardless of the

and. ideological perfection,
experienced communist:.

Cambodian experiment; . i
more radieal than: anythmg S

‘When the extent of the..

known,Pol Pot:survived-in -
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