Introduction
The influences and events that have
shaped the Khmer nation and its people
are many and complex. For those who are
not students of Cambodian history this
introduction paints a broad backdrop for the
images that follow.
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system of canals
and dykes to help water the huge rice bowl
that sits astride the Mekong and Tonle Sap
rivers. Rice, fishing and timber dominate
an agriculturally based, largely subsistence
economy. Inland, Lake Tonle Sap turns into
a huge fish breeding ground when it more
than doubles in size during the annual wet
season. In the wet, pressure from the volume
of water flowing down the great Mekong
causes the Tonle Sap River to reverse and
amazingly flow upstream to swell the lake.
Water continues to be Cambodia’s lifeblood
and although many of the old canal
systems have fallen into ruin, an answer to
Cambodia’s future prosperity lies in again

In 1970, while absent from the country,
Sihanouk was overthrown in a coup d’etat
by the pro-US General Lon Nol. Sihanouk
had been attempting to walk a tightrope of
professed but unconvincing neutrality at a
time when the US was waging a war against
the domino theory in Vietnam. Lon Nol’s
pro—US stance spurred North Vietnam’s
deployment of the Viet Cong deeper into
Cambodia and, influenced no doubt by
massive US B52 bombing raids, drove more
people and areas into the hands of the
Khmer Rouge (KR). America’s loss of the
war in Vietnam and its decision to withdraw
also spelt the end of a corrupt and puppet
Lon Nol regime. Cambodia’s darkest hours
descended on the country on April 17, 1975,
when the Khmer Rouge entered Phnom
Penh.
The events -which flowed from that day, are
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well recorded and well known. Phnom Penh
was emptied of all people and the Pol Pot
leadership through ANGKA, ‘The Organiza
tion’ as it became known and feared, com
menced an experiment to attempt to create
a classless, harmonious, agrarian society.
Over one and a half million people died in
this experiment. It touched every family.

In 1989 the Vietnamese decided that the
national and international cost of the
occupat ion of Cambodia was too high
and withdrew. They left in their wake four
competing factions seeking control of the
country. A French spons ored International
Conference on Cambodia in late ‘89
eventually led to the Paris talks of October
1991 and The Peace Accords. The KR,
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assistance as in the West, Vietnam
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considered a pariah state. The Chinese
continued to support the KR while the West
supported the other major factions opposing
the Vietnamese occupation, namely the
Nationalist KPNLAF and the Royalist
FUNCINPEC. In the late 80’s there were
over 250,000 Cambodian refugees in Thai
border camps as factional armies waged
a guerilla war against the Vietnamese and
its ‘puppets’. All factions were eventually
allied under Prince Sihanouk, albeit
temporarily, in the Cambodian Government
of Democratic Kampuchea, a government in
exile, which was even granted a seat in the
United Nations (UN).

As one General described the overall
situation “You have to pull Cambodians by
the nose to get them to the table to negotiate
anything; if they are of equal rank,
impossible!”

For the people, the UN certainly delivered
on two counts; first there was a huge dollar
boost to the economy and second they
experienced a real taste of the democratic
process, in the form of a free vote in a secret
ballot. However, principally because of the
KR threat, the election still left the country
awash with guns with an Army on paper of
over 125,000, including, 2,000 generals.
Although poorly paid and supplied, the
cost of keeping this ‘paper army’ was,
and still is, a huge impost on the national
budget. Prince Sihanouk, an occasional
but significant player in the negotiation
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and election process was lured back from
Beijing and North Korea, where he had been
in exile since 1979 and in September 1993,
was invested King of Cambodia.

to the ordinary people who remained some
of the poorest in the world.
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poor, young men, recruited or conscripted
from villages and sent without proper
training or equipment against mines and
seasoned KR soldiers. The waste was further
exacerbated by an almost nonexistent
evacuation system backed by military
hospitals lacking everything. Meanwhile,
politicians, generals, local warlords and
lawless groups grew fat on a variety of
corrupt practices, including illegal taxing,
illegal timber felling and smuggling. Little
money reached government coffers as the
international community heavily subsidized
the budget. While the wealth of individuals
and parties grew, minimal benefit accrued

support, particularly from the US. On the
ground, they believed they could count on
the support of all current or former KR
as well as the strong military units of the
former nationalist KPNLAF faction that
were stationed in the northwest province
of Banteay Meanchey. However their plan
failed and although Pol Pot’s Anlong Veng
KR provided support, the former Khmer
Rouge of Pailin and Malai, who had
previously defected to the government,
remained neutral. The same was the case
for the military units of the former KPNLAF,
who opted, at the eleventh hour, not to
support the FUNCINPEC cause.
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nationally and internationally.
Cambodia now has stable government and
the economy is slowly moving forward.
The country has seen the last dry season
offensive and there is a plan for military
demobilization. Pol Pot is dead and the
Khmer Rouge, all of whom have now
defected, are gradually being drawn into
normal government processes.
There are fewer guns on the streets and
law and order is slowly improving. The
people have tasted some of the fruits of the
democratic process (real democracy may
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