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Ruler of the chasm of darkn

OFL POT. jeader ot
the Khmer Rouge,

was one of the
most reviled fig
ures ¢! the 20th

century In his tonr vears as
prime minister of Democratic
Kampuchea, he attempted to
remake an ampeoverished
south-east Aspan nation into a
model ot radical Macism His
paranota and brutality sent at
mto i chasm ot darkness i
which as many as two nmllion
died Pol Pot's endur.ng leg
acy 1y the thou=ands of mass
araves that litter Cambodia
but he was chilhingly unre
pentant up to his death at the
age of 73 saving recentl that
his “consarence was clear ©

Scholars will fong debate
what drove a man descrbed
by those who knew hun as
gentle and unassuming to . re
ate @ ~vstem under which
tannly hfe was erased. chil
dren became tortwrers, and
even loyval followers of the
regime  were bludgeoned to
desth i then thousands

Pol Pot came to power n
April 1975 and et about creat
g what the Khmer Rouge
saw as g rural utopa without
monev, or priviate property
The cities were cniptied and
Cambodia ~ history began
again at Year Zero

There are tew clues m his
childhood to explam the vio-
fenee be unleashed in later
life  Has father was o muder
ateiy wealthy farmer and his
mother had connections  at
the roval cowrt . Phnom
Penh At the age of six he was
sent to the city for his educa

tion and later attended a
boarding <chool tor bright
students. In 1918 he was

among the f1rst students sent
m- government scholarships
to attend university an
France

His political wdeas began to
Form - Paris where he aam-
les<Iv studied radie engineer
ng. failimg to eet o decree but
bhecoming drawn to the opti-
mistic vision of communism
hen arculatime In an inter-
view in October 14497 Pol Pot
“11id he began reading about
the French revolution, spend-
g his scholarship money on
second-hand books and copies
of the French Communist
Party newspaper I'Humanite.

Opposition ta French rule
in Vietnam, Cambodia and
Laos was centred 1n the Indo-
china Communist Party
which attracted many  stu-
dents at the time With com-
munist victories in China and
across Fastern Burope, Marx
1sm o seemed the way to hber-
ate Cambodra from the
French  Pol Pot began to at
tend study sesstons organised
by the Freneh Communist
Partyx  Another person who
attended the meetings would
later descrtbe hnim as - the
most intelligent. the  most
convineed. the most muanst
cent It was he who anmmated
the debates and most m-
pressed the newcomers”

Pol Pot returned to Cambao
dia o 195330 just before the
country won s independence
under King Sthanouk, who
abdicated to take up a posi
tion o~ head of covernment It
was at this time that his revoe
lutionary  tervour developed,
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he later said Shocked on s
return by the poverty of his
relatives. he was driven to
pohitical action

in 1956, he began teaching
4t a private college. where
according to his biographer
David Chandler, he was
remembered for his mild. af
table manner and his knowl
edge of French hiterature He
was already leading a clan-
destine life y the Indochma
Comumunist Party,  butlding
up networks of supporters In
1966, Sihanouk launched a
crackdown on the commu
nists during which the par
ty s secretary, Tou Samouth,
disappeared Pol Pot stepped
mto his shoes and emerged as
the head of the party’s Cam
hodian  section  Accusations
would later surface that Pol
Pot had connived 1n Sa-
mouth’s murder to clear s
route to the top i what was
his first act ot pohtical vio
lence  Pol Pot, however. de
nied anv role in the killing

In 1963, he fled to the coun
tryside ro lead the resistance
against Sthanouk From then
on. he would become
“Brother Number One.” the
shadowy head of the Commu-
nist maquis on the run in
camps 1n north-eastern Cam
bodia In 1965 he travelled to
Hanol, where tensions were
bulding with the Vietnam-
Pol Pot bristled at what
he saw as their superior atti-
tude and demands that the
Cambodians hold off from
armed struggle against Siha-
nouk until North Vietnam
had won 1ts war against the
United States He later trav-
elled to China. where the Cul-
tural Revolution was swirling
up. Pol Pat was said to have
been impressed by Mao Ze-
dong’s viston of permanent
revolution, his harnessing of
voung impressionable minds,
and the destruction of all ves.
tiges of history

ose

HE armed struggle
bezan m 1968 when
Khmer Rouge guer-
rillas clashed with
the army and
police. The sitaation in Cam-
hodia began to unravel and 1in
1969 the United States began
its secret bombing of Viet-
namese bases in Cambodia.
At the begmning of 1970, Siha-
nouk left for his annual cure
at a spa in France and was
deposed by his chief general
Lon Nol. The new rightwing
regime in Phnom Penh galva-
nised the Chinese and Viet-
namese, previously only luke-
warm supporters of Pol Pot,
and they stepped up help
Sthanouk was set up n
Benmg as the nominal head
of a united front against Lon
Nol. while Pol Pot took com-
mand at a headquarters in
north eastern Cambodia  He
had just a few thousand men
under arms but with Viet-
namese weapons and training
they were becoming a more
effective force  Vietnamese
troops, tempered by years of
war m their own country,
held oft offensives by Lon Nol
U'S bombers took an cnor-
mous toll, beating back
Khmer Rouge attacks on
Phnom Penh in 1973 A year
later the guerrillas formed a

noose around the capital. Its

pupulation had swollen as
people fled there to escape US
bombings and the rigid social
control imposed in areas
under Khmer Rouge control.

The tinal assault on Phnom
Penh began in the dry season
in 1975, At the beginning of
April Lon Noi fled into exile
and the US embassy was hur:
riedly evacuated. On April 17
Pol Pot’s silent soldiers, many
of them just young teenagers
clad 1n black pyjamas, ar
rved in the city and ordered
all two muilion people to evace-
uate  In the intense heat
people were forced on to the
roads on foot, families were
sepatated tn the crush, even
hospital wards were savagely
cleared As far as the Khmer
Rouge were concerned, they
were all enemies.

Onlv when the city was
empty did Pol Pot arrive to

take over. He became prime
minister in the shadowy gov-
ernment that presided over a
smouldering ghost town. He
began to work on the Four
Year plan under which Cam
bodia would make its great
leap torward to socialism by
1979 Rice vields would be
tripled to three tonnes a hect-
are and a vast area of land
would be planted in the ma-
larial jungles of north-eastern
Cambodia. Those forced out
of the cities, known as “new
people”  because  thev were
supposed to abandon all links
with the past. were sent to
these areas to dig canals and
clear fields

Hundreds of thousands died
of disease. hunger and beat
ings Of a population of seven
million, as many as two mil-
hon died. The Khmer Rouge
cadres <aw them as expend-
able. tethng them. “Keeping

you is no gain Losing you is
no loss”’

Stubbornly 1gnorant of the
realities of Cambodian agri-
culture, Pol Pot believed rice
exports would finance his
new vision of a developed
Cambodia. Food production
declined precipitously  Be-
lteving that the family stood
in the way of his radical vi
sion of socuilism, he tried to
break down the capitalist
structure by splitting families
and forcing people to eat in
communal halls. Driven by
the virulent Maoism of 1ts
1solated teaders and therr vi
sion of a racially pure
country, the revolution de-
stroyed evervthing Cambodi-
ans held dear, unravelling the
connections of Buddhism, vil-
lage hife, friends and familv.

By 1977 Pol Pot’s paranoia
had started to fuel a series of
rampaging. self-destructive

From
guerrilla
leader to
dictator . . .
Pol Pot
pictured
rightin 1970
leading a
column of
Cambodian
guerrillas
though the
jungle. When
he became the
country's
ruler (left) he
ordered the
population
out into the
rural areas —
later known
as ‘the
killing fields’

purges. The deaths and tor-
ture at Tuol Sleng. a school
turned into an interrogation
centre named S-21, would be
one of the most macabre lega
cies of his rule and the stron
gest evidence of its intense
pathology Some 16.000
people. many of them Khmer
Rouge cadres and thewr tam-
ilies. passed through Tuol
Sleng. where they were photo-
graphed and their confessions
kept in well-ordered files

A neat clerical attitude con-
trasted with unimaginable
horrors at Tuol Sleng, where
teenagers became expert at
strapping their victims  to
metal bed frames and extract-
ing false confessions through
torture. The confessions
seemed to fulfil Pol Pot's need
to see proof that his fantasies
of betraval were real The
documents from §-21, Chan-
dler wrote, “provided his vi-
sion of the world  with Cam
bodia surrounded by enemtes
and the country itself seen as

concentric circles with the
party leadership at the
centre’’.

Tales of what was happen
ing in Cambodia started to
trickle out in 1977 through
refugees fleeing to Thalland
but the closed country
remained an enigma. Western
analysts were only able to
connect the fact that Solath
Sar and Pol Pot were the same
person when he was photo
graphed on a visit to Beijing
However, hidden by the se-
crecy. Pol Pot’s regime was
starting to unravel Tensions
were rising with the Vietnam
ese who had sent troops
across the border to retaliate
for Cambodian massacres on
their side. In December, he
cut relations with Hanoi and
accused Vietnam of aggres
sion Hanei. which had
remalned silent until then.
began referring to his “bar
baric, medieval policies ™

On Becember 25, 1978 Viet
nam sent 100,000 men across
the border and quickly de
stroved Cambodian defences
Sihanouk. who had spent the
previous years under house
arrest, was hustled out on a
plane to Beijing less than 24
hours before the Vietnamese
arrived in the capital Pol Pat
fled to Thailand aboard a heh
copter on the morning of Jan-
uary 7, 1979,

That dav marked the end of
what Cambodians call “the
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era of the contemptible Pot”
But 1t did not mark the end of
his career Supported by the
Thar nulitary, he was able 1o
regroup on the frontier and
rebuild <ome of his guerrilla
units. although he was sup
posed to have stepped down
as head of the Khmer Rouge
in favour of the supposedly
more innocnous Khieu Sam
phan  His rhetorie turned
more to stirring up the an
clent passions of Cambodian
nationalism and the deep fear
of bemng swamped by Vet
nam - After 1981 he disap
peared from pabhie view. I
ing 1 guarded camps along
the border and travelbng to
Bening for medical treatment
for his persistent malaria
Little 15 known about his
personal hife or personabity
other  than  descriptions ot
him as calm and charismatie
He married Khieu Ponnary . a

Pol Pot
destroyed
everything
Cambodians
held dear

teacher he met in Paris, n
July 195, A sombre. austere
woman whose sister was mar
ried to Khmer Rouge leader
feng Sary. she would eventu
ally spiral down into madness
and spent much of the 14808
in a hospital in Beying  Pol
Pot married for a second time
in the T980s to A peasant wom
an n her thirties called Sar
She bore hun his only child. a
daughter born in 1484

Vietnam began to pull ats

troops out of Cambodia m
1989 and two vears later o
peace agreement was siened
m Paris Pol Pot retused o
allow his party to join elec
tons and soon the Khmer
Rouge were marginalised. cut
oft bv thewr patrons in China

After ordering the execu
tion of one of his licutenants
Son Sen. who he beheved had
tried to betray him. Pol Pot
attempted to tlee but was cap
tured and tried by has tormer
supporters, not for crmes
against humantty but for his
role in the internal struggles
of the Khmer Rouge  His
bizarre trial, at which crowds

chanted stogans while he sat
mpassive and unmoved. Was
filmed by American journal
iIst Nate Thaver who later n
terviewed Pol Pot. his fiest
contact with a1 Western jour
nalist sinee the early 1980

The mterview revealed his
protound delusions and his
mtense hatred of the Viet
namese  He dented even
knowine about the deaths at
Taol  Slens whieh he e
serthed as an Cestibinon set
up by the Vetnamese He told
Thaver that althouch the
Khmer Rouve hod made ms
takes then artiems wete jus
tifted by the threat of annes
ation from Vietham 1 came
to carry out the struggle, not
to kil people mv con
science 1s clear As [ told vou
before, they fought against us,
o we had to take measures to
defend onrselves ™

Pol Por spent s last

months under house arrest
4 woed and thateh hut, par
tially blind atter a ~troke m
1995 His books had  been
taken from him and he com
plamed ot boredom although
he was allovned a radwo on
. which he Iistened to the Voice
cot Amerca Althongh he
" tilked about the deaths of his
compatriots m o flar mono
Ptone, he was ammated when
discussig has health, accord-
mg to Thaver  “You look at
me from the outside. vou
dont know what 1 have
suttered

In 1467 he told a group ot
pohitical students that as long
as his tollowers continued the
freht agimnst the Vietnamese,
he would  die peacefully”
His weakened foree ot puerrt
Las are barely capable of fight
M now  But Pol Pot Jeaves
i behind o cauntiy and people
st recoverims trom has
vears i power When Cambao
dian retucees from his terror
arrived mothe United States
~some were blind  Doctors
could tid no physteal reason
tor thedr loss of sight, which
seemed to have been caused
by antease ttauma Pol Pot's
lecacy Wwias o country where
people wialled themselves to
be blmd rarther than withess
mote ot the acoliies he
wrougeht

Robert Templer

Pol Pot (Saluth Sdr) guernilt
teader and Juctator bora Janoy
ary 1925 died Aol 15 1998



