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Sarun would have graduated from the Faculty of Pedagogy and the Faculty of Law in 1975. Instead, the 

Khmer Rouge arrived. Her brothers and their wives had already come from outside the city to escape the 

bombs, and so the "liberation" found the entire family under one roof, mother, brothers, sisters-in-law, 

husband, son and daughter. They were evacuated to Sarun's mother's home village of Kompong Krasaing. 

After only three months there, the Khmer Rouge murdered her younger brother, who had worked as a soldier 

at the Department of Finance in the Lon Nol regime. They came to ask the brother to work in another village, a 

poorly disguised beckoning to death. He was murdered in the Koc Kak pagoda, leaving behind a pregnant 

wife. His death heralded the beginning of the horrific downsizing of Sarun’s family, from nine to four to two left 

alive in 1979.    

After his death, they were transferred to the region west of Phnom Penh. One sister-in-law died from 

diarrhea and the other sister-in-law, having given birth to a baby boy, was sent away from the family. Sarun's 

son was also sent away, to work, at six years old, in a children's work unit. A few months after their transfer, 

Sarun's husband committed suicide. The physical cause of death was ingesting the poisonous fruit of the sen 

tree, which makes one's tongue bleed. But that was just the outward cause of death. He committed suicide 

because he was a rich and well-educated man who found himself incapable of taking care of his family, 

because of the shame of seeing his wife hit by a Khmer Rouge soldier, because he was starving and skinny, 

and because of guilt. He felt deep guilt, anguished guilt as heavy as a bomb, because before 1975, Sarun had 

told him that Cambodia would become communist, had begged him to move the family abroad. He had refused 

to believe that Cambodia, with all its riches, would ever turn communist.  

In 1976, her older brother died. Sarun explains in English: "Because of no food and the men eat a lot 

and no energy, no power, skinny, skinny, skinny, works so hard, and so die. Not just our family, all family, 

every family, sometimes whole families."    

Sarun was left with her mother and her daughter. At three o'clock in the morning, she would go to the 

field to work, leaving her daughter to be taken care of by her mother. Her group would work at rice planting or 

picking, at digging the dams, or fishing the Tonle Sap until 12 noon, when they would stop for a meal. At 1:30 

or 2:00 PM, they would begin work again, working until the sun set over the rice fields, a red globe of flame. 

Sometimes, they would continue work until midnight, lighted by the electricity from a generator. At dinner, 

Sarun would save her food for her mother and daughter, wrapping it in a lotus leaf, and running without stop 

from her work unit to the base camp. The fastest route to the camp was through a mass gravesite, "but I never 

worry about corpses, worry only about food to eat and the soldiers of Pol Pot," Sarun says. At night, the 

lightning bugs would look like the lit tips of soldiers' cigarettes and send fear into her heart. The corpses were 

buried in shallow graves and wild dogs would dig them up. Sometimes a leg would be visible, gnawed on by 

the dogs and insects. The smell was awful. Water was scarce, so the corpse-filled dirt caked on Sarun's legs 

could not be washed away. Instead, they used the useless city-clothes brought with them from Phnom Penh to 

wipe away the death smell. 


