A Victim’s Diary
My First Unforgettable Fright and Trauma

Deour Serey Len


IN 1975 I was a child with high status because my father was a high-ranking military official (he was lieutenant colonel named Deour Kim Sea). I am the youngest of seven boys and two girls in my family. On April 11, 1975 my family was forced to leave home and stay temporarily at my aunt’s house near Orussey Market. Our house had been targeted for shelling because it was a state-owned house in Banteay Khloang Romsev ( a place where explosive were kept). We were unable to take anything with us but the jewelry we were wearing. ON April 17, 1975 after applauding the Khmer Rouge victory, people were evacuated from the city. My family did not have anything on hand aside from three cars: a Mercedes, a Hamber Sport and an Austine.  


We traveled without a clear destination. My father asked me to stay with the chief of Po Andet village until we returned to Phnom Penh. The chief allowed my elder sister, young children, and a woman who had just given birth to say at his house. Within a month, my father’s background was uncovered by a woman. The village chief told my father to prepare clothing. “Ankar summons him to study,” the chief told my mother. The next day, my brother went to meet my father. When my brother returned, he said: “Father is at the district office with 50 other people such as soldiers, teachers, and doctors.” My mother was relieved because she thought they would never kill teachers and doctors. My brother asked my mother’s permission to accompany my father. The chief got the approval of the district committee for him to go. We have had no further information on my father and oldest brother since then. Also my grandfather passed away in the village because he was sick and had no medicine. 


Three weeks later, four large boats came to bring New People back home. My mother was very happy; she had waited a long time to leave the village. We left on the boats, which were so full that people had to sit on the roofs. One of the boats sank and many children were swept into the river as their helpless mother watched. Over the next several days we traveled by car and by train. My second brother and I were almost separated from my mother because I had diarrhea and my brother was cleaning me up when the train left. Fortunately, someone helped us onto the train. 


We lived in the Char village, Anlung Run commune, Ta Pon district with six other families, which included New People, Base people, and militiamen, in a house with a tile roof. Angkar took all of my brothers and sisters to work sites, leaving my mother and me at home. I went to school and my mother was assigned to transplant rice seedlings. She did not know how, so the unit chief often reduced her food ration, accusing her of pretending not to recognize the seedlings. Later, she bribed the chief with jewels, she was assigned to care for young children near the dining hall.


Soon after this, Angkar put me in a children’s unit. I often ran away to see my mother but was caught and beaten by the unit chief. Many of the children in the unit were indoctrinated and reported their own parents to Angkar. In 1977 I was allowed to go to the village to collect cow dung and cut tontrean khet weeds. There, I saw my sister lying down because she was weak from diarrhea. She kept saying she wanted to eat eggs fried with some vegetable until she died. My second brother was sent back to the village; his legs had been amputated because he had yaws. Later, he died. In 1977 and 1978 the whole billage was flooded. At that time, Angkar sent my five remaining brothers back home, and all of them were in critical condition, swollen from dysentery. All five died in the same month. This put my mother in the same situation as Bandacha (a girl who, in Cambodian legend, lost all of her family members). She was emotionally unstable because my brother’s corpses floated away on the water; there was no place to bury them. 


One night Angkar took my mother away because of me. She had traded some things with the villagers for chicken, which she shared with all the people in the house. I complained because I was not full yet, and then my mother pinched me until I cried. Angkar approached the house and heard me, and as a result, my mother was taken to the forest. All people in the house blamed me for causing her death. I ran to find her, shouting “I myself cried, my mother did not make me cry,” but I could not find her. I cried myself to sleep waiting for her to come back, sobbing that it was not her mistake. 

When I woke up, my mother had her arms around me. I was so happy it was as if I had been born again. My mother said that Angkar took her into the forest behind the village. There militiamen blindfolded her. When the militia chief arrived he had her tied to a tree, but later returned and untied her. “You must correct yourself, stop mistreating the child of Angkar,” they told my mother. I never made trouble for her after that. Even when I was so hungry I thought I would die, I did not complain because I was afraid of losing her again.


  People were not allowed to talk to each other or move about freely. When bathing or working we were tied together at the ankles and watched by young militiamen who were not as tall as their guns. They were very brutal: every day, I heard sounds of guns being shot at those who escaped or resisted.


My mother and I tried hard to survive. When I hiked up the mountain to cut tontrean khet, I picked some fruits for my mother. One day, a militiaman caught me picking fruits from a jujube tree. He climbed up and beat me until I fell down. Then he continued beating my knees until they were swollen. I could not walk after the beating. The unit chief tied me up without food for three days as an example for others. I wanted to die, but could not. After I was freed, my daily ration was cut, so my mother gave me hers. She picked and heated the leaves of kam ploeng tree and put them on my knees. After a week, I was able to walk.

One day, a woman named Koun whispered to my mother that she wanted her oldest daughter and me to run away to avoid extinction. She said they were too old to escape, but the children could. I did not want to leave my mother because we were the only two who survived in our family. I thought we should struggle to live or die together. But my mother worked to convince me so many times, so I decided to leave. She winked at Khoun to indicate that we should run away the next day. Then she sewed what was left of her jewelry into a pocket that she made in my underpants.


My mother woke me at dawn. We hugged each other andn cried silently. Koun signaled us to hurry because the militiamen were bringing the prisoners out to work. After the unit chief counted the prisoners, Kour (Koun’s daughter) and I got into the line. When we reached the work camp we slipped away with the help of some older people. Because people were chained only a few militiamen guarded them. Kour and I managed to escape and walked on a path toward Lbeok Prey village, where Kour’s aunt lived.


We lost our way in the forest for two days, picking ropeak leves and dangkeab kdam fruit to eat, and sleepin in trees. I greatly missed my mother, but could not return becaue I was afraid the Khmer Rouge would kill us. On the third night we saw a bull cart who offered us a lift. The cart owner was the chief of that village and dropped us at the house of Kour’s aunt. Kour lived with her aunt whil I lived with a sister of the village chief. My foster grandparents and parents loved me as their own daughter. The villagers ate together. Every time I ate, I thought of my other who was hungry. 

On liberation day in 1979, I did no know where to find my mother or whether she was still alive, so I decided to stay with my foster mother. One day, when I was playing with my foster sister, I heard a voice calling my name “Nget! Nget! Your mom is coming,”said the village chief (everybody in the village called me Nget). Excited, I turned and saw my mother. I was stunned with happiness, but also ashamed because I lied to the villagers, telling them I was an orphan. She hugged me tightly and cried. “Let’s go to Phnom Penh to look for your father and brother,” she said with a tremble of excitement. At first I did not want to go with my mother because I was afraid of hunger or being beaten or killed by the Khmer Rouge. My foster grandparents and parents did not want me to go because they all loved me. But we traveled home.


All 22 members of the family who left Phnom Penh with us were killed. The family of the aunt we stayed with at Orussey was also killed because her husband was a customs official. There was no one left in my family but my mother and me. We went to Tuol Slen to see if it had pictures of my father and brother, but found only pictures of my father’s friends. I do not want to keep the Khmer Rouge atrocity in my mind because int is extremely painful, but I cannot forget it. It continues to haunt me every day. 

