Testimony 4

Nhem Noeun and I were married in 1962 in Kampong Cham province. he was my second cousin, but because he was older I called him uncle. Later we lived in Siem Reap, but Noeun was still studying in Kampong Cham and wasn’t there often. 

My husband went to the revolution before we were married. He joined with Hu Nim and Hou Yuon; they had studied together at the same school. All of them educated me on the revolution. In 1970, I went to Siem Reap to live with my husband. He was working as a Khmer Rouge Soldier then, but he didn’t fight; he just sent food to the battlefield. In addition to working for the revolution, he was a teacher. 


Ke Pauk called me to the revolution in 1970. He was the provincial chief then, and his brother-in-law Oeun was a district chief with my husband. He taught me for two years. At first I refused to join because I was helping my parents and my husband, who was already working for the revolution. I didn’t see why I needed to join, but he kept trying. He was gentle and joking, and had a background as a playboy. However, if someone said something wrong, he looked at them and they were afraid. 
In 1973, Ke Paulk built me a house; he said he wanted to devote everything to the revolution. He would come to the house every evening and take a bath, then leave around 4 or 5 a.m. He snored very loudly, but if someone walked by the house, he would hear them and know who it was. Once, after he had eaten, he wanted to write a letter. But he didn’t know how, so I taught him. 


I volunteered to be the district chief of a woman’s group in Siem Reap. I only did this because they didn’t have enough people to fill in positions. The villagers I worked with were poor and old, so I wrote a letter to Ke Pauk and asked for some cotton. He sent me 10 or 20 pieces of cloth. The Khmer Rouge also gave me two or three weaving machines. So I introduced the villagers to silk weaving, and designed and cut clothes for them. 


There was a meeting of the Khmer Rouge leaders from Phnom Penh at Koulen Mountain in 1974. I was one of the cooks for the meeting, and I made black clothes for the king and the people attending. This allowed the people there to change their clothes three times a day. When my husband and I came home from the mountain, we learned that our son Sothea had died of malaria. He was 4 years old. Our first child had also died this way in 1966 when he was two. 


I quit being district chief after that. It was difficult work and I had to walk very far to reach the village. No one forced me to quit. I just asked them for permission to stop and they gave it to me, partly because our son had died. My husband was also a district chief in Siem Reap at the time, but he didn’t quite. We were living apart then because he was working at another place. When he came home, he sometimes slept in my house and sometimes he just visiting our children. We had three children alive, and my oldest always asked for my husband. They wanted him to live with me, but I wouldn’t agree to it. In 1975, I began working at the cooperative at Koulen Mountain, farming and weaving silk. It was easy for me to live far from my husband. 


Neoun was arrested in 1977. Someone told me they put him in a sack and dropped him in the river after people from the West Zone accused him of betraying the revolution. They said that Kae Pauk put him in a car and drove away. I thought I would be arrested next. A month later, a few soldiers came to the mountain, saying that the Angkar wanted me to move to meet my husband. I thought if I went with them, I would die soon. My son Sokhin was a cooperative but my daughters Kea and Sokny came with me to the secutry office [prison] in Sotr Nikum district. After I was in prison for a month, I gave birth to my daughter Sokha.


While I was in prison, they interrogated me and accused me of betraying the revolution. Also, I didn’t have the same accent as people from Siem Reap, and they knew that. But when people at the prison saw I was from Kampong Cham, they helped me keep it secret because my husband had looked after them; he treated them when they were sick and gave them clothes. 


Soon after I gave birth, Kae Pauk came to visit the prison and saw me there by accident. My children recognized him and cried, “Mummy, uncle has come.” He said he had been unable to find me and then ordered the security chief to bring me food so I could eat by myself. They gave me dried fish.


Ke Pauk had a handsome, sweet face. In the past, I had sometimes looked at him directly, but often, I couldn’t because I was very shy. When he came to the prison, I looked at him and then took a cotton scarf to dry my tears. I told him that I had made revolution to get freedom and rights for the people, but now they accursed my husband of betrayal. What had Noeun done wrong? And I told Pauk he had led me, so why were they doing this to me?

I asked him to please tell me about Noeun. Pauk admitted that he had taken my husband to study one night. He also swore to me that Noeun wasn’t dead, but had been sent to Ratanakkiri province. Pauk told me not to be afraid. I believed him because I trusted him. Then he had me released and sent to a cooperative where I carried earth and worked on rice hulling machine. The Khmer Rouge there asked the villagers about my background. But the villagers were nice to me because I had just given birth. We ate two or three times a day. I had rice, never porridge, and when I finished work, I caught fish. They didn’t punish me. 


After the Khmer Rouge collapsed, I went to Sotr Nikum district and took my children. I think about my husband every day. Sometimes I feel that he’s still alive, but he hasn’t come back to my village in all this time. I’m still waiting for him. He looked after me and took care of me. I never heard from Ke Pauk again. But one of my relatives from Anlong Beng told me that he was living near their house. When I learned that he died, I felt pity because he was a person full of kindness. If I had money, I would have gone to his funeral ceremony. 
