A Revolutionary Woman
By Bunthorn Som

            Under the Khmer Rouge regime, the period from 1975 to 1979, the Cambodian population could not escape from starvation, hard labor, torture, separation and loss of family members. The Khmer Rouge believed that in order for the country to develop prosperously, members of their regime had to be chosen from the farmer and worker classes. All people, regardless of age, had to work, sacrifice and be unwaveringly oyal to the party. For instance, during the time of the regime, Yung Sokhom, known as Khom, was assigned to work in many social fields; such as teaching, salt production, two-handled basket making and farming. No matter how hard Khom worked, the Khmer Rouge always accused her of being lazy, not finishing her work assignments and having private ideas. Despite this, Khom was able to survive because she served the revolution faithfully. It has been more than twenty years since Khom last spoke about her experience during Democratic Kampuchea but still recalls the memories.

            Yung Sokhom, known as Han during Democratic Kampuchea, was born in East Boeng Thom village, West Kanthoa sub-district, Kampong Trach district, and Kampot province. Khom was the oldest of nine siblings; her parents were farmers. She studied up to grade 9 in Ang Sophy Primary School, situated in West Kanthoa sub-district, Kampot province. Later, Khom dropped out of school to help her family farm and to look after her younger brothers and sisters. Khom remembers that whenever her younger siblings cried during the night, her mother would always say, "Be careful! The Khmer Rouge will come take you." However, at the time, Khom did not know who the Khmer Rouge were or, what was happening in her village.

            After the coup to depose Prince Sihanouk from power in 1970, the Khmer Rouge and Viet Cong (North Vietnamese Army) entered her village during the night to propagandize people to join the revolution. They assigned a village chief and armed forces; actions which scared some villagers. By 1972, almost the entire Kampong Trach district was captured by the Khmer Rouge, except for the downtown area. In late 1972, Lon Nol's planes dropped bombs on East Boeng Thom village in order to expel the Khmer Rouge/Viet Cong. Fortunately, Khom's family and the other villagers were not injured. In 1973, all of Kampong Trach district was liberated by the Khmer Rouge. The Khmer Rouge soldiers mobilized all of the people in the village to attend a meeting to learn the new policies of the Khmer Rouge organization, known as Angkar. At that time, the village chief selected Khom and ten other women to complete the selection test for teachers. The test covered reading and basic mathematics. After passing the test, the district chief distributed a copy of a reading text book to each teacher. The next day, Khom was assigned to teach children ages six and down in East Boeng Thom village, West Kanthoa sub-district, Kampong Trach district. Each class onsisted of around thirty students. In the morning, Khom taught consonants and vowels to her students and then she would ask them to do chores like picking up cow dun and cutting grass.

Life in Slakou village

            In early 1974, the village chief transferred Khom to teach in Slakou village West Kanthoa sub-district, Kampong Trach district because some of the students in Boeng Thom village would not listen to her. In Slakou village, Khom stayed with an old lady named Hong. She had to help Hong with housework since Hong was elderly and lived alone. Khom started to teach 40 students in a small cottage that was built by the villagers and made from trees. Khom received notebooks, pens, pencils, chalk and rice from Ta Kim, who was the sub-district chief of West Kanthoa. When her students could read, Khom asked them to learn one lesson by heart. The lesson was entitled "Our parents try to work hard, and uncle soldiers try to protect the village." After class, Khom had to lead her students to prepare land for planting potatoes, garlic and water grass. While teaching in Slakou village, Khom occasionally secretly visited home. At the time, Angkar still allowed people to use money. Some villagers secretly went to Vietnam to buy goods and materials to sell in Slakou village. This was very risky because if they were caught by the Khmer Rouge, they would be sent for re-education and might not be able to return back home.

Working on the salt fields

            In late 1974, Khom was transferred to teach students in another village in West Kanthoa sub-district. While teaching, Ta Kim assigned Khom to attend a meeting at the Kampong Trach district office. At the meeting, the district chief assigned Khom and ten other women to work at a salt field. After informing her parents of her transfer, Khom walked with 100 other women to Angkor Chey district. One messenger led the group from Phnom Leav sub-district in Kampong Trach district. At the salt field, Khom was responsible for building embankments, stamping down earth, and leveling salt from 7am to 5pm. Sometimes Khom had to work overtime. Then she had to get up at 2 am to collect enough salt to meet Angkar's quota. No matter how hard Khom worked, she still received blame from her unit chief. He would say, "You did not stamp the earth well enough. This destroys the salt." His unit had 100 women and three men, who took care of the machines to pump water into the salt fields. At the salt field, some workers died after a plane dropped bombs and shells from Lon Nol's air base on Rabbit Island. Being frightened of the bombs, Khom ran and hid in Phnom Leav pagoda in Phnom Leav village, Kampong Trach district, for one day. After that, the unit chief 
gathered all the workers and took them back to the salt fields. 


            One day, the unit chief gathered all the workers and asked them to write their biographies. Those who came from Kandall province were asked to live in Treuy Koh (west of Kampot province). This place was surrounded by sea and did not have enough potable water. Some workers developed skin diseases and open sores on their bodies; some of the workers died.

Making two-handled baskets

            In 1975, a female comrade named Mien requested Khom be trained to make two-handled baskets in Keo Krasang village, Kep sub-district, Kampot district. The training was under the supervision of female comrade named Roem. Khom was in a children's unit that consisted of eight people. She had to learn to cut the bamboo into pieces and make baskets by herself. No matter how hard she tried, Khom could not make the assigned number of baskets per day. Therefore, the unit chief raised her short-comings in a meeting and asked Khom to try to reconstruct herself and make as many baskets as possible.

            In early 1976, Mien transferred Khom to Kampong Norng village in Kampot district, to teach villagers how to make baskets. In that village, Khom and her team of twelve people stayed in a decaying concrete house. After the villagers had been trained to make baskets, Khom was transferred to deliver salt to storehouses, repair old baskets and cut bamboo near a waterfall. Later, female comrade Roem, the unit chief, transferred Khom to work on a salt field in a place called Ong Mong Toek, which was east of Kampot province. Regardless of how hard Khom worked, she received only a single ration of porridge and sour soup made from banana tree trunks per day. Whenever the unit chief asked Khom to get vegetables for communal kitchen, she usually secretly picked up a jackfruit while she was in town, ripened it and shared it with the other members of her group.

            Within three or four months, Khom had to attend the meeting at Thnoat Kambot. Kang Chap, chief of the region, presided over the meeting. He talked about "trying to work hard to participate in building up the country; especially trying to produce as much salt as possible to provide to the brothers and sisters on the battle fields." After the meeting, the chief allowed the salt unit to take a break for the rest of the evening. Khom used the opportunity to repair her torn clothes.

            In 1976, Khom was transferred to a firewood unit. This unit collected firewood to support the communal kitchen in Kampong Kandall village, Kampot district. The unit chief selected three illiterate unit members to attend an education session. Khom, who knew how to read and write, was asked to prepare land to plant water grass and potatoes and to screen rice in the kitchen. After dinner, Khom had to attend self-criticism meetings with comrade Roem to criticize those who were lazy and ask the others to not follow their bad examples.  When reviewing her  biography, the unit chief determined Khom was a member of the middle class and accused her of hiding her history. He required her to confess about the unclear division of class. Moreover, Khom had to attend a weekend meeting about living morally.  In these meetings, Khom learned that affairs between men and women were forbidden. Even talking to each other was grounds for re-education. If the result of immoral acts was a pregnancy, both the man and woman were called for re-education. The two were usually never seen again.

            After a while later, Khom received information that her mother was ill from a person in an economic unit that collected vegetables in East Boeng Thom village. Khom received permission from comrade Roem to visit her mother. Khom arrived home at around six in the evening and her father requested rice from the communal kitchen for her. After meeting her relatives, Khom's mother cried and told her to come back to the village and live with the family even though they did not have enough food to eat. But Khom refused because she was afraid that her unit chief would write a letter to the sub-district chief. If that happened, she would be taken for hard labor at Treuy Koh. Khom stayed home for two nights and then she returned to her unit.

Life at Samroang Cooperative

            In August 1977, Angkar wrote a recommendation letter and assigned ten people from Khom's unit to take charge of Samroang cooperative in Boeng Bat Kandall sub-district, Bakan district in Pursat province. Upon her arrival, Khom requested one and half milk cans of rice and some fish paste from the economic unit of Samroang village. Three days later, Angkar assigned Khom and 100 people who were evacuated from Phnom Penh and other provinces, to plant rice during the dry and rainy seasons. Kab was the chief who controlled the unit. Every time the unit transplanted seedlings, Kab would lay electric wire so people would have a guide to plant in straight lines. Those who transplanted late or missed a line would be shocked by this wire. Moreover, each person had to pull out 20 bunches of seedlings a day. If they could not finish the assignment during working hours, they had to stay late into the night, working until they were finished. Only when they finished, were they able to receive food rations. These rations were one milk-can of rice for every ten people. Since Khom was new, female comrade Kab ordered her solders to spy on Khom to see if she committed any acts of resistance. Angkar could not find any mistakes made by Khom so Angkar assigned her to be the unit chief instead of Kab. During the harvest season, Khom oversaw the delivery of rice to support the communal kitchen. Khom always pardoned those who worked late or stole rice. Because of this, she was respected by the members of her group and they requested Khom continue to be their chief. Every once and a while, Rem, chief of Bakan district, convened a meeting in Samroang cooperative. He talked about the evolution of Angkar and asked people to strictly follow the party line. Khom said that in other units the chiefs always traced those who were lazy in work, those who stole Angkar's materials and those who were former soldiers or students. These people were arrested and killed at Romlech sub-district in Bakan district.

            In 1979, though the Vietnamese forces and forces from the United Front for the National Salvation of Cambodia captured Bakan district, no one in Samroang cooperative dared to run away from their unit without permission from Angkar. The sound of bullets and tanks came closer and closer to the village. Khom and Yut, the chief of the kitchen, decided to flee to Damnak Chang-Kram dam in Phnom Kravanh district. On the way, the women heard Khmer Rouge propaganda that said, "The Vietnamese will cut your throat if you don't flee." Hearing this propaganda, Khom continued to hide on Kravanh Mountain. Later, however, after she had no confidence in the Khmer Rouge and with the shortage of food, she returned to live with her aunt in Bakk Chinh-Chienh village, Bakk Chinh-Chienh sub-district, Phnom Kravanh district. Later, a man asked Khom to marry him and promised to take care of her but she refused because she thought that the country was in a time of war and, more importantly, her parents and relatives were not there to witness the marriage.

Marriage without parents

            Because of insecurity and the lack of a labor force to work supporting the family, Khom decided to marry a man named Preap Sophat in late 1979. That year, Khmer Rouge soldiers entered the village and robbed rice and ox carts from the villagers often. Khom moved to Pursat provincial downtown and brewed wine for a living. One year later, Khom and her husband fled to the Thai border, where they lived in refugee Camp 7. In the camp, Khom and her husband changed jobs many times to earn enough money to support their family. However, because of many robbery cases, they decided to return to their native village. Khom emphasized that she was heartbroken when she learned that her parents had performed a Buddhist ceremony for her after they thought she was dead. Later, people in the village asked Khom's husband to be a teacher, but Khom refused because she wanted him to do business. For a while, Khom's husband joined the Kampong Trach music performance group, which was supported by the government of the People's Republic of Kampuchea. The group members received shampoo, petroleum, rice and some money to feed their families.

            In 1987, Khom's husband was shot to death by the Khmer Rouge while he was in a car with the governor of Kampong Trach district. Today, Khom is a widow who makes a living and supports her two daughters by selling vermicelli (a kind of traditional Cambodian cake). When recalling the Khmer Rouge regime, Khom wants the Khmer Rouge leaders to take responsibility for their barbarous acts on innocent people. She wants these leaders to stand trial to find justice for the victims and to educate the younger generations.
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