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 “I have a very strong feeling,” Gunnar Bergstrom says to me in a hushed 
voice as we walk towards the main city street in Kampong Cham, Cambodia, a 
provincial city two hours away from the capital Phnom Penh. Bergstrom looks 
for the bus stop where he took a picture thirty years prior when he came to 
Cambodia for fourteen days on a Swedish delegation tour of Cambodia.

“This is more strange for me than when I was just in Phnom Penh yesterday,” 
he confides, “because, unlike Phnom Penh, this city was completely empty 
when I was here.”

Bergstrom, who returned on Sunday to Cambodia, is apologizing to the 
Cambodian people for his support of the Khmer Rouge regime. It’s his first 
time back in over three decades.

He came to Cambodia in August 1978 to visit the country on a delegation tour 
with three other Swedes. Two Khmer Rouge cadres took the three others and 
Bergstrom to hospitals, schools, factories, and cooperatives. They even were 
wined and dined by Pol Pot and Ieng Sary in the Royal Palace and slept for 
two nights in the Royal Palace in Siem Reap, Cambodia.

According to Bergstrom, he witnessed no torture; saw no killings; and heard 
of no starvation while he was here. Armed with textbooks, songs, magazines, 
and hundreds of photographs and film footage, Bergstrom went back home to 
Sweden with visual, physical, and experiential proof that the Khmer Rouge 
was in the beginning stages, although imperfect stages, towards utopia for 
the Cambodian society. It was not until he saw thousands of refugees flood 
into Thailand that he realized he made a grave misjudgment.

We find the bus stop, which is now turned into a bustling market. The market 
is “alive”--Bergstrom’s words to describe the scene. It’s a stark contrast 
to what he witnessed in 1978, an empty market and town save a handful of 
people drying corn and tending to children in an abandoned storefront.

“Thirty years ago,” he explains, “I tried to speak to some women at the bus 
stop.” Continuing he says,” I wanted to talk to the women on my own and tell 
them where I was from.” Typically, a Khmer Rouge cadre would follow the 
Swedish delegates everywhere they went, acting as their “bodyguards,” which 
Bergstrom later reasoned they were his spies. “The conversation didn’t get 
very far,” Bergstrom admits. “The women just giggled a lot.”

He stands to take a picture in the exact same spot where he previously 
stood. It’s an uncanny re-enactment.

We continue down the street together. “You know,” he says, “I didn’t think 
about this when I was here, but there was no type of public transportation, 
there was no one at the bus stop when I was there, so people had to go where 
the Khmer Rouge put them. They couldn’t travel where they wanted to and had 
to rely on the Khmer Rouge.”

 “I don’t know why I didn’t think about that then,” he professes.

It was another revelation about the Khmer Rouge that Bergstrom discovered on 
his trip back to Cambodia.

Prior to their trip, the Swedish delegation was conscientious of past 
delegations to other genocidal regimes and openly warned each other not to 
be fooled by the things they saw and were shown. “We told each other we 
would look critically at everything we saw,” Bergstrom explains. But, in the 
end, the delegates too fell into the trap. Bergstrom weeded out “the things 
he didn’t want to see.” He calculated that the positive things about the 
revolution outweighed the bad.

Kampong Cham Seminar: Apology the Cambodian Way

On Thursday, monks, women, men, and children from all ages gathered inside 
the tent at Wat Boeung Kok in Kampong Cham, Cambodia to listen to Bergstrom 
speak about his delegation tour. It’s the second stop on Bergstrom’s 
whirlwind tour to backtrack his steps from his previous delegation tour. 
Large, white banners pictured with Bergstrom’s photographs hung from the 
trees lining the complex, rippling in the wind.

A photograph depicting Bergstrom at the Kampong Cham bus stop thirty years 
prior hangs outside the complex, catching attention of the passerbys. A few 
policemen gathered under a tree near the tent, keeping their distances far 
enough to be inconspicuous but close enough to hear his story.

The atmosphere has a very casual, yet powerful feel.

During the discussion, Bergstrom explained to the Cambodian audience about 
the reasons he came to the country and explained why he supported the Khmer 
Rouge in the first place, citing Maoist ideology as his rationale. He 
detailed his trip, telling participants about the places he went and things 
he saw: smiling children, people working in the fields, and communal living. 
But he also explained the things he ignored: the empty streets, the lack of 
monks, and the evacuated cities.

Participants eagerly asked questions about a range of topics, Bergstrom’s 
trip sparking discussion about other events surrounding the Khmer Rouge 
regime then and now. One person simply asked for a better explanation of 
Maoist ideology while another villager wanted to hear Bergstrom’s opinion of 
the upcoming tribunal. In fact, one monk encouraged Bergstrom to participate 
in the tribunal and present his testimony to the court while another monk 
pleaded with him to ask the tribunal to hasten.

A few others, on the other hand, still could not fathom how Bergstrom could 
have not put the pieces together. “How could you have been in the country,” 
one monk asks, and “not see the killings? How could you not see the 
 torture?” he continues.

In the end, Bergstrom apologized to the Cambodian people for his endorsement 
of the regime, saying he was gravely sorry for his wrongs.

Towards True Reconciliation: A Genuine Apology

The seminar indeed sparked discourse among the villagers and monks, but it 
also perhaps presented Cambodians with something they have never received—a 
genuine apology from someone of “high status” who once supported the regime.

While other low-ranking Khmer Rouge cadres have apologized for their 
wrongdoings, Bergstrom may arguably be the first person of a higher 
political and ideological standpoint to take full responsibility for his 
actions. Furthermore, Bergstrom’s apology may perhaps be the first apology 
that Cambodians have publically received from a foreigner.

Both Khieu Samphan, former Khmer Rouge head of state, and Nuon Chea, Pol Pot’s 
chief political theorist and second-in-command, publically apologized in 
1998 to Cambodians, but the two never admitted that they were personally 
responsible for their actions or ideas.

In the press conference in 1998, Khieu Samphan called on Cambodians to “let 
bygones be bygones” and to “forget the past,” and in the end, he evaded 
responsibility. Arguably, it was Khieu Samphan’s ill-conceived ideas of 
economic prosperity that caused millions of Cambodians to suffer from 1975 
to 1979. Samphan’s apology, “sent an uproar throughout the Cambodian 
community,” Chhang explains, “because no one believed him.”

Bergstrom, on the other hand, has accepted responsibility for his grave 
misjudgment and blames no one except himself for his blind eye. On Tuesday 
and then again on Thursday, Bergstrom told Cambodians that he partially 
blamed the Khmer Rouge for fooling the delegates, but he ultimately blames 
himself. “We had our Maoist glasses on and we saw what we wanted to see.”

When pressed on Thursday to explain how Maoist ideology influenced his 
thinking, Bergstrom stated that his beliefs on the ideology “does not excuse 
me, it only explains my support.”

“The refugee stories we heard before our trip should have been enough to 
renounce the regime,” Bergstrom admits.

According to Chhang, an apology in Cambodian society has a deeper, more 
humbling affect than it does in Western cultures. In Khmer, the words som 
a-phey-toh, or sorry, is as if “one asks the other person to ‘please reduce my 
guilt, please pardon what I did to you.’”

But the fact that the apology comes from a foreigner also carries added 
weight, Chhang explains. “It’s like the boss apologizes, or reduces himself, 
to the worker…the king reduces himself to the peasant.”

“It’s noble act by Gunnar,” Chhang concludes.

It’s a noble act indeed.

How ironic it is that Gunnar Bergstrom will witness Khieu Samphan on trial 
when he travels to the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia on 
December 4, 2008 to attend Khieu Samphan’s pre-trial hearing, wrapping up 
his trip to Cambodia.
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Gunnar in the Living Hell is organized by the Documentation Center of 
Cambodia in collaboration with the Living History Forum of Sweden. An 
exhibition of photographs from Bergstrom’s delegation tour is traveling with 
Bergstrom around the country.  The photographs are in color, which is very 
rare for photographs from the Khmer Rouge. A temporary exhibition can be 
seen at Reyum Arts Gallery until November 25, where it will then be 
permanently displayed at Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum, both located in Phnom 
Penh, Cambodia.
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