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To Lay and to Son

Acclaim for François Bizot’s  The Gate
“Unsparing. . . . Bizot’s testimony has a rawness unmitigated by time.”
—The New Yorker
“Wrenching and haunted. . . . Bizot has written a classic of prisoner/escape literature. There are scenes of such dramatic power and clarity—the frantic, nerve-rasping chaos as freedom lies just yards away—that  The Gate could be not unfairly called, if not categorized as, a thriller.”
—The San Diego Union-Tribune
“A powerful, disturbing book.”
—The Washington Post Book World
“It is hard to imagine that a better book will be written about the Cambodian killing fields. But The Gate transcends Cambodia. It rehumanizes the victims of genocide.”
—Newsweek
“A cool, bleak, yet intensely personal account of moral, human and political catastrophes.”
—The Baltimore Sun
“Memorably astonishing. . . . I have never read a book like this. It is deeply moving and ineffably terrible; every intelligent person who has a care about this world and its people should read it. Bizot has done humankind a great service.”
—Simon Winchester, The Sunday Times (London)
“Mesmeric. . . . Bizot has dug further into . . . the darkness of the Khmer Rouge than any other contemporary.”
—Los Angeles Times Book Review
“At once beautiful, startling, gentle, and nerve-wracking. . . . An extraordinary memoir.”
—The New York Sun
“Thrilling, exquisitely observed and terrifying. . . . It reads like a novel and it sears both the conscience and the heart. If you only ever read one book about Cambodia, make sure it is this one.”
—The Sunday Telegraph (London)
“The eyewitness immediacy, the extremity of the events and Bizot’s reflective style form a powerful descriptive cocktail.”
—Newsday
“Bizot’s story, his beliefs and his dignity are deeply powerful.”
—Time Out New York
“The Gate possesses the hallucinatory power of great fiction. Everything is in scale. It is full of haunting descriptions of the beauty of the country; it is also full of moments of moral beauty.”
— The Providence Journal
“Far more harrowing than any novel. . . . Bizot leaves his readers with haunting images of the doomed.”
—Booklist

Chronology
1953–54 Cambodian independence declared. Full national sovereignty transferred to the king, Norodom Sihanouk. In Vietnam, the French are defeated at Dien Bien Phu; following the Geneva Agreements, the country is divided in two. The end of French Indochina, a colonial entity comprising Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos.
1965–66 The United States sends in ground troops to protect South Vietnam from Communist invasion. The Khmer Communist movement, founded in 1951, sends a delegation to Beijing and becomes known as the Kampuchean Communist Party (KCP).
1968–69 American troops in South Vietnam number 550,000. U.S. air raids launched on Vietcong hideouts in Cambodia.
1969 Coup d’état on March 18, in Phnom Penh. General Lon Nol, who supports U.S. intervention, seizes power and proclaims the Khmer Republic. From Beijing, Sihanouk calls for resistance and announces the formation of the Government of the Royal National Union of Kampuchea (GRUNK). American and South Vietnamese troops infiltrate Cambodia. The Vietcong invade the territory and occupy the site of Angkor.
1973 Signing of the Paris Agreements and withdrawal of American troops. The KCP forces young peasants to enlist in the Revolutionary Army of Liberation.
1974 Start of the Khmer Rouge offensive against Phnom Penh (December).
1975 France recognizes GRUNK (April 12). On April 17, the capital falls. Evacuation of the towns and the beginning of the “purification” of all strata of the population. Opening of the Tuol Sleng torture camp at Phnom Penh (September 21).
1976 Sihanouk resigns as head of state. Proclamation of Democratic Kampuchea, under the presidency of Khieu Samphan; Pol Pot is prime minister. Attempted putsch at Phnom Penh. Disbanding of the “pro-Vietnamese network.”
1977 Kampuchea’s economy supported entirely by China. Diplomatic relations between Kampuchea and Vietnam broken off.
1978 Following a series of Khmer incursions into Vietnamese territory, Vietnamese divisions occupy the provinces to the east of the Mekong River.
1978–80 Major Vietnamese offensive (December 25, 1978); Phnom Penh captured on January 7, 1979. Government formed under Vietnamese military protection. Proclamation of the People’s Republic of Kampuchea. Famine causes Khmer Rouge fighting units to disband, and their headquarters withdraws to Thailand. The rest of the armed forces retreat to bases in the forest and along the frontier with Thailand. Resumption of guerrilla fighting.
1985–93 Vietnamese troops capture several Khmer Rouge positions on the frontier with Thailand. Formal withdrawal of Vietnamese expeditionary force (1989). International peace agreement signed in Paris (1991). Numerous defections among Khmer Rouge ranks after elections organized by the United Nations.
1998 Death of Pol Pot. Collapse of the Khmer Rouge movement.

Foreword
He was always Bizot. I never knew his first name until ten years ago, when he married a beautiful Frenchwoman, who to my bewilderment called him François. To the rest of us, he remains Bizot, scholar, Renaissance man, and reluctant hero, with a hero’s stride and a poet’s head, an unstilled passion for life and a Faustian mission to discover what it contains at its inmost point.
I met him first in Chiang Mai in northern Thailand, at sunset, in the company of a mutual friend, in a beautiful wooden house of his own design, surrounded by enormous trees inhabited by gibbons. One of them, a great king of a fellow, had selected the crown of the tallest tree for his perch, and there he sat, with his back to the sinking sun, ruminatively masturbating in silhouette while we drank our whiskeys. The Cambodian war was not over in any meaningful sense, but the Americans had left the region, Pol Pot’s awful army was installed in Phnom Penh, and Bizot’s ordeal was behind him. He spoke of it in glancing, spontaneous references that scaled the wall of his reticence. He was prompted by our mutual friend Yvette Pierpaoli, now dead, who had known Bizot in Phnom Penh, which I had not. When I had visited Phnom Penh two years before, Bizot had been in his village at the center of the site of Angkor, where his story begins. In Phnom Penh he was merely an absent legend, fostered, tended, and adored by Yvette. So I cannot compare the brooding, volatile Bizot I met with the carefree Bizot who apparently existed in the days before the experiences he describes. I can only imagine which of the hairline cracks around the mouth and eyes, which crevices in cheek and brow, which despairing expression of hand or eye were put there by the physical and spiritual agony of his trial by endurance at the hands of his inquisitor, Douch.
Bizot has the authority of pain. It is not our fault if we have not suffered as he has. It is not his fault that he is the authentic version of what the rest of us can only imagine, though he is a big man, and a big destiny becomes him. There is pain that is perceived, and there is pain that is endured, and they are two different worlds, inhabited by creatures of two different races. We cannot choose which one we belong to. In my writing I have sometimes felt an obligation to share the pains I try to report on. Occasionally—in Cambodia or the Middle East—I have obtained some passing sense of absolution by taking risks and saying to myself afterward, “Wow, that was really close” or “That could have been the end of me.” But the cure doesn’t last. In the end I remained a war tourist, an observer, not a participant, never a victim. I always had a valid passport and a return ticket in my rucksack, and a wad of dollars in my money belt. Even in the worst places—and they were a beginners’ course beside Bizot’s—I was only visiting. In the scale of human suffering, I did not even qualify for a mention. And there is guilt in that fortunate condition: a mistaken feeling that if you are not being tortured, you are on the torturer’s side. I am not immune to it. But neither is Bizot immune to guilt of another kind, and that is the guilt of the survivor: Why was I spared? What or whom did I betray, that I survived and countless others died?
Which is why, as Bizot that evening fed me morsels of his story, I felt an increasing desire for more. I longed to enter his experience, inhabit it, and, as a storyteller, give it the shape I mistakenly believed it must receive in order to have an impact on the reader. In doing so—with Bizot’s permission and assistance— I took liberties which, after my reading of this book, embarrass me. For a start, I turned Bizot into an introspective Dutchman called Hansen, whereas you can hardly find anyone more French than Bizot. I had him as a lapsed Jesuit and in my mind a Buddhist convert, which isn’t so bad, for Bizot is nothing if not a seeker after gods of one kind or another. I gave him the mantle of a spy, whereas Bizot’s free spirit and untamed sense of honor would have made him the least manageable spy on earth.
But there are a few parts of my Hansen story, thank heaven, which do not accuse me quite so loudly. Hansen’s courage, his periods of alarming remoteness, his unlikely humility, his aesthetic pride, his despair, and his indifference to material gain are all Bizot’s. My Hansen might well have proclaimed, as Bizot does in this book, that the worst thing about being chained is the indignity. My memories of Bizot’s prowling figure and strained, emphatic voice in the hot dark of Chiang Mai are faithfully given to Hansen, albeit on the outskirts of Bangkok. Sometimes, I felt as I listened, he talks to me as if I, and not Douch, were his interrogator.
But the Bizot I knew those twenty years ago is a mere shadow of the man I have learned to know through my reading of The Gate. I sensed—who would not?—that, as he tells us here, he carried monsters around inside him; and that these monsters “stir in him, constantly inciting infernal memories.” I have a monster or two of my own, but none, I am sure, as monstrous as his. But it took this book for me to recognize the breadth and depth of his eyewitness, the vividness and accuracy—artistic as well as intellectual—of his powers of reconstructing sight and sound and feeling and human character and the profundity of the passion that nothing can appease.
There are passages in this book that tempt me to mouth the worn-out word “classic.” Bizot’s account of entering Phnom Penh (thanks to Douch) in time to see the newly arrived Khmer Rouge troops—astonished to find themselves unopposed—standing about, starved and exhausted, in perplexed groups while they wait for orders; his description of the jungle camp where he was held, of the scenes of collective confession by young initiates into the Khmer Rouge; his extraordinary epilogue, in which he returns to his village and rediscovers the very man who captured him; above all, his prolonged and unsparing account of his conversations with Douch his interrogator—this tragic “seeker after certainty” as he calls him—his painstaking documentation of the progress of his own feelings of fondness and respect for his tormentor; his account of life inside the French compound in Phnom Penh during the final weeks; the recitation of his surreal encounters, each in itself a tragedy, with such figures as Prince Sisowath and Mme. Long Boret, who appear like accusing ghosts seeking sanctuary in the French Embassy but must be turned away because they have no papers—these scenes seem to me unique in their substance and power, and unmatched by anything comparable done by journalists or historians who have attempted to describe the same events. Bizot, you see, was not an observer, not an analyst, not a silk-shirt expert in an air-conditioned office. He was a player. He was part of the reality. He spoke the language and lived the culture. He possessed a second soul, and it was Khmer.
Now and then you read a book, and, as you put it down, you realize that you envy everybody who hasn’t read it, simply because, unlike you, they will have the experience before them. This is such a book. It possesses such truth of feeling, such clarity and conviction of narrative, such a wealth of image and adventure, and such depths of long-withheld passion that I do believe it is indeed that rarest thing: an original classic.
So I envy you. And may you be many. Bizot has earned you all.
—John le Carré
February 2000
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When I arrived in Cambodia in 1965, the gibbons’ exasperated complaint would cut through the muffled hum of the villages every morning. Sunlight hovered on the still pools streaked with green and gold, dispersing the sleepy vapors of the night. I thought this renewal was ineluctable.
The land was rich and beautiful, enameled with paddy fields, dotted with temples. This was a country of peace and simplicity. Reflections upon the nature of existence were common currency to all its inhabitants. Festivities, divine service, ordinary rituals—nothing was conceived without art, and poetry, and mystery; for always, the spirits of the dead breathed over the turning of the seasons.
No peasant was so poor that he could not offer the finest fruits from his garden to the inmates of the monasteries and hermitages, where the sons of each family were called upon to serve. Every male child would take a vow to lead the austere life of a mendicant monk for a few years; there would be sumptuous ceremonies, for which the family would prepare gold, ornaments, fine clothes, lamps, and flowers long in advance.
The countryside echoed with the vibration of gongs, and we knew the joyful shouts we heard were to accompany the dead to the place of their rebirth. But most of all I loved to listen to the rasping resonance of the chapay singers, whose crude, harsh blues, floating over the rice fields, expressed all the tonality of the Khmer soul.
At places where narrow pathways intersected the perimeter of the villages— beside a termite mound, in a sacred wood, at the foot of an aged tree—we would find little altars dedicated to divinities of the soil. Sometimes these guardians of the bounds would be ancient sculptures, exhumed by the rains; sometimes they would be crudely carved out of wood; sometimes they were simply a stone. The passing peasants would pay homage with a handful of fresh leaves. 
That is how, in my own way, I remember this country. The past still projects its distant images in me, and these images bring back to life all that bewitched me when I was twenty-five. Something less forgiving than time, however, keeps them at a distance. My melancholy has given way to a definitive and uncompromising sense of revolt. I look on those prewar years as I would the smile of “a dead loved one resting deep in the earth.”1
What oppresses me, more still than the unclosed eyes of the dead who fill the sandy paddy fields, is the way the West applauded the Khmer Rouge, hailing their victory over their brothers in 1975. The ovation was so frenzied as to drown out the protracted wailing of the millions being massacred.
When I arrived in Siem Reap in 1965, Cambodia was dwelling rather peacefully alongside a Vietnam that had been plunged into war; in the hinterland, despite occasional frontier disputes, the villagers seemed to exist outside time. In neighboring China, the Cultural Revolution was brewing. All Europe was full of encouragement for those who were working to overthrow the old feudal societies and bring about a better world. The intelligentsia of every country denounced American involvement in Vietnam.
I myself was neither for nor against: my thoughts lay elsewhere. I was drawn to the mysteries of the Far East, and fascinated by the gestures and secular rituals of a people that clung to its traditions. My wanderings protected me from the specters of the anti-Americanism that had taken hold of people everywhere at the time. Although I had never formulated it before, I realized that my only gods were in fact American: Saul Steinberg and Charlie Parker. So when I came to Indochina I had little reason to share the hostility toward the United States shown by most of the French community.
On the contrary, it seemed to me that the peasants around me, whose repetitive existence I was about to share as I established myself in a remote village in Angkor, had everything to lose from the arrival of the Communists. In my passion for the religions and customs of the past, which I wanted to see perpetuated,   I would have more readily opted for the very opposite of the ideologies then in vogue. Torn in every direction and immediately confronted with the most absurd contradictions, I was reduced to despair. In 1970, when the Americans arrived in Cambodia, I saw them as allies in my impossible quest. But their irresponsibility, their colossal tactlessness, their inexcusable naïveté, even their cynicism, frequently aroused more fury and outrage in me than did the lies of the Communists. Throughout those years of war, as I frantically scoured the hinterland for the old manuscripts that the heads of monasteries had secreted in lacquered chests, I witnessed the Americans’ imperviousness to the realities of Cambodia. Yet today I do not know what I reproach them for more, their intervention or their withdrawal.
This situation favored the Khmer Rouge, who knew how to turn its side effects to their own advantage. In the outlying districts, which the central authorities had never bothered to govern, they were a model of order, imposing morality as the basis for revolutionary action, while Lon Nol’s soldiers were spreading theft and corruption. Locally, however, one heard of the Khmer Rouge committing some of the vilest deeds of which man is capable (killing children with their bare hands, decapitating people with the sinews of palm leaves, mass murder . . .). But fear of appearing to support the Americans so froze minds that nowhere in Europe were people free enough to voice their indignation and denounce the lies. Popular wisdom was on the side of liberty and nonintervention. In 1975, bolstered by international opinion, the revolutionaries defeated an enemy in a state of complete physical and moral collapse.
From that moment on, more blood than ever was spilled. After the horrors of the Vietnam War had overflowed onto its soil, this unhappy country endured post revolutionary terror. Once in power, the Khmer Rouge set about felling the population, systematically eliminating whole classes of society, starting with the peasants. Those who were not moved from their villages and herded into forced-labor camps were decimated by hunger, disease, and torture.
The genocide ended only in 1979, after four long years. With no regard for ideological consistency, Vietnamese troops put an end to it by invading Cambodia and “liberating” the country a second time, not from American imperialism but from the cruelty and incompetence of their Khmer Rouge “brothers.”
When the appalling horrors were at last “discovered,” a time of contrition began for many. It makes my blood boil to see that nobody, now, is prepared to uphold the ideology in whose name this evil was methodically accomplished.
Yet there were those witnesses who, many years earlier, had condemned the horror being plotted in the shelter of the forests. A turn of bad luck made me one of them. On October 10, 1971, while conducting research at a monastery in the region of Oudong, thirty kilometers north of Phnom Penh, I was arrested and then chained up in a Khmer Rouge detention camp. For three months, I saw the abomination spread its cloak over the countryside. As soon as I was released, the French Embassy asked me to translate a booklet on the “Political Program of the United National Front of Kampuchea” that I had brought with me from the bush. Its contents foreshadowed the horror: already there was mention of the evacuation of the towns and the establishment of a state-controlled collectivism based on a reduced population. But these warnings, duly relayed to Paris, had fallen on deaf ears, and France stubbornly maintained its support for the Khmer Rouge. 
I returned to Cambodia as soon as the wave of terror had receded. I realized at that point that what had happened was irreparable and that I could never again live in this land. What my eyes were seeing was incompatible with the image in my mind. This constant split vision pulled me apart like some schizophrenic illness.
I have written this book in a bitterness that knows no limit. A sense of hopelessness runs through it. I now believe only in things; the spirit can detect what is eternal beneath their outward appearance. Does not the most enlightened philosophy teach us to mistrust man? The optimal being, the supreme creature, the natural aristocrat of the living world? Man who—when, exceptionally, he becomes his true self—can bring about excellence, but also bring about the worst. A slayer of monsters, and forever a monster himself . . .
So I ask myself the question: Could the religions I study teach us the art of killing the dragon in our flesh? This diabolical presence, buried within us yet constantly surfacing: Is this the original sin I was taught about as a child?
I detest the notion of a new dawn in which Homo sapiens  would live in harmony. The hope this utopia engenders has justified the bloodiest exterminations in history.
Can we never learn this lesson and recall it in fear every time we stop and look at ourselves? Our tragedy on earth is that life is subject to influences from above, and we can no more revisit the mistakes of yesterday than the sand can avoid being wiped clean as the tide pours in upon it.

Chapter One
FROM AMONG MY MEMORIES there comes up today the image of a gate. It appears before me and I recognize the pathetic hinge which was both a beginning and an end in my life. It is made of two swinging panels, which haunt my dreams, and wire mesh welded onto a tubular frame. It closed off the main entrance to the French Embassy when the Khmer Rouge entered Phnom Penh in April 1975.
I saw it again thirteen years later, when I first returned to Cambodia. That was in 1988, at the onset of the rainy season. This gate seemed much smaller and flimsier. I let my eyes and my hands wander blindly over it, immediately startled by my own temerity, not at all sure what I was looking for and not suspecting what I would find. A lock, slightly askew; evidence of welding; reinforcement plates at each corner: all these scars suddenly seemed to me vitally important. My eyes had always looked past them, never at them. An unexpected blend of confusion and fear overcame me. As the gate became real, and took on an existence of its own, it gave me a sense of pleasure, at the same time as horror welled up inside me.
This was not just the pleasure of releasing tears. It was a new reality, overlaying my memories, which made me think of the workmen who had indifferently welded the metal grille to the framework, and the builders who had pushed the hinges into the cement. Could they ever have imagined that this assemblage would one day be the instrument of such dramatic events? I couldn’t understand why an embassy should have such a shoddy gate, or how such fragile mesh could have resisted so many strong hopes or opened itself to so many heavy wrongs. I remembered a far more imposing structure, heavy and impassable, built to restrain and repulse. I saw—almost with embarrassment—the wrought ironwork suddenly exposed before me: its substance, its lesions, its points of distress, struck me as laughable.
An unexpected sweetness came into me at the same time as the horror welled up again—a fusion that will forever flow in my veins. It made me totter, but did not dispel my stifling unease. I was overwhelmed by the mockery of time, by the shallow nature of things.
The same feelings affected me inside the former embassy, in the chancellery. Both floors of the building had been taken over by an orphanage for girls. The warden was sitting in the corner of an empty room on the ground floor. He accompanied me to our former offices, now converted into bedrooms. Little girls, as if from some abyss, were there, silent, sitting on mats on the floor. Some of them were doing their hair. They had been born shortly before or after 1975; their parents had been massacred when the Khmer Rouge had seized power. The image of their tranquil faces still moves me deeply. I was immediately overcome by suppressed sobbing and ridiculous bubbles formed at the corners of my mouth. Was it the undisguised hardship, the peaceful masks of these young people who had been spared; or these empty walls, with no doors or shutters—which had framed hours of fear, where my distress had taken refuge, from April 17 to May 8, 1975—that caused me such bodily pain?
My whole Cambodian past was just waking in me, and now it ran up against an image of a present with no memory. Until then, it had been no more than signs; now the drama of the Khmer country was suddenly and bluntly revealed to me, in this very inconsistency. A drama “without importance,”2 as it were, unceremoniously pinned up in my imagination; all its tangible traces melting away as things evolved, sealed off beneath the marks left behind, movingly distorted on the surface of time.
Crossing the courtyard to leave the embassy, I examined the asphalt: unchanged, with its old pattern of cracks, and yet, to my eyes, it seemed to be coated with the deposit of events. I looked for places where I had set foot twenty years earlier, and my gaze fell on the very spot where Ung Bun Hor, the last president of the National Assembly, had stood, legs trembling, stubbornly and mechanically undoing his trousers. The two French gendarmes who accompanied him and lent support—for the poor man had collapsed at the sight of the Khmer Rouge soldiers waiting for him on the other side of the gate—had hesitated for a long time before realizing that he was losing his mind. A jeep and two covered trucks were parked outside. Princess Manivane, Prince Sihanouk’s third wife, had already climbed into the back of one of the vehicles, accompanied by her daughter, son-in-law, and grandchildren, who had merrily come out of their hiding place. . . .
I will come back to these moments later on. What is more urgent is to pin down where my thoughts lie; they leap about, pressed upon from all sides. To do this I must think back to the beginning. Back to my father’s death, which my thoughts still dwell on. Because the void it carved out left me so alone and so destitute that I had to rebuild my way of thinking, using only basic elements, like a nomad who will not load himself down with anything superfluous. The day my father died, I realized that he had taken with him the masks of protection that I used to put on. To live, to overcome my suffering, I was going to have to erase the slate of the past, just as the revolutionary does, and choose, one by one, whatever gestures promised to be the most immediately effective. It was such a fundamental maneuver that even today—and ever since the day of his death—nothing can be decided, and nothing concluded, without referral to this new point of origin.
At the same time, even though my father’s passing left an inextinguishable rage in me, it reminds me of a love which I often find happiness in thinking about.
The loss of Cambodia, on the other hand, of the villages hidden among foliage, of the copse-lined paddy fields scattered with tufts of  Borassus palms, only makes me feel despondent. I spoke so much about this to the same friends during the shameful years after 1975—remember them—when the “peasants’ liberation” shone in the West with the fire of revolution; the words were expelled from my mouth by the ignominy I felt, yet gradually the life force ran out of them. As it is for words, so it is, oddly, for the touches and precise strokes of love: one dares not give the same caress to a woman too often. And so, for years now, I no longer speak about my father or about Cambodia, in order to preserve—as a foundered junk is preserved in peat—the life of the monsters I carry, though they stir in me, constantly inciting infernal memories.
So the gate does not open onto the agonized cries of the tortured in Tuol Sleng prison but onto absurdity and despair. It is not the events themselves, the brutal facts or their dates that matter. What matters is the weight of the life that gave rise to them, reappearing suddenly out of the silence of things, in the everyday object where those who have borne the events on their flesh can read, thirty years later, the traces of a destiny. This soldier, lying there beneath the stone, is the son or the uncle of someone you know, the lover of the woman you came across, blown to pieces by the side of the road, wearing the new sarong she so carefully chose at the market this morning. Is this not the only reality, this emotion, this link with life and with beings, shut up inside things?
The south panel of the gate is preserved at the far end of the grounds of the French Embassy, which has been rebuilt on the same spot, like a little altar erected to the spirits of the dead. The several million dead. If you hold your breath, you can still hear the heavy footsteps of the exiles as they make their way along the old boulevard with their bundles. The rust that has eaten into the panel has not, in my eyes, affected its radiance. With time, it has taken on a surprising beauty. Like anything beautiful, or accomplished, or enduring—anything finally worthwhile—it has become simple, and the mesh has become regular: like a line in a Matisse drawing. It expresses, in an instant, so many things about the roots of life that you feel all at once like crying, and dying, and living.
I wrote the lines that follow in discomfort, bent forward, with my forehead pressed against that mesh. The Khmer Rouge, some time after 1975, or perhaps the orphan girls who took over the premises in 1980, have treated it to a coat of green cellulose paint; now it is chipped, but beneath it you can, here and there, make out the original gray.

Chapter Two
AT THE BEGINNING of the war, in 1970, I was in Angkor. The United States had just created the conditions for a successful coup d’état against Prince Sihanouk and had set up its own headquarters in Phnom Penh, installing General Lon Nol as the head of a new republic.
Reconnaissance planes loaded with automatic machine guns circled overhead, in a sky heavy with rain and golden-brown reflections. Their terrifying sound would clutch at you and make you want to be sick. Surrounded by troops commanded by Hanoi, the little town of Siem Reap, which adjoins the temples of Angkor, could be supplied only through the airport. Soldiers were encamped on the sports field to the north of the Grand Hotel, firing volleys of 105 mm shells at the surrounding villages. The targets had been chosen from the map at random by a general staff in contact with Phnom Penh, and each shell ruthlessly achieved its aim: the uncomprehending victims died on the spot. In the morning, the peasants arrived in small groups to buy salt and a few provisions; they were forbidden to buy medical supplies. Upon their return, they were roughly searched, for the military security staff suspected them of being Communist spies. The local authorities focused their full attention on the passing of information.
I knew someone at headquarters whose job it was to sort out the rare pieces of information that came from outside. He was a former peasant who had become a driver at the Auberge des Temples (the old colonial hotel on the site of Angkor) and whose wife came from the village where my house was. He had let me know that very little information was getting through from the occupied zones. Yet one day, toward evening, I observed him taking off his uniform and well-polished combat boots and putting on baggy shorts and a shirt: his wife had fallen ill, and he was leaving to be with her. Dusk was falling. He was going to pass through the town’s defenses at night, skirt the mines, cross the enemy lines, avoid the lookouts, keep clear of the roadblocks, bypass any possible military encampments—whose whereabouts he would have to guess—and then walk as far as the village, enter it without being fired at, and finally return the next evening, taking the same risks. He came back without having noted the enemy’s positions, which he had walked right by, and without even the slightest sense that he had an obligation to communicate them; his superiors, who knew about his foray, asked him nothing. He served for the money, not for the cause. Despite his profound hatred for the North Vietnamese, who now controlled the site of Angkor, taking the inhabitants (and the temples) hostage and lodging in the very places where he himself had spent his childhood, he made no connection between his own motivations and the army’s objectives. He did not see that the military, with whom he could not begin to identify himself, might defend the interests of the peasants. What he was interested in was his own tranquility, the lost monotony of the days repeating over centuries on the enamel patchwork of the fields. It had nothing to do with the ideals brandished by the city dwellers of Phnom Penh, who had always been cut off from the countryside. This war was totally foreign to him.
Traditionally, the Khmers have been warriors. At the time of French Indochina, the commando sections were composed entirely of these loyal, upright men, who never waver and are not afraid to die; they have an innate sense of the terrain and an instinct for camouflage and ambush. The Americans, unfortunately, were about to transform them into maladjusted soldiers, impossible to bend to the rules of technological warfare or to mobilize against a Vietnamese enemy who, though possibly less naturally talented, was perfectly trained. The Phnom Penh government, at great cost, did its best to ready an army of brave young men disguised as GIs, rigged out in heavy helmets and thick combat boots.
The night of June 6, 1970, had been trying. From the village of Srah Srang, where I lived, in the center of the site of Angkor, thirteen kilometers northeast of Siem Reap, we had heard a number of explosions. Some seemed very close. The muffled ringing of cannon fire reached us from the town’s defenses, then the shells came straight up above our heads, their shrill whistling fading bit by bit into the depths of the forests. Hélène, my daughter, who slept between her mother and me, was disturbed in her sleep, and kept suckling until morning came. For several days now, the advance of North Vietnamese troops had been commented upon by the villagers, who did not know what to think, and their approach gave rise to the most unbelievable stories: the invader was driving hordes of elephants ahead of his army; he was employing squads of naked female commando troops to attack Khmer positions and unsettle the soldiers . . . the villagers’ boundless imagination drew plentifully from their colorful mythology.
Very early in the morning I had taken the “little circuit,” as I did every day, to reach the Angkor Conservation Office, where I worked restoring ceramics and bronzes, unaware that Siem Reap was already surrounded. On the way out of the village, an overturned truck, ripped apart by a B-40, blocked the road. Dead passengers lay around it in every direction. I loaded three wounded into the Citroën 2CV van and rushed back to the village. I was met with mute unconcern; no one wanted to help me, and Hélène’s mother—the “little one’s mother,” as they used to say in Cambodia—categorically refused to have the wounded in our house for fear of eventual reprisals. They were a soldier with a bullet in his stomach and two grown-up boys, sons of soldiers, who had been horribly mutilated, with lacerated abdomens and several open fractures. I improvised a panel out of a cardboard box, painted a red cross on it in Mercurochrome, fixed it on the bonnet of my van, and we set off again for Siem Reap. As I drew near Angkor Vat temple, at the corner running along the east of the old dike, two heavily armed soldiers wearing helmets stood in front of us and ordered me to stop. I braked immediately, causing one of my passengers to cry out; I leaped out and dashed toward them, shouting at them in Khmer not to shoot. At that moment, thirty or more men emerged from the bushes bordering the lower side of the road and resumed their march, single file, scarcely giving us a glance. They were all young and tired and wore dismal expressions.
The two Vietnamese soldiers searched me and looked with astonishment at the “magic scarf,” printed with diagrams and Buddhist formulae for protection against bullets, which I wore conscientiously crossed over my chest. I had been presented with it at a public ceremony where the men of the village were each tattooed on the tongue and on the top of the skull. Quite clearly, neither of the soldiers spoke Khmer. The van was examined from top to bottom, and the injured, whose wounds were inked with excreta and gave off a strong smell, were prodded and turned over where they lay. The two men clung on as best they could to the front wings of the vehicle and led me to understand that I should set off slowly with my human cargo. I turned the ignition key, but—disaster!—the van wouldn’t start. The battery was dead. I cursed Berteloot, the manager of the Conservation Office’s garage, who had handed the vehicle over to me without checking it. The Vietnamese sitting on the hood watched me grumbling without reacting. I signaled to them to push as I buttressed myself against the side of the 2CV with one hand on the steering wheel. One of the injured boys was moaning noisily. Mortar shells, fired from Siem Reap, were falling close to us. More soldiers were walking along the road, all equally unperturbed by the danger; I did my best to remain similarly detached. My two warriors began to push, unconcerned about the explosions. The van inched forward with a grating sound. In my rearview mirror I could see the men, harnessed with weapons and grenades, moving heavily, their arms outstretched against the back of the 2CV, their heads between their shoulders, as they advanced, one slow stride after another.
We drew up beside a shelter that protected one of the electrical transformers serving the Auberge des Temples. There, I was told to sit on the ground and wait. Shells were exploding here and there and no one was paying much attention. More columns of soldiers were advancing in the distance, towards the town. It was hot. The van had been left on the roadside, and I could imagine how those shut inside would be suffering, deprived of fresh air. Several long hours passed before I was given permission to stand up. Finally a man approached me, walking briskly, accompanied by an interpreter. He was unarmed and wore a simple cap; on his chest, a bag containing maps was held in place by broad straps that crossed at the back. Despite—or because of—his modest attire, I understood that he was a high-ranking officer. His eyes were sharp, his features well delineated, and he spoke with assurance in a clear, precise voice. He asked me via the interpreter to write my name on the ground with my finger and explain what I was doing. I told him that I worked at the Angkor Conservation Office, that I lived in the village to the north of the pond, where the circuit turned at a right angle. Having listened, he instructed me to return to where I had come from and to remain there. I was forbidden to leave my house. He added that we would immediately have been blown to pieces by machine gunners on the town’s defense lines had our van not been intercepted by his men.
“They fire in continuous bursts, indiscriminately, on anything that moves or comes near them,” he told me in an almost amused tone.
The officer questioned me further about the two wounded boys, the older of whom was apparently already a soldier. Then he took from his front pouch a sheet of paper, folded in four, and hastily scribbled a few words in Vietnamese, addressed to his men, taking care to check the spelling of my name, still visible in the sand.
Elder Brother Bizot is transporting wounded children, but he has been unable to reach the town. Permission is given for him to return to his village. This statement is brought to the attention of all comrades so that they may allow Elder Brother Bizot to pass freely.
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Ten years later, this high-ranking North Vietnamese officer, who had commanded the attack on Siem Reap, was sent back to the region to conduct further operations. When he reached Angkor, he found the road that led to Srah Srang and, surrounded by bodyguards, entered the village to ask what had become of the Frenchman he had once arrested. He was met only by empty, toothless, starving faces. Hélène’s mother, who had just returned to the village, was fetched. She had fled, like thousands of other Khmers, from the camp where she had slaved for three years with virtually nothing to eat. That same evening, he ordered a fifty-kilogram sack of rice to be delivered to her.
I did not venture out again without this pass, which I kept in my pocket as a lucky charm.
The North Vietnamese had seized upon Lon Nol’s coup d’état as their pretext to cross the frontier from 1970 onward. The international public was totally unaware of their presence in Cambodia. The French press glossed over it, concentrating instead on Prince Sihanouk, who had been so sickened by his expulsion and forced exile in Peking with his long-standing friend Chou En-lai. Of course, there was no alternative but to save face and drag out some of the slogans of the anti-American Left. The Khmer prince’s “struggle” against American “imperialism” could not, however, disguise his hereditary hatred of the Vietnamese, much less extend to open solidarity with the historical enemy. He would never have regained his people’s trust if they had suspected such an alliance to exist. The “resistance” movement could only rely on the Khmer!
This Cambodian paradox, which consisted in never being able to admit foreign complicity in the defense of the nation, and this taciturn people’s deep-rooted pride, would result, five years later, in the colossal contradiction—an incomprehensible mystery to the outside world—of a nation perpetrating genocide on itself. It would also allow the West to justify, in the name of nonintervention, its failure to lift a finger to prevent the massacre.
Shortly after Siem Reap was surrounded (June 6, 1970), I experienced this Western incomprehension at firsthand. I had been required to escort a convoy of about fifteen heavy-duty vehicles to Phnom Penh; they had been removed from the construction sites we had abandoned at Angkor and loaded with chests full of statues to be delivered to the National Museum. The moment I reached the capital, Jean Rémy, the manager of the Choup plantation, invited me to dinner at the head office of the Compagnie des Terres-Rouges. Present that evening were several planters, people I had met a few years earlier in their beautiful colonial homes amid the hevea groves. Some of them must have withdrawn with their families to Phnom Penh because of the fighting. Jean Lacouture,3 who was passing through Cambodia, was the guest of honor that night. Ten of us were seated around the large dining room table. Throughout the meal, the conversation was concerned with the latest news from the front, the military situation, and the commando raids that were growing more intense everywhere. The country had fallen into total dependence on American aid.
One of the guests questioned me about working conditions at the Angkor Conservation Office. He asked precise questions about the condition of the road I had taken. Not wanting to go into detail, I described how the Viets had attacked a bridge before Battambang.
“You mean the Khmer Rouge,” said Jean Lacouture. “I don’t think there are many North Vietnamese in Cambodia! Even if this theory may suit Lon Nol . . .”
All eyes looked back to me.
“I saw only Vietnamese, North Vietnamese.”
A tight silence gave me to understand that the Parisian journalist took me for a naïve victim of anticommunist propaganda. As a matter of fact, the planter who had put the question was not innocent. Like many observers living in the countryside, he despised the positions Lacouture adopted in his articles.
Indeed, the French intelligentsia, for the most part, still stuck to the stereotypical views of the Vietnam War, and saw these commando raids against the government army as a spontaneous and independent popular rebellion. I was young, and it was not surprising that a man of years whose authority was generally recognized should not pay too much attention to conversation over cocktails. Yet the things I had said should have enabled him to understand that he was not dealing with some conscript aid worker freshly arrived from the capital.
“Don’t be fooled,” he stressed with the tone of an expert. “It’s very hard to tell them apart, you know. And the ambiguity is widely exploited.”
I swallowed my words. In Lacouture’s eyes, I had fallen prey to the official discourse. I took out my pass and handed it to him: “Here’s a safe-conduct pass issued to me on the spot, in Angkor. It’s written in Vietnamese, and it’s also very useful when moving about in other parts of the country!”
The paper was passed around the table. Lacouture, still showing his skepticism, looked at it without saying anything; and he apparently drew no conclusion from it, as demonstrated by the articles that he continued to write, several months afterward, without changing his views.
After this short interruption, the conversation resumed more vigorously. I got to describing the incredible battle I had witnessed as we had approached Battambang, when our convoy found itself blocked by the attack on the bridge. This violent incident had made a lasting impression: it brought about a real awareness in me. My vague intuition of the events I happened to have been involved in was turned into a clear perception of what was at stake, on the human and the strategic level, in the war that was beginning.
Toward dusk, we had run into a military roadblock, near to where a large monastery, wedged into a paddy field, threw its dark profile up against the sun. The sergeant commanding the platoon appointed to guard the bridge had come out to meet us.
“You’ll have to turn back!” he said loudly, from a distance. “The bridge is going to be attacked. I don’t want you getting in my way. Beat it!”
The man who spoke had the black skin of the Khmers, very dark and coppery. He had a hard look, square jaw, short teeth, like small, worn blocks, and the three furrows in his neck, stacked horizontally, so characteristic and so elegant in young women that they used to represent one of the hieratic attributes of beauty in wall paintings. Beneath his open shirt you could see the ritual tattoos. He wore a mass of necklaces, adorned with Buddhas, tigers’ teeth, and amulets, which we were to hear clinking together protectively throughout the night.
There was not enough space to turn the trucks around. The sergeant had already run off, shouting orders to his men
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