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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for taking the time to journey into this dark, necessary chapter of human history. Documenting the tragic events of Year Zero requires months of meticulous primary-source research, archive digging, and painstaking reconstruction.

      If you find value in this work and believe this history deserves to be understood, I would be deeply grateful if you could take two minutes to leave a 5-star rating and review on the platform where you purchased this book. Algorithms prioritize books based on your feedback; your honest review directly helps drive this historical record into the hands of other passionate readers and researchers.

      A gentle reminder: The Execution at Phak Koma School is also available in paperback edition at physical bookstores everywhere—making a great addition to any home history library or study collection.

      With gratitude,

      Winston Maddox
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      In April 1975, time stopped. Year Zero began.

      

      Over the course of three horrific years, eight months, and twenty days, the Khmer Rouge attempted to construct the world’s most radical, uncompromising socialist utopia. Instead, they built a nightmare. A shadowy governing body known only as Angkar—"The Organization"—dismantled an entire civilization overnight. Cities were forcibly emptied at gunpoint. Families were torn apart. Books were burned, religion was outlawed, money was abolished, and the simple act of wearing glasses or shedding a tear could mark you for execution.

      

      When the killing fields finally fell silent, nearly two million people—a quarter of Cambodia's population—had perished under a regime of systemic starvation, forced labor, and unrelenting terror.

      

      The Definitive History of the Khmer Rouge is the definitive, multi-volume chronicle of one of the darkest chapters in human history. Drawing from newly unsealed archives, survivor testimonies, and high-level tribunal records, this series peels back the layers of secrecy that shielded Pol Pot and his inner circle. From the intellectual salons of 1950s Paris where the movement's radical ideology was first conceived, to the jungle strongholds where its architects met their final, ignominious ends, this exhaustive narrative reconstructs the descent of a gentle culture into unimaginable madness.

      

      This is not merely a record of atrocities—it is a chilling autopsy of how absolute conviction can corrode human morality, how neighbor can be turned against neighbor, and how an entire nation was forced to march into the dark.

      

      Welcome to the true history of Year Zero.
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            THE GATHERING STORM OVER PHNOM PENH (1970–1975)

          

        

      

    

    
      There is a particular kind of silence that settles over a city in the months before its fall, a silence made up not of quiet but of a thousand small anxieties compounding upon one another until the very air seems to hum with foreboding. Phnom Penh in the early months of 1970 did not yet know this silence, but it was coming, and the men who would preside over the Khmer Republic's final collapse five years later were, in that instant, only beginning to understand what forces they had unleashed. To understand the executions carried out in the ruins of that city in April 1975, one must resist the temptation to begin the story at the war's grim terminus. The deaths of Long Boret and Sirik Matak at the hands of Angkar's cadres were not an isolated atrocity that materialized from nowhere; they were the final, brutal punctuation mark at the end of a five-year sentence written in coups, betrayals, aerial bombardment, congressional votes cast thousands of miles away, and the slow strangulation of a capital city that had once prided itself on being the tranquil, French-inflected heart of a kingdom untouched by the wars raging around it. This chapter traces the origins of that catastrophe, beginning with the political rupture that first split the Cambodian elite into irreconcilable camps, moving through the tightening noose of military isolation that choked the capital's lifelines, and concluding with an examination of how the calculations made in Washington shaped, and ultimately abandoned, the fate of a government that had never asked to be born in the manner it was.

      The Coup and the Fracture

      For nearly three decades, Cambodian political life had orbited around a single, mercurial sun: Prince Norodom Sihanouk, a monarch turned statesman turned impresario of Cambodian nationalism, who had guided his country through independence from France in 1953 and then spent the subsequent years performing an extraordinary balancing act between the great powers converging on Indochina. Sihanouk fashioned himself as the indispensable man, the only figure capable of preserving Cambodian neutrality amid the ideological maelstrom of the Cold War, and for a remarkably long time this self-conception proved durable. He cultivated relationships with Beijing and Hanoi while simultaneously accepting American economic assistance, he tolerated the presence of Vietnamese communist sanctuaries along Cambodia's eastern frontier while publicly decrying violations of Cambodian sovereignty, and he ruled through a system of patronage, theatrical diplomacy, and periodic purges of rivals that kept the country's fractious elite dependent upon his favor. It was, in its own way, a masterwork of small-state survival strategy, one that allowed a nation of modest size and negligible military power to avoid the devastation that had already consumed Vietnam and Laos. But mastery of this kind of balancing act depends entirely upon the balancer's continued presence at the fulcrum, and by the end of the 1960s, Sihanouk's grip on that fulcrum had begun to slip in ways that were not yet visible to him, though they were increasingly obvious to those around him.

      The economic troubles of the mid-1960s had already eroded much of Sihanouk's domestic support among the urban elite and the military officer corps, who chafed under his nationalization schemes and his refusal to more forcefully confront the Vietnamese communist forces using Cambodian territory as a sanctuary and supply corridor. Chief among the aggrieved was General Lon Nol, a devout and somewhat mystically inclined military man who had served Sihanouk loyally for years as both a soldier and, eventually, as prime minister, but who had grown increasingly alarmed at what he perceived as the erosion of Cambodian sovereignty along the eastern border regions, where North Vietnamese and Viet Cong forces had established the sanctuaries that would later become infamous as staging grounds for operations into South Vietnam. Alongside Lon Nol stood a figure of a rather different temperament: Prince Sisowath Sirik Matak, a cousin of Sihanouk's who carried within him a simmering resentment that traced back to a dynastic dispute decades earlier, when the French colonial administration had selected Sihanouk's branch of the royal family over Sirik Matak's own line to occupy the throne. Sirik Matak was, by most contemporary accounts, a man of considerable intelligence, aristocratic bearing, and an almost old-world sense of personal honor, qualities that would later manifest themselves in the defiant final act for which he is most remembered, but in the years before 1970 these same qualities expressed themselves as a cold, calculating opposition to Sihanouk's rule, an opposition rooted in equal parts personal grievance and genuine ideological conviction that the prince's neutralist balancing act had become a liability rather than an asset for Cambodia's survival.

      The proximate catalyst for the rupture came in the form of escalating anti-Vietnamese demonstrations in Phnom Penh in March 1970, protests that Lon Nol and Sirik Matak either tacitly encouraged or, at minimum, declined to suppress, during which crowds sacked the embassies of North Vietnam and the Viet Cong's provisional revolutionary government. Sihanouk, at the time convalescing in France after medical treatment and then continuing on to Moscow and Beijing in pursuit of diplomatic support against the very sanctuary problem that so vexed his generals, found himself increasingly isolated from the deliberations occurring in his absence within the National Assembly and the Council of Ministers. It was during this period of physical absence that the machinery of his removal was set into motion. On March 18, 1970, the National Assembly, presided over by Cheng Heng, voted to strip Sihanouk of his position as head of state, an act that was constitutionally dubious in its execution but which nonetheless proceeded with the appearance of legislative legitimacy rather than the more familiar trappings of a military putsch. This distinction mattered enormously to the plotters, who understood that a coup dressed in the language of constitutional procedure would prove far more palatable to international observers, and indeed to segments of the Cambodian public, than a naked seizure of power by generals.

      The historical debate over the precise degree of American foreknowledge or complicity in the March 1970 coup has occupied scholars for decades, and this chapter does not purport to resolve it definitively, though it is worth dwelling upon briefly because the question of American involvement, real or perceived, would shadow the entire five-year existence of the government that emerged from Sihanouk's ouster. What can be said with confidence is that the removal of Sihanouk was met with considerable satisfaction within certain quarters of the Nixon administration and the Central Intelligence Agency, who viewed the prince's neutralism as functionally indistinguishable from complicity with North Vietnamese use of Cambodian territory, and that American officials moved with notable alacrity to establish working relationships with the new government even as they maintained public postures of having played no role in its creation. Whether or not Washington actively engineered the coup, it certainly benefited from it in the short term, gaining what appeared to be a more cooperative Cambodian government willing to countenance cross-border operations against communist sanctuaries. This appearance of benefit would prove, in the fullness of time, to be one of the great strategic miscalculations of the entire Indochina conflict, for the removal of Sihanouk did not neutralize the Vietnamese communist presence in Cambodia so much as it transformed what had been a contained border problem into a nationwide civil war that would eventually consume the very government the coup had installed.

      Sihanouk, upon learning of his removal while in Beijing, made the fateful decision that would ensure Cambodia's descent into full-scale civil conflict rather than a mere change
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