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      Dear Reader,

      If this deep dive into the harrowing conflict at Pailin resonated with you, I ask one simple favor. In the vast ocean of historical non-fiction, independent military history lives or dies by visibility. If you found value in these pages, please take sixty seconds to leave a five-star rating and a brief review on the platform where you acquired this book. Your reviews drive this work directly up the algorithms, ensuring that forgotten military history reaches the readers who care about it most.

      As a gentle reminder, The Siege of Pailin: General Ke Kim Yan’s Stand Against the Khmer Rouge—along with the rest of my military history titles—is also available in physical paperback at bookstores everywhere. Keep a copy on your shelf, pass it to a fellow historian, and thank you for helping keep history alive.

      — 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 MOUNTAINS THAT BLED RUBIES

          

        

      

    

    
      In the last weeks of September 1989, a column of Vietnamese trucks rattled eastward out of Battambang province, kicking up a fine red dust that settled over rice paddies already gone dry with the coming dry season, and with that column, seemingly overnight, an entire decade of occupation, resentment, and uneasy stability came to an end. For ten years the People's Army of Vietnam had stood as the guarantor of the fragile order it had imposed on Cambodia after toppling the Khmer Rouge in January of 1979, and for ten years that guarantee had been the unspoken foundation beneath every school reopened, every rice field replanted, every marketplace that dared to function again in a country that had spent nearly four years trying to erase the very concept of markets, families, and individual identity. Now the foundation was being pulled out from under the house, plank by plank, division by division, and the men who would have to hold up the roof were, by comparison to the departing Vietnamese, dangerously few, dangerously poor, and dangerously inexperienced in fighting a war without a superpower patron standing behind them. The withdrawal was not a secret. Hanoi had announced its intentions for years, had staged partial pullouts as early as 1982, and had used the promise of a complete withdrawal as a diplomatic bargaining chip in negotiations with China, with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, and with a United Nations that had spent a decade seating the exiled, discredited Khmer Rouge in the General Assembly rather than recognize the Vietnamese-installed government in Phnom Penh. But announcing a withdrawal and living through its consequences are two entirely different experiences, and in the province of Battambang, in the shadow of the low, jungle-choked mountains that separated Cambodia from Thailand, the consequences arrived with the terrifying speed of an army that had spent a decade waiting for precisely this moment.

      The number most often cited for that final Vietnamese pullout is twenty-six thousand troops, a figure large enough to sound impressive in a newspaper headline and small enough, when one considers the geography it was meant to secure, to reveal the impossibility of the task left behind. Twenty-six thousand men had been standing, in effect, as the spine of an entire national defense architecture stretched across a country roughly the size of the state of Oklahoma, a country whose western frontier with Thailand ran for hundreds of kilometers through some of the most inhospitable terrain in mainland Southeast Asia, thick with double-canopy jungle, veined with fast-running streams that became impassable torrents in the monsoon, and pocked, increasingly, with landmines sown by every faction that had ever fought there, going back to the Vietnam War itself, when American bombing runs and Khmer Rouge fortifications had first taught the local population to walk with their eyes fixed on the ground in front of them rather than the horizon ahead. When the Vietnamese departed, they did not leave behind a vacuum in the abstract, philosophical sense that historians sometimes use the word. They left a literal, physical, geographic vacuum, an absence of soldiers where soldiers had been, in precisely the terrain best suited to guerrilla infiltration, ambush, and the kind of hit-and-fade warfare that the remnants of the Khmer Rouge had been perfecting since their catastrophic defeat a decade earlier. The government they left behind, still calling itself at that time the People's Republic of Kampuchea before its rebranding later that year as the State of Cambodia, inherited an army that had grown up entirely within the shadow of Vietnamese tutelage, trained by Vietnamese advisors, supplied by Vietnamese logistics networks, and psychologically dependent on the assumption that if a crisis grew too large, Vietnamese reinforcements would eventually arrive. That assumption died in September of 1989, and it died specifically, brutally, and immediately in the gem-rich hills around a town called Pailin.

      To understand why Pailin mattered so much, and why the Khmer Rouge moved on it within days of the Vietnamese departure rather than weeks or months, requires understanding what that town actually was, both geographically and economically, in the landscape of a devastated nation. Pailin sat, and still sits, in the far northwest of Battambang province, tucked against the base of the Cardamom-adjacent hill country that forms a natural rampart along the Thai border, close enough to Thailand that its economy had for a century been oriented as much toward Chanthaburi and Bangkok as toward Phnom Penh. The town owed its very existence to corundum, the crystalline mineral family that produces both rubies and sapphires, and the volcanic basalt soils of the Pailin plateau had been yielding extraordinary quantities of both since at least the middle of the nineteenth century, when itinerant gem traders known locally as the Kola, migrants and prospectors of Burmese origin who had learned their craft in the fabled Mogok valley of upper Burma, first recognized what lay beneath the red earth and began establishing the mining pits, the trading networks, and the itinerant merchant culture that would define the region for the next hundred and fifty years. By the twentieth century, Pailin sapphires and rubies were reaching markets as far away as Europe, carried by a chain of intermediaries that ran from local diggers through Thai border towns to the great gem-cutting centers of Bangkok and Chanthaburi, and the wealth this generated, modest by the standards of a diamond mine in southern Africa but enormous by the standards of an impoverished Southeast Asian hill town, gave Pailin a strategic importance utterly disproportionate to its population or its size on a map.

      This was not lost on the Khmer Rouge even during their years in power. During the Democratic Kampuchea period, the Southwest Zone administration, which had jurisdiction over the Pailin region, had already recognized the value of the gem fields as a source of hard currency, one of the very few sources of foreign exchange the regime permitted itself despite its ideological hostility to money, markets, and virtually every other feature of modern economic life. Forced laborers, conscripted from the general population under the same brutal collectivization schemes that emptied the cities and worked hundreds of thousands to death in the rice paddies elsewhere in the country, were driven into the gem pits of Pailin to extract rubies and sapphires that were then smuggled across the Thai border in exchange for the weapons, medicine, and manufactured goods the regime could not produce for itself. The irony was staggering even by the standards of a movement built entirely on irony and contradiction: a government that had abolished currency, closed markets, and declared money itself a bourgeois poison was simultaneously running one of the more sophisticated conflict-mineral smuggling operations in the region, using precisely the profits of international capitalism to sustain an experiment in agrarian communism that was killing its own population by the hundreds of thousands. When the Vietnamese invasion of December 1978 and January 1979 shattered the Khmer Rouge regime and sent Pol Pot's forces fleeing toward the Thai border, it was almost inevitable that Pailin, with its ready-made smuggling infrastructure, its gem wealth, and its proximity to Thai sanctuary, would become one of the handful of strongholds where the defeated movement chose to make its long-term stand rather than dissolve entirely into the jungle or surrender to the new order in Phnom Penh.

      For the better part of the 1980s, then, Pailin existed in an uneasy limbo, nominally under the control of the Vietnamese-backed government but functionally contested, a town whose gem fields the Khmer Rouge never fully relinquished and whose surrounding hills served as a base for periodic guerrilla incursions even while Vietnamese and government forces held the town itself. The revenue extracted from those hills, along with a parallel and equally lucrative trade in illegally logged timber cut from the dwindling forests along the border and sold across the frontier to Thai sawmills that asked few questions about provenance, became the financial lifeline that allowed the Khmer Rouge to survive a decade of military defeat, international isolation, and the near-total collapse of the Maoist patronage networks that had once sustained it. Chinese support, while it continued in some form throughout the 1980s as part of Beijing's broader strategy of bleeding Vietnam through a proxy war, was never enough by itself to fund a standing insurgent army, and the gem and timber trade filled the gap with a kind of grim efficiency, converting the natural wealth of Cambodia's own borderlands into the ammunition, radios, boots, and rice that kept the movement's remaining divisions in the field. This was the economic architecture the Khmer Rouge intended to seize outright the moment the Vietnamese departed, not merely as a matter of expanding territory but as a matter of financial survival, because a stronghold that could fund itself indefinitely through gem smuggling was worth immeasurably more than any equivalent stretch of jungle without a mineral seam running beneath it.

      The military instrument the Khmer Rouge chose to use for this seizure was built around two of its more capable
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