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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for picking up this volume. Reconstructing the hidden corridors of Cold War history requires countless hours of archival research, cross-referencing diplomatic cables, and bringing overlooked historical truths to light. If you find this book insightful, accurate, and compelling, I would be deeply grateful if you could take two minutes to leave a five-star rating and a written review on Amazon or your platform of choice. Independent historical writing relies heavily on readers like you; your review directly drives this work up the recommendation algorithms, helping other history enthusiasts discover this forgotten chapter of Indochine history.

      

      Please note that this book is also available in paperback at bookstores everywhere. If you prefer a physical copy for your home library or to pass along to a fellow history buff, you can order or pick one up through your local bookseller.

      

      Thank you for your support and for keeping history alive.

      

      — Winston Maddox

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      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 PRISONER OF PHNOM PENH — A KING IN THE PALACE OF THE DEAD (1975–1979)

          

        

      

    

    
      There is a particular kind of silence that settles over a palace when the people who once filled it with motion have been taken away one by one, and it was into this silence that Norodom Sihanouk descended in the spring of 1975, though he did not yet understand that this was what awaited him. He had returned to Phnom Penh in triumph, or so it seemed for the space of a single afternoon, greeted by crowds who had not seen their Samdech Euv, their "Royal Father," in five years of exile, war, and humiliation. The Khmer Rouge had won. The Americans were gone. The republic of Lon Nol, the general who had deposed him in 1970 and spent half a decade fighting a civil war in his name without his permission, had collapsed into the dust of an emptied capital. Sihanouk had spent those five years in Beijing and Pyongyang, nominally the head of a resistance movement he barely controlled, lending his royal prestige to a communist insurgency he did not fully understand and would come to regret with a bitterness that outlived him. Now the insurgents were in the capital, and he was too, and for a few weeks in 1975 it was possible to believe that his gamble — throwing in his lot with the very forces of Khmer communism that had spent a decade denouncing the monarchy as a feudal relic — had paid off, that the prince who had ruled Cambodia's golden age of the 1950s and 1960s might yet preside over its uncertain postwar reconstruction. This belief did not survive the year.

      What Sihanouk had not grasped, and what few outside the tightest circle of the Communist Party of Kampuchea's leadership yet grasped, was that the men who had welcomed him back to Phnom Penh answered to an organization they called simply Angkar — "the Organization" — a deliberately faceless, deliberately unnameable apparatus whose actual architects, Pol Pot foremost among them, had spent years underground precisely so that no one, including their nominal figurehead of a prince, could put a face to the ideology now being imposed on the country at the point of a rifle. Angkar did not believe in kings. It did not believe, in any meaningful sense, in individuals at all; its vision of Democratic Kampuchea was a leveling so total that money, markets, religion, family structures, formal education, and eventually even the wearing of eyeglasses became suspect bourgeois contaminants to be purged from the national body. A prince—an actual, hereditary, God-descended prince, however useful his voice might prove to be on the world stage—was in the eyes of the Organization's true believers among the most contaminated objects imaginable. That Sihanouk was kept alive at all, rather than marched to Tuol Sleng or a killing field like so many of his countrymen and, indeed, so many of his own relatives, was never a matter of sentiment. It was a matter of utility, calculated with the same cold arithmetic that governed every other decision the Khmer Rouge made about who would live and who would die, and it is this arithmetic — not warmth, not gratitude for his earlier support, not any residual royalist loyalty among the cadres — that explains why the Royal Palace of Phnom Penh became, for nearly four years, both Sihanouk's residence and his prison, a gilded cage inside a country being systematically emptied of the very people who might have recognized him, appealed to him, or given him any base of power beyond the walls that now enclosed him.

      The Royal House Arrest

      The mechanics of Sihanouk's confinement were, in their own way, a case study in how totalitarian systems manage a liability they are not yet ready to discard. He was not thrown into a work camp alongside the hundreds of thousands of Phnom Penh residents driven at gunpoint into the countryside in the days after the city's fall — the same evacuation, ironically, that swept up so many of the "New People" whose deaths would come to define the Khmer Rouge's international reputation. Instead, Sihanouk and a small retinue of family members and retainers were kept within the palace compound itself, a complex of pavilions, spirit houses, and manicured grounds that had for a century symbolized the continuity of Khmer kingship, now repurposed as a holding cell for the very institution it represented. The irony would not have been lost on Sihanouk, who possessed, even in his darkest years, a mordant and self-aware wit; he understood theater, having spent decades as both Cambodia's most gifted political performer and its most enthusiastic amateur filmmaker, and he recognized in his own captivity a kind of grotesque staging, the monarchy preserved in formaldehyde while the nation around it was dismantled to its foundations. He was permitted certain material comforts unavailable to virtually anyone else in Democratic Kampuchea — imported food, at least intermittently; French wine, on occasion; even, astonishingly, the ability to continue correspondence with a handful of foreign contacts, all of it monitored, all of it curated by his captors for what it could still do for them abroad. But comfort of this kind was not freedom, and Sihanouk knew the difference intimately. He was watched constantly. His movements outside the palace grounds were restricted to the point of nonexistence. He had no independent access to information about what was happening beyond the walls, no ability to verify or investigate the rumors that reached him about disappearances, about work camps, about a purge machine grinding through the population at a rate that would eventually claim, by the most careful modern estimates, somewhere between one and a half and two million lives out of a prewar population of roughly seven million — a demographic catastrophe of a speed and scale that has few parallels in the twentieth century outside the deliberate industrialized killing of the Nazi regime.

      Among those who disappeared were his own children.

      This is the fact around which the entire moral architecture of Sihanouk's later diplomacy must be understood, and it is worth sitting with rather than rushing past, because it complicates any simple narrative in which Sihanouk is merely an opportunist who traded principle for power. Sihanouk fathered a large number of children across several marriages and relationships, a royal household in the old style, and by the time the Khmer Rouge takeover was complete, a number of his sons, daughters, sons-in-law, and grandchildren were scattered across a Cambodia that had become, almost overnight, one of the most lethal places on earth to be associated with the old order. Some of them died in circumstances that remain, even now, only partially documented, victims of an evacuation and a purge apparatus that made no exceptions for royal blood — indeed, may have made a particular point of not making exceptions, since sparing them conspicuously would have undercut the egalitarian fiction the regime wished to project even as it privileged its own cadre elite. Sihanouk would later speak, in the fragments of memoir and interview he gave once he was free to speak at all, of the agony of not knowing, for months and sometimes years, whether particular children were alive, dead, or simply lost in the chaos of forced relocation — a peculiar and specific horror that combined a parent's grief with a captive's helplessness, since a free man might have searched, bribed, traveled, pulled strings; Sihanouk could do none of these things. He could only wait inside his palace for scraps of information that his own captors chose, for their own reasons, to share or withhold. Angkar understood perfectly well what it was doing when it allowed such news to reach him in this filtered, delayed, uncertain way: it was a demonstration of absolute power dressed up as bureaucratic accident, a reminder, delivered without ever needing to be spoken aloud, that Sihanouk's own survival and comfort existed entirely at the pleasure of men who had already shown themselves willing to kill his family and would not hesitate, should the calculation change, to kill him too.

      It is tempting, reading backward from what we now know about the scale of the Cambodian genocide, to ask why Sihanouk did not resist more openly, did not use whatever platform his continued existence afforded him to denounce what was happening around him even at the risk of his own life. The honest answer is that he tried, in small and largely futile ways, and that the risks were not abstract. He made occasional efforts, through what channels remained open to him, to inquire after specific individuals, to request mercy for particular relatives, and these efforts met with silence, evasion, or the kind of bureaucratic non-answer that is its own form of threat. He understood, as anyone in his position would have understood, that his own utility to the regime was the only currency he possessed, and that spending it recklessly on behalf of individuals the Organization had already marked for disappearance would likely accomplish nothing beyond hastening his own end — an end that would have served the hardline faction within
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