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      Dear Reader,

      If this journey into the dark history of the Khmer Rouge’s final days held you spellbound, I ask for a brief moment of your time. Independent historical scholarship relies entirely on readers like you to survive and grow. If you truly enjoyed this work and wish to help bring this overlooked corner of history to light, please take a moment to leave a five-star rating and a review on the platform where you purchased this book. Every review directly drives this title up in the algorithm, placing it in front of fellow history enthusiasts around the world.

      Furthermore, if you are reading an electronic edition and prefer the tactile experience of a physical volume on your shelf, The Execution of Son Sen is available in paperback at bookstores everywhere. Thank you for your support, your passion for history, and your time.

      -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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            ANLONG VENG'S DESCENT INTO SIEGE

          

        

      

    

    
      There is a particular kind of silence that settles over a revolution when it has run out of everything except its own paranoia, and by the early months of 1997 that silence had settled over the red-dirt roads and thatched command bunkers of Anlong Veng like a shroud drawn tight against the northern Cambodian sky. To understand how a movement that had once commanded the total obedience of nearly two million cadres, soldiers, and terrified civilians could be reduced to a few thousand fevered men clinging to a strip of jungle along the Thai border, one must first understand that the Khmer Rouge did not die from a single wound. It died the way an old body dies, through the slow failure of interlocking systems, each collapse accelerating the next, until what had once called itself Democratic Kampuchea existed as little more than a fortified myth defended by exhausted men who no longer entirely believed in the ideology that had brought them there. The story of Son Sen's execution and the mutiny that followed cannot be told in isolation, as a single dramatic night of violence erupting from nowhere. It must be understood as the final detonation in a long chain of smaller collapses, and that chain begins not in the jungle bunkers of 1997 but four years earlier, in the aftermath of an election the Khmer Rouge itself had helped make possible and then refused, fatally, to accept.

      When the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia organized the 1993 general elections, it did so as the capstone of an extraordinarily ambitious peacekeeping operation, one that had poured billions of dollars and tens of thousands of international personnel into a battered country in the hope of finally closing the book on more than two decades of civil war, foreign occupation, and genocide. The Khmer Rouge had been a signatory to the Paris Peace Agreements that made this election possible, and for a brief window in 1991 and 1992 it seemed conceivable that Pol Pot's movement, rebranded in various guises and shorn of its most explicit genocidal rhetoric, might attempt to participate in the postwar political order it had helped negotiate into existence. That illusion collapsed quickly. The Khmer Rouge leadership, watching the UN apparatus disarm rival factions while it stalled and obstructed its own demobilization, concluded correctly that it could never win at the ballot box what it had failed to hold through force of arms, and it withdrew from the electoral process entirely, denouncing the vote as a sham orchestrated by the Vietnamese-installed government it still refused to recognize as legitimate. This decision, taken with the movement's characteristic mixture of ideological rigidity and tactical miscalculation, proved catastrophic in ways its architects did not fully anticipate. By boycotting the election and calling on its remaining territory to reject the vote by force if necessary, the Khmer Rouge placed itself definitively outside the new political settlement that emerged from Paris, a settlement that the international community, exhausted by more than a decade of Cold War proxy warfare in Indochina, was eager to enforce. Where the Khmer Rouge had once occupied an ambiguous space as a resistance faction with a seat at the negotiating table, however uncomfortable that seat had made its interlocutors, it now became simply an outlaw army, a designation that would prove to have profound and lasting consequences for its ability to sustain itself militarily, economically, and psychologically.

      The immediate effect of this new outlaw status was diplomatic isolation on a scale the movement had not previously experienced, even during its most internationally condemned years in power. Thailand, which had for over a decade tolerated and in some periods actively facilitated Khmer Rouge base areas along its border as a hedge against Vietnamese influence in the region, began under sustained pressure from Phnom Penh and Washington to reconsider the strategic calculus that had made such tolerance rational. The Cold War logic that had once made the Khmer Rouge a useful, if grotesque, instrument for containing Vietnamese and Soviet influence in Southeast Asia had evaporated with the Soviet collapse and the broader normalization of relations between Vietnam and its regional neighbors, and Thai military and intelligence officials who had once quietly facilitated arms shipments and provided sanctuary increasingly found the relationship to be a diplomatic liability rather than a strategic asset. This did not mean the border sealed overnight, and indeed smuggling networks, cross-border trade in gems and timber, and informal arrangements with local Thai military commanders persisted well into the mid-1990s, sustaining the Khmer Rouge's economy in ways that will be explored later in this chapter. But the broader trajectory was unmistakable: a movement that had survived the 1980s in large part because it occupied a useful niche in the great-power chess game of the late Cold War now found itself without patrons, without the diplomatic cover that had once allowed it to retain its United Nations seat as the internationally recognized government of Cambodia in exile, and increasingly without the tacit protection of a Thai state now more interested in trade and border stability than in propping up an ideologically extinct insurgency.

      This diplomatic isolation compounded a set of military and logistical pressures that had been building for years but accelerated sharply after 1993. To appreciate the scale of what the Khmer Rouge had lost, it is worth recalling what the movement had once controlled. At its height in the 1980s, operating from the sanctuary of the Thai border and drawing on external support first from China and then, more ambiguously, from a Thailand eager to bleed Vietnamese forces occupying Cambodia, the Khmer Rouge had maintained a network of base camps stretching across a substantial swath of northern and western Cambodia, camps that functioned not merely as military installations but as entire shadow societies, complete with schools, hospitals, agricultural cooperatives, and civilian populations numbering in the hundreds of thousands who lived under Khmer Rouge administration in refugee-camp-adjacent settlements just inside Cambodian territory or spilling across into Thailand itself. By the mid-1990s, that sprawling territorial base had contracted dramatically, squeezed by a combination of Royal Cambodian Armed Forces offensives, the gradual closure of Thai sanctuary, and the steady attrition of a war that had now stretched across nearly two full decades since the movement's expulsion from Phnom Penh in January 1979. What remained was concentrated overwhelmingly around Anlong Veng, a town nestled at the base of the Dangrek Mountains, the escarpment that forms the natural border between Cambodia and Thailand along much of its northern length, and in the smaller, increasingly precarious pocket of territory around Pailin in the west, a region whose loss, discussed in the next section of this chapter, would prove even more devastating than the loss of Anlong Veng eventually became.

      The choice of the Dangrek escarpment as a final redoubt was not accidental, and understanding its strategic logic helps explain why the Khmer Rouge leadership could still, even in this reduced circumstance, imagine itself capable of indefinite resistance rather than confronting the reality of terminal decline. The mountains rise sharply from the Cambodian plain, their forested slopes cut by ravines and studded with limestone outcroppings that had been honeycombed over years of guerrilla occupation into an extensive network of caves, tunnels, and fortified bunkers, some large enough to house command staff, field hospitals, and ammunition stores safe from all but the most sustained artillery bombardment. Anlong Veng itself sat at a critical chokepoint, controlling the main road that wound up through a mountain pass into Thailand, a route that had for years served as the movement's principal artery for smuggling gemstones and timber out and bringing fuel, medicine, and ammunition in. From a purely tactical standpoint, a defender who knew this terrain intimately, as Khmer Rouge forces certainly did after years of operating in it, held real advantages against a Cambodian government army that, however numerically superior, struggled with the same problems of jungle warfare, disease, and logistics that had bedeviled every army that had ever tried to subdue this stretch of borderland, going back through the French colonial period and beyond. The mountains offered natural fortification, ready escape routes across an international border that Cambodian government forces could not legally cross in pursuit, and a defensible perimeter that could, in theory, be held by a determined and disciplined force for years.

      But strategic depth on a map is not the same thing as strategic viability in practice, and the harder one looks at the actual conditions inside the Anlong Veng enclave in this period, the more clearly one sees an organization sustaining itself on inertia and fear rather than any coherent plan for eventual victory or even survival. The most basic problem was supply. A guerrilla army that had once drawn meaningful quantities of weapons, ammunition, and matériel from Chinese state sponsorship, and later from a complex gray-market relationship with elements of the Thai military and business community, now found those channels narrowing to a trickle. China, having normalized relations with Vietnam and increasingly focused on its own economic transformation under Deng Xiaoping's reforms, had largely wound down its support for the Khmer Rouge by the early 1990s, viewing the movement as a Cold War relic whose continued existence served no meaningful purpose in Beijing's evolving regional strategy and whose genocidal reputation had become an active embarrassment on the international stage. What replaced state sponsorship was a self-financing model built substantially on the illegal extraction and export of natural resources, principally gemstones mined in the Pailin region and timber logged from the dwindling forests still under Khmer Rouge control, sold across the Thai border through networks of intermediaries and, in some documented cases, through direct arrangements with Thai military commanders who profited handsomely from the trade even as their government professed to be squeezing the Khmer Rouge economically. This resource-extraction economy could sustain a reduced military establishment, but it could not replace the volume and sophistication of matériel that state sponsorship had once provided, and by the mid-1990s Khmer Rouge units in the field were reporting chronic shortages of ammunition for anything beyond small arms, a crippling deficiency for a force that increasingly found itself on the defensive against a government army equipped, however unevenly, with artillery and armor obtained through its own international relationships, including growing military cooperation with Vietnam and purchases from a range of international arms markets that had opened to the Phnom Penh government once its international legitimacy was cemented by the UN-organized election.

      Disease compounded the crisis of supply in
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