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      Dear Reader,

      If you found this deep dive into Cambodia's tragic history gripping, illuminating, and worthy of a place on every historian’s bookshelf, I humbly ask for a moment of your time. Leaving a five-star rating and a written review on the platform where you purchased this book is the single most powerful way to support independent historical research. Algorithms rely entirely on reader engagement to bring Untold Cold War history to light, and your review directly helps other history buffs discover this work.

      A gentle reminder that How General Lon Nol Unleashed the Khmer Rouge is also available in paperback at bookstores everywhere—making it a perfect addition to your physical library or a gift for the history reader in your life.

      Thank you for your support,

      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 MARCH COUP AND THE FALL OF PRINCE SIHANOUK

          

        

      

    

    
      There is a particular kind of national tragedy that arrives not as a sudden eruption but as the slow curdling of a bargain, one struck years earlier by a leader clever enough to see the trap forming around his country and confident enough to believe he alone could keep stepping around it indefinitely. Cambodia in the 1960s was precisely such a bargain, embodied in the person of Prince Norodom Sihanouk, a man whose political genius lay in his capacity to hold contradictory forces in suspension: a nominal monarchy that had abolished itself into a socialist single-party state, a professed neutrality that in practice tilted toward Hanoi and Beijing while extracting what it could from Washington and Paris, and a domestic economy managed along quasi-socialist lines even as a small, well-connected elite grew extraordinarily wealthy from graft, smuggling, and the rents of foreign patronage. For a decade and a half this arrangement held, not because it was stable in any structural sense but because Sihanouk possessed an unusual talent for personal diplomacy, for cultivating just enough goodwill among rival great powers and just enough fear among domestic rivals that no single actor found it worthwhile to topple him. By the last years of the 1960s, however, the substructure supporting this balancing act had begun to crack in ways that even Sihanouk's considerable political dexterity could not repair, and it was against this backdrop of accumulating strain that a group of right-wing military and political figures, led nominally by General Lon Nol and animated in large part by the sharper ambitions of Prince Sisowath Sirik Matak, moved in March of 1970 to end the prince's rule while he was thousands of miles away, undergoing medical treatment and taking the waters in the south of France. What followed was not simply a change of government but the detonation of the fragile architecture that had kept the Vietnam War, for all its horrors next door, from fully engulfing Cambodian soil. The coup of March 18, 1970, deserves to be understood not as a single dramatic afternoon in the National Assembly but as the visible tip of a much longer accumulation of economic exhaustion, elite resentment, foreign entanglement, and strategic miscalculation, one whose consequences would unspool over the following five years into one of the great catastrophes of the twentieth century.

      To understand why a palace coup in a small, ostensibly peripheral Southeast Asian kingdom carried such civilizational weight, it helps to first appreciate just how precarious Sihanouk's neutrality had become by the end of the 1960s, and how much of that precariousness was self-inflicted even as it was also imposed from outside. Sihanouk had built his foreign policy around a central insight: that Cambodia, wedged between an increasingly assertive Democratic Republic of Vietnam to the east and a United States determined to prevent the fall of South Vietnam by whatever means necessary, could not survive as a genuinely neutral state by simply declaring neutrality and hoping the belligerents would respect it. Instead, he pursued what might be called an armed accommodation with Hanoi, tacitly permitting North Vietnamese and Viet Cong forces to establish sanctuaries and supply routes along Cambodia's eastern border regions, most famously the network of trails and depots that would come to be known collectively as the Sihanouk Trail, running southward from the Cambodian port of Sihanoukville and feeding matériel into the communist base areas along the frontier. In exchange for tolerating this arrangement, Sihanouk calculated, Cambodia would be spared the worst depredations of the wider war, and Hanoi would have every incentive to respect Cambodian sovereignty rather than risk opening a second front against a nominally friendly government. It was a shrewd wager, and for a number of years it appeared to pay off, allowing Cambodia to remain formally uninvolved in the conflict consuming its neighbor even as substantial quantities of Chinese and Soviet-supplied weaponry moved through its territory bound for Viet Cong units fighting in the Mekong Delta. But this arrangement, however pragmatic, carried an enormous latent cost. It meant that Cambodia's territorial integrity had become, in the eyes of American military planners, a polite fiction rather than an inviolable boundary. It meant that the country's eastern provinces, however officially at peace, were functioning as logistical rear areas for one side of an active war. And it meant that Sihanouk himself, whatever his domestic popularity, had struck a bargain that a significant portion of his own officer corps and political elite regarded as a betrayal of Cambodian sovereignty to a historic Vietnamese adversary, a resentment layered atop centuries of Khmer anxiety about Vietnamese territorial encroachment that long predated the Cold War and would long outlast it.

      This resentment found its most consequential vessel in men like Lon Nol and, even more pointedly, Sirik Matak, both of whom occupied senior positions within the government even as they grew increasingly convinced that Sihanouk's foreign policy was leading Cambodia toward ruin rather than away from it. Lon Nol himself is a figure who resists easy characterization, and it is worth pausing on his particular psychology before proceeding further, because so much of what followed the coup was shaped by his limitations as much as by his ambitions. He was not, by most contemporary accounts, a man driven by the kind of restless personal ambition that defines the archetypal coup plotter; he was, if anything, a devout and somewhat mystically inclined Buddhist nationalist who had served Sihanouk loyally for years as defense minister and, at various points, as prime minister, and who seems to have convinced himself over time that removing Sihanouk was not a betrayal of the nation but a patriotic necessity forced upon him by circumstances beyond his control. He was prone to superstition, reportedly consulting astrologers and relying on amulets and protective charms even as he made decisions of tremendous geopolitical consequence, and he suffered, even before the coup, from health problems that would later include a debilitating stroke, factors that combined to make him a strikingly poor custodian for the state he
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