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PREAMBLE

First of all, I would like to express my gratitude to the
co-authors for granting me the privilege of reviewing and providing
feedback on this book prior to its publication.

The title “The Secret Behind the Success of Neak Oknha
Dr. Sok Kong” accurately reflects the contents of the book. This is
the first time that Neak Oknha Dr. Sok Kong has revealed the
secrets of his personal life. Although I have known Neak Oknha for
over 30 years, I was surprised to learn many new pieces of
information about his personal life that were presented in this book,
as well as additional details about things I had already heard.
However, I can confirm that the co-authors’ research is quite accurate
and matches my own knowledge. Neak Oknha Dr. Sok Kong is a
well-known businessperson both locally and internationally, and the
public has long been curious about his background. Through this
book, I believe that their questions will be answered.

To the readers, this book not only satisfies their personal
curiosity but also serves as a fundamental reference document for
further research on the business environment and history. Many
parts of this book describe in detail the daily lives of Cambodians
and people in neighbouring countries during the war between the
1960s and 1970s.

Furthermore, in the era of globalization, as Cambodia enjoys
full peace, various forms of business have emerged in every corner

of the country. Cambodia’s younger generation is innovating while
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learning from the experience of the older generation. In this book,
Neak Oknha Dr. Sok Kong also shares rare tips on business
management and how to lead an organization to success, which are
essential for readers to better understand and develop the business
sector in the context of Cambodia’s current situation and contribute
to the strengthening of the national economy.

After reading this book, I have learned that Neak Oknha
Dr. Sok Kong is an individual who built his success from scratch.
He is a generous person who has always contributed to alleviating
the hardships of the Cambodian people by donating his own
resources through the Royal Government of Cambodia and his own
humanitarian activities.

Finally, I highly appreciate this meticulously compiled work,
which will be passed on to future generations.

Phnom Penh, September 08, 2022

Ngin Khorn
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PREFACE

It is quite common for the public to be curious about the life of
a successful or famous individual. They always want to know the
stories behind their success.

Through the book you are holding, we, the co-authors, will
describe the journey of Neak Oknha Dr. Sok Kong’s personal life
and business, a topic that many readers have longed to find out
about. Neak Oknha Dr. Sok Kong is the founder of Sokimex
Investment Group, the parent company of Sokimex Petroleum,
Sokha Hotel Group, and many other large companies in Cambodia.
The content of this book is entirely based on first-hand information
shared with our team by Neak Oknha Dr. Sok Kong. The team did
not alter any piece of information he shared, including the names of
people involved, dates, places, and events.

After reading this book, we hope that your many unanswered
questions about him will be addressed. However, we acknowledge
that there may be some errors in the book despite our best efforts to
avoid them. The co-authors, therefore, sincerely welcome any
constructive feedback to make the content of this book even more
comprehensive.

We express our gratitude to Neak Oknha Dr. Sok Kong for
entrusting our team with the task of writing this book.

To keep the information more precise, this book only focuses
on the personal life of Neak Oknha Dr. Sok Kong. His other major

business activities, especially the Bokor Development Project, are

-Vii-
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discussed in another book titled “Bokor: Past, Present, and

Future.”
Phnom Penh, September 1, 2022

Co-authors

YIB CHHENG LEAP ROS KONG
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INTRODUCTION

The book “Secrets Behind the Success of Neak Oknha
Dr. Sok Kong” was compiled under the initiative of His Excellency
Lt. Gen. Dr. Ngin Banal to reveal the life story of an outstanding
individual in the business sector. The book explores various stages
of his life, including his childhood, business journey, and trades
before, during, and after the Cambodian civil war, as well as his
large business ventures across the country since the liberation in
1979, and his engagement with the Royal Government’s efforts
toward Cambodia’s socio-economic development in this peaceful
era. The book also entails the history of war, society, health, and
administration in Cambodia during the five regimes that
Neak Oknha Dr. Sok Kong has been through. In addition, this book
highlights the aquatic resources, romance, traditions, cultures,
beliefs, religions, occupations, and livelihood of the Cambodian
people, as well as foreign contacts, to help the next generation with
their understanding and research.

The co-authors used first-person narration in this book as
Neak Oknha Dr. Sok Kong recalled his personal life and third-
person narration based on our interviews with relevant key

informants familiar with the business life of Neak Oknha.
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CHAPTER 1:
PERSONAL LIFE

1- Hometown

I was born on Friday, September 10, 1954, in Deum Kor"
Village, Kampong Soeng Commune, Ba Phnom District, Prey Veng
Province. My parents, Sok Kheang and Heng Hay, welcomed me
into the world just one year after Cambodia gained independence
from the French protectorate.

In their spare time, my parents would always tell me stories
about the background of our family, social issues, work, business,
and economic affairs. They especially emphasized family matters.
I still recall many of these stories today, including those about what
I saw and did. I will recount them as follows:

In 1954, my family lived in poor conditions. My parents were

fishermen on the Mekong River in Prey Veng province.

B | @ oy | b = Ea
g iy i
B e e e RO ‘ 4
\';‘\ - Deum Kor/Kraing KaOk
i \ village, over 10 km from
A
H X

Neak Loeung bridge

e

B

(1) Doeum Kor, commonly known as Kraing KaOk, is a village located in Kampong So-
eng commune, Preah Sdach district. Prior to the Khmer Rouge regime, Kraing KaOk,

or Deum Kor village, was part of Ba Phnom district. However, later the village came
under the administration of Preah Sdach district in Prey Veng province. If you are
looking for Deum Kor village, you should ask for Kraing KaOk village, as Deum Kor
village is not well-known to locals, and even a Google search may not yield results.

-
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My parents told me that when I was born, we only owned a
small house built on a piece of land gifted by my grandfather, Sok
Kray, as their wedding gift. At the time, healthcare access in our
country was still very limited, and due to the lack of awareness and
the remoteness of the health centre, my mother had to give birth at
home with the help of a traditional midwife. Despite not knowing
my weight at birth, my parents said that I was chubby, fair-skinned,
and adorable.

In the tradition of the Chinese and Vietnamese or those of
Chinese descent, “eldest sons” are considered the most important in
the family because, besides being the heirs, they are the ones who
inherit the family’s ceremonial rituals, perpetuate the family
bloodline, and pass down the family surname to their children. This
is in contrast to being a daughter, where she must move out after
marriage, and her children are not allowed to bear their family’s
surname.

Originally, my father gave me the first name Sokha and the
family name Sok. Although I am referred to as the eldest son in the
family, [ was not actually the firstborn. My parents, Sok Kheang and
Heng Hay, had three sons before me who unfortunately passed away
only a few months after their births. This was the reason why my
father, who wished for me to have a prosperous and long life, named
me Sokha. However, my parents, grandparents, and relatives were
still worried about my fate, fearing that I might meet the same tragic
end as my older brothers.

According to Cambodian beliefs and myths, if a family has
children who always die, regardless of the causes, the family is

believed to be “vilomah”.
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As mentioned earlier, concerning the economic situation of my
family, we did not own any farmland at the time, but we did own a
piece of residential land that was more than half a hectare in size
(100 meters by 70 meters). My father built a small wooden house
with a zinc roof, which was as tall as those of his neighbours because
of the floods that occurred during the rainy season. However, the
yield produced on this small plot of land did not generate enough
income to support the family. Therefore, like most families in the
village, my parents were engaged in a secondary business, which

was fishing.

For illustration: Fishing activities in the river (Von Sovy)

According to what my parents have told me, our family was
Buddhist, but due to poverty, we were unable to follow the Five
Precepts of Buddhism, especially Panatipata, which prohibits
Buddhists from killing living beings.

I cannot recall anything about my life before the age of two.
I only know about it from what my parents have told me. As a child,
I was susceptible to fever, diarrhoea, and flu, just like other kids in
the area. Although it was a common occurrence, my parents were

particularly concerned about my well-being as they had already lost
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three children and feared that I would suffer the same fate as my
brothers, who passed away at a young age. From a medical
standpoint, the living conditions at the time, in particular the lack of
hygiene among families and children, coupled with their
underdeveloped immune systems, made them more vulnerable to
illnesses. It was also due to the outdated health sector, insufficient
hospitals, and lack of awareness programs to educate people on
health and hygiene. All of these factors contributed to high infant
and child mortality rates. In contrast, it is believed that families
whose children always die young are not destined to raise children,
otherwise known as the “vilomah”. According to ancient beliefs, if
such families wish to save their children, they need to implore or pay
others to raise them instead. Through such belief, my father asked
one of his friends who had no children to adopt me as a means to
save my life. However, my parents did not abandon their obligation;
they bore all the expenses of raising me. It was not until I was six or
seven years old that my parents brought me back under their care.
For my mother Heng Hay, the decision to leave her beloved child
under the care of others was a serious psychological torture, even
though she knew for sure that it was just a temporary separation for
the sake of saving my life according to local beliefs. My mother
frequently came to check up on me without letting me know (as I
was later told). I suppose she was afraid that I would cry and follow
her home if I saw her, which would make her suffer even more.

In addition to being very kind and caring, my foster parents
had no children, so they treated me like their own son. I always

addressed them as “father” and “mother.” Therefore, I have two
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sets of parents, my biological parents, and my foster parents, but we
do not live together.

It is also worth noting that before moving in with my foster
parents, the four parents discussed among themselves and took me to
the chief monk of Wat Norti Sophonaram® (aka Wat Steung Slot) to
perform a blessing ritual and divination. The chief monk, Chou
Phan, said, “Just by looking at his face, I can see that he will grow up
to be an intelligent man and will become very wealthy. However, his
recurring ailments might be due to his unsuited name.” The monk
then suggested a name change. With the monk’s advice, my foster
grandmother (the mother of my foster father) said, “His surname is
Sok, and if we are to give him a new name, it should be Kong, which
means everlasting.” The monk explained that Kong means long-
lasting and united, tough, and invincible. This new name carries a
more powerful meaning than Sokha, and when combined with Sok,
it becomes Sok Kong, a new and meaningful name. My grandmother,
who was the senior member of the family, also suggested that the name

Kong be used forever and asked everyone to stop calling me Sokha.

2022: The gate of Wat Norti
Sophonaram (aka Steung Slot
pagoda), located along National
Road 1 on the left-hand side from
Phnom Penh

(2) Wat Norti Sophonaram was established by Monk Preap Ten in 1923 and given its
name by Samdech Preah Sangkhareach Chuon Nath because the pagoda was built
near the bank of Steung Slot (Tonle Toch), which means that it is decorated by the

river.
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2022: Temple (main
building) Wat Norti
Sophanaram called Wat

Steung Slot

In our Khmer tradition and customs, name-changing for
children is a common practice. People who are superstitious about
names are very careful when naming their children. They prefer to
seek advice from a Buddhist layman to determine the child’s date of
birth before giving them a suitable name, hoping it will bring them
happiness and prosperity. In case a child experiences frequent
illnesses after birth, their parents may take them to a monk to
perform a ritual and have their name changed accordingly. After the
name change is done, the child will be referred to as “the monk’s
child” and is allowed to return home to live with their biological
parents. However, from this point onward, they will be considered
fostered.

Personally, this superstition is open to interpretation, but it
seems that after my name was changed from Sokha to Kong, and
I moved to live with my foster parents in the highland area, I rarely
got sick. From a medical standpoint, it might be because of the fact
that I moved away from the wetland, which could be the source of
diseases, especially diarrhoea. However, the name change to

Sok Kong seems to have made me healthier, stronger, and less
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susceptible to illness. Sometime later, my foster parents asked my
biological parents to get me a new birth certificate to officially
switch my name from Sok Sokha to Sok Kong, which has been used
since then. By the way, I still love my birth name, so I named the first

company that I started in 1997 “Sokha”, which is still used today.

2- Education and First Business

In late 1960, when I was around six years old, my biological
parents brought me back home, believing that I was now old enough
to attend school. However, like many children in that area, I had
limited access to education due to the scarcity and remoteness of
schools, poor road conditions that made commuting to school
challenging, my family’s living standards, and the lack of awareness
among parents to encourage their children to continue their studies.
In my case, my parents worked hard to send me to the primary
school, which was more than five kilometres away, despite being
poor. While some readers may think that five kilometres are not a big
deal, for small children, the unsteady and flooded roads during the
rainy season posed obstacles to their daily commute, making the
distance seem further and the journey more time-consuming than it
appears.

In 1961, I began 12th grade (primary level according to the old
system) at Steung Slot Primary School®, which marked the
beginning of my formal education. Walking was my only means of

transportation during the dry season, as my parents could not afford

(3) Steung Slot Primary School is currently located in Steung Slot Village, Neak Leung
Commune, Peam Ror District, Prey Veng Province.
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to buy me a bicycle - not even a used one - for commuting to school.
Steung Slot Primary School was the first place where I acquired the
basic knowledge necessary to navigate life. My family owned just a
small boat used to transport fish bought from other fishermen for
daily trades. During the rainy season, all roads in the area were
flooded; therefore, either my father or mother would have to row me
to and from school. At the time, school hours were divided into the
morning shift starting from 7 to 11 am and the afternoon shift from
2 to 5 pm. Like those in other areas, children in Deum Kor Village
had to walk back and forth to school four times a day. This meant
that we had to walk around twenty kilometres each day under the
scorching sun without any time to rest. We had to wake up before 6
am to prepare for school, and it took us almost an hour to reach there.
We would leave school at 11 am and reach home around 12 pm,
where we had to quickly eat lunch so that we could leave again for
the afternoon shift before 1 pm. We would then return home after 5
pm. The daily commute consumed a lot of time, leaving the children
exhausted and with little time for extra learning at home, which
resulted in poor academic performance. This was also one of the

reasons why many children dropped out of school at that time.

Location map: Sok Kong | %
and other children had to  |° 09
walk from Deum Kor/ |
Kraing KaOk village to
Steung Slot Primary School

(over 5 km away) i
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For illustration:
Primary school
children in the
countryside walking
to school (Photo
2022)

Because walking back and forth to school was challenging and
tiring together with my poor result at school, I always tried to show
my discontentment to my parents to let them know that I no longer
wanted to go to school. My average score was barely enough for me
to graduate into the next grade. However, my mother did not give in
to my demand because she loved me and wanted me to continue my
study further so I could have a good job to avoid falling into hardship
like themselves. As a solution, they sent me to stay with a chief of
administration police named Ngan, their close friend who lived
nearby Steung Slot Primary School. My parents bore all the
expenses of my food and accommodation. Staying at his house from
Monday to Saturday meant I no longer had to walk as far to school.
Every Saturday evening, my parents would come to bring me home.
Saturday evening and Sunday were my wonderful days because |
could spend them with my family including the opportunity to go
fishing with my dad during which I could learn life skills. To me, it
was more fun than learning numbers and letters. However, when it
came to actual fishing, I realized that I did not have the talent.

During my practices, I could not perform well like my father.

-9-
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Possibly, I was not suited to this profession since I was too young
and had little experience. Even though I could not make any catch,
sometimes, I scavenged for small fish discarded by other fishermen
and on my way to school the next day, I sold them to other fishermen
who needed baits to catch bigger fish and eel. This was the first ever
business in my life. I was very happy with the money I earned
although it was trivial. This made daily schooling more and more
boring up until a point where I considered being forced to go to
school every day to be a severe punishment for me. I noticed that
several children in the village did not go to school, so they had the

freedom and pleasure to go fishing with their parents.

For illustration: Children in the fishing area helping their
parents with fishing in the river (Photo supplied by Mr. Vorn Sovy)

Back in 1962, when I was in the 11th grade, I asked my mother
once again if I could quit school to join my father in his fishing
business. Unfortunately, my mother did not approve of my plan.
However, she did make me a promise that I could leave school as
soon as | had mastered basic reading, writing, and arithmetic skills.
She explained that these skills were essential for any kind of

business, no matter how small, including selling fish. Still, I kept
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insisting that [ wanted to quit. Despite my persistence and arguments,
she continued to refuse. Perhaps my mother understood that I was
too young to be of much assistance to her, which is why she told me
she would endure any kind of hardship to ensure that I had the
opportunity to continue learning and gaining knowledge. Though I
initially hesitated to follow her advice, I eventually acquiesced.
Despite this, I still felt as though all of my learning was in vain.
While I would not say I excelled at literature, I always felt like
a clever kid because I had a knack for memorization, particularly
when it came to numbers. I was especially interested in math
formulas during my 11th-grade year, and I could remember them
with ease. The equation that intrigued me the most was the one used
to calculate sales profit by subtracting the cost from the revenue. In
other words, by subtracting the cost from the sales revenue, you can
determine the profit. Profit meant a lot to me because every time |
returned home, I often overheard my parents discussing it. Their
conversations typically revolved around how much they had spent
on buying fish and lobsters, how much they had earned from sales,
and ultimately how much profit they had made after all expenses
were accounted for. It was through these conversations that I gained
my first insights into the concept of profit. My mother was like my
first business teacher. Thanks to the discussions about buying,
selling, and making a profit, [ became adept at calculations and grew
to enjoy numbers more than letters. However, during that time,
teachers were very strict with students regardless of the subject.
Students would be whipped if they failed to master any of the
subjects. That was also another reason why many students were

afraid of school. However, some students, including myself, were
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able to bear this pressure and advanced to the next grade. Although I
did notalways receive good grades, [ took pride in these achievements.
Back then, I always received praise from my parents and neighbours
when I advanced to the next grades. Some students performed better
than I did. Since there were many subjects in which I was not
interested, I struggled with them, and I could only earn an average
score that was enough to pass. Yet, I was always able to avoid
repeating classes.

I believe that I have had a natural talent and a strong passion
for business since I was young. It all started with a simple formula:
sales price minus cost equals profit, which has guided me throughout
my career and has helped me achieve my current living standard.
Upon reuniting with my biological parents, it appears that [ made a
significant contribution to the prosperity of our family. My father
decided to expand his business by venturing beyond our village to
purchase greater quantities of fish and lobsters from other fishermen.
He would then transport those goods for wholesale at around the foot
of Steung Slot Bridge, where retailers would purchase them from
him.

In those days, the foot of Steung Slot Bridge™® was the point of
rendezvous between the sellers and buyers, which later on became a

small market for fish wholesale.

(4) A Brief History of Steung Slot Bridge: The bridge was originally constructed by the
French in 1942, and during the 1960s and 1970s, it served as a location for wholesale
fish trading, including the family of Nak Oknha Dr. Sok Kong. Unfortunately, the
Khmer Rouge mined the old bridge in 1973. Despite sustaining damage, the bridge
was temporarily repaired with steel and wood until 1984 when the Government of the
People’s Republic of Cambodia built a new bridge. Today, the old bridge runs parallel
to the new one, and a stone pillar emerging from the water is all that remains of the
original 1942 foundation (Source: Mr. Ten Srun).
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Aside from taking care of household chores, my mother also

assisted my father with selling the fish he purchased from other
fishermen. They would allocate a portion of the profits towards
household expenses. Additionally, my mother had a habit of saving
money, regardless of the amount. The demand for fish at the market
had been steadily increasing each day, to the point where the local
fishermen couldn’t catch enough to supply buyers from both Phnom
Penh and Svay Rieng. In 1963, my father managed to save up
enough money to purchase a motorboat, which was considered very
expensive for fishermen of our modest means. With the motorboat,
my father was able to venture farther away from the village and find
new suppliers. Thanks to the motorboat, my family’s living standard
improved steadily. The faster speed of the motorboat meant that
purchased goods could reach the market more quickly while
remaining fresh, compared to being transported by a rowboat, which
was slower and more labour-intensive. My father’s business reached
another milestone and he had to hire five workers to assist him with

lifting, transporting, and weighing the fish and lobsters.
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My father was a strict and formidable figure in our family,
often acting as an autocratic head. Despite this, he was also generous,
had many friends, and enjoyed sitting and chatting with the nearby
drinkers. However, he was not an alcoholic; he simply enjoyed the
company of his friends. In contrast to my mother’s humble nature
and propensity for saving, my father was not very economical at all.
Because of these different personalities, they often got into
arguments. However, my mother, Heng Hay, possessed a humble
nature that appeared to win my father’s heart and prevent him from
taking aggressive actions. Furthermore, as my father had a son who
would inherit the family, it appeared that he began to understand my
mother’s feelings and consequently, his behavior improved.
Nevertheless, after work, the friends still gathered as usual, only
they met at home instead of going out. My mother was always
willing to help with food preparation for these gatherings as a way of
keeping my father from going out to drink. My mother believed that
hosting her husband’s friends was a way to save money while also
fulfilling his wishes. Despite this, my father had one strength - he
never neglected his business or responsibilities. Fortunately, my
mother managed all the income from their daily business operations
and did so effectively. If my father had been in charge of managing
the family’s income and expenses, my mother and I would have
likely struggled. This was because my father, Sok Kheang, usually
prioritized his friends over his wife and son.

In addition to conducting wholesale fish and lobster sales at
the foot of Steung Slot Bridge, my mother would also take the

remaining fish that the retailers did not purchase to Kampong Soeng
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Market, where she would stand under the scorching sun to sell them.
While the selling process was exhausting, it also seemed to bring her
a sense of fulfillment when all the fish were sold, and she could visit
me at Chief® Ngan’s house. I could see the happiness on her face,
and she treated me like a prince. Each time she visited, she would
bring my favorite dessert, sticky rice with black-eyed peas. Seeing
my mother always made me happy. As for mother Heng Hay, seeing
me would always light her up. She was incredibly dedicated to
helping me acquire knowledge that would serve me well in the

future.

The new building of Steung Slot Primary School, where Neak Oknha Dr. Sok Kong
used to attend as a child (Photo taken in 2022)

(5) Chief or Seb” is derived from the French word “Chef” but in Khmer, it is not
pronounced clearly and is instead abbreviated to “Seb.” In Khmer, “Seb” means “Boss,”
“President,” or “Chief” Currently, its simple meaning is equivalent to the word “Boss”.
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School Dropout

During the 1963-1964 school year, when I was about 10 years
old and in the 9th grade, I had already acquired basic literacy and
numeracy skills. That year, I insisted to my mother that I quit school
so that I could help with the family’s growing fish and lobster
business. This was one of the reasons why I wanted to drop out of
school. Another big reason why I asked to drop out of school was the
curriculum for 9th-grade students at the time (equivalent to fourth
grade in the present day). It required students to study French in
addition to Khmer, and there was also more homework. That kind of
curriculum really annoyed you.

In an effort to convince my parents to allow me to drop out of
school, I sought to demonstrate my capabilities by assisting them
with household chores and their business operations. This included
weighing the fish from the boat, reading scales accurately, and
handling payments promptly and without errors. Moreover, I took
charge of managing our commercial pig-raising operations, which
involved collecting kitchen scraps from our neighbours, purchasing
rice bran, procuring banana trees, bathing the pigs, and setting up
mosquito nets to prevent mosquito bites. Additionally, I was able to
assist my mother with cooking and many other tasks, which greatly
pleased my father. As a result, he expressed interest in teaching me
how to conduct business, as he also needed an extra hand in his
business ventures. Despite my efforts, my mother remained hesitant
to let me drop out of school at such a young age, as she recognized
that I lacked knowledge and experience. Nonetheless, driven by my

ambition to become a young businessman, [ persisted, and during
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vacation time, my mother tentatively granted me permission to help
out as I pleased. However, she viewed the two-month period as a
trial, and I would have to prove myself if | wanted to continue;
otherwise, I would be sent back to school. I could sense her concern,
which stood in contrast to my father’s eagerness for me to assist him
without hesitation.

At the age of ten, [ was already working as an assistant to my
father, managing and supervising workers. Through this experience,
I developed an understanding of people, society, and business
operations. I felt more capable than other children in my village,
always observing and willing to take on tasks that were typically
reserved for adults. During my vacation in 1965, I worked as an
active fish trader alongside my father. Wherever I went, the
fishermen who supplied us with fish were highly satisfied with my
work and showed a great deal of interest in me. People often
remarked that I had a talent for attracting customers and conducting
business with a generous heart. Furthermore, I was known for my
serious work ethic and for always keeping my word. My father often
heard those compliments and would share them with my mother and
me. On the one hand, elder people who knew me liked to tease me.
I also did not know how to get angry because I understood that they
just want to have fun because they liked me. When my parents saw
that I was strong and trustworthy, they believed that I could
genuinely assist them. During that vacation, I had the opportunity to
learn how to manage their business, and my parents felt that forcing
me to return to school would not be beneficial. After discussing it

with my mother, my father urged her to approve my request to drop
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out of school in the 9th grade. At first, my mother refused, but I
explained that if I were to continue attending school, I would
struggle with learning French, which was a particularly challenging
language for me. Thus, quitting school would be more beneficial.
Finally, I finished my study ended in 9th grade even though I had

earned enough scores to move on to the 8th grade.

3- Fish-Selling Boy

In 1965, at the age of 11, I started working full-time in the business.
At first, I was thrilled to be free from school, as it often felt like a
punishment to me. However, as I delved deeper into the world of
business, I realized that my education was essential to my success. In
business, one must use letters and numbers extensively, and without
proper knowledge, it is easy to fall prey to deception. I also regret
not having learned a foreign language, which I believe was a missed
opportunity. Looking back, I think it was also a mistake on my
parents’ part to give me a chance to earn at such a young age, as it
made me careless about my studies. Therefore, parents should not
allow school-age children to earn money, as it may cause them to
lose interest in their studies. The common adage is to study hard in
order to earn a lot of money, but if children can already earn a lot of
money, what motivation do they have to study hard? That was
childish and shortsighted, which was one of the main reasons why
some students of that generation dropped out of school. As for my
children, I have always encouraged them to study and even pursue

their education abroad.
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To continue my life story, let me take you back to 1965 when I
used to accompany my father on a boat ride to buy fish from Steung
Slot and bring it back to Dey Krahorm® village, which was almost
10 km away.
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My daily routine became more intense around 3 pm, as my
father and I prepared the necessary tools for weighing fish and
lobsters, including the scales and journal used to track our earnings.
It was similar to how students would prepare their pens, pencils, and
books for school. As I observed children walking to school,

I reflected on my own life and realized that although different from

(6) Dey Krahorm is an area divided into two parts by a small river, which locals refer to
as Tonle Toch (meaning “Small River”). Currently, on one side of the river is Tamao
village, located in Rathor commune of Preah Sdach district, and on the other side is
Angkor Ang village, located in Angkor Ang commune of Peam Chor district, both
of which are in Prey Veng province. During the Khmer Rouge regime, the area was
known as Tamao Dey Krahorm community and was located in Rathor commune of
Koh Chey district. According to the map, the road distance from Deum Kor village to
Dey Krahorm village is over 7 km. However, during the rainy season, the distance is
reduced to just over 4 km by boat.
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being a student, my current work was also good. Rather than carrying
books and pens, I was holding a scale for my business. The old-
looking pens and books I held at the time were not meant for
completing homework assignments given by my teachers. Instead,
they were used for making my daily shopping list for fish and
lobsters. Despite my young age, I tried to present myself as a mature
adult. After all, I had to manage people who were older than me.
However, I felt that simply demonstrating my maturity was
insufficient. To further resemble an adult, I saved up money to buy a
watch, which I proudly wore to emulate other businessmen. Through
my dad’s initial business training and daily practice, I quickly gained
an understanding of the fishing industry. At three o’clock in the
afternoon, I would instruct the workers to prepare for departure,
ensuring that the scales, ice, big baskets for the fish, and sackcloth to
wrap the ice were all loaded onto the boat to prevent it from melting
quickly. Once everything was ready, we would leave at around four
o’clock in the afternoon, accompanied by four or five strong
workers, to set out in boats towards the fishing villages, both near
and far. With the help of speedboats, my father and I were able to
purchase more fish and lobsters and stay connected with fishermen
in remote villages over thirty kilometres away from our home in
Steung Slot village. Working on the water was never easy, as there
were always obstacles to navigate. However, with the experience of
travelling on the boat with my father and his regular explanations, I
learned how to find the right direction for safe navigation in the
event of natural disasters, especially monsoon storms, by observing

the stars. Every day, after purchasing fish and lobsters from
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fishermen in other villages along the Tonle Toch up to the lower
Mekong River, we would return home to Steung Slot village. At that
time, the Steung Slot area was less active during the day, but from 10
pm until early morning, it would become crowded. This was a
famous trading spot for freshwater fisheries caught from the lakes
and rivers.

Every night, as soon as my father’s speedboat reached the
shore, over a dozen workers would immediately begin their duties.
They would carry baskets onto the boat to unload the fish and
lobsters, and then transport them back to the land. Next, they would
weigh them for customers who were retailers from the markets in
Phnom Penh and Svay Rieng province. My mother, Heng Hay,

would always be present with a journal to track the sales and assist

with reading the scales.

For illustration: Weighing fish for sale at the fishing port in the early morning.

My mother was a generous and uncomplicated person, which
made her attractive to many customers. She sold fish and lobsters

more quickly than any other fishmonger in the same business.
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However, there were some days when the abundance of fish
exceeded the buyers’ demand. On those days, she had to take the
remaining fish to sell at Kampong Soeng market without any rest.
That was the patience of a woman in the fishery business. Sometimes,
buyers would drop the price to the point where no profit could be
made. To combat this, my father began studying the market in
Phnom Penh and Svay Rieng Province. He would collect good
quality fish and lobsters from local fishermen and sell them himself.
Eventually, my father decided to distribute his purchased fish and
lobsters in Svay Rieng Province. He only used to work on the water
buying fish and lobsters directly from fishermen. However, things
changed and he had to trade directly with the buyers in Svay Rieng
Province. This left me to work on the water without his company.
My father often allowed me to go out with the workers alone because
he believed that I was mature and capable of understanding a lot,
especially as a very serious and cautious person. Going out to buy
fish and lobsters without my father’s accompany was a new
experience for me. [ was very careful during the purchase process,
paying close attention to the purchase price, quality, reading scales,
and record keeping. Additionally, I strived to do better than my
father in terms of time management. When I accompanied my father,
I always took note of his strengths and weaknesses. He was good at
communicating with customers, and wherever he went, he made
friends. This was because my father was a friendly person, which
allowed him to procure supplies from more fishermen than anyone
else. However, despite these strengths, he had weaknesses, such as

failing to inspect the quality of the fishery and leaving the task of
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reading the scales and recording to his workers. Nonetheless, I paid
close attention to the things my father overlooked when I joined the
business. I meticulously read the scales, recorded information,
checked prices, inspected the fishery quality, and managed the time
more efficiently. My father often wasted time at each collection
point, which greatly affected our business - we would buy less and
lose product quality. By learning from my father’s weaknesses
through observation and when he left me in charge, our business
grew better and better. Being too young to waste time drinking or
chatting with adults, I could focus more on quality inspection, price
checking, and reading the scales, which also gave me more time to
deliver the purchased fish and lobsters to the market. With each
passing day, our business flourished, and my understanding of the
trade deepened. As my family became more prosperous, we managed
to save enough to purchase a remorque (motorbike with trailer) to
transport fish for sale in Svay Rieng Province, and transport
passengers for extra income on the return trip.

Since we acquired the remorque, my father’s workload
significantly increased. He delegated his previous tasks to me and
began transporting grade-B fish to sell in Svay Rieng provincial
town, while the grade-A fish and lobsters were sold to retailers in
Phnom Penh. We began to see more and more profits as my father
would also transport passengers along the road from Svay Rieng to
Kampong Seung after selling the fish. However, we soon realized
that luck wasn’t always on our side as we encountered both good and
bad days. One day, while returning from Svay Rieng with a fully

loaded remorque of passengers, my father experienced a terrible
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accident due to the ongoing construction on National Road No. 1.
A large pile of stones on the road caused his remorque to overturn
when he swerved to avoid a truck approaching from the opposite
direction. The accident threw all the passengers onto the road,
causing severe injuries as they sustained cuts and scratches on their
heads, arms, and legs, and cried out for help. The police arrived at
the scene and took my father, the remorque, and the injured
passengers to the police station, where they demanded compensation
for the victims. My father was devastated to realize that he had to use
all the money he earned from selling fish to pay the compensation.
He eventually sold the remorque and stopped transporting passengers
and trading fish and lobsters in Svay Rieng province. He then
changed the course of his business and began transporting fish and
lobsters to Phnom Penh in a Peugeot 404 taxi to sell at various
markets. There, he met some friends who recommended new
markets to him. However, it was not easy to go to these markets as it
meant dealing with unfamiliar customers.

My father’s new business venture appeared to be more
lucrative, but I still carried a heavy burden as the one in charge
without his supervision. Despite the exhaustion, I felt happier
knowing that I would no longer face blame from my father. He was
a formidable and autocratic figure, particularly towards his eldest
son. As I became more involved in the fishing industry, I expanded
my network and began purchasing even larger quantities of fish,
sometimes reaching up to 5-6 tons, as well as 4-5 hundred kilograms
of lobsters. During my daily business dealings, I fell in love with a
girl who happened to be the daughter of another intermediate fish
buyer in Dey Krahorm village.
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4- First Love

In 1969, at the age of 15 or 16, the time when young people
typically begin to experience romantic love or attraction, I found
myself falling in love with a girl who was around my age, or perhaps
one or two years younger. It is easy for adults to notice when a young
man has just fallen in love. When my workers joined me on my boat,
they would tease me by attempting to set me up with her, which
often made both of us feel shy and prevented us from speaking to
each other, aside from the occasional exchange of glances. Moreover,
I was concerned that her father would discover my feelings for his
daughter, which could result in unforeseen consequences if I were
caught. Every day, I made it a point to buy fish from Mr. Kim Ngan,
even when I already had a full purchase. Mr. Kim Ngan was the
father of a woman whom I had a crush on. My eagerness to buy fish
from him, even when my boat was already laden with fish and

lobsters, was driven by my desire to see this beautiful girl. However,
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before I could reveal my feelings to her, the flames of war began to

intensify in Cambodia.

For illustration: A floating fish trading house/port, where intermediate buyers
would purchase fish directly from fishermen and redistribute it to other buyers.

(Vorn Sovy)

5- The 1970 Coup d’état

As I transitioned into adolescence, a civil war erupted in
Cambodia through a coup d’état aimed at overthrowing King
Norodom Sihanouk by Lon Nol’s group on March 18, 1970.

Demonstrations erupted in
many places, with some supporting
the monarchy, but most young people
supporting the US-backed republic.

At the same time, resistance

movements against the Khmer

General Lon Nol, president

of the Khmer Republic
(documentary photo) areas. The new regime gathered

Republic became active in rural

Vietnamese people living in Cambodia

and deported them to Vietnam. As a result, my suppliers, who were
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Vietnamese fishermen, were forced by the Khmer Republic to return
to Vietnam. This had a profound effect on my business. Due to the
insecurity on the streets, it was no longer easy to buy a yield from the
fishery. The Khmer Rouge troops occasionally cut off roads and
raided vehicles on National Road No. 1 from Phnom Penh to Svay
Rieng province. As a result, only a handful of Cambodians remained
in the fishing industry. The wholesale market for fish in Steung Slot
was not as bustling as it once was, and Lon Nol soldiers frequently
patrolled and deployed spies to monitor the activities of the Khmer
Rouge and the Viet Cong army. During that time, Vietnam was
embroiled in a civil war. North Vietnam held a communist regime
(the Viet Cong) and fought against the US-backed South Vietnam
(also known as Thieu Ky among Cambodians during that period). In
Cambodia, the Khmer Rouge was aligned with North Vietnam,
while the Khmer Republic Army (Lon Nol Soldiers) was aligned
with the Thieu Ky.

During that time, my business took a turn for the worse as
I had to struggle to buy fish and lobsters to make a living, while the
market was shrinking. We were desperate to prepare and leave at 3
pm sharp for fish purchase, no matter the weather. A few of my
workers and I had to travel to different fishing villages, which were
far apart, all the way up to Dey Krahorm village, near the Cambodian-
Vietnamese border. During the rainy season of 1970, the entire field
was flooded, resembling a sea with its vast expanse. When the wind
picked up, it created large waves, making it dangerous for people
like us who were cruising through the flooded area. Every time we

travelled on the waterway, I had to navigate the boat by myself. I did
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not trust my workers to handle this task. One September afternoon in
1970, we found ourselves in the middle of a vast lake when a big
storm rolled in. The strong winds caused large waves that nearly
capsized our boat. After taking several hits from the waves, the
boat’s engine suddenly stopped running. I quickly gathered my
strength and picked up the hand crank to try to start the engine again.
The engine failed to start during my first two attempts. On the third
try, the engine finally started, but the hand crank accidentally hit my
wrist and broke my watch. The watch’s body fell into the boat while
the strap fell into the water.

My wrist was in pain as my hand had almost broken. I was also
deeply saddened about losing my watch, but I think without it
shielding me, my hand would have broken. With no time to waste,
I tried to steer the boat back to shore safely. I told my mother what
had happened to me. She listened and encouraged me not to regret
losing my belongings as long as I had saved my life. After all,
material things can always be bought back if we are alive. Later in
the evening, when my father returned from his friend’s house, I told
him the same story I had told my mother. Unlike my mother who
comforted me, my father got very angry and blamed me in every
way possible. As a young man, I became extremely upset with my
father’s blame. That night, I made the difficult decision to run away
from home and stop living with them. I could no longer bear to hear
my father’s hurtful words. With only the clothes on my back and
some unused money spared for buying fish, I set out into the night.
I was thinking of staying overnight at a friend’s house near Steung

Slot School. However, upon arriving, I discovered that my friend
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had already joined the army the past five months since the Khmer
New Year. Only his parents were there to greet me. Nevertheless,
I felt hopeful when I learned of my friend’s participation in the fight.
My worries eased, knowing that I could also join the fight and no
longer have to worry about starvation and homelessness. I stayed
overnight at my friend’s house and left in the morning to head
towards Phnom Cheurkach. Following the directions given to me by
my friend’s father, I continued to the liberated area, where the
resistance troops were stationed. My friend’s father served as a
channel, providing valuable information to the Liberation Army in
Kampong Soeng and Kampong Trabek positions. He handed me a
letter and instructed me to show it to the Liberation Army once
I arrived. With enough rice and snacks to sustain me, I travelled
carefully from one village and field to the next. It took me three long
days of walking to reach the forest near the Cambodian-Vietnamese
border, where the fighters had set up their camp. As [ neared the edge
of the forest, a group of people dressed as civilians caught and
detained me for questioning. They suspected that [ was a spy for Lon
Nol soldiers while I was also unsure about their identity. If they had
been Lon Nol soldiers, I could have died when I showed them my
identity and a letter from my friend’s father. We were doubtful of
each other, but after studying and understanding the general
situation, I was able to trust that they were part of the Liberation
Army. I shared my true story and my wishes with them and handed
over the letter from my friend’s father to a local fighter. They
provided me with food and water and took me deep into the forest.

I did not know the direction, so I simply followed them. After about
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two hours, we arrived at a hideout in the middle of the forest. There,
I met about thirty young men of my age who were practising martial
arts. I handed the letter over to the intended recipient and expressed
my desire to join the Liberation Army. They welcomed me and
handed me over to a team leader for orientation about the group and
its discipline, particularly the moral conduct of the Liberation Army.
They strictly prohibited the stealing of people’s property, not even
just a pinch of salt, a pinch of pepper, or a piece of fruit.

It was necessary to ask for the owner first, if they did not give,
the Liberation Army must not have touched anything at all. The
Liberation Army considered the people as their parents, so parents
should not have felt bad about the Liberation Army. That is what

I remember from that time to the present.

-l

Khmer Rouge Liberation Army / Soldiers in early 1970,
taken in front of Angkor Wat, Siem Reap (DC-Cam File)
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6- Revolutionary Fighters on the Battlefield

In addition to the initial training of army convoys, my friends
sometimes referred to as “comrades” in the Khmer Rouge language
were assigned to search for food and medicine to supply the unit.
Growing plants was also a daily task for the army. Wherever they
went, the Liberation Army immediately began ploughing and
cultivating water spinach, as it is the most resilient, easy-to-grow,
and quick-yielding crop. At that time, it was considered a strategic
plant. The group had to make sure they always had the seeds of this
crop with them, and storing the seeds was required after every
harvesting session. Finding and collecting wild fruits, roots,
branches, bark, and medicinal plants was another important task that
could not be overlooked. I trained in that position for more than four
months under the guidance of a Viet Cong instructor. It was the first
time I had met the Viet Cong. When I was in Steung Slot, I often saw
soldiers from Thieu Ky and Lon Nol coming and going, selling fish
at the foot of Steung Slot Bridge. However, I never encountered the
Viet Cong. At that time, [ was very afraid of them because the Lon
Nol and Thieu Ky soldiers propagated that the Viet Cong were a very
vicious Vietnamese communist group, and people were warned to
stay away from them for fear of being killed. It was only when I met
a Viet Cong coach that I realized what I had heard from the Lon Nol
and Thieu Ky soldiers was untrue.

After training for a while, the unit divided the fighters
according to their respective strategic plans, based on their
familiarity with geographical locations. I was assigned by the unit to

the Kampong Trabek District People’s Revolutionary Committee
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and was to operate in Kampong Trabek and Peam Ro Districts. As a
new Liberation soldier, I was very proud to be a part of the Liberation
Army, and my heart was anxious to enter the battlefield. The unit
assigned me to hide in the flooded forest at Boeng Sneh and enter the
village at night to persuade people, especially the youth, to support
and join the Liberation Army to liberate the nation from Lon Nol, a
puppet of the American Empire. The Liberation Army was well-
versed in patriotic theories. Entering one village at a time was not
easy because Lon Nol soldiers took over during the day, with most
of them in the US GMC truck, while the generals were mostly in the
A4 jeep in OD colour.

Often, Lon Nol soldiers were seen grabbing people suspected
of being Viet Cong agents and loading them onto trucks. As the
soldiers did so, those who opposed the Lon Nol regime grew
increasingly angry and sent their children to join the revolutionary
group. They also provided food and medicine to the liberation army.
Most of the battles I experienced involved the use of ambush tactics
with minimal force to intimidate the Lon Nol soldiers.

At the beginning of 1972, during the Battle of Kampong
Soeng, the Liberation Army was defeated by Lon Nol’s soldiers and
dispersed. Their soldiers fired artillery from behind, while infantry
chased us from dusk until dark. I ran through the forest, swamp, and
muddy shallow water, making it difficult to move my feet. To avoid
leaving footprints for the enemy to follow, we walked along the
littoral land of the lake. That night, we ran back to the unit and
arrived at dawn. The next morning, we learned that only nine fighters

had returned from the mission, and the fate of the remaining six was

-32-



The Secret Behind The Success Of NEAK OKNHA DR. SOK KONG

still unknown. After resting for about a week, the higher-ups ordered
all forces in Kampong Trabek and Peam Ro districts to be ready to
seize the Neak Loeung market, which was used as an ammunition
and food depot for Lon Nol’s soldiers sent from Phnom Penh.
Intelligence reports indicated that several Marines had been spotted
transporting significant amounts of food and ammunition, possibly
in preparation for a large-scale campaign aimed at demolishing the
enemy’s liberation positions.

Upon receiving the order, the units prepared their forces, as
well as ox carts and boats, ready to transport and hide the war loot in
various locations as soon as it was seized. It was two o’clock in the
morning and the enemy was asleep, leaving only a few soldiers to
guard the position. The resistance troops launched a three-pronged
offensive, leaving only one direction for the enemy to escape: the
gateway to Prey Veng. As planned, the Lon Nol soldiers woke up in
a panic and did not retaliate in large numbers; they only tried to
escape. Another group of resistance forces was waiting to attack
them at Peam Ro Bridge. The battle that night severely damaged Lon
Nol soldiers. The Liberation Army occupied the enemy’s position
for about three hours and hurried to collect all the war loot that the
enemy had left behind. The remaining weapons and loot that could
not be retrieved were burned by the Liberation Army. Just before 5
am, the Liberation Army retreated to their respective secret locations
before the Lon Nol government bombers arrived. At about 6:30 am,
bombers and patrol planes patrolled the battlefield location from the
previous night, and there was artillery fire to support infantry sent

from Neak Loeung on the west part of Peam Ror and Kampong
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Trabek to invade and recapture the standing position from the
Liberation Army. They fired and dropped bombs randomly, causing
a lot of gunfire, but not a single Liberation soldier was injured. This
was because the Liberation Army used guerrilla warfare tactics,
which involved seizing the position but leaving it unoccupied. The
experience gained from the Neak Loeung battlefield was a great
success for the Liberation Army in the Kampong Trabek and Peam
Ro positions.

The joy of victory did not last long as Lon Nol soldiers, along
with South Vietnamese (Thieu Ky) forces, searched for the location
of the Liberation Army and launched an all-day offensive with the
support of artillery and bombers on the locations where the
Liberation Army was hiding. This forced some Liberation units to
run and disperse for safety. As the enemy had more modern weapons
and troops, the Liberation Army fought to get out of Boeng Sneh and
waited until nighttime to counterattack. Lon Nol soldiers usually
launched attacks only during the daytime, but at night, they gathered
their forces back into the fort. In contrast, the Liberation Army hid
during the day and fought at night. The large-scale attack by Lon Nol
soldiers caused my unit to break away and flee for our lives.

However, | was not as fortunate as I had been previously, as
the sky was getting dark and suddenly the enemy’s sixty-millimetre
artillery shells fell near my place of refuge with extremely loud
sounds. As the night approached, darkness descended upon the

surroundings.
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leaders of the Liberation Army at Phnom Kulen in Siem Reap in 1973, organized

by China and Vietnam. Pol Pot stood in the front row (second from the right). At
that time King Sihanouk did not know who he was. The woman standing next to
the King is Khieu Ponnary, the wife of Pol Pot (Saloth Sar). Holding the camera

was Queen Norodom Monineath Sihanouk (DC-Cam)

7- Disability

Two days later, I regained consciousness but was unable to
open my eyes due to the bandage. My right arm was almost broken
and paralyzed, and I moaned in pain. I could perceive things only
through hearing and touch. At that moment, a revolutionary doctor
approached me and injected a painkiller obtained from the Neak
Loeung battlefield. The doctor advised me to remain quiet and not
shout as the enemy might hear and discover our hiding place. I cried
because of the pain from my wound and sore eyes. I was badly
injured, hit by shrapnel that damaged my left eye and broke my right
arm. Furthermore, several small pieces of shrapnel remained

embedded in my flesh. The revolutionary doctor told me that I had
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been unconscious since before I arrived at the hospital and it had
been two days since then. The revolutionary doctor confirmed that
my injury was severe and that my left eye may be permanently
disabled. However, my right eye was still functioning. The doctor
advised me to rest for at least three months until I recovered.

When the doctor described my condition, I began to despair.
I cried, but my tears only intensified the pain. However, the doctors
encouraged me and praised my unit’s outstanding achievements in
seizing food, weapons, and medicine from the enemy during the
Battle of Neak Loeung in the previous days. His words brought me
some relief.

Days seemed longer for a patient like me. Six months passed,
and although my wound had healed, it left scars on my body and my
left arm. The lack of medical equipment meant that my left arm
could not be straightened and still bends to this day. The worst part
was that I lost my left eye completely, which left me permanently
paralyzed in both my arm and eye. Some bomb fragments could not
be removed and they remain inside my body. Although the pain from
my injury had subsided, I had to bid farewell to the doctor and return
to my unit. However, due to my disability, the unit decided to send
me back to my original base, which meant that I had to leave the
Liberation Army and return to Deum Kor village, Steung Slot
Commune.

When I returned to the village, I found it to be much quieter
and less busy than before. Lon Nol soldiers had repatriated
Vietnamese migrants back to Vietnam. Even though some of these

migrants had legal status and had children born in Cambodia, if their
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parents were Vietnamese, they were still required to be deported.
Only individuals of Khmer, Chinese, Cham, some foreign
nationalities, and Khmer Vietnamese of distant lineage who
identified with and upheld Khmer cultural traditions and nationality
were permitted to reside in Cambodia.

As soon as | got home, my mother hugged me tightly and shed
tears because of the excitement and surprise to meet me again after
being separated for almost two years without notice. As for my
father, he was sitting helplessly and seemed to regret what he had
done to me as a child, which was also what led me to become
paralyzed in one arm and one eye. In fact, he wanted to leave the
village for a long time but was afraid that I could not find them when
I returned if they had left the village. He always hoped that I was still
alive and came back to them one day. Therefore, he endured living
there in distress and fear because during the daytime the Lon Nol
soldiers were in charge, and at nighttime when the troops retreated to
the fort, the liberation army came back, causing fear. Our family
could be accused by Lon Nol soldiers of being a spy for the Khmer
Rouge or by the Khmer Rouge of being agents of Lon Nol soldiers.
Living in that situation was extremely dangerous. The presence of
me with injuries and disabilities was the reason my family decided
to run away from their hometown in Steung Slot Commune
immediately because they were afraid that the Lon Nol soldiers

would find out.
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(Lon Nol regime)

8- Fleeing the Home Country

In 1972, as the situation in our district became more chaotic,
my family decided to flee the conflict zone at Steung Slot and live in
Dey Krahorm Village near the Cambodian-Vietnamese border.
To leave Cambodia for Vietnam, one only needs to cross the Mekong
River, as the two countries are separated by the lower Mekong River.
In the Dey Krahorm area, there was also conflict between Lon Nol
soldiers and the Liberation Army. My family discussed choosing the
village as our temporary stop while we waited for the situation to
return to normal, after which we planned to return to our hometown.
However, if the situation worsened, my family would cross the river
to Vietnam. Crossing into Vietnam was not easy because their
administration strictly controlled their population, unlike in
Cambodia.

When the country was still at peace, my father used to frequent
the Dey Krahorm area for business and he had many friends, which
made living there less challenging. However, this did not necessarily

mean that our business was successful; it simply meant that we could
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live normally like the people there and had good relationships.
At Dey Krahorm village, we could no longer continue our fishing
trade as we had done before. To adapt, my mother began using the
money she had saved before to buy goods from Vietnam and opened
a grocery shop in the village. While my father continued with his bad
habit of spending time with his friends from morning until night and
not contributing to the family’s business, my mother bore the burden
of supporting us. I was very worried about my family and could not
stay silent. Using my business acumen, I reached out to the
Liberation Army to trade goods. They needed medicine, batteries,
and lighter flints, and in exchange, they offered rice, corn, beans,
pigs, chickens, and ducks. Since we did not use the money back
then, we calculated the value of our goods in monetary terms and
exchanged other goods of equal value. This business proved
profitable for me since the exchange of goods favoured my side.

While the new business was highly profitable, it also carried
great risk. If Lon Nol’s soldiers caught me and accused me of trading
with the Liberation Army, I could have been imprisoned for life.

I enjoyed living there because it allowed me to stay close to the
woman [ had fallen in love with while working in the fishery
business, before joining the Liberation Army. For almost two years,
I had been separated from her. During that time, I thought of her
often and prayed that if I survived, I would return to her and that she
would remember me as always. However, when I finally came back
to her, I worried that my disabled body would disappoint her.
I remained hopeful and worked to strengthen my qualifications,

determined to prove that my physical disability was not a
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disadvantage. I tirelessly struggled in business to demonstrate my
ability to raise a family as a responsible man, one who is physically
but not mentally disabled. Since the woman had no mother and lived
only with her father and siblings, I feared that someone else might
propose to her before I had the chance and that her father might
agree to it. I begged my mother to arrange my engagement with her
as she was of marriageable age. My parents then sought the help of
their friend to gather information about her relatives, father, and
herself. The woman in question is Miss Kim Leng, a beautiful girl
from Dey Krahorm Village. When my parents approached her father
to discuss the possibility of arranging an engagement between me
and his daughter, Mr. Kim Ngan, her father, was hesitant and
uncertain about how to proceed, which left me feeling afraid and
disappointed. Mr. Kim Ngan spoke to his daughter, Miss Kim Leng,
about the matter. Ultimately, the decision was left to him. After
considering the situation, Mr. Kim Ngan agreed to allow his 16-year-
old daughter to marry me, a 17-year-old.

Amidst the war, a simple wedding ceremony took place in late
1972, and Miss Kim Leng has been my wife ever since. Following
tradition, the newly married couple went to live with the groom’s
family. To improve my family’s financial situation, I began working
twice as hard. My wife stayed at home to help my mother with a
small grocery business. Meanwhile, I undertook a risky venture:
smuggling medicine from the area occupied by Lon Nol soldiers to
sell to the Liberation Army, which was located in a forest area in
Kamchay Mear district, Prey Veng province. This business was

conducted secretly and was fraught with danger, but it was also
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highly profitable. Cycling from Dey Krahorm village to Kamchay
Mear, | had to overcome numerous obstacles, particularly in conflict

zonces.

= . iR Cnn . 0 1S
Bicycles were the main means for transporting passengers or business activities

- 2

during the 1970s, whether legally or illegally. (Sin Sothea)

During the day, Lon Nol soldiers patrolled the village in cars,
and at night, Liberation Army members entered to find food and
encourage young people to join their cause in the forest. Medicine
transportation was done in small amounts to avoid suspicion, as it
was a prohibited item at the time. In the afternoon, when I returned
home, I would bring rice or pigs to sell, as a cover for the smuggling
of medicine. This kind of smuggling was not done only by me, but
also by others. Whenever smugglers came across a military vehicle,
they would be so frightened that they sometimes ran away or got

caught by soldiers and if medicines or lighter flints were found they
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got loaded into trucks, the destination unknown. In addition, when
they heard an aeroplane approaching, they would run for cover
because often, if a plane saw people in a line, they would fire
machine guns from above. At the time, there were many patrol
planes used for inspections. I noticed that about an hour after a patrol
plane passed, a T28 bomber could be heard dropping bombs

somewhere.

File photo: T-28
bomber (T-28)

Besides aircraft obstacles, several patrol helicopters belonging
to the Vietnamese Thieu Ky, nicknamed Akaro'” by the people of the
liberated area, frequently disrupted the people’s daily business.
These low-flying aircraft were equipped with machine guns and
often hovered over individuals, checking documents and goods if
they suspected someone of being a Viet Cong agent or a smuggler
supplying goods to the Liberation Army.

As a former liberation soldier, I had a lot of experience dealing

with these situations. Whenever I heard a car approaching, I quickly

7  The Akaro aircraft is the name given to the planes used in the liberated areas.
According to a popular saying, one of these aircraft was shot down by Yeay Karo (real
name Chreng), who was the wife of Mr. Sor Phim, the Chief of the Eastern Zone.
As a result of this event, the aircraft came to be known as Akaro
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threw a pack of medicine into the bushes, leaving only a bag of rice
and a sack on my bicycle. If the soldiers found nothing suspicious,
they would move on. Yet, if they discovered medicine or lighter
flints, they would tie up the suspected person and take them away.
After the soldiers left, I would retrieve the hidden medicine and
continue on my way. I never sold the medicine directly to the
Liberation Army; instead, I relied on brokers who operated out of a
house near Kamchay Mear market. This was a gathering place for
businessmen from different areas who bought and sold beans,
soybeans, pigs, chickens, and other agricultural products.

I want to emphasize that at the time, Kamchay Mear was
controlled by the government forces of the Khmer Republic, just like
Dey Krahorm village, which was situated near the Khmer resistance.
Most conflict areas were located about four-five kilometres from the
district town. This means that during the daytime, Lon Nol soldiers
patrolled the area, but at night, it was the Liberation Army’s turn.
Our secret business continued as usual, earning enough profit for a
decent living. In early 1973, over a year after our marriage, my wife
and I received a wonderful gift - the birth of our eldest son, whom we
named Sok Yeak.

After my wife gave birth to our eldest son, I was unable to stay
at home and care for them for an extended period, leaving most of
the burden on our family, especially my mother, who helped care for
my wife during her weakened state. To support our livelihood, I had
to promptly return to business and save up money. In 1973, the
political situation in Cambodia grew increasingly dangerous, and

my secret business became riskier. Payment for goods was often
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delayed, and brokers requested credit terms, meaning they would
pay for the previous commodity only after the delivery of a new one.
This was likely a strategy of the Liberation Army to ensure suppliers
would not flee due to unpaid debts. To avoid losing payment for our
goods, smugglers had to find ways to provide a steady supply,
regardless of the danger. With my limited income, I expanded my
business to include the regular transport and sale of salt and hidden
medicine. In 1973, I saved up enough money to purchase an old
machine boat to cross the river and buy goods in South Vietnam.
Instead of transporting goods by bicycle from Dey Krahorm village
to sell to the Khmer resistance troops in Kamchay Mear district, I
changed direction and began transporting goods by small boat to sell
to the Viet Cong troops. At that time, the Viet Cong troops were
hidden within our Khmer territory, working with the Khmer Rouge
to attack the Khmer Republic and the Thieu Ky soldiers. As a result,
both Thieu Ky and Viet Cong troops were present on Khmer
territory. For the readers’ information, the Viet Cong was a
communist army from the socialist state of Vietnam or North
Vietnam, supported by the Soviet Union and China, while the Thieu
Ky army was the army of the Republic of Vietnam or South Vietnam,
supported by America.

In 1974, the security situation in Dey Krahorm village grew
more perilous as the Viet Cong and Liberation Army entered the area
with greater frequency. This resulted in an increased distrust of the
local population by Lon Nol soldiers, who also imposed stricter
travel restrictions for entering and leaving the village. As a result,

my paternal grandfather, Ta Kray, who held traditional beliefs, led
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our family to flee to Koh Sampov village to start farming. There, we
rented ten hectares of land for rice cultivation, and under Ta Kray’s
guidance, our family achieved good yields. However, that year, tens
of millions of fire ants suddenly appeared and began to attack and
eat the rice grains in the area, including our family’s ten rice fields.
We lost over half of our crop, making that year a difficult and
unlucky one for our family.

In my trading activities, the Viet Cong stopped paying me in
cash and began compensating me with other goods, such as live pigs,
beans, and corn, which I then transported to sell on the Vietnamese
side. This proved to be a lucrative venture for me. In 1974, my wife
became pregnant and gave birth to our second son, Sok Hong, in
Koh Sampov Commune.

However, by the beginning of 1975, the situation in the country
had grown increasingly chaotic as the Liberation Army (Khmer
Rouge) laid siege to Phnom Penh and other provincial towns of the

Khmer Republic. The Liberation Army continued to expand its

positions.

Phnom Penh in early 1975,
on the outskirts of the city.
(DC-Cam File)
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At this point, let me digress to share with you the story of
Grandpa Kray, who had raised a python from the time it was a small
snake. One day, it disappeared from its cage. Then, a few months
before the liberation army attacked Phnom Penh, the python crawled
across the lake behind the house, returned home, and circled the cage
it used to inhabit. Grandpa, being an old man with a compassionate
heart towards all living beings and many traditional beliefs, didn’t
catch or harm it. The python stared at the house before crawling east
towards Vietnam. Grandpa carefully watched it until it was out of
sight. That night, after the python had left, Grandpa had a dream in
which his ancestors instructed him to follow the direction python.
They warned him that if he did not leave, his family would suffer.
The next morning, he and my grandmother gathered our family and
announced that we needed to move to a new place as the old place
could no longer guarantee our happiness.

My father and I visited a friend in Hong Ngu Village, a
Vietnamese settlement near the Cambodian border, to rent a plot of
land for building a small house. Once we found a suitable location,
we transported some rice there to store temporarily. Ta Kray and
Grandma went ahead to look after the items we left there.

By the end of February 1975, a wave of Chinese immigrants
was leaving Cambodia for Vietnam, which made my family
increasingly anxious. Nonetheless, I continued doing business with
the resistance (Khmer Rouge) to make a living. The payment for
medicines and other goods continued to be in the form of exchanging
live pigs, soybeans, and other items. Whenever I received a pig, I
took it to Hong Ngu village to sell it for cash, which I then used to

purchase medicine to exchange with the Khmer Rouge.
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Map showing the geography of the area near the Cambodian-Vietnamese border,
from Dey Krahorm village (Cambodia) to Hong Ngu village (Vietnam) at present.
The distance between the two villages is approximately 60 km, and it takes around

1 hour and 40 minutes to travel by car.

On April 17, 1975, the Khmer Rouge took complete control of
Phnom Penh. Soon after, they expelled the city’s inhabitants,
claiming they needed to escape the US bombing. Many of the
wealthiest residents, who were mostly businessmen, fled Cambodia
as quickly as they could before the Khmer Rouge closed the borders.
They passed through Dey Krahorm village and continued to Vietnam
to seek refuge.

Observing the tense situation, my father Sok Kheang gathered
our remaining possessions and all of the children to temporarily flee
to Hong Ngu village, awaiting a return to our hometown once peace
was restored. Meanwhile, I had a second job as an illegal immigrant
smuggler, evading surveillance by both the Vietnamese authorities

and the Khmer Rouge. Moreover, my business with the Khmer
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Rouge continued, as despite having liberated the country, they still
lacked medicine and supplies which were smuggled in from
Vietnam.

The smuggling business was exceedingly dangerous in those
days. In order to avoid arrest by the Vietnamese authorities, I did my
utmost to keep the pigs quiet during their clandestine journey from
the Cambodian side into Vietnam. I vividly recall the guilt I felt for
my actions: [ would get the pigs drunk and sprinkle ashes in their
sacks, hoping to muffle their cries. Tragically, some pigs would
suffocate and die along the way. Every step was fraught with danger,
both in Cambodia and Vietnam, since my business was entirely

illegal.

Khmer Rouge soldiers
arrived in Phnom Penh
on April 17, 1975

(DC-Cam file)

from Phnom Penh
on April 17, 1979
(DC-Cam file)
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After the liberation of Phnom Penh, people were ordered to
leave the city and other provincial towns and move to the countryside.
For three months, I was unable to continue my business of
transporting goods or trading with the Khmer Rouge. Anyone who
attempted to infiltrate Khmer land was sent to live in villages
designated by the organization. Unfortunately, my last payment for
goods was lost because I couldn’t go and collect it from the Khmer
Rouge. My family of thirteen members lived in a state of turmoil in
Vietnam. As refugees, we faced various challenges with the
Vietnamese authorities, but we tried our best to negotiate with them
to grant us asylum. Eventually, we were allowed to live temporarily
in Hong Ngu village near the Cambodian border, while Cambodia
was at war.

Nearly two weeks after the Khmer Rouge captured Phnom
Penh on April 17, 1975, North Vietnam also fully occupied Prey
Nokor (Saigon) on April 30. However, the Vietnamese authorities
did not evacuate the city’s inhabitants at that time. After their victory,
Vietnam began organizing authorities at the provincial, district, and
commune levels. This brought legal recognition for my family’s life,
but we still lacked secure employment and a decent income.
Everything was very different from what we were used to having
back home, so we faced more difficulties. We went to live in the
village of Hong Ngu for a while, but eventually, a close friend of
Grandpa Kray found us and invited our whole family to live in his
village called Thuong Phuoc, which was about thirty kilometres
inside Vietnamese territory. Grandpa decided to follow his friend’s

lead, so we moved there.
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For illustration: Refugees travelling by boat in 1975 (Credit: D.R.)

9- Life in Vietnam

We arrived at Thuong Phuoc village, the Mekong River flood
had receded and it was time to start dry-season rice farming. A close
friend of my grandfather gave my family a piece of land in the
village to build a temporary hut, and also lent us over one hectare of
dry farmland to help us make a living. Our large family at the time
had no source of income except for the farmland we had borrowed,
which was over a hectare in size. Vietnam was very poor at the time,
and dry-season farming relied entirely on manual labour since there
were no pumping machines available. However, thanks to my talents
for innovation and entrepreneurship, I was able to repurpose my boat
engine as a makeshift pump to irrigate our rice field. I even provided
pumping services to nearby villagers, which earned enough to cover
the cost of gasoline and engine oil, as well as expenses on rice,
allowing for a modest living. For me, that Yanmar boat engine was

everything.
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Yanmar (Japan) engine, which was repurposed oat engine by removing

the propeller from the shaft to be equipped with a centrifugal pump.

Although South Vietnam fell under communist rule, the
practice was completely different from that of Democratic
Kampuchea, which did not allow for private ownership. In Vietnam,
private property was still allowed, despite significant suppression by
the state. Cross-border trade was possible under the guise of stealth.
As a result, those who dared to take the risk of transporting goods
from one area to another stood to make a higher profit but were also
at a greater risk. Whenever the government caught them, it
confiscated all of their goods and sometimes even put them in jail.
Apart from my farm work, I did not remain idle. I gathered my
remaining money and gold and resumed trading. This business
involved conducting secret trades with the Khmer Rouge on the
border, with the hope of receiving payment or exchanging it for the
money they owed me earlier. This trafficking was highly dangerous,
but at the time, I was unaware of the oppressive and deadly
dictatorship in Cambodia, where [ used to reside. All I knew was that

they had stopped using money and evacuated people from the city.
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However, when I joined the Khmer resistance movement in the early
1970s, the Khmer Rouge army was gentle with the people and
adhered to a strict moral code. Even taking a pinch of salt, pepper, or
tamarind required permission from the owner. Sexual immorality
was also strictly punishable. The organization did not allow anyone
to violate the 6th morality®. Wherever they went, the organization’s
army was welcomed and fully supported by the people. In contrast,
Lon Nol’s soldiers were never welcomed by the people due to their
lack of discipline.

In order to resume trading with the Khmer Rouge, I bought
kerosene and gasoline hidden in the boat hatch, as well as knives,
shovels, and axes from Vietnam to trade with the Khmer Rouge at
the border in exchange for pigs and beans. As mentioned earlier, the
business was illegal because Vietnamese authorities considered it so
and punishable. Therefore, when I traded goods with the Khmer
Rouge for a pig, [ had to pour alcohol into its mouth to make it drunk
so that it would not scream and alert the Vietnamese authorities.
Additionally, there were sacks of ashes for the pigs to choke on if
they screamed.

To make the pigs drunk, I would pour a bottle of alcohol per
pig. Thin pigs couldn’t survive until the destination, while fat ones
would get drunk, fall asleep, and not make any noise. Trafficking
brought in a lot of money, and I often managed to escape arrest by
Vietnamese authorities. However, sometimes I would be stopped by

low-level patrols like the Scouts, who would try to intercept the

(8) 6™ Morality: The language of the Khmer Rouge organization states that those who
commit immoral acts such as engaging in adultery, fornication, and rape will be

punished severely, even with death.
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goods. In order to avoid having everything confiscated, I would give
them some items if they asked. Encountering provincial or national
crime suppression teams was bad luck in this business. As for the
pigs, I sold them at Dong Thap Market or in An Giang province. To
conduct this business, my wife, children, and I had to live on the boat
and treat it as our home. Living like this could be dangerous at any
time since I had two young sons, one three-year-old and one-year-
old, on the same boat. If we weren’t careful enough, they could
drown anytime.

Due to the long journey, my wife and I took turns navigating
the motorboat. My wife was also a skilled boat driver, as we were
accustomed to living and trading on the water. Along the way, we
had to rest in various places, sometimes during the day and
occasionally at night, depending on our geographical location and to
avoid being spotted by Vietnamese authorities on patrol. At times,
we had to dock in unfamiliar villages to buy medicine for our
children, who were suffering from fever and diarrhoea. These were
perilous excursions, especially when authorities were present to
guard the riverbanks. Fortunately, we managed to avoid being
detected by the Vietnamese authorities during each of our stops to

buy medicine for our sick children.

10- Life on the Boat

Nobody is fortunate forever. My family’s entire capital had to
be invested in our boat on the river, and even the fate of our family’s
four lives floated with it. One day, when my boat was in the Dong

Thap area, I encountered a patrol boat of the provincial authorities,
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and all the goods on my boat were confiscated, including rice, which
had been banned by the Vietnamese military. It’s worth noting that at
that time, even transporting 10 kg of rice across the southern
provinces required approval from the highest authority in Hanoi,
causing great suffering for the people.

Returning to the story of my arrest and the subsequent
confiscation of goods, we pleaded with the authorities for mercy and
were eventually released to return home, though all the goods on our
boat were taken. I was also warned that any future attempts to
transport prohibited goods would result in the seizure of our boat and
goods, and imprisonment for us. During our journey back, my two
children became hungry and cried, while my wife and I struggled to
manage our hunger. Moved by our children’s cries, I decided to
approach some locals for help, even though we were strangers to
them. Fortunately, a kind family donated two cans of rice and some
milk to us, touched by our children’s plight. We were grateful to
them and even knelt down to thank them. We hurriedly made
porridge to feed our hungry children. As we still had a long way to
go, my wife only used a small portion of the rice to cook the porridge
so it would last for several days. Though we had little else to add to
the porridge, my wife added a small package of salt that we had left
over from the confiscation, to improve the taste for the children.
Watching our children eat without crying, we felt a deep sense of
relief and gratitude. With those two cans of rice, we were able to
make it back to Thuong Phuoc Village, where my parents eagerly

awaited our return after several days on the water.
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When I arrived in Thuong Phuoc village, I was deeply upset
that all of my belongings had been confiscated by the authorities. I
didn’t know where to find more capital to continue my business, and
poverty was closing in on my family. Every day, my wife and I were
consumed with worry, leaving us unable to sleep. I knew that if I
didn’t take a risk, my family might starve to death. Returning to
business again meant two things: either the little remaining wealth
would be confiscated, or I could earn an income to keep us going.
With this in mind, I decided to catch more than ten pigs that my
mother had raised, put them on a boat for sale, and used the money
to buy back fifteen small piglets for my mother to raise again.
Additionally, my family still had four cows. At that time, my mother
was selling groceries just to support our family. The pigs became my
investment capital, helping me save more than 40 Damleng9 (1500
grams of gold) over time. Although our business was doing well, we
faced increasing restrictions from the Khmer Rouge and Vietnam.
My wife and I decided that we would conduct only one more trade
before taking a break, as she was pregnant with our third son.
Unfortunately, that trade ended in disaster. The authorities in An
Giang province cracked down on illegal trade along the Mekong

River, and we were caught up in the operation.

11- Imprisoned in Vietnam for 7 Months and 23 Days.
As mentioned earlier, all shipments of food items such as rice,
corn, and soybeans had to be accompanied by a permit from the

authorities in Hanoi. Failure to obtain permission constituted an

(9) Damleng is a unit of gold that equals 10 Chi or 37.5 grams (1 Chi equals 3.75grams).
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offence that could result in imprisonment in the province. While
sailing on my boat loaded with goods, accompanied by my two
young sons and my pregnant wife of six months, the An Giang
provincial inspection boat intercepted us and pulled us ashore. The
military patrolled and unloaded all the goods on the ground with a
fierce attitude that terrorized my wife and children. I was desperate
as I didn’t know how to convince them, knowing that they would
confiscate everything on the boat. After removing all the goods, they
arrested me, accusing me of stealing food to support the enemy, an
unforgivable offence. I tried to explain, but my plea fell on deaf ears.
My wife pleaded with tears in her eyes, but it was in vain; the
authorities were unmoved. They grabbed me and dragged me away
as my wife and children cried. I was stunned, realizing that my poor
family, living on the boat, had lost their support and didn’t know
what the future held. Unfortunately, the children were still young,
and my wife was pregnant. I was so worried how she would earn a
living without a penny. I didn’t know what my destiny would be.
Would I be imprisoned, and if so, for how long? These thoughts were

racing through my mind.
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The military took me to a prison in Chau Doc where I was
detained without trial. Day after day, night after night, prisoners
would wake up at five in the morning to prepare a small bed and
wash their faces without a toothbrush. Daily exercise and labour
were also routine. Fortunately, my sentence was not severe, so [ was
held with other non-violent inmates. In prison, I met an old man in
his seventies who became my closest friend. He had also been
imprisoned for a business-related crime, like my own charge of
smuggling. He warned that if we were to be sent to court, the
punishment would be more severe. Consequently, those serving their
prison term in this facility were constantly worried. Some had been
detained for many months and had just received a summons to
appear in court, while others were unexpectedly called for release.
Therefore, every call from a prison guard was more frightening than
relieving, as it could mean being summoned to court and facing a
longer sentence.

What I will never forget is the taste of rice crust cooked on a
stove and shared at around nine o’clock almost every morning
during my detention. Another memorable moment occurred after |
had been imprisoned for about three months when my best friend
took my hand and predicted that I was the luckiest person and would
become rich in the future. I laughed out loud and joked with him, ‘If
you could foresee things, why are you in prison?’ But he insisted,
‘No, you will become rich. We can bet on that.” I countered, ‘How
can [ become rich? We’re in prison, and the communists won’t allow
us to do business. Back in Cambodia, the Khmer Rouge has ruled

and killed many people. When will it end?’ Personally, I didn’t
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believe in prophecies and worried about the fate of my wife and
children outside of prison. I couldn’t know how miserable their lives
would be with no money, no property, and two small children to
feed, as well as a baby on the way. The old man confirmed that he
had only read my hand according to the rules, but he asked me to
remember his words. Afterward, he went to sleep, leaving a mix of
thoughts in my mind that kept me from sleeping. I was worried about
my wife and children waiting outside, unsure of how she could bring
our young children home without any money and with the boat
running low on gas.

Let me pause my account of life in prison and recount the
experiences of my wife and children on the day I was arrested, based
on what she later told me after my release. When the authorities
apprehended me, my wife, Mrs. Kim Leng, wept and implored the
soldiers to release me and take only our goods instead. She explained
that she could not bear to lose me, especially since she was pregnant
and about to give birth, and had no one else to rely on. However, the
soldiers in An Giang province disregarded her pleas. Unlike the
authorities in Dong Thap province, who had previously confiscated
our goods but left us unharmed, the An Giang provincial authorities
were ruthless. They ignored my wife’s cries of agony, and took me
away without disclosing my whereabouts. After my arrest, my wife
and children waited for three days without food on our boat. They
survived thanks to the kindness of locals. When three days had
passed and I had not returned, my wife asked the locals about my
whereabouts. They advised her not to wait any longer and instead to

return home, warning that anyone arrested by the soldiers would be
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sent to prison in An Giang province. Upon receiving the distressing
news, my wife requested rice and a small amount of money from the
locals to purchase gasoline for the boat and return to Thuong Phuoc
Village.

Upon arrival, my wife asked my mother to sell all the pigs to
buy fruits and sell them on the boat as a means of making a living.
During this time, my wife acted as both a father and mother figure
for our family. She knew how to operate the boat, repair its engine
when it broke down due to minor issues, and did not need to seek
external help.

Despite the poverty that plagued our family, my wife remained
resilient and persevered to overcome our challenges. A few months
later, after saving money from selling fruits, she requested my
mother to allow her to visit me while I was in detention in Chau Doc,
An Giang province. After obtaining permission, she brought her two
young sons along with her. Despite not having her husband by her
side, she demonstrated immense strength and courage, driving the
boat by herself along the river, crossing the raging waves during the
flooding season in August 1976, which was one of the most severe
floods that year. After docking the boat with the locals, my pregnant
wife, carrying a bag of food and a package of fruit, took her sons by
the hand and walked to the detention center where I was being held.
As the prison guard brought me to her, she wept, and I, too, was
moved to tears. The two children hugged me tightly as they had
missed me dearly. As for me, I was overwhelmed and speechless,
feeling like I was in a dream. It was the first time we had seen each

other in over three months since I was detained. As we sat facing
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each other, my wife saw me as a very thin and sickly-looking
husband with black eyes and a pale face. She pitied my life in prison
and I comforted her, asking her to take care of herself since she was
pregnant, and to keep fighting to overcome the poverty that plagued
our family. I promised that when I got out of prison, I would do my
best to repay my wife’s hardships and work hard to lift our family
out of poverty. The tearful meeting lasted only two hours, seeming to
pass by too quickly for us. As my wife and children said goodbye to
me in tears, she carried the children back to the boat with utmost
compassion. Day and night passed in the usual order of nature, but it
could not stop me from recalling the events of my past. While in
prison, I reflected on everything my life had gone through.
I imagined that if I were to be released, I could start my own
business, live in a decent home, and have a job that was far safer than
the dangerous one I had before. It would bring happiness to my
family, and if it came true like the old man’s prediction in the prison,
it would be a miracle for me. One morning, around 9 o’clock in late
1976, after nearly eight months in prison, the prison guard summoned
me to the detention office. I felt both scared and relieved, unsure of
what was about to happen. I knew that the call could mean either
good news - that [ would be released - or bad news - that [ would be
sent to the provincial court without knowing the outcome. When
they called my name, my imprisoned friends each wished me good
luck, hoping that I would be released. An old man who had
prophesized my future a few days before told me, “Today is your
lucky day.” He also said, “We will be separated from now on,” and

asked me to do my best to fulfill the prophecies of nature that he
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predicted would come true for me. He was confident that I would
become rich in the future. At the detention office, the agent in charge
asked me, “Do you know what you did wrong and why you have
been detained for almost eight months?” I replied that I did not know
the goods I was transporting required permission from the provincial
authorities. In the province where I lived, they were not banned,
which led me to believe that your province was similar. “Very well,
you answered correctly. Hopefully, in the future, you will not make
the same mistake that led to your arrest,” he said. “If you are caught
again, you will be severely punished and sent to court.” Upon
hearing these words, I was overjoyed because I knew I would not be
sent to court and might be released that day. I thanked them for their
guidance and promised not to engage in any illegal activities. The
director of the detention center asked me to pack my belongings and
complete some forms before leaving to reunite with my family. [ was
instructed to change out of my prisoner uniform and put on the
clothes I was wearing on the day I was arrested. Upon entering the
prison, I was instructed to remove my clothes and put on the
prisoner’s uniform. Consequently, the shirt that I had taken off my
sweaty body, which had been stored for almost eight months, had a
very bad odor. Unfortunately, I did not have time to do laundry
before being escorted out. I bid farewell to my fellow inmates, as
well as the prison guards, and thanked them for not treating me like
a criminal by abusing or beating me. I had been incarcerated for
seven months and twenty-three days, from the day I was imprisoned
until my release. During this period, I never had the opportunity to
go outside and see the world beyond the prison fence, as my

punishment did not require me to work outside the prison.
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After my release from prison, I found myself w