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Yagloo is a village of growling stom-
achs and hollowed faces. The peo-
ple are surrounded by floodwaters
that have drowned their animals,
submerged their crops and swept
away their homes. With only unripe
fruit and filthy water to live on,
they’re slowly starving to death.

At the faintest hum of an out-
board engine, about 200 villagers,
essentially the entire mobile popu-
lation of Yagloo, run to the banks of
the swollen Shabelle River with
empty baskets, hoping for pow-
dered milk, a few handfuls of grain,
malaria pills, anything.

“You! You! You!” they yelled at a
passing boat, which unfortunately
on this morning was carrying only
journalists. “Don’t forget us.”

They held up mud-streaked
palms and pointed to a darkening
sky. More rain was on the way.

The floods here are yet another
instalment of a nation in crisis. At a
time when Somalia seems inexora-
bly close to an all-out war with Ethi-
opia, with a destructive potential

that could dwarf the countless
deaths from the past 15 years of an-
archy, a deluge has arrived, plung-
ing Somalia’s breadbasket under
water, creating the conditions for
an extended famine and taking the
area’s woes to a whole new level.

Experts have said this has been
the worst flood season in East Africa
in 50 years, and hundreds of people
have already drowned, starved,
succumbed to waterborne diseases
such as cholera and malaria, or
been eaten by crocodiles.

The other day, not far from
where Yagloo’s children played on
the riverbank, a set of unblinking
yellow eyes hung just above the sur-
face of the water. “They’re hungry,
too,” said Muhammad Ali Gnani, a
local aid worker.

He later pointed out a huge croc-
odile carcass rotting in the bush,
sizzling with flies, that his guards
shot with assault rifles after it had
eaten a boy. Crocodile attacks have
been a problem across East Africa
as the drenching rains have driven

hundreds of thousands of people
from their homes and left them ex-
posed in rising river waters teeming
with wild animals.

Some people have refused to be
rescued, including a group of Ethio-
pian herders who were trapped on
shrinking patches of high land.
They said they would rather die
next to their cattle than live without
them, and Ethiopia alone has lost
about 500 people to the rains. Many
climatologists blame global warm-
ing for the erratic weather, which
brought extreme drought last year
and left the earth as hard as con-
crete – and as impervious. When
the torrential rains came, the water
just pooled.

In Yagloo, which is about 50km
north of the Somali capital, Moga-
dishu, villagers are stranded on a
thin spit of mud between the over-
flowing Shabelle and the lake that
swallowed their homes. The water,
which is the creamy brown colour
of milky tea, is so deep that in some
places all you can see are the pointy
tops of straw huts. A few flip-flops
and plastic bags float by. 

When it rains, people duck un-
der plastic tarps, if they have them,
or huddle in shivering groups be-
neath the lush banana trees. Dinner
is typically green bananas or boiled

mangos. At night, families curl up
together in soggy blankets.

The people here are Muslim,
and two elders sat talking about a
way to persuade God to stop the
rain. “If only we could sacrifice an
animal,” said Ahmed Mahmoud.

“But all our animals have
drowned,” said Hussein Hassan,
finishing the thought. 

The floods have already pushed
people on the wobbly edge of sur-
vival past the point of no return. 
Yagloo’s cornfields, part of Soma-

lia’s crucial Shabelle agricultural
belt, are submerged in stinking wa-
ter, which means no crops to eat,
much less to sell, next year. In
neighbouring villages, it’s the same,
with piles of rotten melons stacked
alongside submerged roads. “No
doubt about it,” said Muhammad
Fuje, an official with the World
Health Organisation in Somalia.
“Next year, there will be famine.”

This is not purely a natural di-
saster. Somalia hasn’t had a func-
tioning government since 1991, and

one result has been a shamelessly
neglected infrastructure. That in-
cludes a dam near the Shabelle that
recently burst, unleashing a cas-
cade that swept away villagers.

Few aid agencies have come to
the rescue. Southern Somalia’s rep-
utation for chaos and bloodshed
has scared off most foreign aid
workers, leaving the bulk of relief
efforts in the hands of a new Islamic
administration that’s increasingly
distracted by the prospects of war
with Ethiopia, its much larger and

more powerful neighbour. After the
Islamists came to power in June,
Ethiopia stepped up its support of a
rival group of Somali leaders in Bai-
doa, a city further inland. Recently,
the two sides have been building
their armies.

“We’re doing our best to help the
flood people,” said Abdulrahim Ali
Modei, the Islamic courts informa-
tion minister. “But we need some
help from God.”

So far it doesn’t appear to have
come. The rains started in Septem-
ber and were supposed to stop by
November, the end of a normal
rainy season. But this year they’re
predicted to drum on into January.

All this water has fed a wild
beauty along the river. Huge mango
trees with crisp green leaves lean
over the water. Herons skim to a
landing in the swamps and 1.8-me-
tre-long tiger-striped snakes writhe
through the river. The light changes
dramatically by the minute, shifting
between intense sunshine and sud-
den, stormy darkness. 

At the close of another long, wet
day, a naked boy with a hard round
belly stood on Yagloo’s riverbank
fishing with a bare hook. “The fish
nibble,” said a woman watching
him. “But they don’t bite.” 
The New York Times

Torrential rains drive strife-torn Somalia past the brink 
As war with Ethiopia looms, villagers 
are starving in the worst flood season
in 50 years, writes Jeffrey Gettleman

The rains, which usually end in November, are predicted to last through to
January, and have already destroyed next year’s crops. Photo: Reuters
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P
ast several fenced-off mass

graves linked by a meandering
footpath in the Khmer Rouge
killing fields of Choeung Ek,

Chen Van arrives at the centrepiece of
the memorial ground – a glass-walled,
obelisk-shaped stupa – and stares
dumbfounded.

The shy farmer who has travelled far
from the southeast by bus to be here
gazes at row upon row of human skulls
arrayed neatly on wooden shelves, and
bursts into tears. Burying her face in her
checkered shawl, Chen Van tries in vain
to muffle her sobs. Perhaps, she says,
some of the disembodied heads once
belonged to her three brothers.

Also visiting the memorial is Nguon
Bei, from a farming village in the south.
He, too, professes to be taken aback by
the gruesome sight – for an entirely dif-
ferent reason. He just can’t believe, he
says, his old comrades could have done
this. A small man with an unruly mop of
hair, Nguon Bei wears a faded Unicef
shirt with a heart emblazoned on it. Un-
til recently, he was a Khmer Rouge stal-
wart. “I came here to see those thou-
sands of skulls and hundreds of mass
graves people are talking about,” he
said furtively.

Choeung Ek is one of Cambodia’s
handful of memorials of the Khmer
Rouge genocide that, between 1975 and
1979, claimed the lives of nearly two
million citizens – a third of the nation’s
population then.

Chen Van and Nguon Bei – and 396
fellow villagers from across the country
– were taken to the city as part of a two-
day, educational trip organised and
funded by the Documentation Centre
of Cambodia (DC-Cam), a leading re-
search institution on the killing fields.

Mention Cambodia, and the image
that comes to mind for many is of the
estimated 1.7 million deaths wrought on
the country by the Khmer Rouge during
their brutal reign from 1974-79. So it is
strange that numerous survivors – and
some perpetrators – have yet to learn
about the true extent of the killing fields.
During the Khmer Rouge era, rural
Cambodians were isolated and resigned
to fates imposed by tyrannical overlords.

Many still don’t understand why
they and their families were con-
demned to extreme suffering, let alone
murder, by the Khmer Rouge who pro-
claimed themselves the liberators of the
dispossessed. And governments in the
impoverished nation have done little to
educate Cambodians about the period.

“Most survivors living in rural com-
munities have only isolated memories
of atrocities,” said Ly Sok Kheang, a re-
searcher for DC-Cam, who is escorting
the villagers around memorial sites.
“Many don’t even know what hap-
pened in neighbouring provinces.”

The nation’s awareness of the
Khmer Rouge atrocities might be bol-
stered by the planned trial of Pol Pot’s
henchmen for the events of 30 years
ago, but wrangling over the trial rules
has hampered the proceedings. Last
month, a week-long meeting of both
sides to hammer out the hundreds of
rules and guidelines, governing every-
thing from admissibility of evidence to
witness protection to the height of the
judges’ chairs, resolved nothing.

A source familiar with the talks said
the Cambodian officials – products of a
politicised judiciary described by the
UN in 1999 as “deficient in most impor-
tant areas” – simply refused to negoti-
ate. “There was a clear attempt to stall it,

which is disturbing,” the source said.
Court spokesman Peter Foster ac-
knowledged the Cambodians “spoke
with a common voice”, but said its pri-
mary concern was “not to approve any-
thing that violated the Cambodian legal
system”. Amid speculation about the
hidden hand of Prime Minister Hun Sen
– a former Khmer Rouge commander
not linked to any atrocities – diplomats
said the US$56 million UN-backed pro-
cess could fall apart before the prosecu-
tion names its first suspect. “If they
don’t shape up in the next two months,
there won’t be a trial at all,” a western
diplomat in Phnom Penh said.

Critics of Hun Sen jumped on the
impasse as evidence he had been
spooked by the speed and rigour with
which Canadian prosecutor Robert
Petit was working and needed to apply
the brakes.

The Extraordinary Chambers in the
Courts of Cambodia, as the court is
named officially, are mandated only to
go after Khmer Rouge “senior leaders”
and those “most responsible” for the
atrocities committed during Pol Pot’s
reign of terror.

After Pol Pot’s death in 1998, that was
always assumed to mean “Brother
Number Two” Nuon Chea, ex-presi-
dent Khieu Samphan, ex-foreign minis-

ter Ieng Sary and a few others, including
Duch, head of the Tuol Sleng “S-21”
interrogation centre, and military
supremo Ta Mok, who died in July. But,
the theory goes, perhaps Mr Petit was
casting his net a little too wide and a lit-
tle too close for comfort for a govern-
ment still laden with ageing Khmer
Rouge cadres.

Amid such slow progress, the work
of DC-Cam assumes greater impor-

tance. Every month since February, the
research institution, founded by Yale
University in 1995, has brought villagers
to Phnom Penh in groups of 400 to 500
to show them documentaries, encour-
age them to share memories, and brief
them about war-crimes tribunals slated
at long last to start next year in a UN-
sponsored trial.

“If [the villagers] can witness the
enormity of the crimes, they come to
finally understand what happened not
only to them personally but to our
entire nation,” Ly Sok Kheang said. 

In 1975, under the mantle of “liber-

ation”, Pol Pot’s peasant army of Maoist
guerillas swept into Phnom Penh and
immediately imposed their puritanical
vision of a classless, agrarian society.
Urbanites, labelled “new people”, were
herded out into rice paddies to sweat in
extreme privation alongside rural “base
people”. Intellectuals – teachers, doc-
tors, dance instructors, or anyone wear-
ing glasses – were systematically killed.

In 1979, invading Vietnamese troops

sent the Khmer Rouge fleeing to remote
jungles, yet even now several reconsti-
tuted ex-Khmer Rouge cadres, includ-
ing Hun Sen, retain a grip on politics
and business.

But Chen Van saw the period of
Khmer Rouge domination differently.
With her family broken up and interned
in separate communes for men, wom-
en, and children, the farmer was forced
to toil from 5am to 10pm, while subsist-
ing on a starvation diet and sleeping ex-
posed to the elements under flimsy
thatched awnings. A mushroom picked
unbidden in the forest could have got-

ten her killed – everything belonged to
Angkar (“the Organisation”).

One day in 1976, Chen Van was
planting rice shoots when “I saw my
brothers being handcuffed and I ran
over to them”. She pats her chest gently
to fight back renewed sobs. “My oldest
brother tried to comfort me. He said,
‘Little sister, we have to go’.”

She was later told her brothers – a
rickshaw driver, a fisherman, and a stu-
dent – had been labelled “enemies of
the Revolution” and taken to Toul
Sleng, a high-school-turned-prison in
Phnom Penh, where inmates were tor-
tured into confessing to trumped-up
charges of espionage and sabotage be-
fore being killed.

“I still can’t believe I survived,” she
said. In a family of seven siblings, only
Chen Van and a sister emerged from the
destruction and chaos of the era.

Nguon Bei says he and many of his
brothers-in-arms had nothing to do
with the murder of innocents. “I joined
the revolution [in 1976 at age 18] for the
good of the country,” he said. “I was just
a common foot soldier and was politi-
cally indoctrinated.”

He stripped off his black Khmer
Rouge uniform in 1998 when Pol Pot
died, and insists he has a clear con-
science. “I only killed the enemy,” he

said, referring to the “Vietnamese ag-
gressors”. But how about all those skulls
of his fellow Cambodians displayed at
Choeung Ek? Kneading his knuckles,
Nguon Bei cringes. “I didn’t know my
comrades were killing Khmers behind
our backs.”

DC-Cam invites ex-Khmer Rouge
soldiers like Nguon Bei on its educa-
tional tours to foster reconciliation in
villages where victims and their former
tormentors often live side by side, the
former ostracising the latter in silent
but persistent acts of cold-shouldering.

During an earlier group tour, a wom-
an and her one-time torturer – both
from the same province – were seated
across from each other in a Phnom
Penh hotel dining hall. She fixed him
with an accusatory glare but said not a
word. He bowed his head in shame and
whispered apologies.

“Justice”, said DC-Cam’s director,
Chhang Youk, a survivor of the killing
fields himself and Cambodia’s foremost
researcher on the period, “comes in dif-
ferent forms for different people”.

Closure, too, comes in myriad forms.
For three decades, Mot Voeun, a dimin-
utive woman, has been waiting for her
husband, an erstwhile royalist soldier
arrested by the Khmer Rouge.

This morning she saw him again – in
a photo displayed in a tableau of in-
mates’ mug shots at Toul Sleng in the
capital, which is now a museum. Just
seven of 17,000 men, women, and chil-
dren brought there survived. What Mot
Voeun had always feared but never ad-
mitted to herself was true: he was dead.

Tormented by a tragedy that shat-
tered lives and left questions unan-
swered, survivors often still can’t come
to terms with their loss.

“My mother doesn’t want to believe
her favourite brother is dead,” said
Chhang Youk. “I found a forced confes-
sion by one of his friends that implicated
my uncle, but a fortune-teller has told
my mother [that] her brother is alive, so
she hopes and hopes, waiting for him to
return.” That’s why, he said, education,
not just trying a few mass murderers in
court, remains crucial. Impoverished
Cambodia has a literacy rate of 35 per
cent, but there isn’t much to read about
the Khmer Rouge period, to begin with.

“The Khmer Rouge are not history;
they’re a living reality,” Chhang Youk
said. “They’re still right here among us.”

Two-thirds of Cambodia’s 12 million
citizens were born after the Pol Pot era,
so most young Cambodians know little
or nothing about the horrors their par-
ents and grandparents experienced. In a
79-page textbook on Cambodian history
published for ninth-graders by the Min-
istry of Education in 2000, the Khmer
Rouge era rates two sentences. These
have been excised from a later edition.

In an effort to promote awareness of
the past, DC-Cam publishes Searching
for the Truth, a free monthly that con-
tains testimonials by victims and perpe-
trators alike, and Chhang Youk has
drafted a comprehensive textbook
about the Khmer Rouge for high school
students that awaits government ap-
proval and funding. “We’re serving the
cause of justice just by teaching history
– by remembering and commemorat-
ing victims,” he said.

Chen Van agrees. “So many people
died … If we let our memories of them
fade away, their souls will never be at
rest and find their peace.”
The Christian Science Monitor with
additional reporting by Reuters

In an effort to educate Cambodians, a research institute is giving survivors – and
perpetrators – lessons about the violent reign of the Khmer Rouge, writes Tibor Krausz

“So many people died … If we let our memories
of them fade away, their souls will never be at
rest and find their peace” Chen Van Survivor

Shackles of a brutal past

An iron bed at the Tuol Sleng
(S-21) Genocide Museum
is a stark reminder of the
atrocities that were carried out
in the notorious interrogation
centre. Photo: Zuma Press 


