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Cambodia is a country located in SouthEast Asia and it’s capital is Phnom Penh. It is 
bordered by Thailand, Laos, Vietnam and the Gulf of Thailand. It has a population of over 
15 million people and the official religion is Buddhism. The common language in 
Cambodia is Khmer but there are other dialects within the country. While I was in 
Cambodia on the week without walls trip I learned a lot about Cambodian culture and the 
tragic history of Cambodia. Cambodia’s main ruler is the king who is a very important 
person to the Cambodian people. As I explored Cambodia I realized how connected the 
people are to their culture and religion; there are many temples and spiritual places all 
around Cambodia.  
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Dark Times in Cambodia 
The trip started in the capital city of Cambodia called Phnom Penh. The city holds a lot of 
Cambodia’s history with there being the genocide museum, the killing fields and many 
temples. The first main attraction we visited was the genocide museum but there was 
nothing attractive about it. When I first entered the museum I felt some sort of presence 
around me. I didn’t feel happy nor sad, I felt a sensation of emptiness. As our guide 
started to explain what happened at the genocide museum and Pol Pot’s rule over the 
people, an array of feelings and emotions filled my mind. Feelings of anger, frustration, 
sadness, guilt, fear, hurt and more. It’s hard to put the feelings I felt into words. The main 
reason for this was because of the barbarous actions that the Khmer Rouge did to the 
people of Cambodia. One thing that really hit me hard was when I heard that to kill 
babies the soldiers would throw them into the air and then shoot them with AK-47s. I 
was so angry, frustrated and confused because I was really trying to figure out what type 
of human would do such a thing, especially to something as innocent as a child. However, 
I did not make assumptions to think these soldiers were bad people. I realized that 
maybe the soldiers were doing these acts because they were told to. Pol Pot was the 
head of the Khmer Rouge and a very evil man that completely destroyed Cambodia. The 
soldiers of the Khmer Rouge were probably forced to torture the people of Cambodia or 
else they would be executed themselves. As I walked around the museum I saw the 
torture chambers and it was very hard for me to think of the thousands of people that 
were tortured in them. In fact, many people died here and I learned that the total death 
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rate during the Khmer Rouge’s rule was one and a half to three million people. After 
visiting the museum, we also visited the killing fields. Once again, when I arrived there I 
felt a feeling of despair. I was given a device with a pair of headphones that I could use to 
listen to information about what happened at the killing fields. There were many terrible 
stories from people who survived the Khmer Rouge and how they were treated. There 
was one specific story that was quite hard for me to hear. It was of a girl who was taken 
away from her family by the Khmer Rouge to be raped and beaten by 8 men until she was 
unconscious. After this she was thrown into the holes where the dead were thrown. She 
woke up completely unclothed in this hole with dead bodies. After she escaped the area 
she went back to the village where she was from and the news had already gotten there. 
Although it was not her fault and even after telling the true story, the people of her 
village and even her family shamed her and called her a whore so she had to run away 
from her family. To this day she has not returned to her village. Stories like these both 
frustrate and sadden me and I realize how many lives the Khmer Rouge ruined. When I 
was at the killing fields I also witnessed the killing tree in person. What the soldiers of the 
Khmer Rouge did to children on this tree truly disgusts me. They would grab children by 
their legs and smash their head against the tree until they were dead. Pol Pot was the 
main reason for all these barbarous acts. He wanted a country where everything and 
everyone was equal. No rich or poor people, just equal. On top of that, he removed the 
Cambodian currency from the country so there was to be no money. Pol Pot made 
people work to death, starve to death and he instructed soldiers to torture people in 
order to gather information. He was known for targeting people that were well educated 
such as teachers, lawyers, doctors and businessmen because he was afraid that these 
were the people that could oppose the Khmer Rouge. Not only that but he also 
persecuted people from specific ethnic groups such as Muslims, Buddhists, ethnic 
Chinese, Vietnamese, Thai, and Cambodians with Chinese, Vietnamese or Thai ancestry. 
After hearing and reading about all this, I understood how precious power is and how evil 
people like Pol Pot can take advantage of it. When Pol Pot was interviewed he denied the 
fact that it was his fault that millions of people died. I was deeply saddened when visiting 
the killing fields and hearing the different stories of how people were treated when the 
Khmer Rouge were in power. My heart is with all the families that were affected by this 
terrible time in history and I hope and pray that Cambodia recovers from it.  

Camp Beng Pae 
After exploring the capital of Cambodia, Phnom Penh, we endured on a 6 hour journey to 
the rural area of Cambodia. We stayed at a camp called Camp Beng Pae, that caters for 
groups like ours. On our way to the camp we stopped by a local market place that sold 
Cambodian delicacies such as roasted tarantula, roasted silkworms, scorpions and many 
more of those interesting snacks. From my perspective these snacks were strange to me 
but if you look at this from the Cambodian people’s perspective, it’s a normal delicious 
snack that provides them with their nutritional needs. This circumstance got me really 
thinking about looking at things from other perspectives and not always trusting my own 
perspective. A few of my friends tried these Cambodian delicacies and they said that they 



tasted good, and that again reminded me to never judge a book by it’s cover. After this 
stop, we kept on going in the direction of the camp. As we neared the camp there was a 
big hole in the road due to the environmental issues in the countryside and the buses 
couldn’t get through so we had to walk a good 4km to the camp. As I walked to the camp 
I tried my best to acknowledge the surroundings and how the people of Cambodia live. I 
learned from our tour guide that the Cambodian houses are usually built on stilts 
because they believe that this brings them closer to heaven above, and further away from 
hell beneath, as well as protecting them from flooding. Furthermore, I realised another 
difference between my culture and the Cambodian culture as I talked to the tour guide. 
She explained to me that the women in the household are meant to work hard in the 
fields all day while the men sit at home and get drunk. From my perspective this seems 
very unfair towards the women but it is part of the Cambodian culture and I had to 
understand that. Throughout my stay at Camp Beng Pae I experienced a fair share of 
Cambodian culture and how the people in the countryside live on a daily basis. Everyday I 
had to shower with cold water because there was no electricity to provide hot water. On 
top of that, I learned how important it was to eat everything you put on your plate. Due 
to Cambodia being a very poor country, the countryside is affected by scarcity and I 
learned to not waste my food because there was limited resources. This has helped me 
grow as a person because now every time I put food on my plate, I make sure I eat every 
single bit of it. Moreover, I am so thankful that I have a roof over my head and food on my 
plate because as I experienced in Cambodia, not many people have these luxuries in life. 
On the last night in Cambodia I really connected with the local children. We had a 
campfire with music and the vibes were so positive. I danced around the campfire with 
the Cambodian people and children and they were all smiling and happy. At that point I 
was really touched because I became fully aware that you don’t need luxuries and money 
to be happy in life. Although I did not speak Khmer and the children didn’t speak English, 
we still managed to connect and dance together. I read in a book once that there is 
something called the language of the world and this basically means you don’t need to 
speak the same language to understand each other. I am so grateful to have been a part 
of this trip and help the Cambodian community. I will end this article with a quote said by 
Audrey Hepburn, “As you grow older, you will discover that you have two hands; one for 
helping yourself, and the other for helping others”. I will always keep these memories in 
my heart. 
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