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Certain events in life force contemplation about topics and questions that deserve far

greater priority during the entirety of our lives. My mother’s recent hospitalization in the

last stages of her life is one of these circumstances, and it has compelled me to reflect on

not only my mother’s life and her dedication to her family but also all survivors’ sacrifice
for the Cambodian Nation.

My mother’s name is Keo Nann, and she was born on 4 March 1928, the year of the
snake, in Khmer-Leu village, Ban-Kamm commune, Prey Kabas district, Takeo province.
My mother had four siblings: Keo Oeun, Keo Ny (female), Keo Ay, and Keo Chhoeun.
Her father’s name is Keo Oeur, and her mother’s name is Sakou Narm. My mother was
married to my father, Keo Tin, whose birth year was in 1923, the year of the pig. Like

many survivors of the Khmer Rouge, she gave birth to many children who never survived.

There is probably no greater curse than for parents to outlive their children and the Khmer
Rouge period marked one long curse in the innocent deaths of so many children, their

parents, and their family.
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My mother lived this nightmare, watching six children pass away out of the 10 children
she had—some died before, during and after the brutal years of war and the Khmer Rouge

genocide.

I was the youngest child, number 10, and she told me that she had another name for me
when I was born, but out of fear and superstition, she gave me my present name. She called
me A-Youk, which means ‘life’ and is the short form of Tikheayoukor in Pali. My birth
name refers to the day I was born, which was on Monday. She named me Chan [Monday]
Sok, which means ‘safe or peace. She believed having this name could bring me good

fortune in surviving the difficult times we lived in.

During the Khmer Rouge period, I was just a small boy, and I did not initially have many
survival skills. I quickly learned how to survive because hunger can be a powerful tutor.
But, like all my siblings, we looked to our mother as a rock of guidance, perseverance,

and care.

Looking back, it makes me sad to reflect upon my mother’s role in our family and our
family’s diminishing acknowledgment of this role in later years. As horrific as the Khmer
Rouge period was, I think my mother’s spirit and sense of self-value were greatest during
this period because we all depended upon her for our survival, and she and we recognized

this reality.
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The irony is, at least for some survivors, there was a sense of purpose and value that came
out of the long night known as the Khmer Rouge period, and as life improved and society
moved on, this sense of value receded—becoming a diminished, if not entirely forgotten,

memory to Cambodian society.

After the Khmer Rouge period, my family and I still looked to our mother for strength,
but as time passed and life slowly returned to some semblance of stability and normalcy,
we depended upon our mother less. And as our mother aged, we did not recognize her as
much for her spirit, strength, and the rock of guidance, stability and care that had come

to define her person in our younger years.

The children of survivors, their children, and future generations must not forget that the
generation of parents that survived the Khmer Rouge are not only parents (and grand-
parents) to future generations, they are also heroes that this nation owes a great service to.
It is only today, as my mother’s health steadily declines, that I realized how much I owe
her, and how much all Cambodian society owes this generation of heroes that kept their

families alive during such a horrendous period.
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I am grateful to the team of doctors, nurses, and staff that have supported my mother’s

medical treatment and care, in particular, a young Cambodian doctor named Dr. Chor

Bun Paul, who is an expert in lung and respiratory care. I am also grateful to Dr. Kaing

Kim Sann, the Chief of Doctors, Dr. Borey Sothanarith, and Dr. Phork Sovann, Head of
the ICU.

I also want to thank the French contributions to Cambodia’s public health system, which
have been a tremendous help not only to the Cambodian people who are in desperate
need of modern medical care, but also the young Cambodian doctors, nurses, and staff

who work in these institutions.

These contributions have given these young Cambodians an opportunity to learn, practice
and hone their skills and expertise in professional medical settings. I also want to thank
four nurses, including Panha, Rann, Bo and Sa. There is no doubt, my mother would not be

alive today without the tremendous care she has received from all doctors, nurses and staft

Without question, the Cambodian Nation would not be the strong, resilient nation that
exists today if it did not possess the strength, sacrifice, and heroism of the generation that

survived the Khmer Rouge. We owe them our undying gratitude, respect, and honor.

As I write this, my mother is still alive, but I am not sure she will be alive by the time this
post is published. Her life lies in God’s hands, and I am left praying for a miracle that He

will care for her.
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POST-SCRIPT

On 20 June 2023, my mother entered the final hours of her remarkable life. At 2:33 a.m.,
on Saturday, the fourth day of the eighth month, in the year of the rabbit, and year 2567
in the Buddhist Era and 5 August 2023 of the Gregorian Calendar, Keo Nann, matriarch
and honored mother of 10 children and a heroic survivor of the Khmer Rouge era, passed

onto the next life.
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Allmy condolences to you and your family.
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