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Cambodian dealh camp survivar Chath Piersath narrates his experiences while playwright Tom
DeTitta listens in Americus on Monday. Piersath, 27, will collaborate with DeTitla in a play that
explores the loss of childhood in Cambodia and is scheduled lor a winler quarier production al
Georgia Southwestern State University’s Fine Aris depariment.

Play to explore death-camp
survivor's experiences

By HAL MceEMTIE
Sew® -

Lozng one's frecdom is bad enough, but victims of
war and tyrsnsy ane aften robbed of Lheie chifldhond a3
wall in sodame wars & mare lerrible loss berapes whils
freedom can be restored, a kost childbond cannad.

Chath Piersath, 27, & surviver of the Cambodian
death camps. is working with playwright Tom DeTitts
ol Americns, author of “SAnd Grace Will Lead M Home:
The American POW Drams ™ on a theater production
that will explore the loss of childbood just as DeTitta's
play, currently plaving al Georgia Southwestern State
University’s Fine Arnts Theater focuses on the loss of
ﬁmdmmmhuguﬂe of the upeoming production
is “United Nation= Foreign Aid to Cambaoedia: Search-
1'n.g fior Chikihood in Cambodia,™ and will premier dur-
ing Lthe winter quarter at G5SW, DeTitla said.

Fiersath and DeTita were inferviewed on Monday
in DefTita’s apariment in Améencus shorily befone Pier-
fath returned to his regidence in Lowe, Mass

When the communi=t Khmer Rouge took over Cam-

boefia in 1955, Piersath was five years old. the secotd
youngest in a family of four brothers, three sisters and
his mother in the villase of Nymit Battambang
province. His father, a soldier with the Lon Nol Eov-
ernment, was Kiled in the war

=t was hard for us. We tmded everyihing for food.
and when we ran out we didn’t have food for awhile. We
had to cal wharever we coull”™ Piersath said

Soon Lhe true harmor of the Ehmer Roupe "agrarian
program” Lok shape. “They evacuated us o Lthe coun-
tryside. W were already in the country, but they didn
like us being in our homes,” Pierzath <aid.

Then they broke up families, moving people o dif-
ferent work camps acconding o age. *1 didnl under-
stand - | was onlv a chilkl They made the young peo-
ple of one age po there, and another age go over here.
- During that five years, T was in the children’s camp,”
Piersath said

The children were made (o work all day and altend
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indoctrination sessions at night.

"“We were from five in the
morning until £ix at night. After that
we had to come Lo o meeting ... Il
was ‘comrade’ this and ‘comrade’
that, and you had to report. If any-
one seemed lazy, vou had to point
them out.,” Piersath sald Those
“pointed oul™ were deprived of food
or given harder work.

The work included digging irri-
gation ditches, loading dirt, building
dams, scaring craws [ram the fields
and sowing nice. “There was plenty
of rice. but they didn’t give it to us
We didn't know where it went Later
they said all the fee went to Ching,™
Piersath said.

Piersath did nat wilness the mass
executions thal characlerized
Khmer Rouge rule, bitl he saw chil-
dren die of malnutrition. 1 didn't see
any killing, but it was lack of food ..,
Some of my friends witnessed the
killings. Some of them were foreed
o do the killing themsehes” he
gaid.

In 1878, when Plersath was 10, the
Yietnamese invaded Cambaodia and
deposed the Khmer Rouge regime.
In his province, “The Khmer Rouge
dropped everything and lefl, and the
children started running,” he said,

Searching for his family, he frst
found his younger sister, then their
mother; then the three of them
searched for the resl. Hizs oldest
brother and his family were killed,
but the rest of Piersath’s family was
eventually found alive,

Piersath's family made it to the
border town of Aranyaphretet. and
from thers into Thailand to a
refugee camp, where they applied
for immigration o the United
States,

| Alter six months in a
Philippines transition camp, Pier-
sath wound up in Boulder, Colo.
sponsored by the Presbylerian
Church, living with an American
[amily

Until then, Piersath had never
received any education, even in his
native language. Starting school in
the fith grade, hawever, he gradu-

ated from Denver West High Schoal,
then from Wordd College West In
Petaliuma, Calif, with a degree in
international gervice and develop-
ment, He also became a naturalized
LS. cilizen

[n 19%4-96, Piersath returmed to
Cimbodin as a human rights work-
ef. Fellow worker Hobhin Mauney
intracduced him in 1905 to Tom
DeTitia, director of World Comm-
ribies Center for Community-Bised
Theater based at GSW DeTitta was
working with the Cambodian Min-

istry of Culture and with the United
Nalions Childrens Fund inleryiew
ing child prostitutes, which had
become a burgeoning. problem in
the maln clics as im rishied
rural parents sold thelr elildren inlo
prostitution. 7

Looking at the current situaition
in Cambodia, “T ged very angry amd
sad about the whalbe situation, These
are peaple who have been woiind-
. A healing process has to be done
in order for that country Lo go any-
where in the future,” Piersath gaid,

“T was thinking whal can I do o
a Cambodei, (o start with the hesal
kg af my oven wounsds, then help oth
ers heal thedes | There 15 =0 muct
rage there. What 1 can do with o
anger is turm il W semething good
Iin 4 Lt leve] now.™ he snid.



