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Seventy-three year old Yem Yim is the only surviving wooden shackle maker, among four, from Security Office 99. Now as an Achar (men who assist monks at the Buddhist temple) at Wat Tham Trai, located in Oural district of Kampong Speu province, Yim’s standard of living is presently below average. However, he says that he can now enjoy life because no one pressures him to work as hard as he did under the Khmer Rouge Regime.

 

Yim frequently travels to visit his children who live approximately one hundred kilometers away and has medical check-ups near the provincial town of Kampong Speu. He earns a living by serving as an Achar in weddings and traditional ceremonies. During his spare time he does housework, but he refuses to do what he did thirty years ago during the Khmer Rouge era. 

 

Yim was among a small group of villagers whom I talked to. He quickly volunteered to share his experiences from childhood. He said that he was born at a foothill near Samrong Tong district in the Kampong Speu province, which is about one hundred kilometers from his present home. During his childhood, he went to a local school for a short period of time before quitting when he was in the 9th grade

[1] member arrived in his village and appealed to villagers to join their movement. 
 due to his family’s poverty and insecurity in the village. He moved to his current residence when he was twenty years old, just before the coup that ousted Prince Sihanouk. At first, he lived with his older brother and earned a living as a farmer like most villagers. He remembers that not long after settling down in his new home, he got married and his family enjoyed living as farmers until the country fell into chaos. In 1970, a Khmer Rumdoh

[2]
 

By 1972, the revolutionary movement prohibited people from traveling to other places. Like most villagers however, he was forced to join the Khmer Rumdoh movement. He was then assigned to work in the wooden artist group with four other people. The group was assigned to make tools out of iron to support the revolution. 

 

Yim did not have prior carpentry experience, but learned very quickly by observing others working and later became one of the carpenters in the commune of Tasal. According to Yim, “…the revolution group recruited me to be in a carpenter group because I could do little else.”

 

The main tools made were water wheels, rice mills, kitchens tables, and bridges. He got along very well in different teams without quarreling with the members. Yim said that while he was not a group leader, he worked very hard and was the most effective man in the group. Sometimes he was assigned to go build bridges outside of his area.

 

One afternoon in 1973, a Tasal commune rice mill chief, San, told him to go to Security Office 99 to look at the existing shackles there. The purpose of sending him to Security Office 99 was to see the shackles so that he could replicate them. 

 

After he arrived at the gate of the security office, two security guards whom he remembered as Yan and Meun, took him to see the office’s ground. He was not allowed to go into any of the buildings however. Later, another guard came and took him into one of the five buildings located in the security center. “They did not let me go inside the building to look. They just told me to wait outside, and then another guard appeared to take me to see a sample of the shackles,” recalled Yim. 

 

Inside the building, he saw two rows of prisoners in shackles. He tried to look at their faces, but he recognized no one. Yim explained, “I had never thought that there were so many prisoners in the building. I was extremely shocked to see that. I also saw some of the prisoners in shackles doing some light work such as making brooms or baskets.” 

 

After seeing the shackles, he knew how to make it. He then called his team of three to start making shackles. To replicate the shackles, Yim needed a bar of wood five to seven meters in length and six to twelve hun

[3] thick. Next, his group made holes big enough to fit the prisoner’s ankles in the shackle. The length of each hole was thirty centimeters. 

 

Everyday his team made up to four or five long bars of shackles which a security guard came to pick up at the end of each day. Yim and his team spent a whole week making shackles even though he was not happy doing this work. 

 

Soon afterward, Yim and his team were sent to a remote area to do different tasks. In 1977, the three other people in his group were arrested, never to be seen again. He did not know whether they had lived or died. He remembered that that one of the detainees was sent to S-21 after he was accused of being a traitor. Even though he was the only one in his group to survive, his relatives were executed in 1976 on accusations of having political ties to the previous regime. 

 

Yim still tries to forget his experiences thirty years after the Khmer Rouge regime collapsed, but he cannot forget making shackles. He has never visited Security Office 99 since 1973 when he first went to see the sample of shackles; he does not know how many wooden shackles are left.  Yim is not interested in going to see such a place again. What Yim wants to do now is accumulate merit by doing good deeds.

 

Today, as an elder, he is favored by other villagers. Yim is too busy and his home too remote to access the media and be updated with news about the Khmer Rouge tribunal. He is happy with what he is doing now than he was ever before, “I will let the ‘government’ deal with the tribunals. For me, what I think about now is what I am doing presently.” 





[1] Equivalent to 4th grade in the modern school system.



[2] A revolution-oriented movement which later became known as the Khmer Rouge.



[3] Hun is a unit of measurement equivalent to [insert metric equivalent]
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