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The Land of Might-Have-Been 
Lyrics: Edward Moore 

Music: Ivor Novello 

Somewhere there’s another land different from this world below, 

Far more mercifully planned than the cruel place we know. 

Innocence and peace are there. All is good that is desired. 

Faces there are always fair; love grows never old nor tired. 

We shall never find that lovely land of might-have-been. 

I can never be your king nor you can be my queen. 

Days may pass and years may pass and seas may lie between. 

We shall never find that lovely land of might-have-been. 

Sometimes on the rarest nights comes the vision calm and clear, 

Gleaming with unearthly lights on our path of doubt and fear. 

Winds from that far land are blown, whispering with secret breath. 

Hope that plays a tune of love, love that conquers pain and death. 

Shall we ever find that lovely land of might-have-been? 

Will I ever be your king or you at last my queen? 

Days may pass and years may pass and seas may lie between. 

Shall we ever find that lovely land of might-have-been?
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This work is a memorial to the life, character, and 

accomplishment of Ith Sareth and recognizes the love 

that existed between him and Linda Gale Black.  

It is dedicated to the Ith Family.  

The memoir, unpublished, is intended to reside with 

the Ith family and the Documentation Center of 

Cambodia.
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Prologue

“I have been in Sorrow’s kitchen and licked out all the pots. Then I have stood on the peaky mountains 

wrapped in rainbows with a harp and sword in my hands,” writes the American novelist Zora Neale Hurston 

in her autobiography Dust Tracks on a Road. In her youth, she had seen days filled with beauty, happiness, and 

promise, but in time she finds herself in deep, sustained trouble from which there seems no escape. There is no 

option but to lick out the pots in Sorrow’s kitchen, hope for better times, and struggle to survive. Hurston, 

without knowing it, describes the history of the Khmer people who in distant times formed one of the great 

civilizations in the history of the world but in times more recent found themselves in Sorrow’s kitchen where 

the unspeakable was daily fare and no breath was drawn without fear. To this day, the Cambodian people are 

coming to terms with what remains in those pots in Sorrow’s kitchen.

No bad times in Cambodia’s history seared the memory, tore the heart, and scarred the land like 

the years of Democratic Kampuchea, 1975-1979, when unworthy deeds of those who might otherwise 

have been worthy, following those who espoused flawed and failed ideology, left Cambodia devoid of 1.7 

million of its citizens. Given the numerous occupations throughout its history, including eighty-three years 

by the French, the Cambodian people are accustomed to struggle, but never before like that demanded by 

Democratic Kampuchea. 

Despite adversity or maybe because of it, individuals arise who dedicate themselves to sustaining the 

best aspects of their communities and to providing leadership and service to their fellow citizens and their 

country. These individuals take advantage of opportunities, rise above life circumstances, succeed beyond 

expectations, remember their origins, and work to give back to their communities and to the societies from 

which they came.  

This historical recollection recognizes and honors the life and legacy of one such individual, Ith Sareth.  

It outlines some events in his life during the years he remained out of Cambodia earning a Bachelor of Science 

Degree in Forestry in the United States, earning the Ingénieur des Eaux et Forêts degree in Belgium, and 

pursuing graduate studies in Law and Economics in France. The work is not intended to, nor can it be, 

exhaustive; it is not a scholarly document in the strict sense. Rather, it is a memoir based upon documentary 

evidence and the memories of those who knew him, including surviving members of his family.    

Ith Sareth, the youngest of five children was born in February 1937 to Ith An (1900-1978) and Koy 

Dim (1902-1965) in the southeastern province of Svay Reing, Cambodia.  He had two brothers, Sandap 

(b1932) and Srâs (1933-1975), and two sisters, Simuoun (1925-1974) and Siveth (b1928). Ith An was a 

school administrator to whom villagers and schoolchildren referred affectionately as “Moniteur Laic.” Although 

formal education was not routinely available to girls during that period, the sisters no doubt benefited from 

having been born to an educated father.  He saw to it that his children took advantage of the opportunities they 

had to learn and go to school, but none of the Ith children took greater advantage of those than Sareth.  

His family knew from his birth that he was different, somehow special, and viewed him as having 

promise. Sareth’s actions and attitudes at a very young age seemed to support this belief.  He was a neat child 
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who lived his life thoughtfully, a surprising trait in one so young. Belongings and surroundings always had 

to be kept in order. In his mind, there was a proper and acceptable way to do things. For example, even if he 

were eating alone, he would set the table properly, creating one formal place setting. When his studies began, 

he was dutiful and interested not only in what could be learned from his texts and teachers but what could be 

learned from his parents, older siblings, and respected elders in the village.  His penchant for order extended to 

his family.  To their frequent amusement and occasional irritation he enjoyed organizing and managing their 

activities as well.  As a very young boy, his inventiveness and desire for efficiency led him to develop a system for 

communicating with family members.  Finding it a waste of time to stop what he was doing to locate the person 

with whom he wanted to communicate, he assigned a number to each of his family members and summoned 

them by the number of rings of a small bell he kept at his side. He was mindful and respectful of other people, 

his surroundings, and his family, traits he carried into adulthood. 

In 1945, when Sareth was eight years old, the Ith family moved from Ohum Chheute’al village in 

Svay Rieng to Phnom Penh where his father, “Moniteur Laic,” took another post at a school and where greater 

opportunities were to be found for the entire family.  Brother Sandap eventually became a civil servant in 

Phnom Penh responsible for overseeing public transportation systems.  Brother Srâs joined the Cambodian 

National Police.  Sisters Simuoun and Siveth married. After completing secondary education in Phnom Penh, 

following Buddhist tradition, Sareth entered a monastery where he lived, learned, and served for one year.

In 1961, by executive order, President John F. Kennedy created the United States Agency for 

International Development (USAID). The purpose of this agency was to help people in foreign countries 

who were working to better their lives while recovering from natural disasters, or who were struggling to 

live in a free and democratic country. At age 24, Sareth applied for and was granted a USAID scholarship 

to study outside Cambodia. He chose to study forestry at the University of Georgia, Athens, Georgia, USA.  

Sareth probably chose the University of Georgia (or it was chosen for him) because it had a reputation 

for being advanced in such disciplines as agronomy, animal husbandry, agriculture, and forestry and because 

at that time expertise in such areas was one of Cambodia’s greatest needs.  The University of Georgia is the 

largest public university in the State of Georgia and claims to be the first land-grant university in the United 

States. In 1962, Sareth and approximately twenty other Cambodians chose to begin their university studies 

at the University of Georgia.  Most, if not all, of these students began studies in one of the above mentioned 

or related disciplines.

On October 27, 1961, Sareth received a visa to enter the United States at the United States Embassy 

in Phnom Penh.  On October 28, official permission was granted to leave Cambodia. On November 4, he left 

Phnom Penh and, after layovers in Hong Kong and Anchorage (Alaska, USA), arrived in Washington, DC 

on November 5.  He had made a decision before leaving Cambodia to drop the “h” from the family name 

“Ith,” making it easier for English speakers to pronounce.
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Pages from the passport of Ith Sareth showing travel to USA

During November and December, Ith Sareth studied English in Washington, DC. 

He finally arrived at the University of Georgia, Athens, Georgia on Saturday, December 30, 

1961, just days before the University’s winter quarter began in January.  His arrival time was 

appropriate. It was the beginning of a new calendar year, he was new to the United States, 

and he was beginning a new phase of his academic life.

Sareth arrived carrying one suitcase containing his clothes, each piece protected in 

its own basket woven by his sister Siveth specifically for this trip.  She had made a dozen or 

more, small ones for pairs of socks, larger ones for underwear, still larger ones for shirts and 

pants. They all fit together like pieces of a puzzle and could be loosely locked, one atop the 

other.  
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Small basket made by sister Siveth which held 

one pair of socks

Amulet with prayers on lead scrolls given to Sareth by his mother Koy Dim

Around his neck was an amulet made from a small cord with knots carefully spaced 

between little lead scrolls. Each lead scroll had inscribed upon it prayers for his protection 

during the journey and for his safekeeping during his absence from his family. It had been 

given to him by his mother Koy Dim.  

Contrasting with the dullness of the lead scrolls around his neck was a gold chain 

from which hung a small Buddha which had been intricately carved from one of his father’s 

teeth. These articles were constant reminders of the deep love and affection his family held 

for him. “We were proud!” said his brother Sandap in a February 2011 interview. “We were 

proud.”

The youngest member of the family of Ith An and Koy Dim, Sareth, nicknamed the 

“Little Cadet,” who had received such deference, love, and nurturing, arrived in the United 

States of America, 9,250 miles away from home, ready to begin a period of study which, 

with the exception of his mother’s funeral in 1965, would keep him out of his beloved 

Cambodia for ten years.

Ici commence l’histoire du Petit Cadet au monde.
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1709A Gornto Road, #257

Valdosta, Georgia 31601

United States of America

July 8, 2012

        

My Dear Brother Sandap,

The days spent with you and your family in December 2011, and again in February 

2012, were the fulfillment of long-held hopes and dreams. At last and after many years, I 

again had a very real connection to my cherished friend, your brother Sareth. How quickly 

those days passed! Although we spoke of many things surrounding Sareth’s life and death, 

those conversations did not allow us to place events firmly in time, and important details 

remained unmentioned either due to lack of time or because neither of us had called the 

events to memory in decades. By this letter I shall attempt to reframe in proper order and 

clarify the subjects of those conversations, adding information I have since remembered and 

pictures of artifacts that have remained in my possession. It seems to me so unlikely that 

these artifacts and records would have survived for fifty years that I am led to believe it was 

for a purpose. I believe the spirits of those who have gone before us and who seek to bring 

us to our own places of peace and atonement have facilitated our meeting and are now 

facilitating the documentation of this part of Sareth’s story. You said to me when I left you, 

“My brother has been gone from us for more than thirty years. He has now sent us you.” 

I believe you were right. I feel him beside me every day reminding me of things as I write.  

To enable you to more easily understand how and why events evolved as they did, I 

must present in some detail information about my own life and about the social and political 

climate in the United States during the 1960’s. Much of the personal information is known 

only to me.

When we first met, the message I wanted to leave with you was that, while Sareth 

was away from you studying in the United States, he remembered and honored his family. 

In addition, he represented his family, his country, and his culture admirably and favorably. 

It’s also important to me that you know he made good friends, some of them powerful, both 

inside and outside the University community.  Among those friends of lesser influence was 

an extended family of people who loved and cared for him as their own, the Blacks. What he 

could not know then was the price to be paid for that love and affection and how bittersweet 

the journey would become. 

Home Life
My father, Lee D. Black (1919-2004), was a well-meaning but poorly educated man 

whose parents were originally tenant farmers. He began but did not complete grade 7. My 

mother, Martha Perry Black (b1923), began but did not complete grade 10. I was born in 

1944, my sister Gale in 1949, and my brother Tim in 1955. Our parents set examples of 

honesty, cleanliness, and hard work.  Adequate food and clothing were provided, and the 
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home environment was physically safe. However, the influence of these positive aspects 

was offset by the overriding preeminence given to the most important thing in their lives: 

religion. As evangelical Christians, they believed the Bible was the inspired word of God and 

that every word was to be taken literally.  

The Bible, as we know it, is a translated document. My parents (and their church 

brethren) had no concept of the problems associated with translation and saw no risk in 

basing even the most critical life decisions on a single word. Even had they understood the 

problems presented by translation, it would have made no difference. They were born-again, 

Pentecostal fundamentalists who believed God has every answer and that the resolution of 

life’s problems is simply a matter of faith in God, their God. Pentecostal women of that 

time used no facial makeup, wore only clothing falling below their knees, and allowed their 

hair to grow long. In this belief system, a woman is subject in all matters to her husband’s 

will and instructions. There is an easy comparison to fundamentalist Muslims. At least this 

church community did not, as some fundamentalist Christian sects do, handle snakes during 

their church services, a practice based upon the literal interpretation of “And these signs shall 

follow them that believe; in my name shall they cast out devils; they shall speak with new tongues; 

they shall take up serpents; and if they drink any deadly thing it shall not hurt them; they shall lay 

hands on the sick, and they shall recover.” (Mark 16:17) These were Jesus’ last words translated 

from the late manuscripts into the English language of King James I of England. 

Fundamentalist, conservative Christians believe Jesus was crucified, died, was 

buried, came back to life, and went to heaven. They also believe he will return to earth to 

take all good Christians back to heaven and ultimately cast all others into hell, an eternally 

burning lake of fire. This can be avoided if one is “saved” by inviting Jesus into one’s heart 

and adopting the correct belief system. Believers are admonished to live without sin and the 

appearance of evil. The slightest doubt about whether or not one is really “saved” becomes 

harmfully burdensome over time because it lends a three dimensional nature to the idea of 

the lake of fire, and fear becomes a natural, persistent state. 

Evangelism is a prime directive. Any human being living presently or deceased who 

has not heard the name of Jesus and been given an opportunity to invite him into his heart 

will be summarily cast into that lake of fire. My brother, my sister, and I were required to be 

in church every Sunday morning, Sunday evening, and Wednesday evening. In addition, if 

there were special services or “revivals” at other churches on other days, we often went.  We 

were not allowed to remain at home. Our lives consisted of school, home, and church. 

Lee Black was determined that he, his family, and as many people as he could 

persuade, following the strictest reading of scriptures, were going to lead lives without the 

blemish of temptation and sin. In the summer of 1957, he bought a television but sold it 

three weeks later because women were showing their legs. In my youth no one in my family 

went to the movies or attended sporting events. He actually believed that a book with a 

paper back was “of the devil” and could only contain dirty stories. To him, only books with 

hard backs could have redeeming value. Everyone in his church believed God could instantly 
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mend broken bones, cure dreaded diseases, and literally move mountains. Congregants lined 

up before the minister, God’s representative, waiting for him to place his hand on their heads 

and call down a miracle which sometimes induced them to dance, shout, or careen around 

the room flinging their arms and legs. They often fell completely unconscious on the floor in 

rapture. When women’s dresses fell above their knees as a result, dutiful deacons and other 

saints of God were quick to cover those exposed legs with cloths to protect the women’s 

virtue and prevent the men from having sinful thoughts.

No part of their practice was more arresting than glossolalia or “speaking in 

tongues.” This practice is considered one of the nine “gifts of the Holy Spirit.” These “gifts” 

as they are commonly understood are 1) General Wisdom, 2) Specific Knowledge, 3) Faith, 

4) Ability to Heal, 5) Ability to Work Miracles, 6) Ability to Foretell the Future, 7) Ability 

to Differentiate Good from Bad Spirits, 8) Ability to Speak Different Kinds of Tongues, 

and 9) Ability to Interpret Different Kinds of Tongues. Fundamentalist Christians believe 

the ability to “speak in tongues” is given to a person of particular sanctity and that it is a 

sure sign of God’s approval and presence in that person’s life. It has not been traditionally 

understood to be the speaking of what we might consider “foreign languages.” Instead, the 

“gift” most often manifests itself simply as unintelligible syllables.  A person with the gift of 

tongues is said to have the “Holy Ghost.”

A person with the Holy Ghost would punctuate church services by outbursts of 

what seemed to those without the “gift” as gibberish. However, another person present with 

the gift of “interpretation of tongues” could interpret. Occasionally, no one was present with 

the “gift of interpretation” and the message fell on the ears of people who did not understand 

but were nonetheless awed by the presence of God. 

My parents’ strict religious practices were not shared by my extended family with 

few exceptions, one being my paternal grandmother. Many of my mother’s fourteen 

brothers and sisters were educated and not very religious. They used tobacco, were avid 

sports enthusiasts, and drank alcohol. Moreover, they went to movies! Only one or two of 

my father’s six siblings had education beyond high school, and some of my ancestors on 

that side, according to my grandmother who had been “saved from all that,” were actually 

bootleggers who illegally made and sold alcohol during the prohibition era (1920-1933) 

when the manufacture, sale, and import of intoxicating liquors was prohibited in the United 

States.  Numerous ancestors in the 1800’s owned slaves. 

Our operative house rule was that my father’s wishes had to be fulfilled and his 

directives met. Even at an early age I knew the world had to be a bigger place than the 

one I knew, populated by people unlike those I knew. My father always considered me 

to be “different,” a belief I shared privately. He never suspected that his autocratic, self-

centered behavior and excessive religious devotion might be creating division in the family 

and inducing people to want to be different. In a reflective mood one day, not long before 

he died, he commented to my brother Tim, “I did the right things. If I had it to do again, I 

would do exactly what I did.”  When I was ten or eleven he said to me, “Why can’t you be 

one of us?” I did not know why, but I knew that I was not and could not be.  
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The Meeting
In June 1962, I graduated from high school and enrolled the same month at 

the University of Georgia, located just sixteen miles south of where I lived.  Any other 

university would have been too expensive to consider. I lived with my parents and worked 

part-time at a restaurant which provided day-to-day living expenses. My father allowed me 

to go to college and for the first three years paid the tuition which at that time was $83 per 

term. I was grateful but knew he might change his mind at any time.  

He did threaten to do that.  Every student was required to take courses in physical 

education. Those included swimming, calisthenics, golf, baseball, basketball, soccer, and 

many more. One choice was ballroom dancing. Dancing in his mind was “of the world” 

and dangerous because men and women touched and held each other in close physical 

contact thus tempting them to improper thoughts and acts. When he discovered that I was 

enrolled in a dance class, he went to bed weeping and said, “Get out of that class or I will 

never give you another penny as long as I live.” He had found proof that what he suspected 

was true: I was being corrupted by the ideas being taught at the University of Georgia. 

In addition, he believed my teachers were swearing in classes and using God’s name in 

vain, a sin. He did not believe me when I told him that was not the case. Because this was 

a persistent concern of his and given that classes were occasionally held on Saturdays, I 

invited him to attend classes with me so the matter could be settled. He could meet my 

professors and hear their lectures.  He refused.     

I was keenly aware how fortunate I was to be able to attend the University.  

Education was to be my ticket, my ticket to another life, my ticket out and away. Every 

subject was important to me because it was another brick paving the way to a different 

future. I rode to school each day with a neighbor who worked in Athens, and I never once 

regretted seeing my parents’ house disappear behind me. I was going to a place where 

people read, thought, conversed, and freely held differing opinions. It was my idea of 

heaven. For the first time in my life I felt at home.

We arrived in Athens daily before 8:00 am and returned in the afternoon at 5:30 

pm. The normal class schedule at that time was three, sixty-minute classes per day. I had 

hours during the day to study, do errands, and work at my part-time job. Although some 

of that time was spent at the library, the majority of it was spent at Memorial Hall, the 

student union located near the center of campus. 
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Memorial Hall was a three-story structure with a huge reading room on both sides 

of the main entrance. The fireplaces, comfortable chairs, and sofas located throughout these 

expansive spaces invited students to meet, talk, or study.  Sometimes they slept. The ceilings 

were high with large windows allowing full view of a grassy, green square surrounded by 

residence halls, the nearest being Reed Hall which is the red brick building to the left in the 

photograph above. The student union was a comfortable, warm place to be and good for 

observing people. The building and especially these rooms were normally monitored by 

student assistants who sat at a desk to the side and often read or studied. Some were less 

involved and attentive than others and rarely left the desk.

Over a period of months, I observed the student monitors going about their business, 

only occasionally speaking. One of them was obviously different. He had coal-black hair and 

bronze skin which set him apart from others, but those were not the important differences. 

There was something more than that. It was not until several weeks into the fall term that I 

began to understand what it was that genuinely set him apart and made him different from 

the rest. Yes, he sat at his desk as they did, but he got up more. He observed the hidden spots 

and regularly re-positioned chairs and tables. I began to put down my books more often to 

study the situation. He was pensive as he walked around and would occasionally lean slightly, 

placing his weight on one foot as if he were just before moving. However, he often did not 

move in the direction he was headed, but turned and strode in another. 

One afternoon the difference became obvious. Most student assistants considered it 

enough to be present at the desk and occasionally glance upward to verify that the drapery 

was not on fire. Not this student. He clearly understood that the job had responsibilities.  

He had a plan. He did read and study, but every hour he left his desk to make an inspection 

tour of both large lounge areas and the area just outside the front doors. He re-positioned 

the chairs and sofas that had been moved by students from their customary places. He picked 

up magazines and newspapers, folded them, and placed them back on their racks.  Finally, he 

examined the floor areas looking for any debris, waste paper, or cups and properly disposed 

of anything he found. I was impressed, but more so when I observed him one day after he 

Memorial Hall, University of Georgia, Student Union, 1946-1983
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had fi nished a round of inspection. He sat down at his desk, took out a chart, and made 

a note of the exact time of his inspection, how many chairs were out of place, how many 

students were in the rooms, and whether or not there was anything unusual. Thereafter 

I noticed him do that every hour; this was his work routine.  Who was this man? Where 

was he from? And what was he doing in Athens, Georgia?

I was intrigued and not long after that, having overcome my initial hesitation, 

started a conversation with him. We began to talk every day. His name was “It!” How 

peculiar! “It.” I learned that he was from a small, Southeast Asian nation of which I 

had never heard -  Cambodia. Cambodia and the Khmer culture became the topic of 

conversation every day for weeks. I had many questions, and he had answers. I was right. 

The world was bigger than the one I knew, and there were people different from those I 

knew, and it was possible to meet, get to know, understand and appreciate things foreign 

to me and my culture. 

 Sareth in his room in Reed Hall, University of Georgia
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The Friendship
Sareth and I seldom missed a day conversing at the student union, but we did not 

see each other outside the union until October 1962.  We bought a drink at the snack bar 

downstairs and went next door to his room in Reed Hall. He showed me pictures of his 

family and pointed out on a map of Cambodia towns and villages about which we had 

talked. Over time he introduced me, through our conversations, to his whole family.

On one occasion I was allowed to drive one of my father’s automobiles to school 

because a family matter made it necessary for me to make a trip home during the day.  Sareth 

went home with me; and for the first time, he met my family: my mother Martha, my sister 

Gale, and my brother Tim. My father was at work on that occasion but did meet him on a 

subsequent visit.

 

Sareth with Tim, Gale, Martha, and Jim, April, 1964
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On the fourth Thursday in November every year, families and friends in the United 

States get together to celebrate and give thanks for the safe arrival of the pilgrims on the 

shores of the North American continent. Thanksgiving is a joyous holiday with lots of good 

food, traditionally including a baked turkey, a ham, numerous vegetables, and many sweet 

desserts. With permission from my parents, I invited Sareth to spend Thanksgiving with 

us.  He accepted. He came home from the University with me on Wednesday and helped 

prepare for the following day. Aunts and uncles with their families, approximately thirty 

people in all, began arriving about 10:00 am. People were eating in the house, on both 

porches, and outside in the yard.  Although they were interested in the food, they were more 

interested in meeting and talking with Sareth. It was a good, good day. That weekend was 

his introduction to my immediate and extended families. They liked him very much, and he 

liked them. Telephone numbers and mailing addresses were exchanged, and invitations were 

extended. I recall specifically that he was invited to visit relatives in both South Carolina and 

Florida and subsequently did.

   

Sareth visiting Perry relatives, near Palm Beach, Florida, USA, July, 1964
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Sareth was interested in doing everything we did as a family, even the most mundane 

tasks. We worked in the garden, went shopping, and played games. He spent time helping 

Gale and Tim with their studies, and he and I even made music. It was a strange combination, 

a two-string Chinese fiddle and an accordion. We managed to learn to play several simple 

American tunes together, and he taught me one Cambodian tune which we played every 

time the instruments were brought out. I never knew the title or lyrics but I never forgot the 

melody. They were good years for me as well. Sareth’s presence at home meant that everyone 

behaved well. He was a welcome addition to this Southern family.    

Sareth, South Carolina cousins Elaine, Sarah Ann, & Audrey Black, and Gale, April 1964
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From that Thanksgiving weekend in 1962, originated a friendship with my extended 

family. Sareth became a regular guest in the homes of aunts, uncles, and church members, 

often having been invited independently of me or anyone else in my immediate family.  

However, he was most often at the Black family home near Ila, Georgia where he was 

regarded as a family member. There followed years of laughter and learning. By the end of 

1964, everyone was familiar with Cambodia and knew a little about its history, something 

about its struggles, and a fine human being who was not like them but whom they liked 

and accepted. Those years were good for Sareth because, in addition to his other friends and 

the Cambodian students on campus, he had an intimate view of an American family which 

welcomed him at all times and with which he could feel at ease and free.

Sareth enjoyed assigning nicknames, especially to people he liked.  Because we had 

a huge vegetable garden in front of our house in which we both frequently worked, he 

began calling me “Bean” in the early months of our acquaintance and never addressed me by 

anything else except the occasional “Pochet.” “Pochet” is related to the French word “poche.” 

The name arose when he was trying to understand the meaning of the slang phrase “to be in 

someone’s pocket.” He clarifies his system in the postscript of a letter of November 25, 1966 

saying, “Your name is Bean and Pochet. Mine is Samson only.” 

 

Sareth picking cotton, Madison County, GA, USA, 1964
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Samson is a Biblical character of great stature and strength. The comparison to his own 

diminutive stature was a humorous one.

  

1963 and 1964 were in many ways sublime. Sareth and I spent lots of time together; 

and he spent many weekends and holidays with my family. He often cooked for us. Everyone’s 

favorite was what he called “Cambodian Chicken.” Delicious! I can almost taste it now and 

have tried with absolutely no success to cook it myself.  

 

Photograph with inscription on reverse, 1963
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Whenever he happened to be there on Sundays, he went to church just as everyone 

else did. What I did not fully appreciate then was the expectation harbored by my father that 

Sareth would eventually come to the realization that his soul would burn forever in hell if he 

did not forgo Buddhism and accept Jesus. He never gave me any indication that he would 

consider such a move. My mother entertained the idea that my friendship with Sareth had 

made me want to adopt Buddhism. That was closer to the truth.              

There was much publicity about the upcoming 1964 World’s Fair in New York.  

Sareth and I went. It was spectacular. I had never before been on an airplane or to New York. 

I remember the day I walked out the door to leave.  My father did not say “goodbye” or “I 

hope you have a good time.” He just stared as if he did not believe it was really happening. I 

learned later from an uncle that my father had intimated that he had paid for the entire trip. 

In fact, I paid all the expenses myself using my earnings from the restaurant. My father, either 

by design or omission, had a way of making himself look good in the eyes of others, a trait 

that later proved to be a two-edged sword.

The custom at most universities was to have an adult in each residence hall, usually a 

mature woman, a “housemother,” whose responsibility it was to know all the students who 

lived there and see to their residential needs. Sareth’s housemother was a wonderful lady 

named Christine Thornton whose husband was an officer in the US Air Force Reserve Officer 

Training Corps program at the University. They lived in an apartment in Reed Hall and came 

to be very fond of Sareth. I met them through him. As it turned out, they influenced my life 

in ways I could not then imagine. Christine, a painter, was cultured, well read, and traveled 

Sareth in the Black family kitchen, 1964
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extensively. Jim was equally cultured, without being stuffy, and a gentleman in every sense 

of the word. He worked in the ROTC detachment during the day and took classes toward a 

PhD in Spanish in the evenings. I learned a lot from both; and I had a lot to learn, especially 

about how to act in refined company.  Jim’s favorite pastime was gardening.  Here he is in 

retirement in St. Petersburg, Florida.

  

Sareth and I were often invited to their place for supper, after which we would have 

coffee and visit. On one of these occasions as we were leaving I thanked the hosts, saying, 

“It has been delightful!” Christine smiled and said, “Well, Jim. . . hardly delightful. . . but 

nice.” I have spent the rest of my life trying to avoid exaggeration and overstatement.  It was 

a subtle but important lesson, and just one of many I learned from these gentle people. I will 

explain later how Sareth, through Jim and Christine Thornton, gave me the opportunity to 

pursue a career in higher education at Valdosta State University. 

Through 1963 and 1964, Sareth continued to study, to work at the student union, 

and to maintain his network of friends throughout the university and the State. He spoke 

often of Ms. Delores Artau, foreign student advisor at the University, who had been helpful to 

him.  He also knew very well Mr. Walter Newman Danner, University Registrar, nicknaming 

him Walter “Newsman” Danner. In addition, I believe that Sareth had met, through friends 

in Atlanta, the then U.S. Secretary of State Dean Rusk. Rusk was from Georgia and served 

as Secretary of State from 1961 until 1969.   

Jim Thornton, 1991
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Sareth was careful with money, spent sparingly, accounted for it meticulously, and 

earned it whenever possible. For example, he was known in Reed Hall and among the 

Cambodians for cutting hair on demand in his room. His budget showing income and 

expenses from the time of his arrival in the US until summer of 1964, written in his own 

hand, appears below. His scholarship was reduced for the fall term 1964 creating the need 

for a new budget and new economies.
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In August 1962, eight months after arriving in Athens, Sareth opened a savings 

account at the National Bank of Athens. There is banking activity after he departed the 

U.S. in August 1965 because he left the bankbook with me requesting that I send him the 

remainder in specific amounts as he needed it.

Sareth’s proposed budget, 1961-1964
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Cover of Sareth’s bank savings book, Athens, Georgia
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Sareth’s bank account activity, National Bank of Athens
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Arch at the entrance to the University of Georgia, Athens, Georgia

Cambodian Students at the University of Georgia

There were between twenty and twenty-five Cambodian students at the University 

of Georgia at the same time as Sareth. Although I met all of them at one time or another, I 

saw some more than others. Some were less social than others, and some lived off campus 

and only went there to attend classes. Several, as I recall, lived together in a small house in 

town. At least one time, and perhaps more, every Cambodian student was invited to the 

Black farm for a cookout. 

Sareth and I had meals with small groups of these students, most of whom could 

cook. Those students whom I remember specifically are Sin Meng Srun, Uk Tinal, Om 

Sorry, Minh Thein Voan, Chap Chamnan, Kry Trang, Ou Thouk, Chhim Him, Sor Savay, 

You Sambath, and Tan Mien.  Dr. Sin Meng Srun has had a distinguished career as professor, 

researcher, and author at Humboldt State University in California and now divides his time 

between Cambodia and the US. He is currently Vice President for Academic Affairs at the 

Pannasastra University of Cambodia in Phnom Penh. Kry Trang and Chhim Him live in 

Long Beach, California as did Om Sorry until his death. Chhim Him at one time served as 

president of the Cambodian-American Association of Long Beach. Ou Thouk worked for 

the Voice of America in Washington, DC. I heard that Minh Thein Voan chose not to leave 

Cambodia and perished soon after April 17, 1975. According to what I was told by one 

Cambodian expatriate, Voan had become a Christian and believed that he was in no danger 

because he was a preacher. 
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Minh Thein Voan, Sareth, and You Sambath, Atlanta, 

GA, USA, May 1963

Minh Thein Voan  Sin Meng Srun   Chap Chamnan  Kry Trang

Ou Thouk  Uk Tinal  Chhim Him   It Sareth
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My relationship to the Cambodian student community was casual but on occasion 

I had specific dealings with them. On July 17, 1964 I purchased a 1960 red Renault 

Dauphine from one. The automobile was owned by Athens resident Dr. Elmo S. Corsette 

and sold to Sor Savay who sold it to another Cambodian student from whom I bought 

it for $170.  It was my first automobile.                      

Jim in the 1960 Renault Dauphine, Athens, GA, November 1964
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Vehicle Registration, Renault, showing sale to Sor Savay

Receipt for sale of Renault to Jim, 1964
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Bill of Sale, Renault from Elmo Corsette to Sor Savay, May 29, 1964
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The 1960’s: Troubled Times
The decade of the 1960’s was arguably one of the worst in US history. In my father’s 

mind it had begun very badly with the inauguration of John F. Kennedy as 35th President of 

the United States. Kennedy was Catholic. The fact that Catholic churches displayed statues 

of Jesus, Mary, disciples, and saints was proof to my father that Catholic believers worshiped 

idols. He and his fellow Christians were horrified and frightened, convinced that bands of 

Catholics would begin roaming the country forcibly removing all Bibles from the homes of 

true believers. For the rest of the citizenry, the two issues most sharply dividing the country 

were civil rights and the Vietnam War. At that time it was common in the US for women 

and blacks to be paid a fraction of what white men were paid for the same work. African-

Americans, no longer willing to accept the omnipresent indignities, were demanding equal 

protection under the law and the rights long denied them. Women were no longer willing to 

ignore gender inequality in laws and culture. 

Young men of a certain age were required to register to be drafted into the armed 

services.  When a man was selected, he was sent a draft card telling him to report for duty.  

On October 15, 1965, men began protesting the war by publicly burning their draft cards. 

Burning draft cards in protest of US involvement in Southeast Asia, circa 1965

At the same time men were burning their draft cards, women were burning their 

brassieres and demanding equal pay for equal work. Many long-standing societal lynchpins 

were being challenged, and the US government was firmly stuck in a quagmire in Southeast 

Asia.

Students in particular were questioning and protesting US involvement in Southeast 

Asia. Protesters became increasingly militant; governmental responses became increasingly 

harsh. The civil rights movement was forcing citizens to recognize and examine for the 

first time the injustice in how people of color were treated in this country. The horrors of 

our past, slavery and lynching, and the brutality of our present, the Vietnam War, could no 

longer be ignored. The news of both was everywhere every day.
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When Sareth arrived on the campus of the University of Georgia in December 1961, 

he found himself among some of the foremost thinkers and scholars in the country. The 

faculty was relatively stable, but the student body was refreshed each year by new students 

from all parts of a divided country. There were some foreign students, but their proportion 

to the greater student body was not as high then as it became in later years. The university 

environment protected and influenced students, but those students influenced each other and 

increasingly influenced the university and society as a whole. Each group of new students 

arrived with its own set of concerns, personal, social, and political. Had times been different, 

those concerns might have been more subjugated to academic pursuits. However, the tenor 

of the times was tense. There was a sense of urgency, a feeling of something impending, 

something menacing. 

                           

The University of Georgia was the largest university in the State of Georgia, a 

southern state with all the associated traditions. One of thirteen original colonies, Georgia was 

covered by plantations which were worked by slaves until President Lincoln’s Emancipation 

Proclamation on January 1, 1863.  This Proclamation freed the slaves in states in rebellion.  

It was the thirteenth amendment to the US Constitution, passed in 1865, that freed slaves 

throughout the country.   

Large, Greek revival homes, as idyllic as they are, serve as reminders of a very 

different past. For many years, the lingering belief that white people were inherently better 

Greek revival style president’s home, University of Georgia, (UGA website)
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than people of color lurked behind the beauty of Georgia’s seashores, mountains, and level 

plains. Until shortly before Sareth arrived, the “Jim Crow” laws kept blacks and whites 

separate in almost every facet of life. There was segregation in public schools, transportation, 

rest rooms, restaurants, drinking fountains, and hotels. 

   

Scenes from the era of “Jim Crow,” approximately 1877 through the mid-1960’s

   

The worst part of this belief in “white supremacy” was lynching, the killing of people 

without benefit of the justice system, usually by mob action and for reasons as insignificant as 

a black man whistling at a white girl. These murders occurred throughout the United States 

from the early 1870’s into the 1920’s.  However, the last recorded lynching in the United 

States was of nineteen-year-old Michael Donald in 1981 in Mobile, Alabama. Details of 

this story are to be found here on the National Public Radio web site: http://www.npr.org/

templates/story/story.php?storyId=95672737

Five hundred thirty-one people were lynched in the State of Georgia, 39 white, 492 

black. Racial prejudice slowly ebbed but that change was painfully slow and forced by public 

demonstrations and legal battles.

After one such legal battle the University of Georgia became integrated. On January 

9, 1961, twelve months before Sareth arrived, African-Americans Charlayne Hunter and 

Hamilton Holmes were admitted to the University. At first there were riots, and they were 

asked to leave; another lawsuit permitted them back. Initially they had to be escorted about 

campus by police, but by the time Sareth and I arrived the escorts had been discontinued. 

Hunter and Holmes were still enrolled and regularly seen about campus. However, sentiment 

remained high both for and against the recent court rulings and the presence of “colored” 

students on campus. The third black student and the first black citizen of the city of Athens 
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to enroll at the University was Mary Blackwell. She and I were both majoring in French 

literature.  Mary was hurt and outraged when her major professor told her she would never 

succeed at the University of Georgia and recommended she go instead to a technical school 

which was, in the popular thinking of the time, a more appropriate thing for “colored 

girls” to do. Mary left UGA and eventually earned a PhD at Emory University in Atlanta. 

During her career she has received two prestigious, post-graduate Fulbright Scholarships 

to study abroad. She and I became friends and remain so today. She currently holds the 

position of Associate Professor of French at Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University 

in Tallahassee, Florida.  

The racial tension and unrest was compounded by concerns about US military 

involvement in Southeast Asia. Many people whose minds were not open to questioning 

and discussion of these issues found solace and reassurance in their own narrow-mindedness, 

prejudice, or religion. However, some understood that life as we knew it was changing and 

would never be the same. Those people tried to understand, adjust, find compromise, and 

embrace tolerance but the nagging questions remained. What were we doing in Vietnam? 

How did we get there? What were the real costs of prosecuting the war? Were we being told 

the truth? Why were people so upset? Why were they acting out? Why were so many people 

dying?  

As the decade progressed, there seemed to be little other than tragedy, death and 

the ugliness of war in newspapers, magazines, television, and movies. It was literally hourly 

fare; each night on the evening news we were told how many soldiers had died that day 

in Vietnam, usually a few US soldiers and many, many Vietcong. For the first time in our 

history we could see people being blown to pieces the second it happened. There was one 

horrific image after another crowding minds and thoughts.

     

General Loan shooting guerilla officer, 1968 (Eddie Adams)

Each day we saw body bags containing our brothers, neighbors, and friends unloaded 

from Lockheed C-130 aircraft. My father worked at the Lockheed Aircraft Company in 
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Marietta, Georgia and had actually helped build these huge airplanes. Vietnamese were 

regularly seen running aflame out of the Cu Chi tunnels. It was a horrific litany that jolted 

American citizens who might otherwise have remained apathetic into forming opinions 

about the war, our relationship and responsibility to other peoples, and to consider how it 

might be possible to live in a future very unlike the present.

The US had aided the French in Indochina and worked to install Ngo Dinh Diem 

in 1955 as South Vietnam’s first president. John F. Kennedy and other leaders believed that 

South Vietnam must become a democracy if the communists were to be prevented from 

winning in Southeast Asia.  To that end, Kennedy authorized sending counter insurgency 

advisors to help President Diem and his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu who became Diem’s most 

influential advisor.  

The Diem regime’s corruption, failed land reforms, and repression of Buddhism 

(Diem, Nhu, and Mme Nhu were Catholic) led Buddhist monks to protest, and thousands 

of Buddhists were arrested in 1963.  On June 11, a Buddhist monk Thich Quaang Duc set 

himself on fire in the middle of a Saigon street. The outspoken Madame Hgo Dinh Nhu 

who was the unofficial first lady of Vietnam quipped, “What have the Buddhist leaders done 

comparatively speaking? The only thing they have done is to barbecue one of their monks!” 

The riveting image of the burning monk and Mme Nhu’s callous comment were sent around 

the world via the news media and dominated US television for weeks.

                                      

                              

Discussions ensued between Washington and the US Ambassador to Vietnam, 

Henry Cabot Lodge, about the advisability of removing Nhu. Officials in Washington were 

hesitant to push for a coup, but Cabot Lodge, who had little experience with the Vietnamese, 

as one commentator put it, “ginned it up,” and it occurred. In November 1963, President 

Diem and his brother were shot. What was essentially a Vietnamese civil war became the 

Self-immolation of Buddhist Monk, Saigon, 1963 (Malcolm Browne)
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“American” war. Three weeks later President John F. Kennedy was assassinated, and 

Lyndon B. Johnson became President of the United States.

War related protests and dissent progressively worsened up to 1968 which proved 

to be the worst year of that awful decade. The year began with the Tet Offensive in Vietnam 

which surprised western allies. In March, the My Lai massacre occurred followed by its 

cover-up. Between 347 and 504 unarmed South Vietnamese civilians were mass murdered 

by American soldiers. Continued assassinations in the United States made matters 

immeasurably worse. Civil Rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in 

April 1968. Attorney General Robert Kennedy was assassinated in June 1968.

On April 30, 1970, President Nixon announced the invasion of Cambodia by 

the United States and presented to the American people his rationale for expanding the 

war in Vietnam by 150,000 soldiers. The response was immediate. Students protested all 

over the country. On May 4, those protests resulted in National Guard troops killing four 

students and wounding nine at Kent State University in Ohio. On May 14, at Jackson State 

University in Mississippi, during a student protest, police shot and killed two students and 

wounded another nine. Over 400 colleges and universities were shut down or disrupted.   

I had seen many friends and acquaintances go to Vietnam. Several members of 

my high school class went. Some joined voluntarily; others were drafted. Many came back 

disfigured, scarred mentally and physically. I remember one specific classmate whose job 

it was to fly a small airplane just above the tree tops to draw enemy fire so that higher-

flying jets could strafe and bomb the sources. His mother was young and beautiful with 

coal-black hair, but her hair turned solid white within six months of his departure. My 

classmate was shot down and kept in a prisoner of war camp until the end of the war. He 

was one of the lucky ones. He survived. Many of those who survived, upon returning 

from the conflict, were received by US citizens and sometimes members of their own 

families as if they had committed crimes. Vietnam veterans who had risked their lives for 

their country ran full face into the maze of ambivalence and conflict surrounding the US 

presence there. They found it hard to forgive or forget that reception. I have friends today 

who are Vietnam veterans and with whom I dare not discuss those years.

It was very interesting to me to visit the War Museum in Saigon in 2011. All the 

displays were moving, but one I shall never forget.  An entire floor of the museum was filled 

with large photographs and stories of the families of American soldiers who had handled 

Agent Orange. Not only were the soldiers themselves showing physical damages from 

exposure to the defoliant, but many of their children had been born with deformities and 

other ailments. I could not help remembering how difficult it was for returning soldiers 

to convince the US government that their exposure to this chemical had permanently 

damaged them and their families. The next exhibit was of Vietnamese soldiers and citizens, 

and many children affected by that same Agent Orange. It was profoundly moving.
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I myself deliberately sought to avoid being drafted. At some time during 1965, 

I began to have disturbances in my gastrointestinal tract. One alarming symptom was 

the loss of blood. After a stay in the hospital, I was diagnosed as having peptic ulcers, 

recommendations were made regarding changes in diet, and the tranquilizer Librium was 

prescribed. I had to take the medication for years, and the condition allowed me to be 

assigned a draft classification of 1-Y which meant I could be called to serve but only as a last 

resort. Fortunately that never happened.

As if the racial unrest and the war in Vietnam were not enough to push people to 

the brink, the success of the Cuban revolution confirmed fears in everyone’s mind about the 

threat and impending spread of communism. Fidel Castro, a communist dictator with strong 

ties to the Soviet Union, seized control of Cuba, an island just 90 miles from US shores. The 

thousands of Cuban refugees fleeing to the US in the wake of Castro’s coup increased the 

anti-communist sentiment and were ready witnesses to its dangers.

In the minds of many US citizens, especially the less thoughtful and less educated, 

black people and communists were taking over; but perhaps the deepest, most pervasive 

insult was that white men were losing what had been long held as their rightful authority, i.e. 

their innate gender superiority.   What was the world coming to? And to many, such as my 

parents and their church brethren, all these things were signs of the end times as described 

in the Bible. At any minute Jesus would appear in the sky as he promised and instantly take 

up every “saved” person on the earth. The rest would be left to deal with the blacks and 

communists and ultimately get what they deserved, an eternity in a lake of fire to think about 

their faults, transgressions, and their rejection of Him.

Romance
During the fall of 1963, after Sareth had known the Black family for about a year, a 

correspondence began between him and my sister Gale. I believe this correspondence began 

in the most innocent of ways. From November 12, 1963, until February 26, 1965, there 

were forty-two pieces of correspondence sent by my sister to Sareth. As fate and Sareth’s 

own penchant for recordkeeping would have it, every piece of correspondence from her to 

him has survived. He gave them all to me, numbered and in chronological order, just before 

he left this country in June 1965. 

The first letter from my sister is included here because it establishes the tone of 

Sareth’s relationship to the family. You will remember that I said he often helped my siblings 

with their schoolwork. She refers in this letter to his having shown her how to square 

numbers differently than the way she was taught and to her having shared that with her class. 

She also mentions his having given her a small book rack. He customarily gave us little gifts. 

Another notable aspect of this letter is that she signs it in Khmer. 
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Gale’s first letter to Sareth, November 12, 1963, page 1
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Our relationship to and esteem for Sareth is also illustrated by this sweet letter from 

my little brother Tim, written on December 10, 1963, when he was eight years old. His 

letter is also signed in Khmer.

Gale’s first letter to Sareth, November 12, 1963, page 2
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Letter from Tim, age 8, December 10, 1963

We do not have any letters from Sareth to Gale. His first letters to her were sent 

by US mail, but the later ones were hand-delivered by me and destroyed by Gale as they 

were read and answered. There is no doubt that if we had access to that correspondence 

our picture would be far more complete. However, a careful reading of the letters from 

Gale to him and those from him to me will allow us to come close to a fairly accurate 

understanding of the relationship that developed between the two of them and of the 

events that culminated in disaster in 1965. What is very clear is that, by the end of 1964, 
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Gale was fully convinced that her destiny was to become Mrs. It Sareth. It is also clear that 

he was hesitant about marrying, that from the beginning he insisted that marriage could 

not take place before she became twenty-one years old, and that he finally said it could not 

happen at all. It is also clear that some form of physical intimacy must have taken place, 

although I remain convinced that it never resulted in intercourse.

However, the patriarch of the family Lee Black must have believed otherwise because 

he became the unrepentant architect of a chain of events that left people scarred forever. Our 

brother Sareth had fallen into the hands of people who were originally well-meaning but 

who, acting out of sanctimoniousness and hysteria, did irreparable harm. 

Fear, abused authority, and dedication to a mean-spirited God ruined Sareth’s 

reputation, deprived him of his educational support, and ultimately drove him from this 

country.  

1965: A Year of Human Consequences
On July I7, 1964, I bought the red Renault which afforded me an unprecedented 

amount of autonomy.  It was a great benefit in that it permitted Sareth and me to more 

easily and frequently visit friends and relatives and attend lectures and concerts.  Before 

having a car of my own I had to leave campus according to my neighbor’s work schedule, 

which meant I had no option but to be home by 6:00 pm each day. While having the 

car was a positive thing to me, it evidently was not to my parents because they lost an 

element of control over me that had never been questioned and had always been total. I do 

remember that as time progressed I looked for reasons not to return home before 11:00 or 

11:30 pm, a practice that considerably irritated my mother.  I could seldom leave home on 

weekends because attending classes and going to church were, in my parents’ minds, the 

only acceptable reasons to be away. I observed my twentieth birthday in August 1964.  

 In June 1964, Sareth and I went to visit my mother’s youngest sister Grace who 

lived near the seashore in south Florida.  We spent a week boating, skiing, and sunning on 

the beaches.
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Despite the climate at home and the endless diet of religion, I was grateful I had 

a place to live, food to eat, and that my father was still paying the $83 per term tuition 

and giving me $20 for textbooks. He rarely gave me money beyond that, and in fact I did 

not need it. I had the job in the restaurant and had learned to operate projectors in a local 

cinema. Life was not bad.

The study of Spanish language and culture in high school was my first small window 

on a world outside my back yard and outside the church. My undergraduate major at UGA, 

French literature, provided an even wider view; but it was my friendship with Sareth, his 

fellow Cambodians, and other international students that made me realize I wanted to be in 

a wider world. I knew I would thrive in it. I knew too that in time I would leave my parents’ 

home and make my own way in a very different and varied world unknown to them.  

I had expected to live with my parents until completing my undergraduate degree 

at the University of Georgia. The next step in my plan was to earn a graduate degree in 

the United States and go to study in Europe. I expected to grow up and leave home the 

way most young people do, at a time and in a manner like any ordinary person would after 

graduating from college. It would be an uneventful passing with a mixture of sadness and 

happiness. It did not happen that way. 

The fall quarter at the end of 1964 turned out to be one of our best. Sareth and I were 

Boating with Aunt Grace and Uncle Lloyd, near Palm Beach, 

Florida, June 1964
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both working and taking classes. The automobile allowed us to do things that previously 

we had not been able to do. Correspondence continued between Sareth and Gale, and by 

that time it was almost exclusively hand-delivered by me. There were also telephone calls 

between them of which I was seldom aware. 

All in all, there was a good end to a good year.  My work at the Varsity Restaurant 

and the Georgia Theatre continued to provide enough money to meet expenses beyond 

the tuition and book costs my father gave me.  Despite the number of hours I worked 

each week, my grades were acceptable.  However, I had found spending time at home 

increasingly onerous and continued to look for reasons to leave early each morning and 

return as late as I could each evening.  The weekends were more tolerable because Sareth 

was often there.  As dreary and predictable as home life was, it was stable with one notable 

exception that became a defining moment in my life.

The house in which we lived in Madison County faced Georgia Highway 106 and 

was situated in the middle of a plot of approximately three acres behind a large field of about 

seven acres.  The house could be seen from the highway across the field. Each year my father 

planted a garden in the big field, and we all worked in it including Sareth. Every spring and 

summer rows upon rows of beans, watermelons, corn, potatoes, okra, and squash could 

be seen by passersby, many of whom were family and friends who often stopped to chat 

when they saw us planting, tilling, or gathering.  My father loved to share the vegetables 

with them and often was heard saying, “Come on up here and get yourself a couple dozen 

roasting ears (of corn) and a mess of beans!”  This shout was followed by a directive to one 

of the children, “Go find a basket and pick them some.”  It was the neighborly thing to do 

and over time made him well liked.  There always remained plenty to be frozen or canned 

by my mother for our own use. 

The land on either side of the house remained forest.  No attempt had been made 

to remove any of it.  During the previous spring my father decided the forest should be 

cleared of underbrush and instructed me to do it.  It was a daunting task for which I had 

little inclination and less time. Moreover, the only tools available to me were a saw, an ax, 

and a wheelbarrow.  It was several acres of woods.  I was in school and working at two jobs.  

For the first time in my life, at twenty years old, I made a decision not to do something I 

was told to do.  However, I never told him that.  No reasoning or contrary discussion was 

allowed.  I simply never began the project.  It was never mentioned unless by my father.

I had long ago learned how to get along in this environment by doing what I was 

told, keeping opinions to myself, and never contradicting anyone. I did not argue or assume 

opposing positions. There was no need for discussion; whatever he said had to be done. It 

was safer to reflect the opinions or at least seem to accept the ideas of adults, especially him.  

The one time I deviated from this approach solidly reinforced the wisdom in maintaining it.

In December 1964, he brought the clearing project up again one evening at supper, 

wanting to know why it had not been done and insisting I do it.  Contrary to my usual 

affirmative response, I attempted to reason with my father, explaining that it was a big job, I 

was still working, and the underbrush would quickly grow back, adding that in my opinion 
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it was not a good use of time and that I would prefer not to do it.  There was a moment of 

silence.  Then came a crystal clear validation of the feeling of “otherness” that had haunted 

me as long as I could remember, a feeling engendered by a father distancing himself from 

his own child by quipping, “Why can’t you be one of us? Why can’t you just be one of us?”  

His hands gripped the sides of the table as if to steady it.  He looked up from his 

plate and said, “Let me tell you something.  As long as you put your feet under MY table 

and as long as you eat MY food, you WILL do what I tell you to do!” I knew then that 

what I had felt and suspected was true.  I did not belong in that family in the same sense that 

others “belong” in theirs.  It was in no part MY table or MY food or for that matter MY bed 

or MY house.  It was not my space, not my place.  What was I doing there?     

Discourse between my father and me had always been sparse, tense, and superficial, 

but this time it was different.  A smile appeared on my face. It was not the usual smile that 

rarely represented true feeling.  This time the smile was from my heart, as genuine as it could 

be, a reflection of calmness and peace.  I was not afraid or angry.  I gave a measured, quiet 

response.

“Yes, sir, I think I understand.”  

And I did understand.  In an instant I understood that as soon as I could arrange 

it I was going to leave HIS house, HIS table, HIS food and never return.  The calm I felt 

came from unquestioned resolve.

Neither that conversation nor the woods project were mentioned again, but from 

that evening I began to think about what would be required to live completely independently 

and finish my studies.  Five quarters remained until my anticipated graduation in June 

1966.  Work hours at the Varsity would have to be increased, and I would have to work all 

weekends and employee vacations at the theatre.  I could do it. I would do it.  I would do 

whatever was required.   

The following week I told Sareth.  He was surprised but did not attempt to get 

me to reconsider.  The Christmas and New Year’s holidays passed without incident; he 

spent some but not all of the time with us.  He visited Atlanta and Washington during that 

Christmas break as well.  In January serious thought began about my moving out. The most 

problematic issue was housing.  It took weeks to work through the options, but in February 

we arrived at what we thought would be a workable solution.  Sareth had lived in Reed Hall 

since shortly after he arrived in Athens in 1962.  His friends Jim and Christine Thornton 

had moved out of Reed Hall to a house in town, eliminating one of the good reasons he had 

to continue living there. He had two quarters remaining before graduating in June 1965.

We decided to buy a mobile home to be located on a lot near the campus in which 

we both would live until Sareth graduated in June.  I would continue to occupy it and make 

the payments through my senior year and graduate school.  It could then be sold and the 

money divided as we saw fit. The purchase had to be in his name because, at twenty years 

six months of age, I was still considered a minor under Georgia law, a deceptively small fact 

upon which much heartache later hinged.  By cutting hair and working at the student union, 

Sareth had earned enough money for a large down payment.  The total cost of the home 
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was $4,011.85.  He paid $2,516.85 as down payment; I paid $295.  The resulting monthly 

payment of $51.37 could easily be made by me after he left Athens. It was ideal.
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Bill of sale for mobile home purchased February 27, 1965 as residence for Sareth and Jim
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Professors in the College of Forestry at the University liked Sareth and were interested 

in seeing him continue his studies in the US.  With the help of these professors, university 

administrators, and other influential people he knew in Georgia and the nation’s capital, 

he was awarded a full scholarship to the American University in Washington, DC.  Like 

everything Sareth did, this move was calculated.  It was designed to change his study more 

toward his real areas of interest, political science and international affairs.  The American 

University was one of the best schools in the nation for this.  At first, admissions officials 

were hesitant to admit him because he had no undergraduate preparation in these areas.  

However, because of his good grades at UGA and recommendations from highly placed 

friends, he was admitted to begin in the fall of 1966.  He was notified in early spring 1966 

and from that time looked forward to a new stage in his academic life and to the prospect of 

being in Washington.

By March 1965 the mobile home had been purchased, a lot on which to put it 

rented, the home itself installed, and Sareth had moved from Reed Hall to the new residence.  

All that remained was my own move, which happened on a weekend that same month.  It 

was a rare occasion.  Our parents went to church on a Friday night leaving Tim, Gale, and 

Receipts for down payment for mobile home purchased as residence for Sareth and Jim
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me at home.  I put my clothes and a few other belongings in the red Renault without making 

it obvious that anything was missing.  Discovery and the resulting confrontation had to be 

avoided. The clock was set to alarm at 5:00 am; I planned to leave early Saturday morning.

While I was packing my car, my sister Gale inquired what I was doing.  There was 

no way to avoid telling her the truth, that Sareth and I had purchased a mobile home and 

that I was moving there. “I want to see it,” she said. Looking back, it appears to me that 

the response I gave her on that occasion might have provided kindling which smoldered 

and shortly became a conflagration.  My thoughtless response was, “I will come get you 

sometime.”  It did not occur to me until years later that she might have heard in my statement 

something I never intended.

Sareth receiving award for academic excellence, UGA, 1964



62  |  L E T T E R  T O  S A N D A P

I did not sleep.  How could I? 5:00 am came, the alarm sounded, and I got up.  My 

mother heard me stirring and got out of bed herself.  As I walked from my room through 

the den and kitchen I noticed the little, white accordion that had been purchased for $20 at 

a pawn shop and with which Sareth and I so often made music.  I had forgotten to put it in 

the car.  I picked it up.   By that time my mother had caught up to me.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m leaving.”

“When are you coming back?”

“I’m not.”

“Well, you’re not taking that!”

Without saying another word I put the accordion down, got into the red Renault, 

started the engine, backed out of the driveway, and for the last time watched the house 

disappear in the rear view mirror. 

When I arrived at the new place, it did not take long to remove my belongings from 

the car and arrange them in the smaller bedroom which had been designated for me.  There 

was not much time to think about or enjoy the new surroundings because both Sareth and I 

had to continue our work and class schedules.  Sareth had two short telephone conversations 

with Gale the following week.  He did not tell me what they talked about except to tell 

me that she asked to borrow a small tape recorder I had.  This would have meant one of 

us would have had to return to the family home; neither of us was willing to do it.  The 

following week in another conversation with Sareth she repeated her request.  Arrangements 

were never made for her to use the tape recorder.  It occurred to me thirty years later that had 

we honored her request our lives might have been different.

We had lived in the mobile home for less than two months when the first of a series 

of devastating events orchestrated by my father took place.   It was Saturday, mid-morning 

when we heard the sounds of vehicles in the small front yard.  Two Athens police cars 

slowed to a stop; my father’s car followed and stopped.  The policemen exited their cars; one 

approached and knocked on the door.

“Mr. Black?  Are you James Black?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I have a man with me who says he is your father.  He wants to talk to you, but 

I must tell you that we do not have a search warrant or any authority to enter your house 

without your permission.  You do not have to allow him into the house, and you do not have 

to talk with him if you do not want to do it.”

“I will speak with him. He may come in.”  

Even after all that had happened, I was still so intimidated by him that I did not 

object.  My father exited the car, came into the house and sat down.  I was interested in what 

he had to say but knew it would make no difference in how I felt or the decision I had made.  

Sareth was at home, and although he remained in the back of the house at my insistence, 

he could still hear what was said.  I looked at my father, waiting for him to begin to speak.  

When he did speak, there was no softness of voice or change from his traditional approach to 
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problems and people.  He was definitive and directive, still the alpha personality determined 

to have his way. Even so, I was willing to hear him out and said nothing until he began 

to raise his voice.  I responded with the same calm I felt the weekend of the underbrush 

conversation.

“We are not in your house now.  We are in mine.  You cannot talk to me that way.”

This time it was not just determined eyes and clinched table.  He was furious.

“I will say anything to you I please, and you stop me if you can!”  I had never 

seen him so angry, but I was not angry myself.  For the first time in my life, at least at that 

moment, I had the advantage.  I stood.

“This conversation is over.”

The officer who was listening just outside the door escorted him to the parked car 

and the procession left.  Neither Sareth nor I understood how vindictive and dangerous this 

pious man, cloaked in self-righteousness, would become.  My father then began striking 

out in every way he could and with each step gathering sympathy and making himself into 

a victim. His efforts over the next ten months ensured that the two of us would never be 

reconciled.  The family was broken forever.  It would be thirty-seven years before I would 

see him again.

Several months later that same police officer came into the restaurant.  I waited on 

him.  We recognized each other, and in the conversation that followed he told me my father 

had requested that the police accompany him to the mobile home, remove me from it by 

force, and take me back to the Black family home.  They had refused.

My father’s next move was to contact university officials.  Two weeks after the visit 

with the police escort a letter arrived from the University addressed to Sareth.  The Office of 

International Students informed him that as a foreign student it was illegal for him to own 

property of any kind and that the mobile home we had just purchased would have to be sold.  

We began to feel afraid.  He was a foreigner and uncertain what his rights actually were; I 

was trained to acquiesce to all authority without question.  Neither of us was equipped to 

fight back. We had no defense mechanisms. All that was left to us seemed to be to wait in 

fear to see what the next blow would be.  Nevertheless, we took the prudent step of trying 

to divest ourselves of the mobile home and find another place to live.  Making matters more 

complex, it was the end of the quarter, Sareth’s final one, and both of us had to prepare for 

and take final examinations.  We were both still working.

Despite all that had happened, the tension and uncertainty, there remained good 

things for which we were grateful and that served to keep us focused.  Sareth was graduating 

in a matter of weeks, moving to Washington, reconnecting with old friends, and beginning 

a new graduate program studying subjects he really loved.

We finally did find a buyer for the mobile home.  However, he was willing to pay 

only $1,800 and assume the loan.  Incidental expenses including set up and water connection 

had brought our total investment to more than $3,000.  The $1,200 loss was particularly 

bad because it left Sareth little money for the move to Washington.

Finding a place to live became urgent.  Above the restaurant where I worked was a 
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small hotel, the Colonial Hotel.  The manager, Mr. Charles Kinney, often ate in the restaurant 

below. The hotel had some permanent residents, including Mr. and Mrs. Kinney, and when 

he learned of our situation, he immediately arranged rooms for us.  We vacated the mobile 

home and moved to the hotel. 

My father’s hubris and anger knew no bounds.  In the early days of June 1965, 

what little firm ground we stood on shifted. While continuing to contact university officials 

he made a masterful, devastating power play.  He paid a visit to Dick Russell who lived in 

Winder, Georgia, about thirty miles from the Black family home.

                                                

 

Richard B. Russell, Jr. served in the US senate from 1933 until his death in 1971.  

He was elected to the Georgia state senate in 1920 and became the governor of Georgia 

in 1931.  For more than twenty years Senator Russell was arguably the most powerful 

man in Washington except for the president himself.  He served on the Armed Services 

Committee and senate Appropriations Committee and heavily influenced agricultural and 

defense legislation.  He had major influence on the federal budget.  Senator Russell’s work 

included significant legislation that brought about economic growth in the State of Georgia.  

He authored the bill providing for the National School Lunch Program in 1946 and was 

 Richard B. Russell, Jr.
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instrumental in creating the internationally known Center for Disease Control in Atlanta.  

Among the foremost experts on military and defense policy, he was advisor to six presidents 

and a candidate for the presidency himself in 1952.

Yet, distinguished as his public service was, he had a very dark side.  In 1935, Dick 

Russell opposed an anti-lynching bill in congress.  From that time he worked to weaken and 

halt civil rights legislation.  Russell believed in “white supremacy” and “separate but equal” 

societies.  Given the fact that my father had begun referring to Sareth as that “black devil,” 

it is not a stretch of the imagination to suppose Senator Russell was entirely sympathetic 

when my father explained how the “black devil” was “destroying his family.”  Russell began 

making telephone calls.

In a very short time, a letter arrived for Sareth from the American University with 

the terse message that the scholarship previously awarded to him had been withdrawn.  No 

reason was given.  That letter was followed in a week by notification from the United States 

Department of State that his visa was cancelled. 

     

    

Sareth, graduation photograph, 1965
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Sareth did graduate as scheduled in early June 1965, but we were in a vortex. He 

had spent four years cultivating friendships and earning respect on campus and in town. The 

friendships chilled, and the respect seemed to evaporate.  The situation was mortifying to 

both of us, and the strain was beginning to show. We were numb.  What had happened? Why 

had it happened?  What was he to do? Where would he study?  Would it even be possible to 

continue? Would he have to return to Cambodia?  It was as embarrassing as it was puzzling.  

The one thing we knew was that he must leave the United States immediately.  He began 

frantically attempting to contact friends in Washington to no avail.  Next, he called, cabled, 

and wrote to people he knew in France.  A decision was quickly made that he would use 

what remaining money he had, fly to Paris, and investigate future possibilities from there.

Jim Black, 1965

At the time and for a long time afterward, I felt as if all this hell had come about 

because of me.  This was the lowest period of my life.  We talked a lot, trying to figure out 

the pieces and the players and considering what the future might be.  I was the only one with 

an income; I knew and he knew that I would send him as much money as I could wherever 

he was.  There was no question of it.  All this hell, all this pain had come about because of 

his acquaintance with me.  I felt responsible.
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A week after graduation Sareth packed his clothes, and we walked the three blocks 

from the hotel to the bus station.  He was to take the bus to Atlanta, then fly to New York 

and on to Paris.  Never before or since have I felt such sorrow.  I watched the bus pull out 

of the station and cried all the way back to the hotel.  It was Saturday morning.  I did not 

come out of my room for two days.  Sareth called from New York and sent a telegram when 

he arrived in Paris.

The summer began in earnest.  I enrolled in one course, PSY-423, Abnormal 

Psychology.  Daily work at the Varsity and weekend work at the theatre continued.  In 

addition, Davison’s, a local department store, hired me to work as a printer.  Mr. Kinney 

offered me a job as Sunday clerk which paid no money but provided a room.  It quickly 

became evident how fortunate these circumstances were.  The room was “free.”  I was 

allowed to eat at the restaurant before beginning work each day and allowed to take food 

leftover at closing.  I had few expenses other than tuition, books, gas, and the occasional 

piece of clothing.  The combined income from the Varsity, the theatre, and the department 

store was enough to provide me with what I needed and also keep my commitment to help 

Sareth, but little more.

In the latter part of the summer, something happened that showed my father’s true 

character.  He continued communicating with university officials who continued responding 

to him.  A note arrived from the Assistant Dean of Men Harry Cannon stating that he 

wanted to see me and that I was to make an appointment immediately.   I did.  He was an 

imposing man, bald headed and big.  From behind his desk, he explained that my father had 

come to see him and was very concerned.  He had asked Mr. Cannon to make certain I had 

insurance on the Renault.  He did not object to my owning the car; he just wanted to be 

certain it was insured.  He feared I might have an accident which would involve him in a 

lawsuit.  I had not insured the car.  The premium to insure the Renault was $750 per year, a 

large sum I could not possibly afford.  Mr. Cannon then told me that if I could not afford to 

insure the car, I would have to sell it.  I did not know it then, but, as Assistant Dean of Men, 

he did not have the authority to force me to do that.  He had bluffed.  However, I was under 

21, technically still a minor and subject to my father’s wishes.  At that time, my father owned 

three operating automobiles.  He drove one hundred fifty miles a day to and from work and 

to my knowledge had no insurance on any of them.  He had never seemed concerned about 

it.  His action can only be seen as mean and hypocritical. He forced me to sell the car while 

seeming prudent, reasonable, and accommodating. I sold the Renault for $100. 

When Sareth first got to Paris he lived with a Mr. LeGrand, 81 Avenue LeDru-

Rollin.  In a letter of August 6, Sareth explained that, in order to study anywhere, he would 

have to have proof of financial support and therefore requested a letter from me. On August 

20, 1965, I wrote to him formally promising to send $120 ($890 US 2013) per month.

 



68  |  L E T T E R  T O  S A N D A P

Letter from Jim to Sareth pledging financial support, August 20, 1965

Adding a final sorrow to the others of 1965 was the death of Sareth’s mother Koy 

Dim which he had feared for months.  He was deeply troubled that he could not be in 

Cambodia to be with his family and help comfort her during her last days.  He was able to 

return home for the funeral, however.
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Sareth succeeded in gaining admission for the fall term to the Faculté des Sciences 

Agronomiques, a state school in Gembloux, Belgium.  However, he would have to study 

water and forest management, not international relations, law, and economics as he had 

planned to do at the American University in Washington.  After his first year of study in 

Gembloux, life became a little easier.  He was awarded a scholarship for the academic year 

1966-67 of 5,000 francs ($738 US 2013) per month by the Belgian Government. 

 

The funeral of Koy Dim, September 1, 1965. Sareth, Srâs, Sandap, Siveth, and Simuoun
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Letter informing Sareth of Belgian scholarship for 1966-1967
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After the Renault incident, things settled.  Sareth was studying in Belgium.  I was 

studying in Athens. We were both busy but communicated regularly during the following 

year.  

I did manage to complete all requirements for the Bachelor of Arts Degree and 

graduated from the University of Georgia on June 4, 1966.  I celebrated that occasion in 

two ways.  I purchased, on credit at the jewelry store around the block, a small diamond ring 

that I had admired for months; and I visited Sareth in Europe.  All year I had been working 

up to sixty hours per week and saving every penny possible.  

The trip took me to Atlanta by bus, then by air from Atlanta to New York, New 

York to Reykjavik, Iceland, and then to the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg.  Sareth met me 

in Luxembourg, and we traveled by train to Gembloux, Belgium.

   

Faculté des Sciences Agronomiques, Gembloux, Belgium
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The banner affixed to the right wall in the photograph above reads, “Mourir pour 

le pays est un si digne sort;” “Dying for one’s country is a very worthy end.”  This maxim is 

a French translation of a line by the Roman poet Horace, “Dulce et decorum est pro patria 

mori.”

    

Sareth & owners of the hotel where he lived, 

Belgium, 1966

Sareth at his desk, Gembloux, 1966. 
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Sareth and I traveled in Belgium and France ending in Paris where we visited 

the University of Paris, staying in the Pavillon du Cambodge at the Cité Universitaire.  

We both hoped we would one day study at the Sorbonne.  From Paris we returned to 

Luxembourg for my flight home.

Jim at Sareth’s desk, Gembloux, 1966

Sareth cooking, Gembloux, 1966
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In Their Own Words: Gale Speaks
Because it had a profound effect on the course of events at the time, we now ask the 

question, “What exactly was the nature of the relationship between Gale and Sareth?”  What 

can we know and how can we know it? If correspondence from him to her were available, or 

if he were here to speak for himself, or if she were here to speak for herself, our task would 

be better informed and possibly definitive.  However, none of the above is the case.  The 

only evidence available to us for the present purpose is the correspondence from her to him, 

from him to me, and my own recollections.  I bear in mind that I am peering into the most 

intimate places in the hearts of two human beings whom I loved and who in the end must 

have loved each other.

Sareth knew that one day Gale’s letters would constitute evidence by which his intent 

and actions could be known. He also knew that if the letters were viewed in the context 

in which they were written, they would make his actions and that confusing, seemingly 

incomprehensible time better understood. He would neither want to see others hurt nor have 

his own reputation enhanced at their expense, but inevitably, the same context that clarifies 

Sareth’s actions sheds light on the actions of those others.  While not justifying bad behavior, 

a careful reading and thoughtful interpretation of the correspondence makes it easier to 

understand why people acted as they did.  Declarations, inference, and actions during these 

years at one time or another cast all the players in an unflattering light, including myself.  

Given that the correspondence from Gale to Sareth is in retrospect so critical in 

creating the direction of and informing this story, I ask myself how it could have seemed 

unimportant to me at the time. I gave it very little thought. Although I was a courier for 

some of this written correspondence and as such must be considered an enabler, I never 

read any of it nor was any of it read to me.  I was sometimes but most often not aware 

of the telephone calls to which they both refer.  Surely I must have been aware that some 

relationship existed between them, but I do not remember ever witnessing activity between 

my sister and Sareth that remotely suggested amorous relations. 

An examination of recurrent themes and related statements will be helpful in arriving 

at important conclusions and inferences.  The correspondence from my sister Gale can only 

be viewed as “love letters.”  While the writing is not salacious, it does consist of the normal 

vocabulary of love.  It is possible to exercise discretion in quoting such language and still 

arrive at satisfactory conclusions.  Ellipses indicate the omission of wording which either 

reflects that or which is simply not relevant.
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Themes in the Letters from Gale to Sareth with Excerpts

Gale’s Romantic Feelings

The second paragraph of her first letter describes the general tone of Sareth’s 

relationship to the Black family.

Sareth, you’ll never know what a joy it is to have you here.  I may not show it 
as much as I should, but I sincerely appreciate all the information and advice 
you’ve given me.  Oh, and thanks ever so much for the book rack you gave 
me.  When I show it to the kids at school tomorrow I know they’ll want one.  I 
showed my math class how to square numbers the way you taught me Monday. 
(Letter 1, November 12, 1963)

However, also in the first letter there is wording which can be easily interpreted as evidence 

of nascent romantic attachment.

The only time I’m sad is when you go back to Reed Hall.  I think of all the 
wonderful times we have had since I’ve known you, and then I think about a 
year or so in the future when you’ll be at home and I’ll probably never see you 
again, and then the tears flow. . . . (Letter 1, November 12, 1963)

This romantic attachment becomes explicit and unmistakable in subsequent letters.

I am about to tell my “Past, Present, and Future” feelings toward “Mr. It Sareth.”  
My first inward impression of Mr. It was “Wow!” (I’m not joking, Sareth, I’m 
serious) those dark eyes, that beautiful hair, and that skin, something people 
work weeks on trying to acquire the color he was born with.  Now, because of 
his good looks and the attention he gave me I immediately fell in love with him. 
(Letter 3, January 3, 1964)

God bless you, and, my little friend, I’m yours as long as you want me.  (Letter 
10, June 2, 1964)

I will love you always. (Letter 11A, June 22, 1964)

I’ve been kind of worried about the last 2 notes I wrote you.  I mean, some girls 
like to dangle men, keep ‘em on a string, and the men can’t tell whether the girls 
love them or not ‘cause they don’t tell ‘em if they do or don’t.  I want you to 
know that I do love you more than anything, so I told you what I was thinking.  
I just hope you didn’t think it was too much.  (Letter 12, June 30, 1964)

God loves you, and I love you.  Together I think we can do a pretty good job of 
taking care of you wherever you are.  (Letter 12, June 30, 1964)
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You know something?  You are almost as messy as James.  The other day I 
looked in your drawer.  Man, it was a mess.  Naturally, I straightened it like a 
good future wife should.  (Letter 15, July 17, 1964)

In the first dream we were washing dishes in Mableton.  Mother had just gone 
out the door. . . . We embraced and kissed, but only for a moment because 
mother came back into the kitchen and said, “Was he trying to kiss you?”  I gave 
her an emphatic, “NO!”  After she had gone I said, “I was kissing him.” (Letter 
18, August 11, 1964)

Do you suppose you could manage a very longed-for, tender kiss, say about 30 
minutes long? (Letter 21, October 12, 1964)

Your loving wife  (Letter 30, December 11, 1964, signature)

I am very, very, very, very, very, very, very jealous of people who can be with you 
and not be watched.  (Letter 34, January 8, 1965)

Parental Guidance
As time progressed my parents informed (me) that I was neglecting my duties 
as the daughter in the family which I know they’d do sooner or later because 
of my crush on Mr. It.  . . . . Because of our relationship with Mr. It my parents 
informed me I was to love and treat this young man as a brother. . . . I also plan 
to love him as much or more than I ever have.  (Letter 3, January 3, 1964)

Mother declares in so many words, you’re a 26 year old man, and I’m supposed 
to keep my distance, but parents or no parents, through school or not through 
school . . . . they cannot tell me whom and how to love.  (Letter 3, January 3, 
1964)

Daddy says my education comes first.  I wish I was through with my old 
education.  Then according to my dear mother she wouldn’t care if you gave 
me special attention.  Frankly, I don’t believe her.  (Letter 3, January 3, 1964)

. . . the way mom and pop talk we won’t be seeing much of each other. (Letter 
16, July 29, 1964)

Sareth’s Actions
Never, ever has a man or boy told me that he loved me, and I didn’t know what 
to do or what to say, but I acted ridiculously about it I know, and I apologize 
for seeming as if I didn’t believe you because I know you’d never say anything 
like that and not mean it.  (Letter 4, February 17, 1964)
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Sareth, thank you for everything you’ve given me, not altogether material 
things, but all the flattering and complimentary things you’ve said, the way you 
act when we’re together. (Letter 4, February 17, 1964)

You remember that note you gave me Sunday night? . . . You were wrong again. 
You are not so different for me, not for “me.”  (Letter 4, 1964)

You will never know how you made me feel.  Neither will you know how long 
I waited just for one little kiss of security.  I got a little more security than I 
expected but I loved each and every enjoyable second.   (Letter 11A, June 22, 
1964)

Ever since the 22nd [June] when you kissed me, you know what I think about?  
I think about Sunday when you held my hand and told me we would mix our 
skin colors.  I like to hear you say things like that.  I think about you and me and 
our 3 kids since that’s how many you said you wanted.  I can’t have any more 
without you, and, by the way, if you ever go anywhere and find me with three 
kids, they will be yours and mine.  (Letter 12, June 30, 1964)

The more names you call me, I’ll know I am just a few steps closer to becoming 
Madame It Sareth.  (Letter 18, August 11, 1964.  Sareth’s nickname for Gale 
was “Cow.”)

. . . whether or not I am a virgin depends entirely upon you. God has already 

forgiven me of that which I have already done wrong.  (Letter 19, September 
20, 1964)

I know my parents haven’t treated you the way I wanted them to.  And I know 
you were looked up to in your own country, and you will be when you return.  
“But please do NOT EVER AGAIN think of yourself as being immoral!!  You 
are not, and I love you.  (Letter 19, September 20, 1964)

. . . what do you mean when you said that you’d better know who you are?  I 
know.  You are the man I love very deeply and who will be the father of my 
children.  (Letter 41, February 25, 1965)

As far as your being dumb and stupid, suppose you let me decide that. . . . 
(Letter 41, February 25, 1965)

Gale’s Responses to Sareth’s Correspondence
I received your last letter. . . I think you express yourself well enough to get the 
point across.  Anyway, I was so happy about what you had said I cried myself to 
sleep.  (Letter 3, January 3, 1964)
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Your last letter, oh, Sareth, it was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever read.  I’ll 
cherish its words . . . as long as I live. (Letter 3, January 3, 1964)

Thank you for your little note last week.  I enjoyed it very much because it lets 
me know you were thinking of me, and that makes me feel good.  (Letter 10, 
June 2, 1964)

As for the card, Darling, you will never know how much I loved the card.  It 
was so beautiful, and the words were, I mean, I have never seen a card that 
expressed one’s love for another so vividly.  (Letter 15, July 17, 1964)

I know, if you are anything like me, you get very impatient waiting for the next 
letter, especially when it takes me so long to write once after 4 letters from you. 
(Letter 19, September 20, 1964)

I know I said I would answer your letters one at a time, but right now I do not 
have the time to look for them.  (Letter 20, October 8, 1964)

I have your letters, dear, but I am going to wait until I have much more time to 
write. (Letter 24, November 1, 1964)

There are many other things like that I should have written about but did not.  
So, if there is anything else you want to know ask me.  I would go back and 
answer them but Bean told me to tear everything up tomorrow (answered or 
not).  (Letter 34, January 8, 1965)

I can now tear up your 3 last notes.  I have answered them.  If James knew I still 
had them, he’d kill me.  (Letter 37, January 27, 1965)

Marriage
. . . do you know what you did Monday morning? You made me the “HAPPIEST’ 
girl in the world, also, dear, very impatient.  Now, I don’t know whether or not 
I can wait on those seven years.  You know what would be wonderful, if it was 
possible?  If you haven’t thought of it, I have, and that is if I could only go back 
with you in ’67.  I suppose it’s sort of silly but it was just an idea I had. (Letter 
11B, June 23, 1964)

One day in my room James was lying on the bed reading, and I was typing.  
James asked me if anything had changed.  After a while I told him that I could 
not marry you because I did not think you were in the pattern God had for me.  
James asked if the Lord told me that.  I very promptly said that the Lord had told 
me nothing ‘cause I didn’t know when the Lord was trying to tell me something 
or when he wasn’t.  I thought James would be very angry, but he was not.  Oh, 
how I wanted him to kick me and tell me what a fool I was being. (Letter 22, 
October 15, 1964)
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I wanted God to give me an answer.  Should I or should I not marry you.  Also, 
during this time I was seeking for the Holy Ghost and talk about somebody 
being confused.  Well, I decided that rather than live with a doubt all my life 
whether or not God was pleased with our marriage, I decided “no” I would not 
marry you.  Now, please do not stop reading there.  You don’t know, nobody 
knows, what I went through for about a week.  I was worried about you.  I was 
terribly confused about how to receive the Holy Ghost.  I was either thinking 
about you or receiving the Holy Ghost.  The night I decided I was determined I 
was going to write you and tell you about my decision, but I could not.  (Letter 
22, October 15, 1964)

Finally, I came to the conclusion I could and would not marry anyone but you.  
I love you much too much not to marry you.  (Letter 22, October 15, 1964)

You said something about a “next time” and on the other side you asked “Are 
you sure you will be Mrs. It??”  Well there will never be a next time.  The only 
thing that will get me to change my mind is for God Himself to knock me down 
and tear me apart.  (Letter 25, November 8, 1964)

Many, many months ago long before you made your indirect proposal (I say 
“indirect proposal” because you never asked me directly to marry you.)  (Letter 
25, November 8, 1964)

I thought I’d write. I also concluded I would send all your notes back, and if 
you want anything answered that I didn’t answer, you can ask me again when 
you ask those 1,000 questions.  I surely do hope I have answers for all of them.  
(Letter 27, November 16, 1964)

Also, Dear, I am very glad you did not ask me directly to marry you. . . .  (Letter 
27, November 16, 1964)

Now, to get to your last note, I really would like to know what your thoughts on 
our marriage are, but if you want to wait, OK. (Letter 27, November 16, 1964)

About your questions, I think I threw away the wrong note because I don’t have 
the one with the questions on it.  The most important question I remember 
of course and will answer.  “Yes, Dear, I will marry you.”  I think though that 
the date will have to be changed because of some things papa said, and I think 
myself 18 is a little young to be married.  (Letter 32, January 1, 1965)

From what you said and the way you said it I guess you don’t like the idea of 
changing our wedding date.  We don’t have to change it, but I was just thinking 
of what difference it would make (as far as my parents are concerned) if we 
waited until I was 20 or so.  But if it were possible I would be willing, and I 
would like to very much get married now. . . . . if you want, we can still get 
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married in ’67.  (Letter 34, January 8, 1965)

Here are a few things I do want though.  1. I want or would like to be married 
in the States, 2. We must eventually choose a minister to perform the ceremony 
but we can wait until the time comes for that, 3. Mama always said when I got 
married she wanted it to be at the house, but in this case she may change her 
mind, 4. Most important, I want to marry my dear, dear congressman before 
you return to Cambodia to run for office.  (Letter 34, January 8, 1965)

I truly think it is the right thing for you to ask daddy for his permission, but you 
also said you were a Christian.  Therefore, I don’t think they will object as much.  
(Letter 37, January 27, 1965)

The first time I read, “I myself, would wisely retire from my field” I sort of 
laughed because I couldn’t think of you doing anything like that. . . . . I love you 
more than anything except God, so don’t ever scare me like that again. (Letter 
39, February 9, 1965)

The only thing that I know of that has rocks in its head is a crayfish, and I ain’t 
marryin’ a crayfish! (Letter 39, February 9, 1965)

Well, Dear, you have said that, “Our marriage will not be in the summer of 
1967,’ and, “Daddy will not agree with it I am sure, so the marriage could not 
be possible.”  I’ll say this:  It is, the marriage, possible, and eventually will be.  
(Letter 41, February 26, 1965)

I have just as much liberty to love you as any other woman, if I may use that 
term, has to love the man of her choice.  Someday, doll, we can do all the things 
we want to do without being watched.  (Letter 41, February 26, 1965)

When I said that we are not married yet, I meant that we were not privileged to 
take part in the things a husband and wife can do, not that there was a possibility 
we would not be married. . . . . your loving wife. (Letter 42, February 26, 1965)

Religion

Gale was influenced by the religious atmosphere in the family and refers to religious 

beliefs and God frequently.  The first mention is in Letter 3 in which she simply says, “God 

bless you.” 

Sunday night you were talking about talking to me about the Bible and religion 
and things like that, and I said I knew nothing.  Well, of course, I know a 
little something with mama and daddy talking and preaching and things of 
that nature, but I would not want to talk to you, especially for fear I’d tell you 
something wrong. . . . (Letter 6, March 24, 1964)
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You remember that Sunday when I called you from the Meeks?  You said you 
thought daddy believed in God too much.  NO! NO! NO!  There is no such 
thing as far as I know, and I’m pretty sure I’m right.  (Letter 8, April 17, 1964)

Not only do I pray for my parents, but whether you know it or not, Dear, I also 
pray for yours.  (Letter 12, June 30, 1964)

I guess you know by now that I pray every night. . . .(Letter 12, June 30, 1964)

In fact before the Lord saved me, which has not been too long ago, my life with 
the boys has not been dull, very sinful, but not dull.  That is something I have 
wanted to tell you about for many months, but when I tell you it will take a 
long time and much understanding from you.  It might even change your whole 
feeling toward me.  (Letter 16, July 29, 1964)

Except for knowing that I have done God’s will, you are the thing I want most,  
you with your love and our children.  (Letter 16, July 29, 1964)

. . . most of all I want us to be spiritually at one someday soon.  I pray you will 
know my God as I know Him.  He is a God of understanding and patience.  
He knows your future, and He knows mine.  He knows when you will accept 
Him as your personal Savior; I do not.  Therefore all I can do is hope and pray 
it will be soon.  It might be hard because I know you have been taught to accept 
all religions, but this is not only a religion.  It is a faith, the type of faith I want 
my children, our children, to be brought up in.  (Letter 18 August 11, 1964)

I [was] even more joyful when you said you believed in God too.  Somehow I 
always knew you did or eventually would.  I wish I could tell mama and daddy, 
but I can’t.  (Letter 28, December 1, 1964)

I truly think it is the right thing for you to ask daddy for his permission, but you 
also said you were a Christian.  Therefore, I don’t think they will object as much.  
(Letter 37, January 27, 1965) 

I am very glad, Darling, you believe the way you do spiritually.  The more you 
learn and get to know more about the Lord, you’ll find out just how wonderful 
He is.  (Letter 41, February 25, 1965)

The Ith Family 
Have you heard from your parents lately?  I hope your mama is doing better 
health wise.  (Letter 2, December 10, 1963)

I thank God every night for your parents, because they produced such a 
wonderful son.  Someday, about seven years, I know I’ll be able to meet your 
wonderful parents and thank them myself.  (Letter 12, June 30, 1964)
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When you hear from home, I hope your sister is feeling better because I pray for 
her as much as I pray for Papa. (Letter 12, June 30, 1964)

I know I am right that you love your mother more than you love me.  You are 
supposed to, just like we’re supposed to love Christ first because He first loved 
us.  Your mother, I know, is a wonderful person, and she had to be a wonderful 
mother to bring up man such as you are with such high principles.  Your mother, 
I also know, loves (you) much more than I.  I will never know how she has 
adapted herself to not having her loving youngest with her.  I know if I had 
a son like you I would never let him go away if I could help it. (Letter 19, 
September 20. 1964)

James (Bean)
We are having a C.A. [youth organization] meeting on Friday night.  I asked 
James if you could go and if we could pick you up.  He said “no” because you-
know-who would find out and would not like it.  (Letter 14, July 16, 1964)

Tuesday on the way home I explained everything to James, so if he gives you any 
more “dim views” I don’t know what’s wrong.  (Letter 22, October 15, 1964)

When “Bean Head” says things like you wrote me about, please don’t burn.  
Be glad and happy because he’s the one with the surprise coming.  (Letter 27, 
November 16, 1964)

The only comments I have for the first part of your next to the last letter are: I 
am very, very glad James thinks I am a “religious girl.”  I try to be for what is life 
with [out] faith in God?  (Letter 28, December 2, 1964)

There are many other things like that I should have written about but did not.  
So, if there is anything else you want to know ask me.  I would go back and 
answer them but Bean told me to tear everything up tomorrow (answered or 
not).  (Letter 34, January 8, 1965)

Conclusions and Inferences Based upon Gale’s Correspondence

There was frequent communication between Sareth and Gale after Fall 1963 in the 

form of letters, notes, and telephones calls.  From the above excerpts we may conclude the 

following:

1.  Sareth helped her with her studies and gave her small gifts.

Sareth, you’ll never know what a joy it is to have you here.  I may not show it 
as much as I should, but I sincerely appreciate all the information and advice 
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you’ve given me.  Oh, and thanks ever so much for the book rack you gave 
me.  When I show it to the kids at school tomorrow I know they’ll want one.  I 
showed my math class how to square numbers the way you taught me Monday. 
(Letter 1, November 12, 1963)

I’ll cherish the bubble gum and pencils.  The flip flops were a little small but I 
can wear them.  (Letter 15, July 17, 1964)

2.  Sareth paid attention to her which she understood to be of a romantic nature.  Whether 

he intended it to be in the beginning is a matter of conjecture, but evidently it became so.

Sareth, thank you for everything you’ve given me, not altogether material 
things, but all the flattering and complimentary things you’ve said, the way you 
act when we’re together. (Letter 4, February 17, 1964)

3.  Gale told Sareth that she loved him.

Because of his good looks and the attention he gave me, I immediately fell in 
love with him. (Letter 3, January 3, 1964)

I want you to know that I do love you more than anything. . . . (Letter 12, 
June 30, 1964)

4.  Sareth told Gale that he loved her.

Never, ever has a man or boy told me that he loved me, and I didn’t know what 
to do or what to say, but I acted ridiculously about it I know, and I apologize 
for seeming as if I didn’t believe you because I know you’d never say anything 
like that and not mean it.  (Letter 4, February 17, 1964)

5.  There was a physical aspect to the relationship which began with the kiss on June 22,  

1964.  However, based upon, “. . . we were not privileged to take part in the things a 

husband and wife can do. . .” we may conclude that this physical relationship did not include 

overt sexual activity and certainly not intercourse.

You will never know how you made me feel.  Neither will you know how long I 
waited just for one little kiss of security.  I got a little more security than I expected 
but I loved each and every enjoyable second.   (Letter 11A, June 22, 1964)

When I said that we are not married yet, I meant that we were not privileged 

to take part in the things a husband and wife can do, not that there was a 

possibility we would not be married. . . . . your loving wife. (Letter 42, 

February 26, 1965)
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6.  Gale’s parents noticed her attraction to Sareth and counseled her to treat him as a brother, 

an idea which she rejected. (Letter 3, January 3, 1964)

As time progressed my parents informed (me) that I was neglecting my duties 
as the daughter in the family which I know they’d do sooner or later because 
of my crush on Mr. It.  . . . . Because of our relationship with Mr. It my parents 
informed me I was to love and treat this young man as a brother. . . . I also plan 
to love him as much or more than I ever have.  (Letter 3, January 3, 1964)

7.  When marriage was first mentioned by whomever, there was recognition that Gale was 

underage and that she would have to be twenty-one, seven years hence, before marriage 

could take place.

You made me the “HAPPIEST’ girl in the world, also, dear, very impatient.  
Now, I don’t know whether or not I can wait on those seven years.  (Letter 
11B, June 23, 1964)

Someday, about seven years, I know I’ll be able to meet your wonderful  
parents. . . (Letter 12, June 30, 1964)

8.  Gale states twice that Sareth did not ask her directly to marry him.

Many, many months ago long before you made your indirect proposal (I say 
“indirect proposal” because you never asked me directly to marry you.)  (Letter 
25, November 8, 1964)

Also, Dear, I am very glad you did not ask me directly to marry you. . . .   
(Letter 27, November 16, 1964)

9.  Gale was determined to marry Sareth and referred multiple times to herself as his wife.

Naturally, I straightened it like a good future wife should.  (Letter 15, July 17, 
1964)

The only thing that will get me to change my mind is for God Himself to knock 
me down and tear me apart.  (Letter 25, November 8, 1964)

I’ll say this:  It is, the marriage, possible, and eventually will be.  (Letter 41, 
February 26, 1965)

Finally, I came to the conclusion I could and would not marry anyone but you.  
I love you much too much not to marry you.  (Letter 22, October 15, 1964)

10. From the beginning, Sareth had misgivings about the marriage which he attempted to 

put off by stipulating that it could not happen until she became twenty-one, by introducing 

doubt, and by giving her opportunities and reasons to change her mind.  He made those 
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misgivings clear, finally saying that they could not get married.

Now, I don’t know whether or not I can wait on those seven years.  (Letter 11B, 
June 23, 1964)

I thank God every night for your parents, because they produced such a 

wonderful son.  Someday, about seven years, I know I’ll be able to meet your 
wonderful parents and thank them myself.  (Letter 12, June 30, 1964)

You remember that note you gave me Sunday night? . . . You were wrong again. 
You are not so different for me, not for “me.”  (Letter 4, 1964)

You said something about a “next time” and on the other side you asked “Are 
you sure you will be Mrs. It??”  (Letter 25, November 8, 1964)  

I thought I’d write I also concluded I would send all your notes back, and if 
you want anything answered that I didn’t answer, you can ask me again when 
you ask those 1,000  questions.  I surely do hope I have answers for all of them.  
(Letter 27, November 16, 1964)

Now, to get to your last note, I really would like to know what your thoughts 
on our marriage are, but if you want to wait, OK. (Letter 27, November 16, 
1964)

. . . what do you mean when you said that you’d better know who you are?  I 
know.  You are the man I love very deeply and who will be the father of my 
children.  (Letter 41, February 25, 1965)

As far as your being dumb and stupid, suppose you let me decide that . . . . 
(Letter 41, February 25, 1965)

The first time I read, “I myself, would wisely retire from my field” I sort of 
laughed because I couldn’t think of you doing anything like that. . . . . I love you 
more than anything except God, so don’t ever scare me like that again. (Letter 
39, February 9, 1965)

The only thing that I know of that has rocks in its head is a crayfish, and I ain’t 
marryin’ a crayfish! (Letter 39, February 9, 1965)

Well, Dear, you have said that, “Our marriage will not be in the summer of 1967,’  
and, “Daddy will not agree with it I am sure, so the marriage could not be 
possible.”  (Letter 41, February 26, 1965)
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11.  Sareth, Gale believed, then relented and asked her to marry him.

About your questions, I think I threw away the wrong note because I don’t have 
the one with the questions on it.  The most important question I remember of 
course and will answer.  “Yes, Dear, I will marry you.”  (Letter 32, January 1, 
1965)

12.  Gale began to have misgivings. 

I think though that the date will have to be changed because of some things 
papa said, and I think myself 18 is a little young to be married.  (Letter 32, 
January 1, 1965)

From what you said and the way you said it I guess you don’t like the idea of 
changing our wedding date.  We don’t have to change it, but I was just thinking 
of what difference it would make (as far as my parents are concerned) if we 
waited until I was 20 or so.  But if it were possible I would be willing, and I 
would like to very much get married now. . . . . if you want, we can still get 
married in ’67.  (Letter 34, January 8, 1965)

Too, I would like to say something about the date.  The only reason I said 18 
was a little young was because daddy’s always talking about when I get married, 
and he always leaves the impression that I should be about 25 (Can you imagine 
waiting that long?). (Letter 39, February 9, 1965) 

13.  Martha indicated her approval of marriage when Gale became eighteen. Gale then  

concluded that it would be acceptable for her to marry Sareth when she became  

eighteen in 1967.

But mama said, “Well, since I was 16 [when I got married], you should be at 
least 18.  Mama usually has more pull so I am looking forward to the summer 
of ’67.”  (Letter 39, February 9, 1965)

14.  Gale first mentioned returning with him to Cambodia.

You know what would be wonderful, if it was possible?  If you haven’t thought 
of it, I have, and that is if I could only go back with you in ’67.  I suppose it’s 
sort of silly but it was just an idea I had. (Letter 11B, June 23, 1964) 
 

15.  Gale frequently “witnessed” to him in an effort to persuade him to become a Christian  

and at one point understood that he had in fact done so.

I (was) even more joyful when you said you believed in God too.  Somehow I 
always knew you did or eventually would.  I wish I could tell mama and daddy, 
but I can’t.  (Letter 28, December 1, 1964) 
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I am very glad, Darling, you believe the way you do spiritually.  The more you 
learn and get to know more about the Lord, you’ll find out just how wonderful 
He is.  (Letter 41, February 25, 1965)

I truly think it is the right thing for you to ask daddy for his permission, but you 
also said you were a Christian.  Therefore, I don’t think they will object as much.  
(Letter 37, January 27, 1965)

In Their Own Words: Sareth Speaks
Only twenty pieces of Sareth’s correspondence are in my possession.  There were 

more.  It will be explained later how these were put into the hands of the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation.   It is helpful to think of them as falling into three groups  a) a letter to me 

from Paris in Fall 1966, b) thirteen letters to me and my wife relative to our marriage and 

his visit to the US all dated 1968, and c) six letters to me during the early to middle 1970’s.  

In 1965 Sareth and I were both vilified by friends, family, and church people who 

could do little damage beyond loose, uninformed talk and by university officials who 

could and did do serious damage.  Multiple university officials called him to their offices 

repeatedly which he found extremely humiliating especially given the high regard in which 

they formerly held him.  He was accused among many other things of 1. knowingly violating 

the conditions of his admittance to the US, 2. owning several automobiles, 3. setting out 

deliberately to initiate and maintain a romantic relationship with an underage female,  and 4. 

purchasing a mobile home so that he could carry out his plan to marry an underage female, 

my sister Gale. 

His most direct and comprehensive commentary about this entire situation is to be 

found in his letter to me from Belgium dated November 25, 1966.

Listen!  The day which the authorities know that I have not had four cars, that I 
have not violated any regulation by buying the trailer (I did not know the rules 
because when I signed papers at the US embassy I did not understand a word – 
they also have not read for us!!), that I bought it not to marry any girl, will be 
my honor[s] day.  I will drink two cans of beer with you – I mean it, although I 
never did.  I will write to my father to get permission to drink.  Keep this letter 
to show it to me in case I refuse to drink unless my father will say NO.

However I still hold the gravity of my mistake for having loved a girl under 18, 
although she pushed me to marry her, to say yes.  One day I do not remember 
the exact date, she called me and talked not less than two hours over the phone 
about nothing but marrying her before my return to France.  I replied no, she 
said yes; I said no she replied yes. . . Finally, I left my word unsaid and just listen 
[ed] to her proposals.  I did not tell you because I did not and still do not want 
you to blame her – I knew you were going to say something caustic to her.
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By the way, in one of her letters which the authorities should have read (remember 
I have mentioned a little about that while we went to Beachwood.  You stared at 
me.  She asked me to kiss her 30 minutes.  Hm! I told her I might choke to death. 
. . . . I am smiling now because of such a letter.

If Sareth violated the conditions of his admittance to the US, he did not know that 

he was doing so.  He never owned an automobile in the United States.  I do not believe now 

and never have that he set out to maintain a romantic relationship with my sister.  However, 

it does appear that such a relationship did develop and that it was not entirely platonic.  I 

categorically state that the mobile home was not bought with any thought of his marrying 

Gale or of her ever living there.

Numerous references to the events of 1965 appear in the 1968 letters.  Despite his 

experiences with my family he never spoke negatively or spitefully about any of them.  In 

Letter 6, June 13, 1968 from Paris he refers to my grandmothers.

I am glad that grandma was coming to see us in a good way.  I still love them – 
Grandma Lerlean [Black] and [Grandma Mellie] Perry.

I myself on the other hand was embittered for many years and might not have acted with 

restraint except for Sareth’s admonitions such as the one in Letter 8, June 15, 1968 regarding 

my sister’s upcoming marriage.

I just received two letters dated May 16 and 25.  I have to reply immediately that 
we must absolutely not Xerox any kind of her letters to send to her husband.

Do not forget that we consider (and always will) ourselves as not only educated 
but cultivated people; so, if we do that we will make ourselves low.

He responds to my suggestion that we show the letters to Lee in a letter dated June 20, 

1968.

I am very glad to hear that you handled the business very nicely.  However, I do 
not think that these people need to talk to me because we do not have any kind 
of relations since 1965, unless they wish to know something specific.  In this 
case, we will have an alternative; we either keep quiet or blow up; that is, we’ll 
tell what was going on.  If we talk, that means we [will have to] say something 
bad from [about} the Cow.  We still have part of responsibility because I had 
loved her.

Even as late as April 23, 1973 he asks to be remembered to my aunts, uncles, and cousins 

with whom he had spent much time in South Carolina.

Please say hello to the Woodruff [South Carolina] people and explain to them 
that my daily job is too intense to write them regularly.
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Afterthoughts

Regardless of how the romance between Gale and Sareth began and whether or how 

it was resisted, there must have been talk of marriage.  Sareth apparently in the beginning 

was less eager than Gale, resisted it to some degree, but gave way after a period of time if 

what she says in her letters is to be taken at face value.  However, at some point both Sareth 

and Gale seemed to reconsider whatever commitment they had and began to put brakes on 

the process.  Perhaps, despite the continued marriage talk in her correspondence, she began 

to want the marriage postponed.  It is possible that they both wanted it to be at a stop.  Her 

reason was perhaps because of the admonitions of her parents; his reason was likely the same 

as it had always been, her age.  Then something unrelated happened that seemed to thrust 

the whole notion of marriage into high gear again. This time there was no governor at all 

and the result was a train wreck.

It appears from the distance of almost fifty years that, despite the physical proximity, 

my father, my mother, my sister Gale, my brother Tim, and I were living compartmentalized 

lives with very little meaningful communication.  Each was busy dealing with the internal 

and external factors of the life he or she was living. There is no question of my separation; I 

was separate and different and always had been. The ever-present fear in the household was 

debilitating; fear of God, fear of sinners and heathens and, for the children, fear of a despotic 

patriarch who had to be obeyed. What bound the family together was, in my opinion now 

as it was then, genetics and religion, not any form of intimacy or the kind of love one would 

expect in a functional family. 

When the situation at home became intolerable, I left.  The move had absolutely 

nothing to do with Gale, but she must have believed it did.  It is easy to understand how she 

would view the purchase of the mobile home as a sure sign that Sareth intended to marry 

her in the very near future.   My unexpected move must have frightened her, adding to her 

confusion and leading her to think all three of us were going to live in the mobile home 

together.  Any doubt she might have had about that was erased when she heard me say, “I 

will come get you,” without clarifying my intention by adding, “for a visit.” I do not view 

any subsequent action she took as mean spirited in any way or negatively directed at Sareth 

or me.  What seems more likely is that she mistakenly understood that he did intend to marry 

her before he left the United States as she had so often said she wanted.  The ambivalence 

she had felt for some time turned into doubt which became fear and ultimately panic.  In 

any case, she evidently informed Martha who told Lee who began a program of hysterical 

acts so damaging, hurtful, and hateful that none of those involved has ever fully recovered 

from them.

Lee believed everything he did was appropriate because he answered only to God, 

and it was God who led him to act as he did.  He was convinced that Sareth had encouraged 

me to leave home and that the mobile home was purchased so he could marry Gale.  Sareth 

had not encouraged me to leave home and did not know I intended to do so until I informed 

him.  Lee by his attitude and actions pushed me out the door himself.  Had Sareth and I not 

made living arrangements together, I would have made them otherwise. 
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My father communicated his misfortune to everyone who would listen and over the 

years never stopped referring to Sareth as “that black devil.” I was painted as the ungrateful 

son who had been given every advantage.  Sareth was condemned and driven from this 

country by adults who were acting worse than children and who should have known better. 

However, Lee and Martha in their minds and in the minds of the family and community 

were viewed as loving parents who had been wronged by a deceitful, devil possessed, black 

foreigner and an ungrateful, resentful son.

Lee never regretted his actions and years later said to my brother, “If I had to do it 

all again, I would do exactly what I did.”  This is the mindset of an individual who cannot be 

wrong, of someone who is incapable of admitting a mistake, and who therefore has no need 

to consider any view or opinion beside his own.  I have never regretted my decision to leave 

although the hurt and damage that followed remains a great sorrow to me.  My father was 

a man consumed by self-righteousness, righteous indignation, and pride.   The whole mess 

could have been clarified and a disaster avoided by a direct question to either Sareth or me.

My only regret about leaving was that I had to abandon my brother Tim whom I 

loved and who was only ten at the time.  His story is an entirely different chapter in the life 

of this dysfunctional family. He paid a high price.  I am sorry for the hurt he had to endure 

after I left.  His life would have been different had I stayed.

There was one notable exception to the familial condemnation of me, one which was 

and remains a source of strength and which I never expected.  In 1967 I paid a visit to my 

maternal grandparents.  During that visit my grandfather Luke Perry asked me to go outside 

with him to the well to help draw a bucket of water.  Two things about this request seemed 

strange to me at the time.  The house had running water which made it unnecessary to draw 

water from the well, and he was very capable of drawing the water without assistance as he 

had done for more than sixty years.  Nevertheless, I went.  He dropped the bucket into the 

well, and I cranked it slowly up.  Nothing was said until it reached the top.  He paused, 

looked at me, and said, “I don’t know why you left.  They never told me. . . . . . but it was 

the best thing you ever did.”  I hugged him, and we left the bucket of water outside on the 

well shelf.

I do not know what involvement my mother Martha might have had in this sad 

affair.  Martha is intelligent, capable of influencing and controlling indirectly, and as Gale 

stated, “had more pull.”  She must have developed this indirect, manipulative skill over the 

years in response to my father’s authoritarian personality.   I believe she allowed him to 

believe (if indeed he really did) or to pretend that he really was the boss.  Lee’s intelligence 

was of a different kind.  He was extremely skilled mechanically and could do many delicate, 

complicated things with his hands.  However, he had little emotional intelligence and limited 

his intellectual curiosity to things mechanical or religious.  It was confirmed later that Gale 

first told Martha that she and Sareth were going to get married (and perhaps that I had 

said I would come to get her). Martha then told Lee who went berserk.  It is easier now to 

understand how they arrived at the assumptions they made; what remains incomprehensible 

to me is why their reactions were so mean and destructive.
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Over the years the nagging question remains, “What might I or others have done to 

prevent these events or at least to have brought about a less brutal outcome?”  Events quite 

likely would have unfolded differently if any of the following had happened:

I had waited until I was twenty-one to leave home,  

I had found the courage to talk back to my parents years earlier,    I 

had been completely submissive,

Lee had been less authoritarian,

Lee’s God had been kinder and more inclusive,      

Sareth had rebuffed Gale or vice versa,

I had refused to act as courier,

I had informed my parents when Gale told me about marriage plans,   

I had not said, “I will come get you,”

We had made the tape recorder available to Gale to leave a warning, or

Lee had asked a direct question in a civil way.

None of the above occurred.  

I do not blame Gale.  She was a young person controlled to some extent by her 

hormones.  She too must have felt some degree of repression, and perhaps she saw Sareth as 

a way out, although I must conclude that she really loved him.   My abrupt departure was a 

tipping point.  She became frightened when she began to actually believe that what she had 

wanted might really happen.  The woman in her who had acted out of passion reverted to 

the child who acted out of fear.  She must have felt trapped.

Neither do I blame Sareth. The attention he received from Gale must have been as 

hard to resist as the attention she thought he directed at her.  He never told me he intended 

to marry Gale.  However, Gale told me on October 13, 1964, according to her letter, that 

she was planning to marry Sareth.  I never believed a marriage would take place and did not 

take it seriously.  I believe Sareth handled the situation the only way he could.  He knew she 

was too young and told her that, if they could get married, it could only be after she had 

reached the age of twenty-one, the age of majority.  He had to have understood too that his 

marriage to a foreigner would have presented cultural and perhaps political difficulties at 

home.  He did not want to offend either her or Lee or Martha.  He felt caught.  Was he to 

withdraw without explanation from a family that had been kind to him?  Was he to withdraw 

by making up a lie about his reasons for doing so?  Was he to tell Lee and Martha, “Your 

daughter is approaching me in ways that are difficult for me to manage?”  There was no good 

answer, no good way out, and ultimately no way to win.  The situation was made especially 

difficult for him because he did in fact love all of us.  He loved me.  He loved Tim. He loved 

Gale.  He loved Martha.  He loved Lee.  How could a family that purported to love him and 

whom he loved turn on him in such a way?  Sareth says in his letters that he made a mistake 

by loving Gale. He probably made a mistake by loving any of us.  Had he not genuinely 

loved all of us including our extended family of relatives and church people, it would have 

been easier for him to simply walk away.   
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History, human frailty, racial prejudice, ignorance and misguided religion converged 

in 1965.  Although everyone except my little brother Tim contributed in some way to this 

disaster, the proximate and major architect was my father.  His intention relative to these 

specific events was the same as it was throughout his life.  He sought to control everything 

and everybody, to have his way, and he did.  He ruined a man’s reputation, deprived him of 

his educational support, and ultimately drove him from this country.  In so doing he mortally 

offended and alienated me. He always believed he was right in doing what he did.   He 

looked back with satisfaction at his wisdom in responding to the guiding hand of God with 

no regret for his actions or their consequences.  He remained, so far as I know, supremely 

self-confident and serene in his righteousness until his death. 

Even so, the possibility must be allowed that Lee the perpetrator was also Lee the 

victim in a twisted, hidden way.  Perhaps the biggest culprits were the god in his mind and 

religion as he knew it.  He kept the Christian “god of love” hostage in heaven’s basement, 

dark, narrow, and cold.  He imposed his own limitations of education, reasoning ability, and 

background on his god and insisted that this god, with no view or appreciation of the world 

outside, act as puppet master of his family and all those he knew.  The hostage god, with 

the limitations Lee imposed upon him, ruled the world.  Lee was so intent upon listening 

for and carrying out what he thought were this god’s commands that he could not hear him 

saying, “Wait, wait, you don’t understand! If you let me out of here, I can serve you, you can 

serve me, and together we can serve others better.” 

It is impossible to know whether the relentless insistence upon everyone’s worshiping 

the basement god came from Lee’s genuine desire to usher them into heaven, his self-doubt, 

or something else unknown. It was likely a combination of those things.  My brother Tim 

was diagnosed as an adult as having Attention Deficit Disorder. After years of research 

and thought Tim concluded that Lee himself had the disorder and clearly exhibited the 

symptoms.  If Tim is correct, that too probably helped determine Lee’s reaction to life.

I did not see or communicate with my father for thirty-seven years until a few weeks 

before his death.  On that occasion I thanked him for three specific things he had taught me 

or made possible for me that had added significantly to the quality of my life.  He made no 

response to my references to those things.  He did however compliment me on the quality 

of my shoes, explain that the dogs were chasing the chickens, and change the subject to 

“that devil man.”   There was no conversation of the type one might expect after so long an 

absence, such a family tragedy, or impending death.
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1967-1968: The Cuban Connection                                                                                                                                                  

 Graduate study began for me at the University of Georgia in September 1966 on 

a very good note. A graduate assistantship in the university library helped me improve 

research skills and develop techniques for dealing with the general public. I was responsible 

for aiding scholars in their research and for the security of one floor of the library at night. 

However, in the fall of 1967, I was awarded a teaching assistantship; I had complete 

responsibility which meant that I taught, administered examinations, and assigned final 

grades. This little country boy was teaching at the University of Georgia! In my mind, it 

was a mile-high, neon marker on my road to somewhere. I enrolled in two courses and 

taught from one to three classes per quarter, depending upon enrollment. The hotel where 

I lived was directly across the street from the main entrance to the university, and the 

restaurant where I worked was on the ground floor.   The building where I took classes 

and taught was three hundred feet from the hotel.   What could be better! It was one of 

the happiest times of my life.

Early in the fall term my friend Dianne Clark, with whom I shared an office, 

asked me if I had met Cloris, one of the new graduate students, also a teaching assistant. 

Dianne liked her, thought that I would, and wanted us to meet. We did. This woman was 

strikingly beautiful with black hair, a fine figure, and an exceptional sense of fashion. She 

spoke English with some command but with a pronounced Spanish accent which I found 

charming. Her clothes were well made, stylish, tailored to her body, and occasionally 

accented by fine jewelry. This combination was rare, especially among graduate students, 

most of whom were struggling financially. 

  

Cloris Ramos Cocina, 1967
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Over a period of months, a friendship developed into a love affair. I was completely 

taken by this exotic woman. I adored her and loved her company. She was Cuban, and 

eventually I was introduced to a wide community of Cubans in Athens, Atlanta, and Miami, 

each of whom had fascinating stories to tell.

Cloris was in the process of a divorce from her first husband and had two young 

girls. She was renting a small house not far from campus. After we dated for several months, 

I moved from the Colonial Hotel to live with her and the children who were five and seven 

years old. Having two adults in the house made life easier for Cloris. I often took care of 

the children while she carried out chores, studied, or taught her own class. She and I lived 

together successfully and happily.

We began to talk about the possibility of marriage. Among the details shared about 

our lives were the stories about Sareth and the events of 1965, which were still troubling 

to me, and the vivid, terrifying memories of her family’s escape from Cuba that lingered 

in her mind. Even though I loved this woman, I hesitated to marry. Neither of us had 

completed graduate study or had a permanent job, and I was still planning to study in 

Europe. In addition, I had a financial commitment to Sareth of uncertain duration that I was 

determined to honor that would be unrelated to our family. This commitment had just been 

reconfirmed on September 10, 1967 in a letter to him in Belgium.
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Promissory letter supporting Sareth’s study in Belgium

There were many discussions about this arrangement during which Cloris assured 

me she understood and accepted my financial commitment to Sareth and that she was 

completely comfortable knowing that I would continue to send a specified amount of money 

to him each month. 

At first I was to follow my plan to study in Paris, but as it turned out Cloris also 

wanted to study there, and the expectation was that we would work to make it happen 

together. She, Sareth, and I discussed the plans to study in Europe in our correspondence.
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Letter from Sareth discussing European study, May 11, 1968
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Cloris’ divorce from her first husband became final on April 11, and despite my 

reservations we married the next day April 12, 1968.   It was a small, civil ceremony attended 

by my friend Dianne Clark, my cousin Greg Perry, and Dr. David Waller, an economics 

professor at the university who also lived in the hotel. Cloris and I had known each other 

for seven months.

 

 

Application for Marriage License, James L. Black and Cloris L. Ramos, April 12, 1968
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Marriage License, James L. Black and Cloris L. Ramos, April 12, 1968

Map of Cuba and South Florida, USA (mapsof.net)
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Cuba was discovered by Christopher Columbus on his first voyage to the Americas 

in 1492. The small island became a major source of sugar, tobacco, and coffee, and remained 

in the control of Spain until December 1898 when the last Spanish troops left. It was taken 

over by the United States with assurances the occupation would be temporary and that 

elections would soon follow. In 1940, Fulgencio Batista was elected president, and Cuba 

became a base for organized crime. It became home to mobsters who made agreements with 

the country’s top leaders. Economic crises and political corruption fostered rebellion, and on 

January 1, 1958, Batista abandoned the country to the control of rebel leader Fidel Castro. 

Although Castro might not have been a card-carrying communist in the beginning, he did 

have communist leanings, and is believed by some scholars to have been a Soviet agent. 

Cuba became a base for anti-American activities and strengthened its ties to Russia which 

at that time was the United States’ chief adversary. This shift exacerbated Cold War tensions 

between the two powers. Russia began constructing missile bases in Cuba which led to an 

international stand-off. It ended by Russia standing down. The Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962 

was the closest the world had ever come to nuclear war.  

Castro purged opposition leaders, who were arrested and disappeared without a 

trace. He declared labor unions illegal and closed opposition newspapers. Teachers and 

professors were also purged, and a series of land reforms was begun.  At that time 98% of 

the land was owned by less than 2% of the people. In 1959, Cuban citizens began leaving 

the island by the thousands, and the Cuban government confiscated everything they owned. 

Today there are approximately one million Cuban exiles in the United States.

My wife was Cloris Ramos, the daughter of Orfelio Ramos-Valdés (1903-1983), a 

Cuban multimillionaire, a “mogul” as his fellow countrymen called him. He was from the 

town of Santa Clara in central Cuba and was a person of accomplishment including the 

holding of at least one US patent.  He and his wife Cloris Garcia de Ramos first visited the 

US in 1936 and periodically thereafter.  He made frequent visits during the late 1950’s.
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Page from US Patent 2,766,346 by Orfelio Ramos-Valdez for a Tilt Actuated 

Circuit Breaker
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In 1954, Ramos-Valdés ordered the construction of the Santa Clara Hilton Hotel, 

which he owned and operated. Officially opening on April 22, 1956, it had eleven stories, 

one hundred forty rooms, several lounges, three restaurants, a radio station, and a large 

theatre. Ideally located facing the city park, the hotel was and still is the tallest building in the 

city. One of the lounges he named for his younger daughter Rojelia; the theatre he named 

for his wife and daughter Cloris. Teatro Cloris not only presented movies but occasionally 

concerts and stage productions. The Santa Clara Hilton became a major tourist attraction 

and during the revolution was used by the rebel forces because its roof top provided the best 

view of the surrounding area. Fidel Castro himself spent the night there in 1959. The hotel 

operates today as Hotel Santa Clara Libre.

           

  

Santa Clara Hilton Hotel built by Orfelio Ramos-Valdés

Ramos-Valdés also founded Omnibus Santa Clara, the bus transportation system in 

the city. Throughout the years this entrepreneur, even when rebel activity was at its highest 

and the politics of the country were at their most uncertain, unlike other Cubans, was allowed 

to leave Cuba freely to travel to and from the United States.  He carried with him the money 

required to purchase buses and spare parts. He foresaw the outcome of the political unrest 

and each time he flew to the United States took more money than his mission required, 
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leaving the remainder in US banks. According to his daughter, in addition to the Santa Clara 

Hilton and Omnibus Santa Clara, Ramos-Valdés owned a farm in south Florida and mining 

interests in either Puerto Rico or the Dominican Republic.

 In 1960, the United States placed an embargo on Cuba, preventing all exports to 

the country and ending Ramos-Valdés’ reason for legitimate travel. Also in 1960, he decided 

to send his wife and two daughters to the US. He remained. When he himself attempted to 

leave at a later date, he was arrested by Cuban authorities who searched him at the airport 

and found a pen set that had been altered and contained diamonds.  He was later released to 

flee Cuba, abandoning a large part of his fortune.

For most of 1968, in addition to being enrolled in graduate courses, I held three jobs. 

I was teaching, operating projectors at the Georgia Theatre, and serving as the “sandwich 

boy” at the famous Varsity restaurant in Athens. For a short time I held a fourth job at 

Miller’s, a discount clothing store. Collectively Cloris and I had enough money for living 

expenses and a little to spare. From April through August that year the total family income 

was $2,965. $657 came from her teaching assistantship, $492 from her father, and $1,816 

from me. The $1,816 figure did not include $400 of my income that had been sent to Sareth. 

Since Cloris arrived in Athens, her father had sent her $700 (sometimes more) each month.  

After our relationship became serious, he limited his support to an occasional check for the 

grandchildren.  Any indication I might have had of his resistance to and resentment of our 

marriage fell short of the reality. I did not know then how distressed he was that we married 

and what influence he retained as a Cuban exile.

Although separated by distance, relations between Sareth and Cloris were friendly 

and warm as attested by the two following letters.
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 Letter from Sareth to Cloris, March 12, 1968
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Letter from Cloris to Sareth, page 1, May 9, 1968
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Letter from Cloris to Sareth, page 2, May 9, 1968
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Letter from Cloris to Sareth, page 3, May 9, 1968
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Letter from Cloris to Sareth, page 4, May 9, 1968

Transcription of letter from Cloris to Sareth, May 9, 1968

Athens, May 9, 1968

My Dear Friend:

 We received the last letter and as usual were very glad, but this, in special, touched me 

very much maybe because you mentioned the girls and of course they are a big part of me and I 

would like everybody else to feel the same about them, and when I say everybody else I refer to Jim 

and you, and specially you that don’t know them yet.  They are so cute, and right now it is another 

reason that makes me feel very happy because Jim loves them and we have the same ideas about how 

to bring them up etc., etc. so that makes us feel still closer.

 About what you said of my “dearest in-law family” and I think you are completely right 

but at the same time we didn’t wanted her calling us back constantly so we let her say everything she 

wanted.  I am sure she must think I am completely dumb, because the only thing I said was “ejem, 

ejem” and she told me she wanted to meet us and I didn’t even say “I do too” so she will be sure 

there is intentions on my side of not doing it.  About what you said of when I stay alone here, I am 

scared already of that because I know they are going to try to get close to me as soon as they find 

out he [Jim] is gone and I don’t want that trouble at all.  I agree with you, I think we must ignore 
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On July 15, 1968, I signed the lease on a basement apartment at 200½ East 

Rutherford Street in Athens which was badly in need of paint. We worked every spare minute 

repainting. We were looking forward to inviting friends to our new place and especially to 

having Sareth who had already been invited in a June telephone conversation.  I wanted him 

to have several weeks to get to know my family. I hoped that the two people I loved most 

in the world would come to know and love each other as I loved them. We all were excited 

about his coming.

Sareth, however, had reservations, fearing another round of confrontations with 

University of Georgia officials.  He asked me to notify them and request a letter stating 

that they had no objection to his visit.   University administrators at that time had neither 

authority over nor interest in him because he was not a student.  Trouble indeed arose but it 

was from the most unexpected of sources.  

Sareth flew from Paris, arriving Monday, July 22nd. In addition to the two bedrooms 

occupied by the family in the main part of the apartment there was a large room at the back 

in which some items were stored but which nonetheless served very well as a guest room. 

That was to be Sareth’s. The improbable and unforeseen events that occurred during the 

following weeks and months are hard for me to believe even today.

From the time he arrived, Cloris’ behavior changed. Her typical Latin temperament 

became exaggerated to a degree I had never seen. She could be sweet and even tempered one 

moment and the next agitated about things that seemed very minor to me. The first angry 

outburst came when I loaned Sareth a pair of shower shoes. I was unprepared to cope with 

sustained disagreement. I did not know that a difference of opinion or an argument could or 

should lead, if not to compromise and reconciliation, at least to some acceptable terms. I had 

them completely not even to remember even in our minds that they exist.  The same happens with 

the father of the girls.  He hasn’t seen them in a year now, though he has money to go to Spain and 

New York etc., but I am afraid that now that he knows I am married and when he finds out that 

Jim is gone [to study in Europe] he would do something like try to take the girls away.  That really 

scares me.  

 We took some pictures of the girls, as soon as we have the copies we will send you yours.

 We are both with a virus on the throat that is killing us.  I am almost through with it but 

Jim is now in the worst part.  He feels very bad at you because he can’t write you as frequent as 

before, but I think you understand, and I tell him so.  He is teaching, took a part-time job at Miller’s 

that pays $1.60 an hour and he works 4 hours a day.  He says [it] is a really soft job and then every 

spare minute he has he starts working with his thesis.

 You said that [you] didn’t know if we received your money.  I thought I mentioned it in 

my last letter anyway I am sorry if I didn’t and thank you very much.  It was a great help.

 I have been sewing lately very much.  I guess you know already that that is my hobby and 

today is my older nephew’s birthday.  He wanted a bath robe and I am doing one for each brother.

 Well that is about everything for today.  At least if Jim can’t write you very very soon 

you will know of him through me and though it is not the same that one of his letters if better than 

nothing.

 Please write us as soon as possible, but if you can’t don’t feel bad either because we 

understand.  Don’t forget we remember you all the time, and talk about you every five minutes.

        Love,   

        Cloris
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never heard my parents exchange one cross word, not one.  I was not accustomed to fighting, 

had no skill at it, and did not like to do it. I grew up believing that having an argument with 

someone was the worst thing that could happen, and I actively avoided conflict. Cloris and 

I could get into an impassioned argument at the grocery store about an article of food. Such 

an angry dispute kept me upset for days, but it had no similar effect on her. As soon as we 

turned the corner and reached mid-point of the next aisle she would look back at me and 

say, “Jim, what is wrong with you?” It seemed that we were arguing and fighting about the 

slightest of things, and regardless of the progress of the discussions, any peace was short-

lived.  

The warmth of the previous correspondence and telephone conversations turned to 

ice and hardened steel. My wife became hostile to me and acted in Sareth’s presence as if he 

were not there, arguing with me about him as if he could not hear her. Despite the fact that 

she was an excellent cook, no meal was ever talked about, planned, or prepared. Each day 

was more charged with animosity than the last. Sareth began to find reasons to be absent, 

to be out of our presence. No one could blame him. She ordered me several times during 

the next week to tell him to take his belongings and leave. I refused. He was there at our 

invitation, hers and mine, and he had no place to go. Furthermore, we had planned a party 

on August 9 to introduce him to our small circle of friends, a group that included more of 

hers than mine.  

There seemed to be nothing during those days that did not call forth argument; 

but there was one recurrent, particularly explosive issue: money. She forgot that she had 

previously completely understood (so she said) my commitment to send Sareth money and 

began accusing me of depriving her little girls of clothes and other necessities. She brazenly 

and erroneously asserted that I was sending him money she had earned.  In fact, I was 

contributing more to the family than anyone. The father of the girls contributed nothing 

to their upkeep.  This was a reflection of his anger at Cloris for having left him.  Moreover, 

from time to time Sareth actually sent money to us.  Cloris thanked him for doing so in her 

letter of May 9, 1968.

A related, compounding issue involved a ring that Sareth was wearing when he 

arrived.

 “Look at what he is wearing,” she said. 

“What?” 

“The ring!” The hounds of hell began running through the halls at 200½ East 

Rutherford Street.  

“I finally understand,” she screamed. “He has made a fool of you! How could you 

be so stupid? How could you be SO STUPID? He is taking money from you and living the 

good life in Paris. You are sending him money that belongs to my little girls!” I repeatedly 

attempted to explain that he did not buy the ring and how it was purchased; but she, like my 

father, was not interested in truth.

The ring Sareth was wearing was the one I had purchased on credit on May 16, 

1966, to celebrate my graduation from the University of Georgia. The last payment was 

made on February 28, 1967. I bought and paid for the ring before Cloris and I met.
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Sareth noticed the ring immediately upon my arrival in Luxembourg in 1966.  It 

was obvious how much he liked it.  I gave it to him without hesitation.  I remember the day 

we took it to the jeweler to have it sized to fit his finger. It was a simple gift from one friend 

to another and carried no other significance.

The arguments between Cloris and me progressed from the merciful simplicity of 

shower shoes to find a permanent resting place in her devastating deconstruction of my 

mental underpinnings. She had remembered every little secret, human doubt, humiliation, 

or unworthy act I had ever shared with her. One by one they reappeared as scalpels in the 

hands of a master surgeon to flay my already fragile psychological skin. There were no limits.  

Still, attempts were made to save the marriage, but no explanation, clarification, 

apologies, or compromises helped, and every day I heard, “Jim, you are so sick! You need 

help!” Finally, I agreed to seek the help she so often said I needed on the condition that she 

would participate as well. I made an appointment with a very capable psychologist, Dr. 

John Roitch. We had only two consultations with him together; thereafter she refused to 

Payment record, man’s ring
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go.  However, on Thursday, August 1, she checked herself into the university infirmary for 

five days. It was classic Cloris theatre with a bigger role and larger audience. I continued 

counseling with Dr. Roitch for one year.

Cloris believed she and her children were being abused, wanted everyone to know 

it, and spread that news all over the city of Athens. Strangers on the street stopped to 

reprimand me for my behavior. Everything was out of control. It was like a bad movie in 

which all the characters are villains. All three of us were cats on our own hot, tin roof.  How 

could things be worse? 

At 8:15pm on August 8, Cloris pulled a knife out of a kitchen drawer, said that she 

was going to kill Sareth then herself, and told him to leave. He did. I was in disbelief, hurt 

beyond words, and in no mood for small talk or fraternizing. However, we had scheduled 

our party for the next evening. Wanting to avoid the embarrassment of having to explain a 

cancellation, we abandoned sound reasoning and did what no two people who were thinking 

clearly would have done. We decided to proceed with it.  

Nothing could have been as embarrassing as the result of that decision. It was during 

this party on Friday, August 9, attended as it happened exclusively by Cubans, that Cloris 

feigned a suicide attempt. The party was in full swing. I found myself alternating between 

serving drinks and sandwiches in the living room and slipping back to the bedroom to calm 

her and make telephone calls seeking help. She was in bed with an empty bottle of sleeping 

pills by her side. It was obvious what had happened, and it was frightening. 

The obvious did not prove to be the case. It was a hysterical ruse, high theatre with the 

perfect audience. She was clutching the pills in her fist and had taken none. Activities during 

the remainder of this evening degrade everyone concerned. People were distinguished by the 

depths to which they sank. In the end, I demanded that the guests leave, and the argument 

that followed between Cloris and me resulted in my being bloody in a hospital emergency 

room. It was a singularly regrettable affair. Things were never the same afterward. I rented a 

room in a house near the campus and never spent another night on Rutherford Street. Her 

frequent admonition to me, “Ying, jew are so seek! Jew need helb!” (“Jim, you are so sick!  

You need help.”) rang in my head.

When Sareth was gathering his belongings preparing to leave the apartment, he was 

unable to find several boxes of documents and materials. When I asked Cloris about this 

she said she knew he was a communist and that everything with his name on it, evidently 

including some of my letters, had been given to agents of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. 

When questioned, the local FBI officials responded exactly as I expected: they knew nothing. 

Both Sareth and I had been placed on the radar of the FBI by Cloris with the full support 

and encouragement of the Cuban refugees at UGA, all of whom in their own minds were 

still fleeing communism.

The political situation and my own actions made it easy for the Cubans at the 

University of Georgia to see what they were already predisposed to see. It was easy for them 

to conclude that Sareth and I were communists.  For the record, neither Sareth nor I were 

ever communists or even entertained the idea of becoming such.
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I was deeply disturbed by what we were doing militarily in Southeast Asia and had 

consciously sought to avoid serving in the military. I believed the US presence there to be 

illegitimate and more harmful than helpful. The largest student protest organization in the 

United States was Students for a Democratic Society which had a chapter at the university. 

The SDS had been associated with violence and was infiltrated and monitored by the US 

government. I went to one of their meetings. For the numerous, suspicious, recovering 

Cubans who were in my wife’s circle of friends, that was enough to label me a communist 

too.

It is unlikely that there was one Cuban exile who had not heard of Orfelio Ramos-

Valdés. It is likely that most of the Cuban exiles at the University of Georgia had met and 

knew him personally. These Cubans were professionals, teachers, businessmen, and lawyers 

who had sacrificed everything they owned for the freedom to leave Cuba. Many were 

working toward degrees that would qualify them to teach Spanish. The Cuban community 

at the university was close, and it was common for me to return home from work to find 

several of them visiting my wife. The two I recall having been there most often were a man 

named Fernandez-Rubio and another named Monteagudo. What I did not know was how 

much they were influencing Cloris.  What she did not know was that they had been relaying 

detailed information about her life and activities in Athens to her father since she arrived. 

This prompted him to reproach her in scathing terms in a letter postmarked January 13, 

1968. 

 

  

Envelope containing letter from Orfelio Ramos to Cloris, January 13, 1968
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Letter from Orfelio Ramos to Cloris, page 2, January 13, 1968

Letter from Orfelio Ramos to Cloris, page 1, January 13, 1968
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READ THIS CAREFULLY – FOR YOURSELF AND FOR YOUR DAUGHTERS 

AND THE OTHERS, NOT FOR ME BECAUSE I AM FINISHED WITH THE MATTER.

C.

A few lines to clarify some things for you:  I’m not putting your name in case this is gets 

lost; therefore, tear this up as soon as you read it since I know that when I tell you something, you 

don’t accept it, and if it isn’t a letter with a check in it, you tear it up without reading it anyway and 

with no remorse.  But I beg you to read this one, not for me because I have just returned from the 

place [Athens] where I was planning to spend the holidays with my grandchildren, but which I left 

to avoid seeing you so shamelessly running about in the streets.   I decided to return [to Miami] and 

not have to see your face again or take a call from you.  And because I know that even if I arrive at the 

year 69, I will not survive it because of my suffering in the face of such shamelessness and nerve on 

your part. I have lived a life among so many people and known some of the best people and some of 

the worst, but I have never known anyone to act like you.  I know about all of your running around 

since the night you went out alone and stayed at the Holiday Inn,  your running off every weekend 

including even trips to Jacksonville and Cordele, which are 350 miles from there and every week until 

your last party – the day that I left you went to Atlanta.  I never thought that I would ever have to see 

one of my daughters in such a situation – forcing us to leave a house that I alone was paying for, in 

order for you to do completely as you please, to do what you were doing when I surprised you.  You 

had the nerve to threaten us with the police – for all this I BEG YOU TO STOP ALL OF YOUR 

RUNNING AROUND and that you call O [Oscar] at Flora’s house.  He has more right on his side 

than you at this moment because if they prove the licentious life which you lead, the judge will give 

your daughters to him.  And that would be very easy to prove with a little money.  Call him collect 

Sunday or Monday after 9:00 P.M. I will advise him that he should expect your call.  What you are 

doing to him is criminal, to all the family, to him and your daughters, who, if they stay with you and 

you don’t stop as I have said, they will be the ones who pay this debt which you have to everyone,  all 

the interest and everything.   I am sure that with the example that you are setting for them, it will be 

as I predict.  I want you to know that if you don’t call O [Oscar] as I demand, when I return presently 

to collect your mother, I will bring him so that he sees them and can be with them.  I know that you 

will say that you are free and of a legal age, but that can only be said when one can stand on her own 

feet, and if you think otherwise, you can consider that your father dead.  Another thing, you are still 

married and even if you weren’t, there is the matter of your giving them the example of your going 

out with a different man every week.  All of this they will carry within themselves for the rest of their 

lives.  You can do what you want, but I am not responsible for what may happen if I see you again 

in those conditions.  I believe that although your reputation has been ruined, you can still correct it.  

And if you have to return to this house, you can come and we will not kick you out.  If you are going 

to change and return to decent living, let me know -- and do it—and you can count on me.  On the 

other hand, you know that I will be dead to you and that even after my death you will not be able to 

benefit from anything I own because I am inclined to write a new will for your mother and for me in 

which I will leave you only $5.00, which is what I am obliged to do.  You decide.

Transcription, letter from Orfelio Ramos-Valdés to his daughter Cloris, January 13, 1968
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He considered what he had to say so sensitive that he typed it, addressed her as “C,” 

and did not sign it.  It began, “I am not putting your name in case this gets lost.  Tear this 

up as soon as you read it.”  He knew her activities on a daily basis and that she was going 

to parties in different cities every weekend.  He said, “Exijo que des un alto a todas tus 

correrías.”  “I demand that you put a stop to all your running around.”  He continued, “I 

never thought I would see one of my daughters in this situation. During the course of my 

life I have known some of the best people and some of the worst, but I have never known 

anyone to act like you.”  Her father was most concerned about his grandchildren witnessing 

their mother’s “dissolute” life, and particularly furious because she had threatened to call 

the police because her parents had arrived to visit her without invitation.  Furthermore, 

he warned her that it would take very little for a judge to order that her children be given 

to their father.  This long note was followed on January 20 by a signed letter in which he 

implores her again to correct her life and return to her husband Oscar.  To my knowledge 

she never called Oscar. The two of us continued to live together and eventually married.  In 

late January, Cloris handed both these letters to me with the instruction to get them out of 

the house.

After hearing, either from her (or more likely from the other Cubans), about the 

events of August 9, Orfelio Ramos-Valdés flew to Athens and drove Cloris back to Miami. 

She filed for divorce on September 6. From Miami she called University officials, my 

parents, and others we knew to complain about how she had been treated. On December 

16, I went to Rutherford Street to remove my remaining belongings. 

A more experienced person than I would have better understood the trauma my 

wife, her family, and the other expatriates had undergone and the permanent scars left on 

these privileged people. They had given up everything they owned in Cuba and life as 

they knew it. Was it any wonder they were suspicious and distrustful? Their recent history 

disposed them to see communists everywhere, and they had decided without knowing him 

that Sareth was a communist as, most likely, was I.  

To Cloris, I was a husband who cared about someone else more than I cared about 

her, refused to renounce a commitment to someone whom she hated, and added insult 

to injury by forcing her into that person’s company. Moreover, I had allowed myself to 

be duped by a communist into supporting his studies abroad and thereby taking away 

support she believed I, rather than their own father, owed to her little girls. To the Cuban 

community, I was a communist who attended meetings of subversives, supported other 

communists, and harbored one in my home, exposing Cloris and her children to him which 

they all seemed to take as a personal insult.

In the opinion of Orfelio Ramos-Valdés, his daughter deserved better. She had 

married, against his will, a man far below her station in life, a man who had nothing and 

little promise of having anything. It was true there was no prospect a union with me would 

ever provide her with the lifestyle to which she was accustomed. In Cuba the family had 

always had servants. She once told me that before they came to the United States her 

mother had never fried an egg. Cloris was herself a good cook and a gifted seamstress, but 
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those were skills she learned out of desire rather than necessity. One of her parents’ wedding 

gifts to her and her first husband was their honeymoon: six months in Spain.

The tension between Cloris and her father at that point might have been heightened 

by the fact that, in his mind, she had married for the second time beneath her economic and 

social station in life.  Her first husband and father of her children, Oscar, was a Cuban exile 

who made his living in Miami as a carpet layer.  When I met Cloris, he had not contributed 

to the support of his children since their separation, leaving that to her, her parents, and to 

a lesser extent later on to me.

  

Bridal Photo, Cloris Ramos, Havana, Cuba; Cloris and Oscar on Honeymoon in Spain

For the second time, Sareth’s association with my family and me had forced him 

into an excruciatingly untenable position. He feared there might be lingering questions in 

the minds of university officials about the 1965 fiasco and was reticent to make the trip 

back to Athens in the first place. He did so only at our insistence. His fears sprang to life 

when Cloris called those same officials from Miami. Even my parents were alerted that “the 

black devil” was back. I found myself far beyond my capacity to deal with hysterical talk and 

action. I was not having any more of it. Repairing the marriage was out of the question. No 
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matter how much I might have loved her, I knew that what I had seen and heard came from 

deep wounds. I also knew those wounds might never be healed and that they were more 

fundamental than any stemming from our marriage. The “for better or worse” phrase from 

our marriage vows lost its meaning. The hurt cancelled the beauty and the charm. 

In the end, the only thing that might have prolonged our marriage was the only 

thing I could not do: repudiate and abandon Sareth. I had no intention of doing so. I had 

given my word, and without the financial support from me he would have been destitute 

in Paris, unable to continue his studies or get home to Cambodia. This situation would 

never have existed had it not been for my father’s deliberate actions with their intended 

consequences and my own with their unintended consequences. I felt responsible. I could 

not let him down. 

The few Cambodian students remaining at the university lived together in a rented 

house and allowed Sareth to stay with them until his scheduled return to Paris. I saw him 

once or twice before he left, but the meetings were strained. Finding a suitable subject of 

conversation was difficult. We both were still stunned. He did not understand how I could 

have made such a misjudgment in choosing a wife, how she could have treated him as she 

did after all the pleasant letters and telephone calls, and how it was that I did not exercise 

better control of the situation. Neither did I.

Although the petition for divorce was filed in September, the actual adjudication 

dragged into the following year. The lapse in time turned out to work in my favor. Cloris was 

a popular woman who had, prior to our marriage, become accustomed to evenings out and 

parties on the weekends. This subsided when we married but resumed when we separated. 

Orfelio Ramos-Valdés viewed such conduct as unbecoming, especially for a married mother 

with two young children. 

In retrospect, the January 13th and the January 20th communications from her 

father should have made more of an impression on me than they did. I might have chosen 

not to contemplate the implications because, by the standards of the day, I was a part of her 

“dissolute” life.  We were living together unmarried, she was still married, and the children 

were living with us.  

What is certain is that she saw no need to view the constraints of our marriage 

contract, however tentative, with any prudence at all and proceeded while we were still legally 

married to enjoy the social opportunities afforded by a university community.  It should not 

have been a surprise; ten months earlier I had been one of those social opportunities while 

she was still married to Oscar.  History had repeated.  Our final court date was April 10, 

1969.  All parties appeared at the appointed time.  While we were standing directly in front 

of the two huge doors leading into the courtroom, my attorney produced and showed to 

hers a series of photographs sufficiently explicit to suggest that her father had good reason to 

be worried about her lifestyle and which clearly demonstrated her disregard for the marriage 

contract. Then she, her attorney, and my attorney entered the courtroom. I was never called 

to enter and remained outside the courtroom throughout the entire proceeding. One of 

two things happened. Either the judge denied outright her petition for temporary child 
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support and permanent alimony or, what is more likely, the plaintiff understood the untidy 

implications of the photographs and withdrew her request. The divorce was granted, and I 

was required to pay her attorney’s fee in the amount of $266.  The Cuban exiles no doubt 

thought of themselves as having saved Cloris and her family from another communist threat.

It was over. Not long after that I saw her sister Rojelia in Atlanta. The meeting 

was pleasant; we were happy to see each other. Before parting company she said, “Jim, I 

understand what you went through. Remember, you were married to Cloris only one year 

but she has been my sister all my life.” I was not to speak to Cloris again until 2010, forty 

years later.

1969-1975: The Years Between
The US began precision bombing in Cambodia in 1965, and in March 1969 that 

effort was escalated to “carpet” bombing. The decade ended as inauspiciously as it had 

begun with one exception: I got a job. Sareth’s friend Jim Thornton had taken a position 

the year before as head of the Department of Modern Foreign Languages at a small college 

in South Georgia.  Before leaving Athens he said to me, “Jim, when you finish your degree, 

call me. I will have a job for you.” Frankly, as honest as I knew him to be, after thanking him 

for the offer, I did him the disservice of dismissing his comment as stemming from a desire 

to be nice. I never thought of it again. However, in late August 1969, Jim and I met on 

the street in downtown Athens. After exchanging pleasantries, he said, “Well, are you ready 

to go to work?” Although I had completed my coursework for the master’s degree, I had 

not completed the required thesis. Surprisingly, he told me to come to Valdosta anyway. I 

completed the Master of Arts Degree during my first year at Valdosta State. 

In October 1969, moratoriums were held across the United States against the 

Vietnam War.  White House advisors were against extending the war into Cambodia, but 

Kissinger and Nixon were for it.  Three members of the White House staff resigned in 

protest.  Students all over the US began protesting our intrusion into Cambodia.  Governors 

in 16 states called out the National Guard.  Then Nixon himself ignited a firestorm by calling 

the protestors “bums.”  It was the largest war protest in US history.  

 Students at Valdosta State College shared the concerns of students all over the 

country and held their own moratorium.  Here a student and I are in discussion at that 

moratorium demonstration on October 15, 1969 urging the US to cease activities in 

Vietnam. 
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  Sareth and I continued to communicate through 1970 and 1971.  Upon completing 

the degree in Water and Forest Management at Gembloux, Belgium, he enrolled at the 

University of Paris in the Institut des Hautes Etudes International with the goal of earning 

a doctorate in Law and Economics. However, the route to that goal and whether or not it 

was ever achieved, at least for this writing, is speculative. 

Sareth’s studies, before arriving at the University of Paris, had been unrelated to Law 

and Economics.  Based upon the information available to me from the University of Paris, 

I conclude that he was required to earn a Bachelor’s degree in Law and Economics before 

being allowed to officially enroll in a doctoral program.  Students in French universities 

usually prepare a paper, called a “mémoire,” as partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 

bachelor’s degree.  The cover page of Sareth’s “Mémoire” appears below.  

  

Valdosta State College student and Jim at war protest, October 15, 1969
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Sareth makes the following references to his studies in his letters.

I have to read not less than 600 books and summarize them. . . (Paris, March  
12, 1968)

I think meantime, when I am there [USA], I [will] still continue my research at 
the library because, as you know, the theme of my thesis is quite heavy.  (Paris, 
June 13, 1968)

I must study a lot because I would like to get another diploma in “International 
Law” besides my Ph.D.  (Paris, June 13, 1968)

Title Page, “La Guerre au Vietnam,” by Ith Sareth
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Next year I hope to be on scholarship.  The Prince, Head of the Pavilion, told 
me that he helps me in the business.  Tomorrow I will go to see the Cambodian 
ambassador in Paris to ask him about my request sent by the Prince through 
him.  (Paris, July 1, 1968)

If my scholarship wouldn’t be granted, I would accelerate my work to finish in 
June or July 1969, and I would ask you to send me only $60 per month. (Paris, 
July 1, 1968)

So, do not wait for me if that letter [requested from Mr. Cannon] arrives too late 
because, first of all, the special flight has a specific date, and either in September 
or October, I will have oral exams.  (Paris, July 3, 1968) 

Sareth did tell me, in relation to his study and the research paper he was writing (which 

he called a “thesis”), that he and his major professor were having a serious disagreement 

either about his approach to the research or about some of his conclusions.  I did not hear 

how or if this disagreement was ever resolved, although such differences usually are.  If 

the undergraduate, bachelor’s degree were awarded in June, 1970 and if, subsequently, the 

required doctoral level classes had to be taken and a dissertation written, it is difficult to 

conclude that Sareth could possibly have earned the doctorate before his return to Cambodia 

in 1970.  Sareth’s supervisor from 1973 until the fall of Phnom Penh, Mr. Chhang Song, 

Minister of Information, stated in an interview in Long Beach, California on May 20, 2013 

he is certain that Sareth did not have a doctorate.

It appears, based upon a letter to me dated April 23, 1973, that, when he first 

returned to Cambodia, he managed a publication called The Phnom Penh Times.  He says he 

moved to the Ministry of Information in 1972 and was appointed Director of the Agence 

Khmère de Presse.  The AKP was a governmental agency producing a daily publication 

in French which collaborated with international news organizations such as UPI, AP, and 

Reuters.  Sareth also states in the letter that he lectured in the afternoons at the Faculty of 

Law.  Additional important information in this letter is that in the summer of 1972 the 

Cambodian Government sent him to South America with stops in Argentina, Uruguay, 

Paraguay, Brazil, and Panama.

In a letter dated March 15, 1974, he writes that he arrived on March 5 in London 

on an official visit press visit.  While there he visited Bath, Bristol, and Cardiff.  Another 

letter arrived dated March 20 saying that he was back in London, that it was his last week 

there, and that he would return home soon.  A Cambodian student we had known at the 

University of Georgia Tan Mien was also in London at the time. 

In early fall 1974, Sareth notified me he would be attending the twenty-ninth session 

of the United Nations in New York.  I was scheduled coincidentally to attend a meeting of 

the South Atlantic Modern Language Association in Washington beginning Wednesday, 

October 20.  The meeting ended early Friday November 1, and I immediately took the 

train to New York.   Sareth had found a hotel for me near his where he had a small suite.  
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We spent many hours together that weekend enjoying the sights of the city, eating in exotic 

restaurants, and visiting with members of the delegation which included Prime Minister 

Long Boret, Foreign Minister Keuky Lim, five ambassadors, and Heng Vong Bun Chhat, 

Dean of the Phnom Penh University Faculty of Law, twenty-five delegates in all.

 

Sareth and fellow Delegate, 29th Session, United Nations, December 16, 1974, 

Newsweek Magazine

Sareth was the bursar for the delegation and in charge of disbursing the funds 

allocated for members’ expenses during the session.  Some of the members of the delegation 

whom he did not name were encouraging him to return to Cambodia early.  “Why?” I 

asked.  “Because I will have to leave the money with them to be spent as they please and not 

necessarily the way it is intended to be spent. I can’t go home early because this money was 

entrusted to me for very specific purposes.  It is my responsibility,” he explained.

The most sobering moment of the visit transpired Sunday morning.  We were in the 

living room of his suite.  He had brought me some small item which he needed to retrieve 

from his suitcase.  We went to the bedroom; he pulled a suitcase from under the bed and 

opened it.  In order to get to the object he wanted he had to remove several things.  The first 

thing that caught my attention was a wig.  Then there was another.  At first I did not say 

anything.  Then emerged a dress, a dress!. . . . . then another.  There were other odd articles 

as well, things which he would never have reason to own.

“Sareth!  What is this?”  It was far too serious a moment to even think of making a joke.
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He sat on the bed and began to explain.  He said, “I am afraid.  Things are happening 

in Cambodia which make me afraid.  If things really go wrong, I must be prepared to 

escape.”  He had purchased items of clothing, wigs, dresses, workman’s attire, and other 

things in New York to be used as disguises in the event he needed to flee the country.  He 

continued to explain that he had secured a small airplane, hidden it on the outskirts of 

Phnom Penh and was paying a pilot to remain near the plane twenty-four hours per day.  

The explanation ended with, “If I have thirty minutes warning, I can get to the airplane and 

make it to Thailand.”

The room fell silent.  I realize now that I should have pressed him with questions 

to understand more precisely what he meant and the gravity of the situation in Cambodia.  

I naively and thoughtlessly did not.  I have blamed myself over the years for not insisting 

that he come home with me to Georgia where we could have found a teaching job for him 

and where in safety he might have been able to be of some assistance to his family and 

his government.  Given his loyalties to family and country and given what I have recently 

learned about him from my time with his family, I now know he would have refused even 

if I had asked.

I collected the gifts he had brought for me, the item he took from the bottom of his 

suitcase and a large ceremonial mask of Hanuman.  We said goodbye, and he walked with 

me down stairs to call a taxi.  I was never to see him again.

  

  

Mask of Hanuman given to Jim in New York, October, 1974
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On his way home to Cambodia at the end of the twenty-ninth session of the United 

Nations Sareth wrote to me from Taiwan.   His final reference to the seminal, pivotal, 

wrenching year of 1965 and his most touching sentiments about the friendship we shared 

came from Taipei on December 22, 1974.

 

Bean, the saddest moment was at the Colonial Hotel, just before we separated in 
1965.  We know that our scholarship was cut, and the seller [buyer] of the trailer 
took advantage of us. . . When I am thinking of all of these events, I feel that we 
must live together again before we die.  If we can’t help each other, at least we 
could see each other.  You must not forget that I always love[d] you, but I acted 
differently because I thought I had a reason.

The next and last letter I received from Sareth dated January 30, 1975 appears below.  

He requested the loan of $1,000 ($4,424 US 2013).  I was jolted, not because of the request 

or the amount, but because I knew what this request meant.  He was in trouble, serious 

trouble.  My wife Sally and I were together when the letter was opened.  Although she knew 

my friend Dianne Clark and my first wife Cloris, she had never met Sareth.  However, she 

did know of our history together, including the events surrounding my family and those 

surrounding my marriage to Cloris.  After a moment or two, Sally looked at me and said, 

“You have to do this, don’t you?”  To which I replied, “Yes.”  Her understanding, loving 

response was a gift I will always cherish.
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Letter from Sareth requesting loan of $1,000, January 30, 1975
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Transcription of January 30, 1975 letter from Sareth to Jim
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Although Sareth had written this letter in Phnom Penh on January 30th, he sent it in 

a diplomatic pouch to New York to be mailed.  The envelope in which it arrived is postmarked 

New York, February 11, 1975, with “Khmer Mission, 845 3rd Ave, NYC 10022” written 

on the back.  Within several days it arrived in Valdosta, and I immediately went to my bank 

to make arrangements.  He had specifically instructed me to send the money as Travelers 

Cheques to his friend Jenny who worked in the Mission Office at the UN and request that 

she send it to Cambodia in a diplomatic pouch. His reasons for wanting to do this privately 

were obvious.   Unfortunately, when I attempted to contact Jenny, I was informed that she 

no longer worked at the Mission Office.  I was reluctant to send the money via bank channels 

out of fear of exposing him.  However, I knew that he would never have asked for the money 

if he did not need it desperately.  I had no option but to send it the only way I could. 

     

   

Debit Memorandum showing purchase of foreign draft to be sent to Sareth, February 21, 1975

There were numerous attempts to notify him of this change by telephone.  The 

circuits to Phnom Penh were out; no telephone traffic was going through.  I finally sent him 

a Mailgram.
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On February 25, 1975 I received the last communication from my friend and brother 

Sareth. “Received” was his last word to me.

 

Mailgram to Sareth notifying him to expect funds to arrive at Banque Khmer de Commerce.
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At the end of April, 1975 the news coming from Cambodia made it clear why 

Sareth was fearful and why he thought he needed to make provisions to escape.  Although 

I hoped to hear from him after that, I knew in my heart that I would not.  I never did.  

When I learned that so many teachers, government workers, and other educated people were 

being purged, I became convinced that he had perished after the fall of Phnom Penh along 

with thousands of others.  Slowly I learned that those thousands had become hundreds of 

thousands and then almost two million.  I gave up hope of ever seeing or hearing from him 

again and ultimately of ever really knowing what had happened to him.  I heard the clanking 

of the pots in Sorrow’s kitchen.    

My Brother Sandap, I hope this letter has helped provide a more complete and better 

understanding of your brother’s life during the years he was away, of his relationship to my 

family, of how that family loved him, of the part that family and I played in harming him, 

and of the lasting devotion which he and I had to each other.  You have firsthand knowledge 

of how hard Sareth worked in his youth, how dedicated he was to his family, and how driven 

he was to succeed.  Now you know more about what he had to overcome to complete his 

education, return to his family, and begin his life of service to the country he loved.  

Thank you again for your graciousness to me in 2011 and 2012, for receiving me as 

a member of your family.  Being able to embrace Sister Siveth and you has brought healing 

to me.  I celebrate the lives of Sareth, Srâs, and Sister Simuoun and honor with gratitude 

Last communication from Sareth to Jim, February 25, 1975
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and respect Koy Dim and Ith An.  I thank you and the extended Ith family every day with 

joy for this reunion and for accepting me.  As you have said, Sareth, after all these years, has 

led me to you.

I feel an unbreakable and timeless bond to you, to your family, and to the people of 

Cambodia who, I believe, will again stand on the peaky mountains wrapped in rainbows.  

My best wishes go to you and your family for peace, good health, and happiness.

      

       Until we meet again,

       

Ici se termine l’histoire du Petit Cadet au monde.
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The Search

The sparse and depressing news coming out of Cambodia after 1975 forced the 

conclusion that what happened to hundreds of thousands of others had also happened to 

Sareth.  Over the years the disturbing notion which eventually found a permanent place in 

my head was that my own actions might have harmed him. . . again. His request of January 

30, 1975 that I send $1,000 alarmed me, especially after what he told me the previous 

December in New York. He was very specific about how the money should be sent: in 

Travelers Cheques by diplomatic pouch from New York.  I was to call his friend Jennifer, 

alert her to expect a letter to him, and ask her to put it in the next pouch to Phnom Penh.  

When I called, I was told that Jennifer no longer worked at the mission.  I was either too 

afraid or not savvy enough to put the request forward anyway.  Instead, I sent the money 

through banking channels.  Sareth’s receiving something from the US in a diplomatic pouch 

would have been inconspicuous; retrieving the funds from a bank would not.  Moreover, the 

Travelers Cheques would have been safe and easy to negotiate into other currencies should 

he have found himself in Thailand as he said he might.  I was left in fear that my failure to 

send the money exactly as he had instructed at best had drawn unwanted attention to him 

and at worst led to his death.

Contact with the Cambodians Sareth and I had known at the University of Georgia 

was lost, and I became busy enjoying my marriage and career at Valdosta State College which 

became Valdosta State University in 1993.  My wife Sally, a home economist specializing in 

family development, worked for the University of Georgia Cooperative Extensive Service. 

We had a comfortable life, enjoyed our community of friends, and were made even happier 

by the birth of our son Michael in 1979.  Slowly the hope of ever seeing Sareth faded, but he 

was never absent from memory.  His gifts and personal belongings were always within view 

at home and in my office.  Hanuman was a faithful reminder at work.
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Other treasured objects, gifts from Sareth or associated with him, were concrete 

reminders that kept the memories of our time together vivid.  The most personal mementoes 

were the amulet with scrolls of prayers that his mother Koy Dim gave him in 1962 and the 

little basket that his youngest sister Siveth made for him, but there were other things as well.  

Hanuman in Jim’s office, Valdosta State College, 1977

Hanuman in Jim’s office, Valdosta State College, 1983
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For example, he enjoyed playing Scrabble because it tested his English and allowed him to 

learn new words.  The same Scrabble set we used during the 1960’s with his handwriting on 

the score cards was on the bookshelf downstairs.  

    

          

Miniture mask, gift from Sareth to Jim

 

Ox cart model, gift from Sareth to Jim
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An unexpected surge of hope arose in 1989 from an unlikely source.  The Chronicle of 

Higher Education, one of the most respected publications in higher education in the United 

States, carried an article on page A21 of its September 6 edition titled “From Labor Camp 

to White House – Former Prisoner of Khmer Rouge Now Provides Higher Education’s 

Link to President.”  The article was about Mr. Sichan Siv.

Part 1, Article about Sichan Siv, Chronicle of Higher Education, September 6, 1989
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Part 2, Article about Sichan Siv, Chronicle of Higher 

Education, September 6, 1989

I wrote to Mr. Sichan Siv on April 27, 1990.
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Letter to Sichan Siv, April 27, 1990, page 1
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Letter to Sichan Siv, April 27, 1990, page 2

On June 5, Mr. Sichan Siv responded.
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A telephone conversation with Dr. Sin Meng Srun, a professor at Humboldt State 

University in California, lent strength to what I had feared all along, that Sareth had been 

killed during the first hours or days after the fall of Phnom Penh.  Government officials 

were Pol Pot’s first targets.  Sareth was a professor of law and Director of the Cambodian 
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Press Agency.  He was part of the Lon Nol government. What other conclusion could there 

be except Sareth had perished?  If he had escaped Cambodia, I would have been among 

the first to know. Dr. Sin and I completed our conversation by talking about our careers 

and families, adding our best wishes, and saying goodbye. All hope of seeing Sareth again 

vanished permanently.

Even so, my curiosity about his fate remained alive.  Encouraging improvements in 

communication and the availability of information began to occur in the early 1990’s, and 

by 1996 access to the World Wide Web had become common place, if not in private homes, 

in many businesses and most universities.  In March 1996, two PhD students at Stanford 

University began working on a project called the “Stanford Digital Library Project.”  It 

changed the landscape of information gathering forever and eventually became the powerful 

search engine “Google.”  Although the ability to retrieve information was improved, the 

amount of information on the web was still extremely limited.  Gradually, custodians of 

records across the world began converting materials to digital formats that could be retrieved 

electronically.  

When I found a spare minute at my desk I would type “It Sareth” into the computer 

and push the Enter button.  There was never a reference.  Eventually, I purchased a personal 

computer and searched more frequently and thoroughly, but no matter how often I searched 

or how many variations in wording I used, there was no response, not one.  It was as if this 

man had existed only in my world.

My long-time friend Joe Newton and I had talked about visiting Asia for years.  We 

both wanted to see the beautiful countrysides, meet the people, and experience the culture.  

Joe, a philosopher at heart, was interested in Buddhist teachings and the history of the 

region. He looked forward to the photographic opportunities offered by the hundreds of 

ancient sites, especially Angkor Wat.  I was interested in those things too but the heart of my 

interest rested in my own history with Sareth and Cambodia and the abiding angst and guilt 

I felt about “the American war.”

In 2010 we decided to go.  Through Overseas Adventure Travel, Inc., a company 

based in Cambridge, Massachusetts we selected a guided tour with a small group of twelve 

people.  The group was scheduled to visit Thailand, Laos, Vietnam, and Cambodia in 

December 2011.
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Although I accepted the fact that Sareth himself was dead, I could not travel to 

Cambodia without trying to find his family. If his relatives had survived the war and the Pol 

Pot regime, surely they could be located.  I needed to see their faces, to hear them speak.  

Maybe they knew details about his death and would share them with me.  I wanted his 

family to know that Sareth never forgot them and that people in the United States loved 

him, especially the Black family.  Also, I felt a compulsion to acknowledge that the love came 

with a price of pain and heartache. It was not that I believed I could make up for any of it, 

but it was important to me for them to know I was sorry for it and that their brother Sareth 

bore it all with unworldly grace.

Every week I sat at my computer searching, hoping to find some bit of information 

about Sareth, typing . . . “It Sareth”. . . Enter. . . . “Sareth It”. . . Enter.  No result. Still 

nothing. At the same time other leads were explored.  In January 2011, my friend Dianne 

Clark invited me to Jacksonville, Florida where she was visiting her mother. A visit to the 

Clarks was always spent in laughter, making music, reliving old times, and basking in the 

warmth of genuine friendship.  On the way to lunch that day, her mother Dot said, “Jim, 

oh, Jim, there is something you must see.”  She began to give directions without revealing 

the destination.  We eventually turned a corner to find something transported from another 

world. I could not believe my eyes.  It was a gleaming, newly completed Cambodian 

Buddhist Temple, Wat Khmer Savy Rattanaram.  It was a beautiful.  We stopped.  I met the 

abbot and several monks and explained the quest I was just beginning, the search to find 

a family that, considering history, might no longer exist.  Although they assured me they 

wanted to help, communication barriers and the lingering suspicion of temple officials that 

I might have political intentions prevented progress.

Itinerary of Southeast Asia trip planned by Joe and Jim for December 2011
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The unstructured hours afforded by my retirement from Valdosta State University 

brought my thoughts back again and again to the obligation I felt to Sareth’s family.  At 

home each morning as I descended the stairs to make coffee, I saw Hanuman guarding 

the amulet and the little basket.  I often thought and sometimes even said aloud, “Good 

morning, Hanuman!”  One day he responded.  In my mind I heard: “Return these. Take 

them back.”  

I stopped halfway down the stairs and thought, “What if I WERE to take them 

back?  What if the most precious, personal mementoes I have were to travel 10,000 miles 

home again?  The amulet and the basket would rest with Sareth’s family in Cambodia where 

they really belonged.”  That gesture would explain what I could not put into words.  I 

determined to do it, to take them home.

I intensified my search efforts, preparing a set of photographs and records I thought 

would explain what I was trying to do and why.  Over the next few months I mailed a 

cover letter with a packet of documents to anyone who might be able to help.  One of 

these individuals was His Excellency Mr. Hem Heng, Ambassador Extraordinary and 

Plenipotentiary, the Cambodian ambassador to the United States.  As a courtesy I called the 

embassy to alert him before sending the materials.  The call was answered personally by Mr. 

Peang Gafour who listened to my entire story, occasionally asking a question or making a 

comment.  Several days later he responded by email.

Wat Khmer Savy Rattanaram, Jacksonville, Florida, USA



A  P R I VAT E  M E M O I R   |  143

From: PEANG GAFOUR [mailto:pgafour@hotmail.com] 
Sent: Thursday, April 21, 2011 11:48 AM
To: j.l.black@mchsi.com
Subject: RE: Arrival of Packet of Information regarding It Sareth

Dear Jim,

H.E Hem Heng and I received your package yesterday 04/22/11. We would 
like to thank you for the complete set of information you have sent to us about 
Mr. Ith Sareth.

Walking through the packages we see that Mr. Ith Sareth used to work for the 
Ministry of Information of the Khmer Republic. Thus, H.E Chhang Song a 
former minister of information of H.E. Lon Boret’s Government under the 
Khmer Republic era might be a resourceful person who could give some useful 
information to you to locate the whereabouts of Mr. Ith Sareth.

H.E. Chhang Song currently resides in Long Beach California. His telephone 
number is 562-607-3870. You might like to give him a call and hear what he 
says.

If we know anything about Mr. Ith Sareth we will certainly keep you informed.

Sincerely

Peang

It appears that there were two Sareths working for the Ministry of Information 
at that time. One is your friend Mr. Ith Sareth and the other one is Mr. Thong 
Sareth a graduate student from Europe, Belgium or France, not clear.

The third reading of this email produced a startling revelation.  All my internet 

searches had been doomed to failure because I had misspelled Sareth’s name!  Mr. Gafour 

had spelled it correctly: “ITH.”  The memory of Sareth’s explaining why he had dropped 

the “h” came back to me.  Peang Gafour had given me the key! He had reminded me of a 

long-forgotten, critical detail. 

I couldn’t leave the computer.  In the fifteen years since the inception of the web 

there had never been so much as a hint of reference to “It Sareth.”  The words “Ith Sareth” 

appeared in the Google search bar as fast as I could type them.  There it was:  the first web 

reference to “Ith Sareth.”
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Crossing Three Wildernesses: A Memoir - Page 179 - Google Books Result
books.google.com/books?isbn=1566891671
U. Sam Oeur, Ken McCullough - 2005 – History
“General Sak Sutsakhan, Ith Sareth, and other dignitaries from our delegation came, 
and I wound up in one of the observer seats. Kurt Waldheim was serving as ...”

The joy of that discovery is indescribable.  Another quick web search found the 

vita and address of Mr. Ken McCullough, an administrator at Saint Mary’s University of 

Minnesota, writing teacher, and poet laureate of Winona, Minnesota.  

    

 

Left: Ken McCullough, Right: U Sam Oeur

He and Mr. U Sam Oeur had written “Crossing Three Wildernesses: A Memoir” telling 

the story of how U Sam Oeur survived the Khmer Rouge regime and ultimately escaped.  Ken 

McCollough was warm and encouraging.  He told me about his friend Sam Oeur and suggested 

I call him.  Sam knew Sareth.  Both were members of the 1974 delegation to the 29th Session 

of the United Nations.  Sam, Ken and I spoke many times during the next several weeks.  I am 

indebted to both these men because they began to think creatively with me about the search. 

They shared their experiences and referred me to people they knew, sometimes contacting them 

on my behalf.  

Sam wrote to his friend, Jim Mizerski, who was at that time in Cambodia.  In July 2011,  

Jim found two references. One reference was in the databases of the Cambodian Genocide 

Project, Yale University, and the Documentation Center of Cambodia, Record Y00323.  It refers 

to a man with the family name “Ith” although no given name was recorded.  This “Ith” was 

employed by Democratic Kampuchea from 1975-1979 and lived in the old Commerce school, 

west of the Ministry of Information.  I discounted the record.  I could not imagine that Sareth 

would be associated in any way with the Khmer Rouge, and there was no given name.
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The second reference was an article titled “Chhim Sochit: A Student from Canada.”  

It was in the April 2002 issue of “Searching for the Truth.”  Chhim Sochit was arrested and 

sent to Toul Sleng prison on October 10, 1976, interrogated, and killed on January 28, 

1977.  He confesses that he was hired by the CIA “to instigate students to rise up against the 

royalist regime and to support the Lon Nol regime.”  Ith Sareth was among those he named 

as being a part of this activity, alleging that he belonged to an eight-member group. Saray 

Bunky was also alleged to be a CIA agent. 

In August 1972, Saray Bunky sent him a message saying that the Khmer 

Rouge abroad were resolutely waging a political war against the Republic and 
were supported and recognized by many countries. Moreover, they continued 
waging a political war in the international arena. In order to curb the spread of 
the Khmer Rouge on the international stage, Saray Bunky sent Chhim Sochit, 
Ith Sareth (Ministry of Information), and Lev Suth Sophoantha (Electricity of 

Record Y00323, Cambodian Genocide Project, Yale University and the Documentation Center of 

Cambodia
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Cambodia) to join a delegation to Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, and Brazil. 
This was called a goodwill delegation. The delegation visited the four countries 
to ask them for [political] support. After being informed about the political 
situation in Cambodia, governmental representatives from each country pledged 
support for the republic against the communist group. Page 4

In August 1976 Chhim Sochit went to Cambodia under Chuon Viseth’s orders. 
Chuon Viseth told him to recruit evacuated people and let them know about 
plans that would be implemented in Cambodia. First plan: when he arrives in 
Cambodia, he must make contact with an eight-member group, Saray Bunky, 
a major in the Ministry of Defense; Bun Yeoun, a second lieutenant in the 
Ministry of Defense; Sin Rong, a salesman; Lev Suthsophoantha, an official of 
Electricity of Cambodia; Ith Sareth from the Ministry of Information; Nong 
Phaly and Nhem Daovreoung from a private school called Dara Rasmey high 
school; and Hor An to prepare for the next meeting. Second plan: after contact 
is made, Saray Bunky will be selected as the group leader. He will assign the 
eight members of the group to recruit evacuated people. The third plan: he must 
meet and seek support from twelve people in the revolutionary army. Saray is 
assigned to contact Sarin Chhak, Huot Sambath, and Chao Seng (an official 
in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs). Ith Sareth is to contact Phok Chhay, Chao 
Teary and Uch Ven. Lev Suthsophoan’s duty is to make contact with Dy Phon, 
Ruos Cheatho, and Phlaok Saphan. Chhim Sochit is to contact Men Niktho, 
Nuth Bunsong and Deng Kaory to seek support and to persuade them to be 
secret informers from the Khmer Rouge. Page 6

It is estimated that only 20% of the information in confessions forced at S-21 

is accurate.  However, the statement that Ith Sareth was sent by the government to visit 

Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, and Brazil is true.  Sareth mentioned this to me in a note 

dated April 23, 1973.

    

Excerpt, note from Sareth to Jim, April 23, 1973



A  P R I VAT E  M E M O I R   |  147

Given that this part of Chhim Sochit’s confession is factual, we might assume that 

some of the other information is as well.  If that is the case, Sareth was working officially and 

unofficially for his government and against the Khmer Rouge.

The excitement mounted.  I dialed the number Peang Gafour had given me for 

Minister Chhang Song.  He answered in a low, slow voice.

“Yes, Mr. Black, the Embassy told me to expect your call.”

There followed more information about Sareth than I had been able to find in thirty-

eight years.  He continued.  

“I knew him well.  Sareth was my friend too.  He worked for me from 1972 until 

the end.  He was a leftist intellectual and utterly incorruptible.”  

That was the Sareth I knew.  

During the thirty-minute conversation Minister Chhang Song answered question 

after question and invited me to call him again. He too referred me to Mr. Youk Chhang, 

Director of the Documentation Center of Cambodia.

The Documentation Center of Cambodia

The search for Sareth’s family gained momentum in July 2011.  Mr. Youk Chhang 

responded immediately, allowing me to send the packet of information to him via United 

Parcel Service.  Upon receipt he requested that his associate Mr. Socheat Nhean consider 

what might be done to help.  Socheat then took a series of steps that I was convinced would 

bear fruit.

On October 23, he placed an advertisement in a newspaper.
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Notice of the search placed in Khmer newspaper, October 10, 2011
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There was no response.  He placed another notice in the Third Quarter, 2011 English 

edition of Searching for the Truth.

    

Notice, Third Quarter 2011 Edition, Searching for the Truth

I was impatient for someone who knew or was related to Sareth to see one of 

these notices and contact the Documentation Center.  We waited.  No response.  I began 

to reconsider the facts.  Sareth came from an educated family.  His father was a school 

administrator.  His brother Srâs had also visited the United States and held high rank in 

the National Police.  Sareth himself had earned what anyone would consider a world-class 

education and was a part of the Lon Nol government.  

Adding a sharper edge to the probability of his death was the fact that one Cambodian 

expatriate told me he heard that Sareth had been asked to write a new democratic constitution 

for the Lon Nol government.  I remembered the words of the Khmer Rouge song Long 

Live April 17. “From every direction Phnom Penh chiefs were shot; they were gangsters 

selling out our country.  Lon Nol supporters fled the country, and we advanced to totally 

smash the imperial puppets, both the regime and the individuals in order to bring them to a 

permanent end.”  How many members of this cultured, educated family could have survived 

such vicious, bestial brutality?

In October 2011, an email arrived from Socheat with an attachment.  He had placed 

Sareth’s photograph on the cover of Issue 142 of Searching for the Truth.  In addition there 

was a full page notice inside.  No words could express my surprise and gratitude to Socheat 

Nhean, the staff of the Documentation Center of Cambodia, and Director Youk Chhang 
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for this generosity.  It was a beautiful, arresting sight.  Surely it would bring result; surely 

someone would recognize that visage and remember.

          

      

Cover, Issue 142, Searching for the Truth, October 2011

November passed.  December arrived.  There was no response.  I accepted the 

disheartening conclusion that all hope was lost.  I would never again see Sareth; I would 

never meet his family. This circle would forever be broken. 

 



A  P R I VAT E  M E M O I R   |  151

Final plans were made for the Southeast Asia trip, and friends suggested that I view 

it as any other.  Mr. Banheang Hav who lives near Washington, D.C. said, “I could not find 

my own family when I returned to Cambodia.  There was nothing left except my father’s 

grave.  I don’t want you to be disappointed.  Go and enjoy your trip.  Cambodia is a beautiful 

place.”  I took that advice to heart.  The amulet and basket would be left behind out of fear 

they might be damaged or lost, and, after all, there was no reason to take them.

On December 10, Joe and I departed Valdosta for Bangkok.  The trip proved to 

better than we imagined.  After three days in Thailand including a tour of Bangkok, a visit to 

the Royal Palace, a cruise on a long-tailed boat, and a trip to Ayutthaya, we flew to  Luang 

Prabang, Loas on December 14.                       

  

  

Points visited by Joe and Jim, December 2011
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Two days later we began a long bus ride over mountains visiting Khumu and Hmong 

tribes on the way to Vientiane.  It was becoming easier to put the disappointment of not being 

able to find Sareth’s family out of my mind.   We stopped at Vang Vieng to stay overnight at 

the beautiful Thavonsouk Resort.  The fatigue of the long ride was mitigated by the charm 

of the owner of the resort.  This friendly Laotian welcomed the group, sat at the end of our 

long table, reached for his guitar, and sang Elvis Presley’s most popular recordings in perfect 

English.  The beauty of the facility itself, the landscape, the convivial group, the food, and 

the music made this evening memorable, but it was just before becoming unforgettable.

  

 

Serenade by owner, Thavonsouk Resort, Vang Vieng, Loas, December 16, 2011

The resort owner was crooning the last stanza of “I Can’t Help Falling in Love with 

You” when I felt the vibration of my iPhone.  I was not expecting a call or communication 

from anyone and ignored the alert until the song ended. I took the telephone from its case, 

opened the mail, and was transfixed.  The mail was from Socheat.  His generosity in placing 

Sareth’s photograph on the cover of Searching for the Truth had paid off.  Someone had 

recognized the photograph and called the Documentation Center.
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It was difficult to disguise my happiness.  I quickly showed the mail to Joe, the day’s 

activities ended, and we retired for the evening.  I remained awake for hours contemplating the 

next several days but fell into a deep sleep before the alarm sounded at 6:00 am.  Morning email 

contained another communication from Socheat in which he asked if I would do an interview 

for the records of the Documentation Center. Of course I agreed.  The group departed Vang 

Vieng, completed the tour of Laos, and arrived in Saigon.  In the meantime Socheat contacted 

Sareth’s brother Sandap who agreed to meet on Friday afternoon, December 23. I enjoyed the 

days in Vietnam but all the while wished they would pass quickly so we could be on our way 

to Cambodia.

Socheat was busy making arrangements for our meeting with Sandap.  He asked his 

friend Ms. Kallyann Kang, a correspondent with Cambodian Television Network, to join us.  

Kally decided to prepare a report of the meeting to be broadcast on CTN.

Entrance into Cambodia from Chau Doc, Vietnam was spectacular.  We traveled by 

speedboat up the Mekong River passing villages, towns, pagodas, and shores lined with palm 

trees, finally arriving at the border where we disembarked to clear customs and immigration.

Email from Socheat Nhean informing Jim that Sareth’s family had been located
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A call to alert checkpoint officials of arrival, Cambodian border, December 22, 2011

Cambodian border checkpoint police station, December 22, 2011

Disembarking at checkpoint, Cambodian border, December 22, 2011
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After officially being admitted to Cambodia, we again boarded the speedboat to 

continue up river.  It had been a day out of the best travelogue with a story-book ending. 

We cruised up the Mekong River, docked, and stepped off a motor launch directly onto the 

streets of Phnom Penh, Cambodia.  No fictional account in my mind of an arrival could have 

compared to the reality of this one.  A bus drove us straight to the Almond Hotel for dinner 

and a night’s rest. Joe and I got into the elevator with our luggage, pressed the button, the 

door closed, and we began to rise.  It was obvious both of us were tired. For the first time 

that day my mind was not occupied by racing thoughts. We stared straight ahead.  

When the elevator stopped and the doors opened, I reached to my right to grip 

the baggage handle.  As my eye swept upward I noticed a poster on the elevator wall.  

There he was, Mr. Sichan Siv.  I felt as if he were speaking directly to me: “No Matter what 

happens, never give up hope.”  This was another in a series of validating events related to my 

search for Sareth’s family, events and coincidences reassuring me that I was in the process of 

something meant to be by some force outside myself.
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At 7:30 am the following day, Joe and I were invited to participate in an event 

central to the mission of the Documentation Center of Cambodia.  It was the unveiling of 

a monument at a local high school designed to serve as a permanent reminder to students 

about the past suffering of their countrymen, the necessity to understand their history, and 

the path to forgiveness and reconciliation.  Guests from the Ministry of Education and 

from the Center spoke to the students assembled under a large tent.  Students then asked 

questions about the Khmer Rouge period and were given materials to take home.

 

H. E. Sichan Siv poster in elevator, Almond Hotel, December 22, 2011
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Jim, Socheat observe as Deputy Director Vanthan speaks to 

students, December 2011

High School students at genocide monument unveiling, December 2011

Monument before unveiling, December 2011
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From the high school event, the Documentation Center team and I returned to 

the Center offices where we met Kallyann Kang and her television crew for an extended 

interview.  It was humbling to me that Center officials and Ms. Kang were interested.  The 

essence of the story was not about me nor was it about my family.  It was about the mettle 

of one of their own, Ith Sareth, about what he had to go through in the United States, and 

about his courage and determination to overcome the adversities, complete his education 

Monument reminder about tolerance, forgiveness, and reconciliation, December 2011

Officials from high school, Ministry of Education, and Documentation Center (including Jim 

in red tie and cap) distributing educational materials, December 2011
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and return to serve his native land and countrymen.  The tragedy in this story is that his 

decency, courage, and determination collided with lingering intolerance and unrepentant 

ruthlessness that allowed for no reconciliation. The morning passed with questions, answers, 

musings, and the hum and click of cameras. I told as much of Sareth’s story as time allowed 

and I could remember.

Documentation Center interview, cameraman, Jim, Kally, December 23, 2011

After lunch at the Center, we boarded the vans to travel to No. 36, Street 352 off 

Monivong Blvd, the home of Sareth’s brother Sandap.  I felt as if my heart were in my 

throat.  The presence of my friend Joe was comforting; I was happy he was there to share 

that special moment with me.  Joe was busy doing his own photography.  Surprisingly, 

Sandap lives only a few blocks from the Documentation Center.
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We spent an hour and a half getting acquainted and sharing stories, both of us in amazement 

that this meeting could happen.  

 

Meeting Sareth’s brother Sandap, Jim, Sandap, Kally, Socheat, December 23, 2011

Getting acquainted, Sandap, Jim, Socheat, Kally, cameraman, December 23, 2011

Sandap’s wife Cheang Sithan and daughter Ith Bophaphalkern were also at home that day.
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The conversation moved forward occasionally in French between Sandap and me 

but more often in Khmer among the family with either Socheat or Kally translating into 

English for me.  

Sandap told me about his own life, about his family, and about his sister Siveth 

who lived 200 miles away in Pursat, adding that her health was fragile and she might not 

live long.  I regretted not being able to meet Siveth.  Sandap began to relate the details of 

Sareth’s last days:

a. Sareth had been living in Phnom Penh with Siveth and her three children, 

b. Sareth took them out of the city after the fall of Phnom Penh,

c. He (Sandap) followed them later but when he caught up to the group, Sareth   

          had left them to return to Phnom Penh, and

d. They shot him.

The situation at that moment did not permit additional inquiry or clarification, and 

I felt satisfied that what I had believed all along had been confirmed.  Sareth died almost 

immediately after April 17, the fall of Phnom Penh.   

At last I felt re-connected to Sareth and was in a way transformed by it.  It is 

inexplicable. I left a copy of the packet of information, and we said farewell.

The tour group went over land to Siem Reap, and Joe and I realized our dream 

of visiting the ancient sites of the area.  On December 25, 2011, Christmas day, Joe took 

a tuk-tuk from the hotel to spend the entire morning taking photographs at Angkor Wat.  

Also on Christmas day an email arrived from Sandap’s son-in-law, Bopha’s husband, Mâm 

Sâm, a man who proved to be as helpful and generous as he is warm and affable.  His 

thoughtful kindness set a permanent tone for my relationship to the entire family.  Since then 

communication between the Ith family and me has been constant.

Sandap’s wife Cheang Sithan and daughter Bopha, December 23, 2011
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The 26th and 27th were spent visiting Banteay Srei, Angkor Tom, Ta Prohm, and 

other wonders.  We flew on December 28 to Bangkok and the following day embarked for 

the US.  On the long flight home I kept telling myself, “You have to go back.  You have to go 

back.”  Finally, before arriving in Valdosta I said to Joe, “I am going back as soon as I can.”  

The thought gained momentum.  When I called Dianne Clark to tell her about 

having found Sareth’s family and the short time we had together, her response was, “Jim, 

you have to go back soon. You will never forgive yourself if you don’t.”  From that moment 

I began to make plans.  Emails were exchanged with the Ith family exploring the possibility. 

Michael and Joe began helping me put everything together. The Ith family was as happy as I 

was about my returning.  It was settled.  I would go back in February, 2012.  This time the 

amulet and little basket would be carefully packed in my carry-on luggage.

On January 12, an email arrived from Leaksoursdey Ky with an attachment, an 

interesting and informative letter from her mother Ith Khunnary.  Khunnary works at the 

Australian Embassy; it was she who initially discovered the story about her uncle in Issue 

128 of Searching for the Truth.

On February 2, I flew from Valdosta to Atlanta to Seoul and on to Phnom Penh.  I 

was living a dream.  The twenty-three hour flight passed reading about Cambodia, thinking 

of questions to which I needed answers, and looking forward to meeting other members of 

Sareth’s family, especially his sister Siveth.

Email from General Mâm Sâm, Sandap’s son-in-law, December 25, 2011
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Letter from Ith Khunnary to Jim, January 12, 2012

The Korean Air flight arrived in the Phnom Penh International Airport at 10:20 pm 

on Friday, February 3.  Several hundred passengers got off the airplane, merging squarely 

with what appeared to be an equal number waiting to board.  I stood at the back of the 

crowd pondering what to do next.  From the opposite side of the huge room I could make 

out a finely dressed, beautiful woman standing next to a very official looking man.  She 

was in stark contrast to the tired, disheveled passengers who appeared numbed by those 

same long flight hours I found surprisingly easy.  She waved her hand in the air as high as 

she could get it.  It was Bopha.  At once we began moving toward each other.  It was as if 

Moses were parting the waters of the Red Sea.  Passengers retreated to the right and left 

to allow us through.  After hurried introductions, the airport official said, “Come with me, 

please.”  He looked at my passport, someone retrieved my baggage, and we moved directly 

to the exit doors.  Just outside stood Bopha’s son Thearith and his fiancé Suon Bopha Watey 

whom I later learned to call “Little Bopha” to differentiate her from Ith Bophaphalkern, 

“Big Bopha.”  I felt the way I did so many years ago at the University of Georgia: I felt as if 

I “belonged,” as if a part of me were really home.  In fact, I was embarking on a journey of 

acceptance, warmth, and love I could not have imagined.
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Although they invited me to stay at their home, I declined because of the length 

of my visit.  Instead, they drove me to the Almond Hotel where Joe and I stayed last 

December.  The amiable hotel staff remembered me by the black, leather Greek fisherman’s 

cap I always wore.  I spent Saturday morning recovering from my flight and getting settled 

at the Almond, but at 2:00 pm the Mâm Sâm family picked me up to go to their home for 

the afternoon and evening.  It was a time of general acquaintance.  Sandap retrieved some 

of the few remaining photographs of his family which Thearith scanned for me.  They drove 

me back to the Almond around 8:00 pm and told me to be ready to leave the hotel at 7:30 

am the next morning for a trip to Pursat to meet sister Siveth.

 

Map of Cambodia

At 7:30 am the next morning Big Bopha, Khunnary, Little Bopha, and Thearith 

appeared at the Almond, and we were away.  The late model Toyota SUV, with occasional 

exception, moved smoothly for 200 miles over Highway 1 to Pursat.  The trip was pleasant 
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with one refreshment stop and presented an opportunity to see parts of Cambodia I would 

never have seen otherwise.  After traveling several minutes into the city of Pursat, we abruptly 

turned right, slowly moving down a dirt street with traditional Cambodian homes elevated 

above the ground on huge posts.  Then we turned through iron gates into a compound to 

find a modern concrete house with pretty tiles.  It was the only house on the street different 

from the others; it was Siveth’s home.  There was a group of children playing in the yard, 

construction of another house in progress, and various large blocks of partially carved stone 

to be seen.  There she was, seated on a bench on her front porch from which she never 

moved.  Her face was sweet but somber.  

Introductions were made while Big Bopha and Khunnary prepared the lunch they 

had brought.  It was served around 12:30 pm, and after the remains were put away, we all 

sat on the porch together.  What I wanted so badly had really happened: I could look into 

her face, hear her speak, and ask her questions.  I was still in disbelief.      

  

    

         

Ith Siveth’s home in Pursat, February 2012
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Jim, Yen Pennary (Ith Siveth’s daughter), son-in-law, and 

children, Pursat, February 2012

Ith Siveth and Jim at her home in Pursat, February 2012
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Ith Siveth, Jim, Little Bopha, Yan, Yen Pennary (Ith Siveth’s daughter),  Pursat 

February 2012

Ith Siveth, “Little Bopha,” Jim, and “Big Bopha, Pursat, February 2012
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  Little Bopha, now a university student, had spent four years in California and 

spoke perfect English with only the slightest accent.  It was like music to me at that 

moment, music made by an angel who understood the importance of this meeting.  She 

remained at my side translating the conversation between Siveth and me with reassuring 

ease.   

Siveth’s calm, peaceful demeanor hid the pain of her past.  It was explained during 

the trip to Pursat that she had lost her brother Srâs and her two sons during the Pol Pot 

regime.  In addition, her father Ith An had starved to death.  She and her family had lived 

in Pursat since 1975 when they were forcibly moved there from their native province Svay 

Rieng.

She looked at me for a few seconds, then said, “He told me about you.”

“About me?”

“Yes, Sareth told me about you and your family.” 

“What did he say?”

“He said there was a family in the United States that loved him and helped him, and 

that you were his friend.  He also said you bought a house together.”

“Did he tell you about my sister?”

“Yes, he said there was a girl. He said he could not marry her because she was too 

young.”

“And did he tell you anything about my parents?”

“No.”

At that, Little Bopha leaned to whisper into my ear, “You see, Jim, he did not tell her any of 

the bad things.”  

I was touched that Sareth had told Siveth.  It was amazing that she remembered it 

all with such clarity especially after so long a time and the intervening events.

“He told me about you too,” I replied.  Sareth loved everyone in his family, but he 

felt especially close to this younger sister Siveth.  “I have something for you.”  I reached into 

my bag, retrieved the little basket, and removed its wrapping.  She recognized it immediately.

“I made that,” she said.

“I know.”

“He told me you liked it and when he gave it to you, you asked, ‘Was this made in a 

factory?’  Those were my exact words to him in 1962.  I was stunned. She continued, “When 

he was here in 1965 I began making a bigger one for you, one with nine points. I wanted 

him to take it to you but he had to leave before it was finished.”

Siveth recounted verbatim several other things which I had told Sareth fifty years 

ago.  It hardly seemed possible, but it was true.  It was more than I could take.  I was 

overcome by emotion and began to sob uncontrollably.  Family members standing nearby 

quickly moved to touch me. I could feel the warmth of their hands and the sympathy in their 

hearts.  I had never been in such a state.  They were successful in quieting me, and we fell 

back into serious conversation about Sareth and his life.  At last some details were coming 
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to light, things I only could have learned from her.  Siveth spent the afternoon, willingly and 

unselfishly reliving those painful times.  Here are the surprising things I learned that day.

1. From 1972 until 1975 Sareth lived with her and her children in an apartment 

building in downtown Phnom Penh.  Sandap pointed the building out to me later.

2. In 1975 an official from the US embassy arrived at their apartment to notify 

Sareth that he should immediately board a helicopter, waiting at a location very close to 

their apartment, to leave Phnom Penh.  Siveth remembered being present when someone 

came to notify him.  She also remembered actually seeing the helicopter. This notification 

had to have occurred on April 12 when US Ambassador John Gunther Dean carried out 

Operation Eagle Pull which evacuated people from Phnom Penh.

I watched the Embassy personnel driving themselves to do all they could to 
help those who had thrown in their fate with us. Many had worked all night 
long drafting the letters which were delivered in the early hours of April 
12, offering to take them to safety. (excerpted from Dean’s autobiography, 
Danger Zones)

Helicopters were brought from Thailand and from aircraft carriers off the Cambodian 

coast.  They landed in a soccer field near the US embassy, took on passengers, and flew them 

first to the aircraft carriers, then to Thailand.  According to Dean, whose papers are housed at 

the Jimmy Carter Library in Atlanta, Georgia, he intended to take “everybody who wanted 

to go.”  It stands to reason that Sareth would have been given opportunity to evacuate. 

Obviously, all official and non-official Americans were eligible for 
evacuation. In reply to a query about which Cambodians should we take 
out, Washington suggested Cambodians in the government, Cambodian 
military closely linked to the U.S., and all well-educated Cambodians who 
Washington felt (and rightly so) were a target for the Khmer Rouge once 
they came to power. Our mission took exception to that cable, pointing out 
that anybody who had been working for Americans, Cambodian or third-
country national, whether he or she was illiterate or a Ph.D, was in danger. 
Our team agreed that we would take everybody who wanted to go, whose 
life could be endangered. We took gardeners, houseboys, Koreans working 
for our mission, Cambodian generals or ministers, or educated Cambodians. 
(excerpted from Dean’s autobiography, Danger Zones)

In addition, we had set up a procedure whereby key Cambodian leaders 
were told to send an assistant or secretary to the U.S. embassy at 6:00 a.m. 
every day to find out the situation and decisions taken by us regarding taking 
people to safety. That system worked rather well when, on this fateful day of 
April 12, 1975, we had decided to leave Phnom Penh by helicopter. These 
aides and secretaries all came on the morning of April 12. One of them 
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was the aide to Sirik Matak. We had prepared during the night a message 
stating that we were evacuating, and urging the recipient of the note to 
come along. (excerpted from Dean’s autobiography, Danger Zones)

Other members of the embassy went to other Cambodian ministers in these 
fateful hours of April 12 to try to convince them to come along with us to 
safety. (excerpted from Dean’s autobiography, Danger Zones)

Sirik Matak in a famous, heart-wrenching letter to Dean declined the offer.  Based 

upon Siveth’s statement and considering the information in Dean’s autobiography, Sareth 

was among those notified.

3.  Sareth declined the offer to evacuate. He explained why.  The reasons he 

gave to Siveth that day were  

a. he had studied hard for his country,

b. it would be unfair for him to leave when millions of his countrymen had to  

         remain behind, and

c. he wanted to try to help his country.

4.  Sareth accompanied Siveth and her children on foot to a pagoda outside 

Phnom Penh.  He then returned to the city.  This evacuation occurred most likely on or 

immediately after April 17.  Sandap’s daughter Khunnary remembered what Sareth said to 

the group before leaving them to return to Phnom Penh.  

It reminds me the last few sentences that my uncle talked to us before he 
was disappeared, I still remember it.  He said, “My dear brothers, sisters, 
my nieces, and nephews, please went back to our home town.”  Then he 
continued that “I would go back to Phnom Penh and asked my friends who 
studied with me.  Their name ‘Ho Nim’ [Hu Nim] and ‘Ho Yon’ [Hou 
Yuon] why did they ask people to go out of city? Because here didn’t have 
any school for study, and didn’t use any currency.’  Then he said, “If I died 
leaved me alone because I didn’t have wife or children.”  It was so sad. . . 
(Ith Khunnary in a letter to Jim Black, January, 2012)

5.  After going back to Phnom Penh, Sareth returned to the pagoda with 

supplies.  He said that he was working for the Khmer Rouge.  According to Siveth, he 

worked for them until the invasion by the Vietnamese in 1979.  He also told her that 

they had given him a house although she never knew its location.  Sareth immediately 

returned to Phnom Penh.

The news that Sareth had not died in 1975 was suprising and intriguing.  Here-

to-fore there was not one indication he had lived beyond the fall of Phnom Penh and every 

indication that he had not.  This highly placed, educated man working for the Lon Nol 
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government had managed to avoid being executed during those weeks after April 17, 1975 

when thousands of others had perished. How was that possible? I could hardly wait to 

question Sandap about what I had learned from Siveth, but that opportunity would not 

present itself for several days.

We returned to Phnom Penh in the late afternoon.  The excitement of that day was 

stoked over the next three weeks by a series of events, each of which revealed additional 

information, adding pieces to the puzzle of what really happened to Ith Sareth. The voyage 

of discovery had begun in earnest.

The staff of the Documentation Center of Cambodia invited me to accompany them 

to attend the day’s proceedings at the Extraordinary Chambers of the Courts of Cambodia.  

Between 1975 and 1979 an estimated 1.7 million Cambodian citizens lost their lives as a 

result of actions taken by the leadership of Democratic Kampuchea.  On trial for crimes 

committed under their leadership are Nuon Chea, Khieu Samphan, Ieng Sary, and Ieng 

Thirith. On Monday, February 6, 2012, the only witness questioned was Mr. Youk Chhang,  

Executive Director of the Documentation Center of Cambodia.

The Scandinavian defense lawyer questioned Mr. Chhang in flawless English 

throughout the morning and afternoon sessions. Much of the evidence against the defendants 

consists of records from the archives of the Documentation Center of Cambodia.  The lawyer’s 

focus that day was upon discrediting that evidence by making Mr. Chhang admit that the 

Center had at some point lost custody of records, rendering them unreliable. Mr. Chhang, 

in equally flawless English, was masterful in his responses which were fluid, forthcoming, 

and informative but never allowed the inference of loss of custody. The attorney responded, 

“Director Chhang, please allow me to re-phrase the question.”  He did so repeatedly during 

the day; Mr. Chhang responded obligingly each time in exactly the same manner as he had 

before but in different words. His testimony was a highly diplomatic work of art.  Youk 

Chhang was named by Time Magazine as one of the 100 Most Influential People in the 

World in 2007.  
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General Mâm Sâm arranged for a boat and captain to be at our disposal on Tuesday, 

February 7, a national holiday. Big Bopha, Little Bopha, Thearith, and Srey Pich put together 

all the makings for a fine picnic.  They picked me up at the Almond Hotel, and we cruised 

along the Mekong River eating, drinking wine, and celebrating.  

 

Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia in session, 2012

Waiting to shove off to celebrate the national holiday aboard ship, February 7, 2011
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Our good time turned into a real adventure when the boat’s steering mechanism 

failed, and we began drifting down the river out of control.  The captain called for another 

boat which caught up to us, and we changed vessels. 

 

Sandap, Jim, Sithan, and Soc, Mekong River cruise, February 7, 2011

 It turned out to be one of our most enjoyable days, a happy time.  The business of 

the day mercifully kept me from thinking about Sareth.

 

Jim and General Mâm Sâm in Valdosta State University cap and shirt

Saturday, February 11, brought a visit to the Royal Palace and National Museum. 
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 On Sunday, February 12, we visited General Mâm Sâm’s home village, meeting his 

sister and her family, paying a visit to the family stupa and burial site, a beautiful tribute to 

his family erected by Mâm Sâm himself.  

The Ith family and Jim at the Royal Palace, February 11, 2012

Sâm at his sister’s home, February 12, 2012
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Mâm family burial site

Sâm at pagoda where he spent many childhood hours
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Supper on the canal, Jim, Sâm, Big Bopha, and Srey Pich, February 12, 2012

On February 15, the thirteenth day of my visit to Cambodia, Sandap, Cheang 

Sithan, “Big Bopha,” and her daughter Srey Pich drove me to Svay Rieng.  On the way, 

Sandap told me about the history of their family and their struggle to survive after the fall 

of Phnom Penh.  The gravity of what happened to them became clearer, and dozens of 

events and details swirling about in my mind gelled into their proper places, revealing their 

significance.   

In the mid 1940’s, the Ith family lived in Ohum Chheute’al village, Svay Rieng 

Province near the school where Ith An worked as an administrator.

 

 

School in Svay Rieng attended by Sandap, Srâs, and Sareth and where Ith An worked
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Across from the school, down a short, shaded road, we found where the family home once 

stood. 

 

Sandap and Jim at Ith An’s school, Svay Rieng

Road across from school, heading toward Ith family home, Svay Rieng

The house itself had been destroyed by Pol Pot’s soldiers, and the present owner of the land 

was building a new house exactly where it once stood.
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Sandap where Siveth, Simuoun, Srâs, Sareth and he grew up, Svay Rieng

Sandap and Srey Pich approaching gravesite of Ith An and Koy Dim, Svay Rieng

A short distance from the school we found the gravesite of Ith An and Koy Dim 

which Sandap had to rebuild after it was desecrated by a Khmer Rouge tank.  
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The familiar landscapes and buildings enlivened painful memories which Sandap 

and his family and millions of others, for the sake of their peace of mind, had frozen in time 

and chosen not to revisit; but, as we moved from place to place, Sandap spoke of events as if 

they had happened only yesterday.  This family’s misfortune and the precariousness of their 

lives under Democratic Kampuchea became real to me. 

The forces of Pol Pot overran Phnom Penh on April 17, 1975.  They immediately 

began forcing people to leave their houses and belongings and stream into the countryside, 

telling them they could return in three days.  Ith Sareth, his sister Siveth, and her three 

children left Phnom Penh, walking south along National Highway 1 toward Svay Rieng.  

They headed for a pagoda, their first stop on that long journey, carrying nothing but the 

clothes they wore and a little food.  Sandap and members of his family planned to leave later 

following the same route.  

Evacuating with Sareth and Siveth was the Eng family, two parents and eight 

children including three girls, Eng Seiha, Eng Peheany, and Eng Menea.  Thousands of 

Sandap and Jim at grave of Ith An and Koy Dim, Svay Rieng

Ith An     Koy Dim and Ith Simuoun    Ith Srâs
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people were leaving at the same time.  Progress was slow and movement crushing causing 

the Ith and Eng families to become separated.  Sareth had particular attachment to the Eng 

family: he was in love with Eng Menea.  She was nineteen.  The distressing separation caused 

him to constantly move back and forth between the two families, compounding the demands 

of the trip.  Whatever reassurance and assistance they might have hoped for from the monks 

was not to be.  They had been forcibly removed by the Khmer Rouge.  Moreover, hundreds 

of other evacuees were scattered throughout the grounds.  Still, it was the safest place to rest, 

and the two families were grateful for it.

 

 

Entrance to pagoda where the Ith family stayed on the way to Svay Rieng

Courtyard of pagoda where Ith family stayed on way to Svay Rieng
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When the families were settled, Sareth did something nobody expected. He told 

them that he was not going to continue the journey with them to Svay Rieng. Instead, he 

intended to return to Phnom Penh to find two men he knew, school mates, Hou Yuon and 

Hu Nim to ask them why they were making people leave Phnom Penh.  He left his family 

and friends with the heartfelt but heart-wrenching message, “If I die, leave me alone because 

I do not have a wife or children.”  They were surprised when he returned to the pagoda two 

weeks later with food and other supplies. Before leaving again, he told them that the Khmer 

Rouge were allowing him to work for them and they had given him a place to live.

Sandap and his family left Phnom Penh shortly after the first group; but by that time 

the evacuation was in full force, and the streets were jammed.  Killing and mayhem were 

everywhere.  Bodies were on all sides.  The family could hardly move.  They made it down 

Monivong Street, crossing the Bassac River over the Monivong bridge.  When they arrived 

at the pagoda, Sareth had already returned to the city.  While they were there, Khmer Rouge 

soldiers arrived to ask if anyone would like to return to Phnom Penh to work.  Sandap, 

skeptical of the offer, did not indicate interest.  His intuition saved his life; those who raised 

their hands were removed from the pagoda and shot.  

When an abandoned house was spotted in the small town of Preah Eng, the group 

stopped again.  They hoped to avoid completing the trip to Svay Rieng, remembering 

Pol Pot’s promise that everyone could return to Phnom Penh within several days of the 

evacuation.  The Iths stayed at Preah Eng for one month before concluding the promise was 

an empty one and resuming their journey to Svay Rieng.

Despite the advantage of the familiarity of their home territory and their caution, 

the Ith family was eventually rounded up by Khmer Rouge soldiers.  Sandap was placed 

in a prison camp; out of approximately 1,400 inmates, no more than two dozen survived.  

One of those was Sandap.  Before April 17, he had worked for the city of Phnom Penh and 

developed skills which the Khmer Rouge needed.  He was removed from the prison and 

allowed to work.  His wife Cheang Sithan and their children including “Big Bopha,” only 

twelve at the time, were forced to work in the rice fields.  Bopha’s future husband Sâm, also 

twelve, worked in the fields as well.  Siveth and her three children were forced to move to 

Pursat.  

On December 25, 1978, 150,000 Vietnamese troops invaded Democratic 

Kampuchea, and people were told that they could go home.  Sandap went to Phnom Penh 

to find work; his wife and children followed shortly after.   Siveth, having lost both her sons, 

decided to remain in Pursat with her daughter.   

Sareth, however, was confronted with what was without doubt the second most 

critical decision of his life, a decision which would lead either to freedom and relief from 

the danger and uncertainty he faced every day or to utter disaster.  He decided to leave 

Cambodia.  Negotiating and ultimately cooperating with the Khmer Rouge to survive was 

one thing.  They were at least Cambodians and his countrymen.  However, accomplishing 

that with the Vietnamese to whom he had always felt antipathy was entirely different.  The 

southern province of Svay Rieng borders Vietnam.  There were constant irritations and 
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flashes of conflict along this border.  Sareth had mentioned these difficulties to me over the 

years.  This antipathy was shared by sister Siveth who related specific incidents from her 

childhood in my conversation with her in February 2012.  

Sareth had remained in Cambodia to aid and protect his family and do what he 

could to help his country, but contact with members of his family was lost soon after April 

1975, removing one of his reasons for staying.  The arrival of the Vietnamese removed the 

other reason.  There was still hope of helping Cambodia if he were working with his own 

countrymen, but he had no hope of doing so under the Vietnamese.  His survival until 1979  

had hinged, in addition to his own savvy, upon his knowing Hou Yuon and Hu Nim, but he 

had no similar connections to the Vietnamese, no relationships upon which to build.

Hou Yuon and Hu Nim were extremely important people.  They were in the mixture 

of leftist intellectuals who were prominent in Democratic Kampuchea. Both were educated in 

France and had been influential in Cambodian politics from the early 1960’s.  Both served in 

the government of Sihanouk and were veterans of the communist movement in Cambodia.  

Hou Yuon held a doctorate from the University of Paris, and it was his ideas upon which 

the economic policies of Democratic Kampuchea were based.  Hu Nim was appointed as 

Democratic Kampuchea’s Minister of Information.

Sareth, Hou Yuon, and Hu Nim had significant things in common.  They went to 

school together, were educated in France, and were considered leftist intellectuals. However 

bonding those commonalities might have been, there were important differences.  Sareth 

had not only been educated in France but in the United States and Belgium as well as, was 

not a communist, and evidently had worked clandestinely against the Khmer Rouge and 

with anti-royalist forces in support of the US backed Lon Nol government.

One can infer from what he said to his family when he left them at the pagoda that 

he had not maintained close contact with either Hou Yuon or Hu Nim in the recent past.  

Otherwise, why would he have needed to return to Phnom Penh to ask them why they were 

forcing people out of the city and why they were no longer using currency? If Sareth had 

associated with these men recently, he most likely would have known the answers to those 

questions.  

Other factors support the theory that Hu Nim, Hou Yuon, and Sareth had not been 

in recent contact. Sareth was outside Cambodia studying in the US, Belgium, and France 

from 1962 until 1970.  These two men were in Cambodia during that time.  Both Hou 

Yuon and Hu Nim were elected to the assembly in Cambodia in 1962 and from that time 

participated in one way or another in government. Sareth’s inquiry about reasons for the 

evacuation might have struck an especially sympathetic cord in Hou Yuon who by accounts 

was himself against it.  Sareth’s decade long absence from his family, as painful as it was, 

might have been one of the circumstances helping ensure his survival.  His being out of the 

country for more than a decade had kept him off the radar of others who later became highly 

placed Khmer Rouge leaders, thus affording him an additional degree of protection.

Despite the lengthy separation, Sareth evidently rekindled the friendship with 

Hu Nim and Hou Yuon, emphasized their commonalities, and convinced significantly 
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influential people that he could be of use to them.  As Director of the Cambodian Press 

Agency in the Ministry of Information of the Lon Nol government, Sareth monitored and 

controlled information entering Cambodia via the world wide press organizations.  Even 

more important, he controlled the “official” information which went to these agencies for 

worldwide distribution.  It stands to reason that the Khmer Rouge leadership, especially 

Hu Nim, would value someone who understood and could manipulate such an information 

gateway.  In any case, Sareth’s long acquaintance with Hou Yuon and Hu Nim, fluency 

in several languages, degrees from three countries, recent experience outside Cambodia, 

working knowledge of the international press, and his own diplomacy, were enough to 

prevent his being immediately arrested and executed after April 17, 1975 for his participation 

in the Lon Nol government and any other of his activities, real or imagined.  

In the end, despite their contributions to the communist party and Democratic 

Kampuchea, the Khmer Rouge turned on Hou Yuon and Hu Nim.  Hu Nim was arrested, 

tortured, and killed at S-21 on July 6, 1977.  Hou Yuon disappeared sometime after 1975; 

thoughts differ about exactly how this happened.  By that time Sareth had established himself 

sufficiently to endure the remaining years of Democratic Kampuchea.

The arrival of the Vietnamese made the risk too great for Sareth to remain in 

Cambodia.  He began making plans to escape to Thailand with the idea in mind of making 

his way to the United States.  He left Phnom Penh walking west along National Highway 3 

toward Thailand, moving whenever possible through the cover of forest to avoid detection.  

Although the Vietnamese army liberated Phnom Penh, many areas surrounding the city 

remained occupied by the Khmer Rouge.  Sareth was forced to travel through these un-

liberated zones where there was intense fighting between Vietnamese and Khmer Rouge 

soldiers.  Making the situation even more dangerous was the fact that the Khmer Rouge in 

their paranoia had begun to strike out against their own just as they had done in the cases of 

Hou Yuon and Hu Nim.  They killed anyone suspected of being disloyal.

In January 1979, Saosath, a former teacher and family friend from Svay Rieng, 

was himself leaving Phnom Penh traveling west along Highway 3.  The heavy fighting 

between the Khmer Rouge and Vietnamese had left hundreds of bodies along the road.  

Approximately fifteen miles outside Phnom Penh, Saosath recognized a familiar face among 

the corpses.  It was Sareth. His identification was still in his coat pocket.  

 



184  |  L E T T E R  T O  S A N D A P

Saosath returned to inform Sandap who immediately sent a man to recover Sareth’s 

body and bring it back to Phnom Penh, but it was too late.  Local villagers had buried 

him along with many others in a mass grave.  His death could possibly have been caused 

by crossfire, but Sandap believes it is more likely that he was killed by Khmer Rouge who 

knew him and concluded that he was fleeing Cambodia, abandoning Angkor and the Khmer 

Rouge cause.

Nobody in the hard-working, productive Ith family was spared sadness and 

suffering during the rule of Angkar.  In addition to the forced evacuations and loss of all 

personal property, some members paid the ultimate price.  Father Ith An, the teacher and 

school official, starved to death.  Brother Srâs, a promising division chief in the Cambodian 

National Police, was killed in 1975.  Sister Siveth lost two of her three children, two sons.  

Ith Khunnary and her husband were separated; he was forced to marry someone else. 

 

Road sign across road from where Sareth’s body was found, National Highway 3
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There was mostly silence as we drove back from Svay Rieng to Phnom Penh.  The 

trip had been a somber, sad experience, but at last, after forty years, I was able to piece 

together what I had known and what I had been told that day into a tragic narrative about 

the final years of Sareth’s life.  It was the story of a noble, courageous man who worked hard 

for his family and his country and who ultimately joined the nearly two million others whose 

lives were sacrificed during the scourge that was Democratic Kampuchea.

The story reduces itself to the following:  

 Everything was not “fine in Cambodia” as Sareth had written in his note to me on 

May 10, 1973.  There was a civil war in progress.  By the time I saw him in New York in 

October 1974, the situation had deteriorated so much that he had good reason for the fear 

he expressed to me that Sunday morning.  Purchasing disguises and holding an airplane and 

pilot just outside of town meant he was terrified. Even though his initial thoughts were of 

escape, his love for his family and his country won out over any desire to protect himself.  

When Ambassador John Gunther Dean offered him, among many others, the opportunity 

to leave on April 12 in Operation Eagle Pull, Sareth, his very good friend Long Boret, most 

of the Lon Nol cabinet, and Prince Sisowath Sirik Matak, a member of the royal family and 

a principal player in the Lon Nol government, chose to remain.  

Long Boret who became Prime Minister in 1973 was at one time Minister of 

Information, and it was he who originally hired Sareth as Director of the Cambodian Press 

Agency.  Only weeks before the fall of Phnom Penh, the Prime Minister had been in Thailand 

negotiating with the Khmer Rouge in an effort to stop the war.  Long Boret was generally 

regarded as a hard-working, honest man, a fitting friend for the “utterly incorruptible” Sareth.  

 

Sareth’s probable final resting place, field behind sign, National Highway 3
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Sirik Matak and Long Boret, among thousands of others, were executed by the 

Khmer Rouge in the unprecedented carnage that began on April 17, 1975.  However, Sareth 

miraculously survived the executions after the fall of Phnom Penh and lived until 1979.  

Whatever connection or agreement he made with Hou Yuon and Hu Nim was strong and 

effective. Initially they must have protected him, found him a place to live, and assigned him 

work in the Ministry of Information.  Even the highly dangerous implication by Chhim 

Sochit in his confession at Toul Sleng prison did not bring about Sareth’s arrest.  According 

to Chhim Sochit, Sareth was a part of an eight member resistance group working against the 

Khmer Rouge with an alleged CIA agent Saray Bunky.  Any such implication usually resulted 

in arrest and imprisonment if not immediate execution. Loss of contact with his family, 

invasion by the Vietnamese, and the knowledge that he could no longer serve Cambodia left 

Sareth no option but to escape.  

The escape attempt failed, and in January 1979, fifteen miles outside Phnom Penh 

on Highway 3, Ith Sareth, who had survived until then against all odds, lost the fight and 

joined the 1.7 million of his family, friends, and countrymen sacrificed during, or in the 

aftermath of, Democratic Kampuchea, disappearing into history.  He was forty-one.

    

Prime Minister Long Boret
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Celebrations and Goodbyes

On Friday, February 17, I attended Little Bopha’s sister’s wedding and reception, 

splendid affairs and, to me, highly symbolic ones.  There were hundreds of people at the 

wedding ceremony itself but many more hundreds at the reception that evening.  No doubt 

every family represented at these events had been affected by the Pol Pot regime in ways 

similar to the Ith family.   Yet, the joy and happiness was unmistakable and far removed 

from the sorrows of those years.  These hundreds of people together, enjoying the moment, 

wishing the bride and groom happiness and success, were recognizing and honoring the 

value and promise of these two human beings.  To me, the young people represented the 

future of Cambodia; the older people represented history and reconciliation.  I was honored 

to be there. 

  

 

 

The wedding ceremony of Suon Socheata and Oung Ty Sana, February 17, 2012
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I wanted to do something special to express my appreciation to the Ith family for 

their hospitality, the gift of their time, their willingness to share information, and the warmth 

of their love.  On Sunday, February 19, everyone was invited to dinner at one of my favorite 

Phnom Penh restaurants, Romdeng. Socheat Nhean, to whom I owe much, joined us.

 

Big Bopha, Sâm, Jim, Little Bopha, and Thearith at wedding, February 17, 2012

Farewell Dinner for Ith family, Romdeng Restaurant, February 19, 2012
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It was here that I officially returned one of those precious mementos from Sareth 

which had been in my possession for fifty years.  I presented the amulet which Sareth’s 

mother Koy Dim had given him to wear to the United States in 1962.  With the help of 

Chean Sithan, I placed it around Sandap’s neck.  This gesture meant a lot to me and a lot to 

him.  The amulet was home.

 

Returning the amulet, Romdeng Restaurant, February 19, 2012

At 11:00 am on Tuesday, February 21, I said goodbye to Mr. Youk Chhang and 

Documentation Center staff.
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My last days in Phnom Penh were punctuated by two more of those remarkable, 

affirming events, things I could never have imagined and certainly never expected, things 

that reminded me that I was about something that was destined.  At 6:30 pm, February 21, 

Thearith picked me up at the Almond, and we drove to his house where everyone I had met 

in the Ith family was waiting to share our last evening together.  After dinner, we relived the 

good times of the past weeks, expressed our hopes of seeing each other again, and conveyed 

our best wishes.  They had brought parting gifts, not only for me, but for my son Michael 

and his wife Krystle as well.  After I had received everyone else’s gift, Khunnary reached 

behind her to bring up a long object in a green cloth bag.  She handed it to me.  It was a 

two-stringed Chinese fiddle, an erhu, like the one Sareth played all those years ago.  It was a 

thoughtful, special gift which carried deep meaning.  

“You remembered we made music together,” I said, stumbling for words.

“And he taught me a song that we played all the time.”

Nobody present could play the instrument. That was not a disappointment because 

I did not want to let go of it anyway.

Still holding the fiddle and still searching for words, I continued, “Well, let me see if 

I can sing the melody of the song Sareth taught me.”  It was the only thing I could think to 

do, and I was sure it would not matter whether or not I got it right because it would likely 

be as obscure to them as it was to me.

Jim and Youk Chhang, Executive Director, Documentation Center of Cambodia
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I looked down at the coffee table to steady my concentration and began slowly, “Da, 

da, da, daaaa.  Da, da, da, da, da, da, da, daaaa.  Da, da, da, da, da, da, da, daaaa.   Da, da, 

da, da, da, da, da, daaaa.  Da, da, da, da, da, da, da, daaaa.

I could barely hold the melody together and continued to focus downward.  On the 

last “Da, da, da, da, da, da, da, daaaa” I slowly lifted my gaze and realized that everyone in 

the room was singing that song.  They all knew it!  The hair stood up on my arms.  It was 

the single most bonding moment of the trip.  I will never forget it.  It was electric.

Khunnary, a singer who had performed the song many times, wrote the lyrics for 

me from memory.  It is titled “Love Star” and was written by Prince Norodom Sihanouk.
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Jim at home in the music room with Gen. Mâm Sâm, the fiddle, and the flag of Cambodia

On February 22, my flight home was scheduled to depart at 11:40 pm, leaving me one 

more day in Cambodia.  I packed my things early in the morning and called my favorite tuk-

tuk driver, Mr. Ban, who drove me about the city for a final tour and dropped me at Romdeng 

for lunch with Jim Mirzerski.  Jim autographed ten copies of the Romdeng Restaurant 
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cookbook “From Spiders to Water Lilies” which contains his beautiful photographic work.   

They were the perfect souvenirs for friends back home.

   

 

Jim Mizerski autographing “From Spiders to Water Lilies” at Romdeng

During my stay in Cambodia, one of the things I enjoyed doing was touring the 

markets which I did often.  I especially enjoyed the jewelry shops and seldom passed one 

without going in to browse.  I visited dozens of shops hoping to find a piece suitable for 

my son Michael. Although the precious stones were spectacular, the gold plentiful, and the 

designs exotic and alluring, I never found anything I thought suitable for him.  I wanted 

to tour the market again and asked Mr. Ban to drop me there after lunch.  Our custom was 

for him to leave me at my location, take other fares, and expect me to call him to pick me 

up.  We agreed to meet at 4:00 pm at one of the market’s corners.  I had several hours on 

my own and enjoyed them visiting every stall in the market and all the surrounding jewelry 

stores.  As 4:00 pm neared, I began to make my way along the sidewalk to the agreed upon 

corner to wait for Mr. Ban.

As I stood, my eyes followed the lines of the buildings as far as I could see.  I wanted 

to remember the images of the people moving about, the shopkeepers standing in front of 

their shops, and the vehicles scurrying in the streets.  Opposite me on the other side from the 

market was a series of shops selling items related to home maintenance, an appliance store, a 

plumbing business, understandably less pristine and orderly than most of the other shops.  I 

tried to keep out of the way of people passing and leaned against a pole.
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I looked at the row of shops again and noticed between two of them a small 

jewelry store that I had not seen before and that itself looked dark and a little messy like the 

neighboring shops.  My eyes moved to another part of the scene.

On a few, rare occasions in my life I have heard a distinct voice within me, a voice 

telling me something or instructing me to do something.  Each of these occasions became 

pivotal in my life.  That day I was tired and sad about having to leave Cambodia and the 

people I had come to love.  I was thinking about nothing in particular, just standing there 

waiting for Mr. Ban.  I heard it again.

“Go over there.”

“Where?”

“Over there.  The jewelry store.”

“But it’s a tiny, little store.  What am I going to find there that I have not  

already seen?”

“Go over there.”

The traffic was heavy, people were everywhere, and it was already after 4:00 pm.  I 

pushed my way out into the traffic, expecting the vehicles to move around me.  I was always 

amazed when that happened, but it did.  I got to the other side to find that I was right.  

The shops were cluttered and off putting, but I went straight into the little jewelry shop. 

The attendant was not in sight.  I felt rushed and quickly moved around the displays in the 

cramped showroom and was almost out of the shop.

“Go back.”

When I moved back to the previous show case, I saw something unlike anything I 

had seen in all the gold stores, jewelry stores, and silver shops I had visited during my time 

in Cambodia, something unlike any of the stylish pieces of beautiful, expensive jewelry, 

something totally different.  I knew it instantly.  I had seen it before.  It was the ring, THE 

ring! Exactly like the one I had given Sareth in 1966.   I froze.  I could feel Sareth behind 

me, looking over my shoulder.  He seemed to be laughing as if he had just played the best 

trick imaginable on me.  It was his way of letting me know that the circle had closed.  The 

attendant arrived; I bought the ring and made my way back to the opposite corner where 

faithful Mr. Ban was waiting. 
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At 9:00 pm, the entire family met at the airport to see me off.  The adventure of a 

lifetime and a quest of thirty-seven years came to an end. 

The ring on Michael’s hand, a perfect fit



196  |  L E T T E R  T O  S A N D A P

My Cambodian Family

Jim with the Ith Sandap family: Ith Khunnary, Cheang Sithan, Ith Sandap, Soc, Jim, General 

Mâm Sâm, Ith Bophaphalkern, Ith Sereyvuth
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Sothearith Keo (Thearith), Ith Bophaphalkern (Big Bopha), Srey 

Pich, Gen. Mâm Sâm

Sothearith Keo (Thearith) and Bopha Watey Suon (Little Bopha)
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Ith Siveth and her daughter Yep Pennary

Ky Socheata, Ith Khunnary (with Srey Sour), Jim, and Ky Leak Soursdey
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Epilogue
A Letter to Sareth 

1709A Gornto Road, #257

Valdosta, Georgia, USA

September 1, 2013

Dear Sareth,

You will be pleased to know that Hanuman has kept me company every day since 

you gave him to me in 1974.  For nearly forty years, this great hero has had a place of honor 

in my office or in my home and served to remind me of you, our friendship, and Cambodia.  

You have never been nor will you ever be forgotten.  

You must be anxious to hear about the people we knew, Christine and Jim Thornton, 

Martha and Lee Black, Tim, Gale, and Cloris, but first let me say a few things about the two 

of us. It has been a long time since we have had the opportunity to discuss the events of 

1965-1968, and we have never had the occasion to talk about those times with the advantage 

of decades of life experience.  As I believe to be the case with you, there have been very few 

periods during my life when I did not give thought to what happened to us.  I now share 

with you my conclusions and the latest news of the players in our life drama.  I hope this 

will answer questions you still have and satisfy curiosity about what has happened to them.  

The burning question in our minds over the years has been, “How could something 

which began so beautifully and positively have become so difficult, painful, ugly, and 

destructive?” Fifty years of hindsight have made it possible to reduce the complexities of our 

lives during those times to four basic ideas.  Two are personal to us.  The other two have to 

do with social and political issues of the time that were out of our control. In the simplest 

terms, these ideas are as follow:  

1. Martha and Lee Black saw a plot where there was none; 

2. Cloris, the Cuban community in Athens, and her father in Miami saw the two of us  

            as communists;

3. We in some cases unwittingly gave people cause to believe what they did; and

4. Neither of us took measures to influence the course of resulting events; we did 

     not defend or protect ourselves as we might have done.

Our youth, inexperience, and optimism allowed others who were badly informed, 

suspicious, and more powerful to sabotage the course of our lives. We might have been able 

to influence and direct events if we had been proactive in informed ways.

What I clearly understand now is that you and Gale genuinely loved each other.  I also 

know that you were aware that her age was a factor to be considered.  The fact that you were 

hesitant about marriage is supported by her comments in letters to you, by her references to 

things you said at the time, by your letter to me of November 25, 1966, and finally by your 
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sister Siveth.  When I visited her in February 2012 in Pursat, Cambodia, she said that you 

told her about Gale when you went to your mother’s funeral in 1965.  According to Siveth, 

you said that although you loved Gale, you could not marry her because she was too young.

With that said, we move to other news.

Jim and Christine Thornton You will remember that Jim and Christine moved 

to Valdosta, Georgia in 1967.  He became the head of the Department of Modern Foreign 

Languages at Valdosta State College.  He kept his promise and hired me as an instructor in 

1969.  We continued to be good friends and colleagues, enjoying frequent meals together 

just as the four of us had done so many times in Athens.  He retired in 1977, and the two of 

them moved to a retirement community in St. Petersburg, Florida.  My son Michael and I 

visited them several times.  Here we are together in 1991.

Michael Black, Jim Thornton, Jim Black, Christine Thornton,  

St. Petersburg, FL, 1991

Their only son Joe moved to St. Petersburg to be near them, owns a business there, 

and is doing well.  Christine passed away in August 2002.  When I understood that she was 

gravely ill, I attempted to visit her; she refused to allow it.  Instead, she wrote a letter in 

which she said, “I want you to remember me the way I was, not the way I am.”  Jim passed 

away in February 2008.  Had it not been for your introducing me to these wonderful people, 

I would never have had the good fortune to have a thirty-six year career at Valdosta State 

University.  In addition, without that introduction it is unlikely that Michael would have 

established a career in higher education.

The South Carolina Cousins  Aunt Thalia Black passed away in July 2010, but 

Uncle Tommy, now ninety-five, lives with Elaine and is looked after by all four of the girls, 
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Audrey, Elaine, Sarah Ann, and Gladys.  They all have children and grandchildren. Although 

Uncle Tommy’s body is feeble, his mind is sharp.  Your name is often mentioned when we 

are together.

 

 

Michael, Jim, and Uncle Tommy, Woodruff, South Carolina, March 2011

Audrey, Gladys, Jim, Elaine, and Sarah Ann, Woodruff, South Carolina, 2010



A  P R I VAT E  M E M O I R   |  203

Lee and Martha Black Lee and Martha continued to live in the same house you 

knew and remained active in church work.  He died in March 2004.  We did not communicate 

or see each other for thirty-seven years.  However, I did visit him on February 2, 2004, four 

weeks before he died.  I am sorry to have to tell you that he never changed his mind about 

anything he did, and as far as I know never so much as questioned any of the erroneous facts 

he believed.  Martha still lives there; at eighty-nine she enjoys good health and sound mind.  

They are pictured here in their back yard.

    

    

Martha and Lee Black, May 2003
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Tim Black Now fifty-eight, Tim earned a degree in theatre and another in 

communication arts at West Georgia College in Carrollton, Georgia.  He began his adult life 

as an actor, worked for the Columbia Record Company, then began a career in radio during 

which he used his resonant voice to make commercials.  I wish you could have heard his 

work.  He married while at West Georgia but is now divorced.  

Tim has two daughters Rachel and Maggie.  Rachel and her husband live in 

Washington, DC. He works at the US patent office, and she is a senior policy analyst at the 

New America Foundation. You can find her at this site: http://newamerica.net/user/323.  

They have one child Luke.  Maggie is in the US Navy and stationed in Hawaii.  She has two 

children, William and Caleb.  The cute little boy you loved and with whom you so often 

played is a grandfather.  

Tim divides his time between his home in Carrollton and the Black family home 

in Hull where he helps his mother when she needs it.  Although I never speak with Martha 

or Gale, Tim and I talk and write to each other frequently.  He still struggles to deal with 

the scars left behind by the years of religion.  Understanding the revulsion he feels gives the 

comic, menacing evangelistic pose he strikes at Lee’s funeral far more meaning than it would 

ordinarily have.  Tim has a good sense of humor as you can tell, loves books, writing, and 

reading.  You would still love him and he you.

 

   

Tim Black at his father Lee’s funeral, March 2004

Gale Black Gale married on July 14, 1968 at age eighteen.  She and her husband, 

a physician and a Pentecostal preacher, have three children Anthony, Joy, and Marcus.  All 

of them live in South Carolina except Marcus who lives in California.  Gale seems to be as 

religious at sixty-three as she was at fifteen.  You would still find the qualities which you 
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loved about her when she was younger.  She is as pretty a woman as she was a girl.  Freely 

admitting that I know very little about her life, from what I do know, I believe she has 

enjoyed a fulfilling life and is dedicated to her family.  In a letter to me in 2003, she said, 

“Your life is certainly complete without any of us, and fulfillment did not cease without you 

to share in ours.”

I saw Gale at Rachel’s wedding in 2004 and again at Michael’s in 2010.  We had 

no communication from the last time you and I spoke to her in 1965 until she wrote to 

me several times in the early 1980’s; I asked her to stop.  However, she wrote again twenty 

years later in 2003.  You had always been blamed for convincing me to leave home.  In a 

four-page, detailed response to that 2003 letter, I made it unmistakably clear that you had 

not done that.  On October 13, 2003, I wrote to her:

Just for the record, Gale, my leaving was neither about you nor Sareth.  It 

was about and because of Lee.  It was about the way he had always treated 
me and to some extent the way he treated you and Tim and Martha.  It is 
difficult for me to understand how Martha has put up with him all these years.  
Again, just for the record, no one influenced me to leave except Lee.  It was a 
decision which I made after years of living in a climate of fear, fear of displeasing 
him, fear of being shamed by him, fear of somehow never quite measuring up.  
It was a decision which I alone made after years of living under a pattern of 
treatment uncharacteristic of respectful, loving relationships, treatment which 
was harmful to me then as it was I believe to you and to Tim, treatment which 
to some extent I have to deal with today as I believe do you and Tim.

Gale’s response and our last written communication on November 11, 2003 

included the following:

I think I understand why you had to make such a sudden and complete break.  
You moved on to try to heal and to make your own set of rules to live by, apart 
from parents, which is a normal thing to do.  I did it.  Please believe me when 
I say, I’m not trying in any way to trivialize what you were going through.  But 
the complete break put into play another set of emotions and actions from the 
folks.  I got married.  Poor Tim was stuck.  I was so into my own new thing, I 
didn’t know he was in trouble.  I so regret not being there for him.  Anyway the 
complete and total severing of all relationship, without explanation, left Mom 
and Dad in the precipice of the abyss of supposition, speculation and heart 
break.  Mother filled the abyss with tears and Dad tried to stop the flow, which 
played out in things like the mobile home episode.  You decisively made your 
own closure.  They will never have closure because you’re still their son.  They 

loved you and lost you, but they don’t know why.   
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The Black Grandchildren: standing-Gale’s children Anthony, Joy, and Marcus; seated 

- Tim’s children Maggie and Rachel & Jim’s son Michael, 1999

 

Michael Black My son Michael and his wife Krystle live in Valdosta not far from 

me.  We see each other often.  Michael works as an administrator at Valdosta State, holds 

a doctoral degree, and has just finished writing his fourth book.  You can get to know him 

better by visiting his personal website: 

www.valdosta.edu/~mmblack/ 

and his Valdosta State website:

www.valdosta.edu/about/news/releases/2012/09/michaelblack-092712.php.   

Krystle is a banker, recently completed a master’s degree, and works for a large 

financial concern.  They have no children.  Michael’s mother Sally and I divorced in 1986.  

She remarried and lives near Atlanta; we remain friends.  I wish you had met her and that 

you could know Michael.

She could have finally and definitively answered that question for them had she 

chosen either to show them my letter of October 13 or relay its contents.   
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Sareth, over the years correct information did reach Lee and Martha. When Michael 

was about eighteen he expressed interest in knowing his grandparents and began to establish 

a relationship.  During a visit in 2000, while Lee, Martha, and Michael were together, your 

name was mentioned.  During the discussion, Lee gave Michael the impression that he did 

not know what had happened to you. Michael responded in the following way: 

“Really? You don’t?  Well, let me tell you.  Your actions in petitioning 
Senator Richard Russell were directly responsible for Sareth’s having lost a 
scholarship to American University in Washington, for his having his visa 
revoked, and for his being forced out of the country.”  

Michael knew the details of your being in the US, your relationship to the family, and 

what happened in the 1960’s.  He had presented scholarly treatises about you, your history 

in the US, and the Pol Pot regime both as an undergraduate at Valdosta State University and 

as a graduate student at Florida State University.  Lee claimed ignorance of the result of his 

actions and the hell he created.

You knew the letters eventually would tell your story.  They did. In October 1999, 

Tim visited me in Valdosta.  For the first time, I showed him Gale’s letters; he asked for 

copies of certain ones which I gave him.  In January 2001, the following letter arrived:

  

Krystle and Michael Black, 2010
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Letter from Tim saying he had shown the letters to Lee, January 8, 2001
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In 2006, while on business in Athens I stopped to talk to Martha.  We sat in the 

back yard on a sunny, balmy day.  I told her the exact moment that I decided to leave in 1965 

and why.  Finally, Lee himself had the opportunity to ask me any question when I saw him 

before this death. Because he chose not to do so, considering his condition, I did not bring 

the subject up myself.  As I looked at him for the last time I remembered what he often said 

to Tim: “I did the right thing.  If I had it to do again, I would do exactly what I did.”  

 Cloris Ramos In early Fall 2010, I found the name “Cloris Ramos” on the caller-

identification on my telephone.  There was no message.  It was surprising because I had 

neither heard from nor spoken to her since the day of our divorce in 1969.  I spent two 

weeks speculating about why she would call me.   The only reason I could imagine was that 

some tragedy had befallen her children or grandchildren and she wanted me to know.  Her 

children, when I knew them, were young and adorable; I loved both and would have been 

saddened to hear any such news.  After thinking about it for another two weeks, I returned 

the call on the possibility that something had happened to the children.  When she answered 

I was as distant as the miles between us. 

“Why did you call?”  I asked.

“Oh, I was just looking for a friend,” she replied. I knew she was expecting to 

reach me.  I had heard that phrase from her forty years earlier.  It was her attempt to make 

a friendly opening by suggesting that she had made a mistake in dialing.  She had made no 

mistake.  She did ask me about two people we had known in Athens, Louis and Mina.  She 

wanted to know if I knew how she could get in touch with them.  Louis was from Augusta, 

Georgia; his wife Mina was Mexican.  The four of us had been friends at the University 

of Georgia.  As a matter of fact, Louis had helped me paint the apartment on Rutherford 

Street before Cloris and I moved into it.  I remember clearly that, while we were painting, 

he told me I had made a foolish mistake in marrying Cloris.  As it turned out, the children 

and grandchildren were fine.  

Cloris now lives in a small town near Los Angeles, California. The name of that 

town, “Santa Clarita,” is eerily like that of her hometown “Santa Clara” in Cuba.  Her 

daughter Elizabeth lives in Texas; the other daughter Cloritina lives in California. They 

both have children. She did complain that Oscar had managed to support his children by a 

new wife but never fulfilled his responsibility to hers.  In addition, she said that she had not 

spoken to her sister Rojelia in over sixteen years.

I knew the direction that communication with her could take, the direction she 

wanted it to take, and was not disposed to let it go there.  However, I did have an address 

and photograph of Louis and Mina which I sent via email.  Shortly thereafter a card arrived 

with a picture of Cloris, her daughter, and granddaughter.  
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Perhaps, over time she has come to show people her agreeable, charming side more 

often.  An article from The Mighty Oak, a publication of the senior center near her home, 

would seem to illustrate that.  This appears on page eight of the April 2008 issue.

   

Seated-Cloris Ramos; standing-Carolina (granddaughter) & 

Cloritina, 2010
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Despite the salubrious tone of this article, I suggest that the friendly abandonment 

prevails until something fails to go her way and that behind the sunshine there is the hysteria 

of hurricane winds and the threat of suffocating high water.  All of us who survive trauma 

retain its footprint on our psyches.  I would like to believe that she has become a happier, less 

troubled person, but I fear those same demons that showed themselves in Athens still menace 

her and that her father’s predictions about the influence of her lifestyle on her children came 

true.

She continued to call from time to time during the next year.  I watched the caller-

identification and never intentionally took any of those calls.  The ones I did take were by 

mistake and associated with remarkable coincidences.  Sally, her husband, Michael, and his 

wife Krystle were visiting one weekend in 2011.  Sally, who had known Cloris in Athens and 

about her 2010 call to me after forty years, said, “By the way, has Cloris called recently?”  

Not five minutes later my mobile telephone rang.  It was a number I did not recognize; I 

answered.  “Ying, I hab son new nombers to gib jew ing case jew need deem.” (Jim, I have 

some new numbers to give you in case you need them.)  I recorded the numbers so I could 

recognize any future incoming call from her, not because I expected to need them or ever 

intended to use them.

The next and last time I talked with her was in February 2012.  The timing of the 

call was unnerving.  I had spent several life-changing weeks in Cambodia where I met your 

Article from “The Mighty Oak” about Cloris Ramos, April 2008
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sister Siveth, your brother Sandap, and their families.  The activities of those weeks and 

the realization that my visit was over made the long trip home seem more exhausting. On 

Wednesday, February 22, the commuter jet from Atlanta landed around 4:00 pm at the 

Valdosta Airport.  It taxied from the runway and was slowly reaching the terminal.  Passengers 

began to stand to remove their carry-on luggage from the overhead compartments.  So did I.  

The aisle was crowded.  As my arms extended up to the compartment to retrieve my luggage 

the telephone rang.  I was expecting my friend Joe to meet me and thought the call might be 

from him.  I forced my arm down between fellow passengers, removed the telephone from 

its case and, while still trying to handle the descending luggage, put it to my ear.

“Ying?”

“Yes.”  

“What ever happened to that communist?”

“What communist?”

“You know.  The one in Athens.”

“If you are referring to Sareth, you are wrong.  He was never a communist.  You always 

believed he was, but he was not.”  The coincidence of a call from her at the exact moment I 

was arriving from Cambodia and her first question being about you was unbelievable.  Why 

her?  Why then?  Why a question about you?

She continued, “It was so terrible what happened.”  By this time a dozen questions 

of my own ran through my head.  Was it possible that she knew something about the recent 

history of Cambodia?  Was it possible through some miracle she had rethought her actions 

in Athens and realized you were caught up in things only marginally related to you?  Had 

she had a change of heart?

“Yes, it was terrible,” I replied.  “The people of Cambodia have suffered immeasurably; 

his family suffered because of the wars.  Sareth lost a brother and other members of his 

family and many friends.  It was terrible.”

“Oh, I don’t care about him!” she snapped. “I was talking about us.  I don’t like to 

talk about those times but my therapist is making me.”

I ended the call and have not heard from her since. 

This letter must have been as difficult for you to read as it was for me to write.  

My hope for both of us is that the pain of reliving these times will be outweighed by our 

successes, the knowledge that steps have been taken to bring the true story to light, and the 

fact that your bittersweet journey is now better understood by the family that loved you so 

much.  When Sister Siveth, Brother Sandap and I talked about you, I could see that love 

in their eyes.  Your nieces and nephews spoke to me of you with affection and admiration.  

They still love the Little Cadet.  

Sareth, you rose above every disappointment and defeat to complete degrees in 

three foreign countries. You were determined to master the subjects that you believed would 

be of greatest benefit to Cambodia; you became the teacher and the statesman you always 

wanted to be. You did it, and you did it with honesty, grace, and dignity.  Brother Sandap 

said the family was proud of you when you went the United States to study in 1962.  Now 
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they have even more reason to be proud --- they know what you had to overcome to make 

it all happen.

Let us never again allow those events of our past to concern us.  We have done all we 

can and now must look forward to living in the land of “what-is” and “what-will-be” instead 

of “what-was” and “what-might-have-been.”

       

       With endless affection,
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Letter to Sandap
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1.    Letters from Sareth to Jim Black (November 25, 1966 – January 30, 1975) 
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4.    Letters from Tim Black 
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      10, 1974; Currently Unclassified

6.   Jim’s Letters of Inquiry about Sareth

7.   Letter, Transcription, and Translation of Song “Love Star” from Ith Khunnary, Letter  

      from Jim to Khunnary, February 1, 2011

8.  Biographical Record Y00323 about “Ith” from Database of Cambodian Genocide  
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Appendix 1

Letters from Sareth to Jim Black (November 25, 1966 – January 30, 1975)
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Letter 1: Transcription

Faculté de l’Etat

       Gembloux, Belgium

November 25, 1966 (11 pm)

Beany Bean,

This morning I received two letters written on Monday and Tuesday.  I am glad 

you received everything especially the books.  As for the stamp, you can very easily cut the 

bottom part with a razor blade to rearrange the zip code and U S A.  You then just glue it 

back.
I, too, feel very sorry to hear that [you] missed the Thanksgiving supper at Mrs. Tate.  What 

a sweet lady!  I remember this word “sweet” because once while I was freshman and I did not even 

know its exact meaning, Mrs. Stoehr told me that Mrs. Tate is a very sweet person.  Likewise I knew 

Mr. Danner “Newsman” but I did not know that he is an important officer.  Well I only hope that she 

will invite you again.

Listen!  The day which the authorities know that I have not had four cars, that I have not 

violated any regulation by buying the trailer (I did not know the rules because when I signed papers at 

the US embassy I did not understand a word – they also have not read for us!!), that I bought it not to 

marry any girl, will be my honor[s] day.  I will drink two cans of beer with you – I mean it, although 

I never did.  I will write to my father to get permission to drink.  Keep this letter to show it to me in 

case I refuse to drink unless my father will say NO.

However I still hold the gravity of my mistake for having loved a girl under 18, although 

she pushed me to marry her, to say yes.  One day I do not remember the exact date, she called me and 

talked not less than two hours over the phone about nothing but marrying her before my return to 

France.  I replied no, she said yes; I said no she replied yes. . . Finally, I left my word unsaid and just 

listen [ed] to her proposals.  I did not tell you because I did not and still do not want you to blame 

her – I knew you were going to say something caustic to her.

By the way, in one of her letters which the authorities should have read (remember I have 

mentioned a little about that while we went to Beachwood.  You stared at me.  She asked me to kiss her 

30 minutes.  Hm! I told her I might choke to death. . . . . I am smiling now because of such a letter.

Yes, I have noticed that you changed the hand writing.  I sincerely like both ways.  Mine is 

OK if I write slowly but I have that bad habit, it is very hard to correct.  The fat brother has a beautiful 

hand writing either Cambodian or French.  I have not received a word from him this year.

Well it is a little cold in my room.  I should not dare to stay in that temperature, really, but 

I am not “frileux.”  The whole hotel is cold because “les patrons” cut the heat from 10 P.M. until 5 

A.M.  Do not blame the Colonial Hotel then.  Those people speak the same language.  I will send this 

tomorrow, Saturday 26.

        Your Samson

PS.  Your name is Bean and Pochet.  Mine is Samson only.
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Letter 2 : Transcription

Paris, March 12, 1968

Dear Cloris,

I am very sorry for not being able to answer you 

sooner.  However, I hope that you understand quite well 

what I am doing in Paris.  I have to read not less than 600 

books and summarize them. . .

I was very glad to read your last letter.  Of course, 

I would like to see you in Paris, but our financial problem 

is very great so that we have to wait.  I also want to come 

to your wedding party. . . . .

Your Jim wrote me that he has visited Atlanta 

and met your family.  I do not think that they will object 

to your marrying at all.

You rent a box number 4077 which is I think 

straight above mine when I was in Tucker Hall (formerly 

dorm F).  I then moved to Reed Hall in a single room 

and finally rent[ed] a box number 2345!!  The postmaster 

laughed and laughed because I begged him until I got it.

I would like to repeat that if ever I do not write 

you on time, please know that I always think of you all.

      

     Love,

      

     Sareth

P.S. I enclose you two aerograms
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Letter 3 : Transcription

      

  

   Paris, May 7, 1968

Dear Cloris and Bean,

I am again in a library of the campus.  Today 

there will be again some manifestation at the Sorbonne 

and I did not go to school since this morning.  You’ve 

probably seen on the T.V.

This week I’ve not felt (mentally) too well 

because I have received news from Cambodia.  My 

sister’s families are sick and they always ask, “When will 

I be back?”

Next week I will go to central office telling about 

your case that is you will come to Paris to study in the 

campus.  Maybe they will ask me to tell you to write to 

get the forms or they will give directly to me.

Cloris and Bean, be happy together and we 

will see each other later.  All of this is due to financial 

problem.  The cheque letter arrived yesterday morning.

    Samson
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Paris, May 11, 1968

Dear Bean and Cloris,

I have told you that I will go to ask at the Central 

office for your admission to the International campus.  

Well, I yesterday went there, because next week is the 

busy week, and the lady advise[d] me to write you that 

you will have to submit your request to the Director of 

the U.S. foundation.  Here is the complete address:

“M. Ronald G. Frazee

Directeur de la Fondation des Etate-Unis

15, Bd Jourdan, Paris 14, France’’

If I were you I would tell him that I will get my 

master’s (in literature) in September and I would like to 

go to school in Paris (in literature) during the school year 

1968-69.  I [would] then ask him to reserve me a room 

at the foundation. . . 

He will, I am sure, reply [to] you in sending you 

forms to fill out, and the process is very official.

I very sincerely would like for you to go to 

school and not to work because it won’t cost us very 

much.  Sooner or later, you both will work and we will 

have enough money to pay back, if we had to borrow.  

Anyway the very first step [is] for you to be in Paris at the 

campus.  We will see.

It is Saturday and I probably won’t go out 

as usual to the library (close to the Arc de Triomphe) 

because of the agitation almost everywhere.

Please give my love to the girls.

      

     Samson
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Paris, June 7, 1968

Cloris and Bean,

I notice that I haven’t written you for two weeks 

or so.  The absent [absence] of news is due to the bad 

situation in Paris.  However, you probably knew by 

means of T.V. or radio or newspaper.

Yesterday, I went to school to see what’s going 

on.  Well, it was a mess.  During three weeks there was 

no subway, neither bus!  I must be in the campus to study.

I hope you already received my letter concerning 

your admission to the international campus in Paris.  The 

school is not yet opened because the students refuse to 

take exams.  In general, 75% of failure is the rule!  In the 

lower classes; that is those in freshman and sophomore. 

. . . . 

I always think of you and always love you.

    

   Your Samson,

     

   Samson
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Letter 6 : Transcription

Paris, June 13, 1968

Cloris and Bean,

I this morning wrote you hurriedly after the 

phone call.  At 11:30 one letter arrived.  It was dated 

June 10.

I read it over and over and I almost could not 

believe my eyes.  I am glad that grandma was coming to 

see us in a good way.  I still love them – Grandma Lerlean 

[Black} and [Grandma Mellie] Perry.  If they hate me, [it 

is] because the frogs have twisted things.

Frankly, I would like to know exactly what she 

said after having read some letters.  What do you mean 

by “she was shocked and scandalized?”  Be careful with 

the letters.  I mean I am afraid they are destroyed.

This morning I was sorry that I have not 

thoroughly understood you (Cloris).  I wish I would 

speak with the girls too, anyway, I will see them soon.

Bean, please go to see Mr. Cannon as soon as 

you can because I will leave with the special plane at the 

end of this month.

  I love you Cloris and Bean,

      

       Sareth
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Letter 7 : Transcription

Paris, June 13, 1968

Cloris and Bean,

I am writing this just after having talked over the 

phone.  It is now 9 A.M.  It was 7:25 while we were on 

the line.

To be a little brief, I assure you that I will go to 

see you this summer.  However, I would like for you to 

see M. Cannon and tell him what we have in our mind.  

Finally you should ask him a small letter. . . “To whom it 

may concern. . . “  so that my visa would be easy to get 

in Paris.

I think meantime, when I am there I still 

continue my research at the library because, as you know, 

the theme of my thesis is quite heavy.

I hope that M. Cannon help us: he is our savior, 

biblically speaking.

Cloris and Bean, I have to go right now wither 

to the library or to school, that depends really on the 

situation.  Whatever the case, I must study a lot because 

I would like to get another diploma in “International 

Law” besides my Ph.D. 

      

     Sareth
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Paris, June 15, [1968]

Bean,

I just received two letters dated May 16 and 

25.  I have to reply immediately that we must absolutely 

not Xerox any kind of her litters to send to her [Gale’s] 

husband.

Do not forget that we consider (and always will) 

ourselves as not only educated but cultivated people; so, 

if we do that we will make ourselves low.  It means also 

that I tell you to Xerox. . . 

The victory, that is the justice, can be pronounced 

either by Dean Tate or by Mr. Cannon, or by both.  

Consequently, some explicit letters could be showed to 

the competent authorities, not to convince them, but to 

tell them the fact.

If necessary, you can very well, while you talk 

with Mr. and Mr. L. D. Black, show these letters to them 

provided they would not grab the papers.

When we build a big house, we will invite her 

husband and her to see us and we will be nice to our 

guests. By the way, I already received yesterday the 

registered letter.

    Samson



242  |  L E T T E R  T O  S A N D A P

Letter 8 : Page 1



A  P R I VAT E  M E M O I R   |  243

Letter 8 : Page 2



244  |  L E T T E R  T O  S A N D A P

Letter 9 : Transcription

Paris, June 20, 1968

Cloris and Bean,

In Paris all kind of mail is now very regular.  

Yesterday one nice letter came with all sorts of drawing 

and sweet words from our Lizi.  Does Grandma love the 

girls?  Today a long letter reached me with two darling 

pictures.

I read them over and over and every one of you 

were staying before me but I could not touch.  When I 

get Mr. Cannon’s letter, I will go to the U.S. Embassy to 

ask the authorities about the papers to get a visa.

I am very glad to hear that you handled the 

business very nicely.  However, I do not think that 

these people need to talk to me because we do not 

have any kind of relations since 1965, unless they wish 

to know something specific.  In this case, we will have 

an alternative; we either keep quiet or blow up; that is, 

we’ll tell what was going on.  If we talk, that means we 

say something bad from the Cow.  We still have part of 

responsibility because I had loved her.

Hope to let you know soon about my trip to the 

States.

    Always, 

Samson
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Paris, June 24, 1968

Cloris and Bean,

In a very few words, I am writing you to tell you 

that I am very anxious to see you this summer.  I just 

received 150 dollars. . However, I still wait for the letter 

from the Dean’s office.

Have you received a picture sent a week ago?

  

  I [am} always your Samson,

     

    Samson
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Paris, July 1, 1968

Cloris and Bean,

Until now, I haven’t received a single thing for 

the trip to the States.  I hesitate between going and 

working here in Paris.  Normally, I must start my work 

today; however, I would better wait a little more to see 

what happened.

Last week, there was no letter at all from you, 

and I became restless.  If you have difficulties to get me a 

letter, do not worry, I won’t go because I prefer my trip 

to be at least semi-official.  In that case, I will stay in Paris 

to continue the research.

Next year, I hope I will be on scholarship.  The 

Prince, Head of the Pavilion, told me that he helps me in 

the business.  Tomorrow, I will go to see the Cambodian 

ambassador in Paris to ask him about my request sent by 

the Prince through him.

If my scholarship wouldn’t be granted, I would 

accelerate my work to finish in June or July 1969, and I 

would ask you to send me only 60 dollars a month.

It is very hot in Paris during the last three days.  I 

as you know, support very badly the hot weather.  I have 

nothing on my body now.

Please give my love to the girls.

   

   I am always your

      

     Samson
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CITE INTERNATIONALE DE L’UNIVERSITY DE PARIS

Pavillon du Cambodge

Bd Jourdan, Paris XIV

Paris, July 3rd, 1968

Cloris and Bean,

I must alarm you right away after received few minutes 

ago, your last letter concerning Mr. Cannon’s letter.  I have not 

received anything of that nature from the dean’s office.  I am 

convinced that his secretary sent that letter by boat.  If so, I 

should wait until September to get it.

As I told you in my letter dated July 1st, that I won’t 

go to the States if nothing is clear for me.  I do not want myself 

to have any trouble again.  So, do not wait for me if that letter 

arrives too late because first of all, the special flight has a specific 

date, and either in September or October, I will have oral exams.

Tell the girls that I was very pleased to hear from them 

and I keep their letters.

Yesterday I went to the Cambodian ambassador in 

Paris.  He said he will send the request to Cambodia favorably.

       

   I am always your

        

    Samson
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Paris, July 9, 1968

Cloris and Bean,

 

I meant to write to you yesterday but I thought I 

would better wait until today to tell you about the ticket.

This morning the round trip ticket was bought 

and I paid all in once.  The date of departure is July 22.  I 

will tell you again the exact time of my arrival in Atlanta.  

That round trip ticket is only to and from New York.  

So, please send me another 100 dollars immediately to 

buy a round trip New York-Atlanta.  If you do not have 

money, you can send me 30 dollars and I will take a bus 

or a train.

The reason which I wait for the letter is that 

to avoid all games such as when I very first left for the 

States.  The American officials made me signed all kind 

of papers that I did not understand a single thing. . .   

Now the letter from the academic building is not for the 

visa, truthfully speaking, but to know exactly where do I 

stand in general.  I already got the visa which took me a 

little more than half an hour.  Yet, the letter in question 

is still absent.

I planned to fly on July 1st, I missed it, they July 

11, I did again. . . Now the reservation is on July 22 

provided the letter arrived on time.

Well, I should stop now so that the letter will be 

picked up in an hour.

   Much love from

      

     Samson
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Paris, July 13, 1968

Cloris and Bean,

It is not my last letter this one because I will send 

you another before my departure to let you know exactly the 

itinerary.

I just received Cloris’ letter dated June 27.  It has been, 

I guess, delayed somewhere.  I also make lots of plans in my 

mind and I am very thrilled each time I supposed that I am 

with you all.  We have a car, we can go anywhere we wish to, 

but we must drive very slowly to avoid all kinds of accidents.

Another thing that you fail to tell me is the address of 

our new apartment.  Give me the name of the street and the 

apartment number.  I already have the phone number which is 

the following:  404-549-4738.  Is that correct?  Is it far from 

school, our new house?

Concerning my job in the States, you could ask the 

appropriate service to let me work between 6 and 8 hours 

per day.  I can very well work either in any library or even 

somewhere else.  I mean it.

Until now I have not received any letter from academic 

building, even the special delivery mail.  Anyway in a very few 

words I wish to tell you that over here I am very well considered 

by Cambodian and French authorities.  Accordingly, I do not 

want to put myself in any low talk in any kind of business. . . 

etc. . . etc. . . To tell you the truth, if you have not insisted, I 

won’t go, not because I do not have enough money, but for my 

own prestige vis-a-vis of “American authorities.”  I still feel hurt 

when I think about how they treated me compared to what 

Belgian and French people did with me since 1965.

I am writing this a day after the phone call at 2 p.m.

    

    Your Samson,

       

         Samson
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April 23, 1973

It Sareth

Faculté de Droit – Faculty of Law

PHNOM PENH

Dear Bean,

 

It is true that I’m at the Ministry of Information, 

but I’m no more [the] manager of Phnom Penh 

Times.  I was appointed since 1972 Director of AKP 

(Agence Khmere de Presse) which is a governmental 

press organization.  The daily publication is in French.  

International news in collaboration with AFP (Agence 

France Presse); UPI AP; Rueters, etc. . . .

In the afternoon I lecture international law at the 

faculty of law of Phnom Penh.  I do like teaching.

Last summer, the government sent me to South 

America – Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, Brazil, Panama 

– before I joined the General Assembly at the U.N.  

South American people are very kind.  It was the first 

time that I can practice my Spanish.

Please say hello to the Woodruff people and 

explain to them that my daily job is too intense to write 

them regularly.

      

    Love,      

   It Sareth
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It Sareth

Faculté de Droit – Faculty of Law

PHNOM PENH

Dear Bean,

I hope you have received my letter, haven’t you?

Everything is fine in Cambodia.  School is 

still running in Phnom Penh.  We won’t have summer 

holidays. . . . 

Please buy me a British history book written 

by G. M. Trevelyan. (Title: A Shortened History of 

England): a Pelican Book.

I really need it.  Later you can buy me a dictionary 

of Political Science.  I lost mine.

I constantly think of you.

      

     It Sareth

      

     May 10, ‘73
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For James

It Sareth

Faculté de Droit – Faculty of Law

PHNOM PENH

Dear Bean,

I’m on an official visit organized by the British 

Govt. concerning press.  It is very interesting.

I arrived March 5 to London and come down to 

Bath, Bristol and Cardiff from 12 to 16.  I’ll be back to 

London tomorrow.

How are you, Bean?

In Cambodia I’m too busy at the present time.  

I’m editing a daily bulletin called AKP bulletin (Agence 

Khmère de Presse) in French in the morning and lecturing 

law in the afternoon to make money.

Write soon.

      

    It Sareth

      

    March 15, 1974
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Letter 18 : Transcription

REPUBLIQUE  KHMERE

MINISTERE

DE

L’INFORMATION

DIRECTION DE L’AGENCE

KHMER DE PRESSE

Le Directeur

Dear Bean,

I’m back to London now, after having visited the 

western part of the U.K.  This week is my last one in 

England, and today an official lunch has been organized 

by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office at the 

Dorchester Hotel.  Tomorrow, I’ll go [to] the Univ. of 

London to see one of my professors when I was in Paris.  

He lectured 2h/week at the Faculty of Law.  Friday on 

the eve of my return to P. Penh, the Khmer Embassy, to 

“answer” to the Foreign Office, will offer a buffet dinner; 

I think spare rib with rice!!

Our friend Tan Mien is in London.  Remember?  

While writing this, the TV is announcing about the shot 

in front of Buckingham Palace and the Queen will come 

back soon from Indonesia.

      

    It Sareth

      

    March 20, 1974

For James
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Hotel Times

   

Taipei, Sunday, Dec 22, [1974] at 3 a.m.

Beany Bean,

I am thinking of you all along especially when I am leaving one place to another.  

When we were together you were always beside me to help me, sometimes I forgot the 

travelers’ cheque book etc. . . Bean, the saddest moment was at the Colonial Hotel, just 

before we separated in 1965.  We know that our scholarship was cut, and the seller of the 

trailer took advantage of us . . . When I am thinking of all of these events, I feel that we must 

live together again someday before we die.  If we can’t help each other, at least we could 

see each other.  You must not forget that I always love you, but I acted differently because I 

thought I had a reason.

I hope by the way you have received my air letter written on my way to Tokyo.

Here is another thing that I mean to tell you and no one else would believe it 

because of the peculiarity of the facts.

While leaving N.Y. a man was sitting beside me.  Before he took his seat, he nodded 

and said hello.  I politely replied [to] him and no conversation was followed.  As the plane 

was late from Fairbanks, I asked the stewardess what would be going on if I messed my 

connecting flight from Tokyo to Taipei.  Her answer was vague and evasive.  That man 

started to look at me (I presumed that he thought that I was a Japanese, but while hearing 

the accent, he took me differently.) and asked me where I’m from. . . question what I was 

doing in N.Y.  I told him that the Cambodian government paid me just for the 29th session 

of the U.N.  He smiled and gave me his personal card.  Wow!  He is president of an 

electronics company in Japan, U.S.A. and Korea.  I asked him if his company makes any four 

way channel stereo (quadraphonic)?  Of course, he replied.  It would be rather expensive, 

I added, wouldn’t it?  He then explained that the price ranges from more than 200 to 

thousands [of] dollars, all depends on the power etc. . .  I presume (again) that my question 

and my word were a little naïve to push the Japanese to offer me one stereo which costs more 

than 600 dollars.  He asked my house address and promised me to send me one set and I will 

pay him only about 200 whenever go to New York again.

Bean, I do not know if the story is true.  We have to wait and see.  Maybe he will 

send me a 200 dollar stereo!  But he looked very serious.  He has his Ph.D. from Harvard in 

Political Science.  His name if Kenzo Iwai.

My best regards to Sara [Sally] and I wish you a merry X-mas and a happy New Year.

        

        It Sareth

P.S. Even I still feel uneasy when I am thinking about our staying in the Colonial Hotel.  I 

assure you that I do not nourish any ill feeling toward your parents.  IT
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REPUBLIQUE  KHMERE

MINISTERE

DE

L’INFORMATION

DIRECTION DE L’AGENCE

KHMER DE PRESSE

Le Directeur

Phnom Penh, January 30, 1975

Beany Bean,

I wrote you a couple weeks ago that I already 

received your book and pictures.  Jenny had forwarded 

the parcel to me.

For the moment I really need something that 

you might help me.  Could you send me 1,000 dollars as 

a loan at the end of February?  I’ll pay you back whenever 

I have the opportunity.  In case of positive answer, you 

can send the traveler’s check to Miss Jenny at the Khmer 

Mission (845 Third Avenue, 20th floor) and tell her to 

forward by diplomatic bag to Phnom Penh.

My regards to Sara [Sally],

      

     Affection,

      

     It Sareth
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Letter from Cloris to Sareth : Transcription

          Athens, May 9, 1968

My Dear Friend,

We received the last letter and as usual were very glad, but this, in especial, touched me very 

much, maybe because you mentioned the girls and of course they are a big part of me and I would 

like everybody else to feel the same about them, and when I say everybody else I refer to Jim and 

you, and specially you that don’t know them yet.  They are so cute and right now it is another reason 

that make me feel very happy because Jim loves them and we have the same ideas about how to bring 

them up etc. etc.  So that make us feel still closer.

About what you said of my “dearest in-law family” I think you are completely right but 

at the same time we didn’t wanted her calling us back constantly so we let her say everything she 

wanted, I am sure she must think I am completely dumb, because the only thing I said was “ejem, 

ejem” and she told me she wanted to meet us and I didn’t even say “I do too” so she will be sure there 

is intentions on my side of not doing it.  About what you said of when I stay alone here, I am scared 

already of that, because I know thay are going to try to get close to me as soon as they find out he is 

gone, and I don’t want that trouble at all.  I agree with you, I think we must ignore them completely, 

not even to remember deep in our minds that they exist.  The same happens with the father of the 

girls, he hasn’t seen them in a year now, though he has money to go to Spain and New York etc, but 

I am afraid that now that he knows I am married and when he find out that Jim is gone he would do 

something like to try to take the girls away.  That really scares me.

We took some pictures of the girls, as soon as we have the copies we will send you yours.

We are both with a virus on the throat that is killing us.  I am almost through with it but 

Jim is now in the worse part.  He feels very bad at you, because he can’t write you as frequent as 

before, but I think you understand, and I tell him so.  He is teaching, took a part-time job  at Miller’s 

that pays $1.60 an hour and he works 4 hours a day, he says is a really soft job and then every spare 

minute he has he starts working with his thesis.

You said that didn’t know if we received your money.  I thought I did mention it in my last 

letter anyway, I am sorry if I didn’t and thank you very much, it was a great help.

I have been sewing lately very much, I guess you know already that that is my hobby and 

today is my older nephew’s birthday, he wanted a bath robe and I am doing one for each brother.

Well that is about everything for today at least if Jim can’t write you very very soon you will 

know of him through me and though it is not the same that one of his letters if better than nothing.  

Please write us as soon as possible, but if you can’t don’t feel bad either because we understand.  

Don’t forget we remember you all the time, and talk about you every five minutes.

          

          Love,

          Cloris
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Letter from Cloris to Sareth : Page 2
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Letter from Cloris to Sareth : Page 4
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Appendix 3

Letters from Orfelio Ramos-Valdés to Cloris (January 13 and 20, 1968)
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Letter from Orfelio Ramos-Valdés to Cloris: Translation, postmarked Miami, January 13, 1968

Read this carefully – for yourself and for your daughters and the others, not for me because I am finished 

with the matter. 

C.

A few lines to clarify some things for you:  I’m not putting your name in case this is gets lost; therefore, 

tear this up as soon as you read it since I know that when I tell you something, you don’t accept it, and if 

it isn’t a letter with a check in it, you tear it up without reading it anyway and with no remorse.  But I beg 

you to read this one, not for me because I have just returned from the place where I was planning to spend 

the holidays with my grandchildren, but which I left to avoid seeing you so shamelessly running about in 

the streets.   I decided to return [to Miami] and not have to see your face again or take a call from you.  And 

because I know that even if I arrive at the year 69, I will not survive it because of my suffering in the face of 

such shamelessness and nerve on your part. I have lived a life among so many people and know some of the 

best people and some of the worst, but I have seen nothing compared to your actions.  I know about all of 

your running around since the night you went out alone and stayed at the Holiday Inn,  your running off 

every weekend including even trips to Jacksonville and Cordele, which are 350 miles from there and every 

week until your last party – the day that I left you went to Atlanta.  I never thought that I would ever have to 

see one of my daughters in such a situation – forcing us to leave a house that I alone was paying for, in order 

for you to do completely as you please, to do what you were doing when I surprised you.  You had the nerve 

to threaten us with the police – for all this I BEG YOU TO STOP ALL OF YOUR RUNNING AROUND 

and that you call O(Oscar) at Flora’s house.  He has more right on his side than you at this moment because 

if they prove the licentious life which you lead, the judge will give your daughters to him.  And that would 

be very easy to prove with a little money.  Call him collect Sunday or Monday after 9:00 P.M. I will advise 

him that he should expect your call.  What you are doing to him is criminal, to all the family, to him and your 

daughters, who, if they stay with you and you don’t stop as I have said, they will be the ones who pay this 

debt which you have to everyone,  all the interest and everything.   I am sure that with the example that you 

are setting for them, it will be as I predict.  I want you to know that if you don’t call O[Oscar] as I demand, 

when I return presently to collect your mother, I will bring him so that he sees them and can be with them.  

I know that you will say that you are free and of a legal age, but that can only be said when one can stand 

on her own feet, and if you think otherwise, you can consider that your father dead.  Another thing, you are 

still married and even if you weren’t, there is the matter of your giving them the example of your going out 

with a different man every week.  All of this they will carry within themselves for the rest of their lives.  You 

can do what you want, but I am not responsible for what may happen if I see you again in those conditions.  

I believe that although your reputation has been ruined, you can still correct it.  And if you have to return 

to this house, you can come and we will not kick you out.  If you are going to change and return to decent 

living, let me know  -- and do it—and you can count on me.  On the other hand, you know that I will be 

dead to you and that even after my death you will not be able to benefit from anything I own because I am 

inclined to write a new will for your mother and for me in which I will leave you only $5.00, which is what 

I am obliged to do.  You decide.
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Letter from Orfelio Ramos-Valdés to Cloris: Transcription, postmarked Miami, 

January 13, 1968

ESTA LEELA DETENIDAMENTE POR TI Y POR TUS HIJAS Y LOS DEMAS, NO 

POR NOM POR MI QUE YA ESTOY LIQUIDADO

C.

Unas linias para aclararte varias cosas.  No le pongo tu nombre por se esta se pierde, por 

lo que rómpela tan pronto l leas, ya se que cuando se te dice algo, no lo aceptas, y si no es 

una carta con un Chek y sin amonestarte la ropes sin leerla, pero esta si te ruego la leas, no 

por mi ya que yo regrese enseguida de ses donde pensaba estar hasta pasado reyes con mis 

nietos, pero para no verte con tanta descaro tirada por la calle del medio, decidi regresar y 

no volverte a ver la cara ni tomar una llamada tuya, y como ye se que si llo llego al ano 69 

de el no paso comprendoque mis sufrimientos ante tanta desparpajo y descar tuyo que estas 

naciendo cosas que yo que he vivido una vida entre tanta gente y conosco desde las mejores 

personas hasta las de mas malos sentimientos, no vi nada comparado con lo tuyo, tengo 

conocimiento de todas tus correrías desde la noche que fuiste sola a ese a ver lo de tu ingrese 

que te quedastes en el Holidey, tus viajes a correrla todos los fines de semana inclusive hasta 

Jacsonville y cordele que están hasta 350 millas d esa y todas las semanas hasta tu ultima 

fiesta el dia que Sali que fuiste a Atlanta, no piense nunca que tendría que ver una de mis 

hijas en esa situación, al estremo de botarnos de una casa que yo pagabe solo para quedarte 

con el camino libre para hacer lo que estabas haciendo cuando te solprendi inclusive tubistes 

el valor de amenazarnos con la policía, por todo esto te EXIJO QUE DES UN ALTO A 

TODAS TU CORRERIS y llames a O. a casa de Flora pñara que el que tiene hasta mas 

derecho que to en este momento puesto que si te comprueban la vida desordenada que tu 

llevas, el Juez se las entrege a el , y eso es muy fácil de demonstrar con dinero en mano, 

llámalo colet el Domingo o el lunes después de las 9 P.M. que yo le avisare para que espere la 

llamada, lo que tu estas haciendo con el es criminal, con toda tu familia, con el y tus hijas que 

siguen contigo y no das un alto como te digo, ellas serán las que te cobraran estra deuda que 

tienes con todos con sus intereses y todo, estoy seguro de que con el egemple que les estas 

dando será como te pronostico quiero que sepas
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Letter 1 from Orfelio Ramos-Valdés to Cloris: Pages 1 & 2
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Letter from Orfelio Ramos-Valdés to Cloris: Translation, Postmarked Miami, January 20, 1968

Dear Cloris,

I received your letter in which you tell me that you would never have thought that I would believe 

such things about you, to which I will respond that never in my life would I be capable of inventing anything 

against anyone, and much less against one of my children. But you can be sure that if I were not certain of all 

that I say to you, [all of] which I have spent many days in investigating and collecting information, and aside 

from everything that I have had to hear and see about you, that I believe that it is more than sufficient to be 

sure that what I tell you is the truth and that I say it for your good, for ours, and for your daughters, who are 

the ones who tomorrow will carry [on their shoulders] all these things, and [then] when you  are suffering 

what we suffer now, [that] is when you will be convinced that I am right.  You believe that it is all right that 

your daughters see a different man in their house every week, something which I have said to you more than 

once.  And you do not care that we are enduring all of the criticism about you, without being able to defend 

you, since everyone sees your licentiousness behavior as we see it.  

You also mention the house that I am buying for Rogelina:  I am buying it so that she does not have 

to leave [her home] and live wherever she may find herself, and so that my grandchildren will not have to 

leave their school [which they now attend].  As soon as they leave Atlanta, I will [immediately] sell the house 

in the same way as I will sell the one I bought for you, and which I now have, besides that, awaiting you.  

And my money [is] invested without my earning anything because now they will raise my taxes, since this 

one where I live I will place in my name in order to take advantage of the exemption that pays more than 

$500 per year.  In all of these things the ones who are sacrificing themselves are we who economize to save 

money for others, we [who] do not even have good mattresses or a bedroom suite nor a record player nor 

many other things that we would like to have.  For, before long I will die, and you will no longer have all 

this, and afterwards you and the grandchildren, as I tell you, will live shamed by your conduct and to hear 

and see such things.  Therefore, I tell you that I demand that you stop and think about your daughters and 

about us –that you try to stop—and even with all of Oscar’s faults that you try to reconcile with him and that 

you try to come here, where we are, to live for your daughters and to care so that we do not have to live as 

we are living today.  If you are capable of doing this, I will help you to the extent that my abilities allow me, 

and if you refuse, I don’t know what my reaction will be if you continue on the path you have chosen.  It all 

rests on you, and then you will go to church to pray in order to repair the great damage which you are doing 

to us.  You say that you know I hate you because of what I paid for you when you went to the hospital.  This 

is just something that you say just to have something to say since you know that I would never hate you.  

But, yes, it upsets me that because of your running around, I have to spend money that we need so much, 

even though the money is not what it is all about.  In this life I have always tried to have enough to leave to 

all of you since I was the one who least benefited from it.  But none of this interests anyone else, and if this 

situation exists, it is only you who have created it, and [because] you believe that no one knows anything 

about your life and that everything you do is good. For all this, if you are inclined to straighten yourself out, 

as I have said to you so many times, for yourself and for “yours” [those who care about you] and for your 

daughters, you can count on me.  If you choose to do otherwise do not write or call me.

         Your father loves you.

         OR
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Letter 2 from Orfelio Ramos-Valdés to Cloris: Page 2
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Letter 2 from Orfelio Ramos-Valdés to Cloris: Page 3
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Letter 2 from Orfelio Ramos-Valdés to Cloris: Page 4
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Letter 2 from Orfelio Ramos-Valdés to Cloris: Page 5
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Letter 2 from Orfelio Ramos-Valdés to Cloris: Page 6
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Letter 2 from Orfelio Ramos-Valdés to Cloris: Envelope (front)



A  P R I VAT E  M E M O I R   |  299

Appendix 4

Letters from Tim Black
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Appendix 5

Classified US State Department Cable assessing 1974 UN Delegation

September 10, 1974, Currently Unclassified
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Appendix 6

Jim’s Letters of Inquiry about Sareth
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Appendix 7

Letter, Transcription, and Translation of Song “Love Star” from Ith Khunnary

Letter from Jim to Khunnary, February 1, 2011
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Letter from Ith Khunnary to Jim, January 12, 2012
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“Love Star” by Prince Norodom Sihanouk



A  P R I VAT E  M E M O I R   |  321

“Love Star” by Prince Norodom Sihanouk
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Appendix 8

Biographical Record Y00323 about “Ith” 

From Database of Cambodian Genocide Project, Yale University and 

the Documentation Center of Cambodia
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Appendix 9

“Chhim Sochit: A Student from Canada,” Searching for the Truth, Issue 28, p 4-6

Excerpts from the Chhim Sochit Confession



326  |  L E T T E R  T O  S A N D A P



A  P R I VAT E  M E M O I R   |  327



328  |  L E T T E R  T O  S A N D A P



A  P R I VAT E  M E M O I R   |  329

Appendix 10

Notices of the Search for Ith Sareth and His Family:

Advertisements placed by Mr. Socheat Nhean

and the Documentation Center of Cambodia
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A  P R I VAT E  M E M O I R   |  331

Notice inside Issue 142, Searching for the Truth, October 2011
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Notice, Third Quarter 2011 Edition, Searching for the Truth
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Notice of Search Placed in Khmer Newspaper, October 10, 2011



334  |  L E T T E R  T O  S A N D A P



A  P R I VAT E  M E M O I R   |  335

Appendix 11

Letter of Appreciation to the Documentation Center of Cambodia
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Ith Sareth, Tim Black, Gale Black, Martha Black, Michael Black, Jim Black


