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Jun 1970 - Overthrow of Prince Sihanouk. - Subsequent Internal Developments. - International Reactions. - Prince Sihanouk sets up “National Liberation Front” in Peking.
A major crisis developed in Cambodia in March in the absence of the Head of State, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, who had left the country on Jan. 4 for medical treatment in France. In the course of demonstrations in Phnom-Penh against the presence of Viet Cong and North Vietnamese troops in Cambodia a mob sacked the North Vietnamese Embassy and that of the Viet Cong Provisional Revolutionary Government on March 11, and indiscriminate attacks on the Vietnamese community followed. Prince Sihanouk flew to Moscow on March 13 to press for the withdrawal of the Viet Cong forces from Cambodia, but on March 18 he was deposed by the National Assembly and replaced as Head of State by M. Cheng Heng, the Assembly's president. These and subsequent developments, both internal and external, are described below.
Anti-Viet Cong incidents occurred on March 8 in Svay Rieng province, on the South Vietnamese border. About 1,500 people, protesting against the presence of Viet Cong elements on Cambodian territory, seized machine pistols and machine-guns from Viet Cong soldiers at a camp in the Sway Thom district and fighting ensued until the Cambodian Army intervened; similar incidents were reported from four other districts.
On March 11 about 10,000 demonstrators, most of them students and schoolboys but also including many workers, marched to the Embassy of the South Vietnamese Provisional Revolutionary Government in Phnom-Penh carrying banners inscribed in Cambodian, Vietnamese, French and English with such slogans as “Dirty Viet Cong, go home”. The crowd set fire to some embassy cars, broke into the building and sacked it, burned documents and hauled down the Viet Cong flag. It then marched to the nearby North Vietnamese Embassy, which was similarly sacked.
Later the same day a mob wrecked and looted houses in a suburb of Phnom-Penh inhabited by Vietnamese Roman Catholics, broke into a church, and burnt a crucifix. On May 12 another Catholic church was attacked and a Vietnamese bookshop sacked. Although police and troops dispersed the rioters, making a number of arrests, and General Lon Nol broadcast an appeal for calm, further attacks on Vietnamese houses, shops and churches occurred on the following day, and the riots were reported to be spreading to rural areas.
Estimates of the number of Vietnamese in Cambodia vary from 300,000 to 700,000, out of a total population era little over 7,000,000. The largest concentrationS are in Phnom-Penh, where the population of about 600,000 includes between 100,000 and 150,000 Vietnamese, and in the eastern frontier provinces, in some areas of which they form half the population. Although many Vietnamese families have lived in Cambodia for generations, they still form a distinct community, speaking their own language, wearing their national costume and living in well-defined sections of Phnom-Penh, and intermarriage between the two communities is rare. About 65,000 to 70,000 of the Vietnamese are Catholics, forming nine-tenths of Cambodia's Catholic community.

Cambodian hostility towards the Vietnamese dates back for centuries. As the Vietnamese expanded southward in the 18th century they overran Cochin-China, which then formed part of the Cambodian Empire and still contains a large Cambodian minority. After Cambodia became a French protectorate in 1863 the French used Vietnamese officials and soldiers to impose their control on the country, and in the 1920s and 1930s thousands of Vietnamese from Tonkin were forcibly removed to eastern Cambodia to work in the rubber plantations. The richer section of the Vietnamese community in Phnom-Penh, largely the descendants of officials employed by the French, control much of the city's trade, together with the Chinese community; the poorer section are mostly shopkeepers, artisans and fishermen. Anti-Vietnamese feeling is accentuated by the difference in religion, and when disorders have occurred in the past the Catholic churches have usually been the first targets attacked.
The immediate occasion of the riots was the use of eastern Cambodia as a sanctuary by Viet Cong and North Vietnamese troops, whom General Lon Nol had estimated in September 1969 to number between 35,000 and 40,000. Their presence had provoked repeated air and ground attacks by U.S. and South Vietnamese forces, in which about 1,000 Cambodians had been killed or wounded since 1963, and although the Viet Cong did not usually penetrate deeper than two miles into Cambodian territory a number of clashes between them and the Cambodian Army had occurred in 1969.
In a cablegram sent from Paris to the Queen Mother, Queen Kossamak, on March 11 Prince Sihanouk alleged that the attacks on the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong embassies had been organized by “personalities aiming… to throw our country into the arms of an imperialist capitalist Power”, and announced his intention to return to Cambodia.
“I learn with profound sorrow,” said Prince Sihanouk, “the news of the acts of violence committed by certain compatriots against the diplomatic representatives of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam and the Provisional Revolutionary Government. I fully understand the motives which have aroused our compatriots’ anger, but knowing them as I do, I cannot possibly believe that they would have gone to such lengths…. I am certain that this grave event was desired and organized by personalities aiming to destroy irremediably Cambodia's friendship with the socialist camp and to throw our country into the arms of an imperialist capitalist Power. These personalities attach more importance to their personal and alan interests than to the country's future and the fate of the people. They have taken advantage of my absence to carry out their plans. I shall therefore return to adress the nation and the Army and ask them to make a choice. If they choose to follow these personalities on the course which will make Cambodia a second Lace, they must allow me to resign.”
Prince Sihanouk referred to the possibility of a right-wing coup in a television interview in Paris on March 12, and asserted that the right-wing leaders had established contacts with the United States.

“I am going back to Cambodia to re-establish neutrality and non-alignment, which are the safeguard of our national existence,” he said. “The right has profited by my long absence to try to change Cambodia's political and ideological orientation. They would like us to enter the American camp…. I do not want to be either an American or a Chinese satellite. If Cambodia received American equipment, we would have to fight in a cause which is not our own.” Prince Sihanouksaid that he was certain there had been “contacts between the United States and the Cambodian right, whether through the Embassy, the C.I.A., or any such-like organization,” and continued: “If I do not obtain satisfaction that the Communists will respect our neutrality I may resign. A showdown between the extreme right and myself is most probable. A coup d’état is possible, unless I step down before they depose me. Anything may happen. Everything will depend on the Army…. If I am defeated in my confrontation with the right the future will be very dark.”
An emergency session of the National Assembly adopted on March 12 a resolution condemning the presence of Viet Cong and North Vietnamese troops on Cambodian territory. The Deputy Premier, Prince Sisowath Siri Matak, told a press conference on the same day that General Lon Nol had written to Prince Sihanouk declaring that the country was in “imminent danger”, and demanding that another 10,000 troops should be raised, in addition to the Army's existing strength of about 38,000 men, to guard the eastern frontiers.
In Notes to the Viet Cong Provisional Revolutionary Government and the North Vietnamese Government published on March 13 the Cambodian Government, while expressing “sincere regret” for the sacking of the embassies, declared that the demonstrations had been caused by “the Cambodian people's exasperation with the persistent violation and occupation of the national territory”, and demanded that all Viet Cong and North Vietnamese troops should be withdrawn from Cambodia by dawn on March 15. At a meeting on March 14 between the Foreign Minister, Prince Norodom Phurissara, and the Charges d’Affaires of the two missions the former promised to ensure normal functioning of the embassies and to consider compensation for the damage caused, and it was agreed to hold talks on “outstanding problems” between the three Governments. These talks, which took place on March 16, apparently produced no result; no communique was issued and no date announced for their resumption. While they were in progress about 30,000 young people marched to the National Assembly to present a petition demanding the immediate withdrawal of the Viet Cong troops.
Instead of returning immediately to Phnom-Penh, Prince Sihanouk left Paris on March 13 for Moscow, stating that he intended to “ask Moscow and Peking to advise their friends in Hanoi and the National Liberation Front to put a brake on their interference in Cambodia's internal affairs”. He had talks with President Podgorny and Mr. Kosygin on March 14 and 16, and with Mr. Brezhnev on March 17. Although he had been scheduled to leave for Peking on March 16 he twice extended his stay in Moscow by a further day, no reason being given.
In a long telegram sent to Queen Kossamak on March 17 Prince Sihanouk said: “The socialist camp considers recent events are a direct threat to the balance of forces between the United States and itself. Prime Minister Chou En-lai has asked our Ambassador to inform me of the concern of China, which, he says, for the moment is maintaining its calm over the provocations threatening its Phnom-Penh Embassy. The highest Soviet leaders… have not hesitated to tell me that they consider our right wing's present policy to be extremely dangerous for the future of our country. The Russians have offered me aid of many kinds to restore order and neutrality in Cambodia, but I have told them that, while thanking them, I reserved the right to act or react according to my conscience as a Cambodian and what I believe to be the medium and long-term interests of my country and my people.
“One remark by Prime Minister Kosygin seems to me pregnant with meaning. I quote it: ‘Our Vietnamese allies have good memories. Just as they will never forget the support you have given them during a very difficult period of their struggle, so they will remember at the right time the foul blow which your extreme right has struck them at an even more difficult and decisive moment of their struggle against American imperialism. If the extreme right continues to strike foul blows at our allies, it will inevitably mean war between Cambodia and Vietnam.’ I hope our leaders who are playing the sorcerer's apprentice will meditate on these Soviet words at length….”
Queen Kossamak, who had already attempted several times to persuade the Government to end the anti-Vietnamese riots, repeated this demand at an audience which she granted to General Lon Nol and Prince Siri Matak on March 16. She rejected a proposal that the Government should send a delegation to Moscow to negotiate with Prince Sihanouk, and wrote to M. Cheng Heng warning him that if he refused to assist her she would dissolve the Assembly.
According to the Phnom-Penh correspondent of The Washington Post, the police, acting on the orders of Lieut.-Colonel Oum Manorin (Secretary of State for Defence), made an attempt to arrest General Lon Nol during the night of March 16-17, which was thwarted by the Army. Colonel Manorin was accused of smuggling in the National Assembly on March 17, and was forced to resign.
On March 18 troops, armoured cars and tanks took up positions outside the National Assembly, the Ministries, the radio station and the central post office. Shortly after noon the airport was closed to all traffic, and telephone and telegraph communications with the outside world were cut off. The National Assembly and the Royal Council had already met in joint session; although the session was closed to the public, extracts from the proceedings were broadcast on the following day.
The session opened with the reading of a Government communiqué accusing the Vietnamese Communists of spreading false rumours, bribing officials, and distributing anti-Government leaflets in an effort to set Cambodians against Cambodians. In view of this, and for other unstated reasons, the Government announced that the Phnom-Penh chief of police and former commander of the Palace Guard, Major Buor Horl, had been relieved of his command, and that “extreme measures” would be taken to restore calm.
Several deputies then violently denounced Prince Sihanouk, accusing him inter alia of dictatorial rule, nepotism, misusing Government funds, and supplying arms to the Viet Cong. Particularly virulent attacks were made on his wife, Princess Monique, who was alleged to have sold Government posts and made a fortune from smuggling operations and gambling interests. A deputy who reminded the Assembly of Prince Sihanouk's struggle to preserve Cambodia's independence was shouted down.
After a motion to declare a state of emergency had been unanimously approved, M. In Tam, the acting president of the Assembly, declared that the situation called for a vote of confidence in the Head of State. A motion withdrawing the confidence of the Assembly from Prince Sihanouk was then put to the vote, and was officially stated to have been adopted by 92 votes to nil, with no abstentions.
The following communiqué was broadcast two hours later: “Following the political crisis provoked by Prince Norodom Sihanouk in the past few days, the National Assembly and the Royal Council in joint session, in accordance with the Constitution of the Kingdom, have unanimously withdrawn their confidence from Prince Norodom Sihanouk. From this day, March 18, 1970, at 1300 hours, Prince Norodom Sihanouk ceases to be the Head of State of Cambodia. M. Cheng Heng, president of the National Assembly, will assume the functions of Head of State until the election of a new Head of State, also in accordance with the Constitution.”
Following the deposition of Prince Sihanouk, his last remaining supporters inside the Government-Prince Norodom Phurissara (the Foreign Minister) and Lieut.-Colonel Sosthene Fernandez (Secretary of State for security)-were removed from their posts. M. Yem Sambaur was appointed Foreign Minister, and Prince Siri Matak assumed responsibility for security.
Phnom-Penh remained peaceful after the coup, no demonstrations in support of or against the new regime being reported. Riots against not only the Vietnamese but also the Chinese community occurred in the provinces, however; Phnom-Penh Radio stated on March 19 that thousands of Vietnamese and Chinese homes had been sacked in Battambang and Svay Rieng provinces.
The National Assembly declared a state of emergency on March 19; granted General Lon Nol full powers; and suspended freedom of association, assembly and the press and the constitutional guarantees of the inviolability of correspondence and of the home. M. Cheng Heng issued a proclamation on the same day declaring that Prince Sihanouk had been legally deposed, and that it was the duty of the Army to repress by force any attempt which he might make to recover power. The Assembly voted on the same evening that he should be arrested and tried for treason if he returned, and an order was issued on March 22 forbidding the return to Cambodia of several of his leading supporters, including M. Penn Nouth and General Duong Sam Ol, General Lon Nol's predecessors as Prime Minister and Defence Minister respectively.
M. Cheng Heng took the oath of office as head of State on March 21. M. In Tam was elected on March 24 president of the ruling party, the Sangkum Reastr Niyum (Popular Socialist Community), in place of Prince Sihanouk, who had held the post since the formation of the party in 1955, with M. Trinh Hoanh, one of the Prince's most bitter opponents, as general secretary.
All Cambodia's diplomatic representatives abroad announced their support for the new regime, with the exception of M. Huot Sambath, the permanent Cambodian representative at the U.N., and the ambassadors in Moscow, Cairo and Dakar.
Prince Sihanouk was informed of his deposition by Mr. Kosygin on March 18, shortly before he left Moscow for Peking. Speaking to members of Moscow's Cambodian community at the airport, he said that if the Soviet Union and China did not recognize the new regime he would consider setting up a Government-in-exile, but if they did “that would be the end of me”. He was welcomed by the Chinese Prime Minister, Mr. Chou En-lai, and representatives of 41 foreign missions, including the British and French embassies, on his arrival in Peking on March 19, and began talks with Mr. Chou En-lai later the same day.
In a long statement issued on March 20 Prince Sihanouk claimed that his deposition was illegal, and proposed that a referendum on the subject should be held under the auspices of the International Control Commission (I.C.C.) and in the presence of an armed force provided by the Commission's three member-countries.
“My deposition by the National Assembly and the Royal Council is absolutely illegal, for the following reasons,” he said. “I was unanimously appointed Head of State by Parliament in 1960 in accordance with the Constitution. It is absolutely false to claim, as certain members of the National Assembly have done, that I was granted the Supreme Magistrature simply by popular acclaim. There is in our Constitution… no provision allowing Parliament and the Government to depose the Head of State, who is implicitly appointed for life. I can be deprived of the Supreme Magistrature only by the nation as a whole, by a national referendum the validity of which cannot be questioned…. I solemnly declare that I am prepared to abide by the verdict of the nation as a whole, on condition that my confrontation with my enemies of the extreme right and the subsequent referendum are guaranteed, so far as security of persons and the validity of the vote are concerned, by the presence, accepted by both parties, of an armed contingent sent to our country for this sole purpose by India, Canada and Poland within the framework of the I.C.C….
“In order to depose me, Parliament had recourse to monstrous calumnies concerning my policy and private life…. The accusations brought against me concerning my so-called betrayal of the nation, the people's interests and democracy, which served to motivate the vote deposing me, are pure calumnies and… were formulated in the absence of the accused, although our Constitution and our code of Justice guarantee even to the humblest Cambodians the right to defend themselves, in person or with the assistance or by the intermediary of lawyers chosen by themselves….
“The group responsible for the coup has deliberately destroyed the peace and political stability which the country enjoyed by organizing through its agents many so-called spontaneous demonstrations in our cities and provinces. The co-ordination of these demonstrations and the simultaneous appearance in several parts of the country of leaflets, posters and banners containing the same ideas, slogans and accusations-even in English, a language unknown to the mass of our compatriots, who speak only Khmer and French-destroy the thesis of the spontaneity and ‘popular origin’ of these demonstrations and this agitation….”
On March 21 Prince Sihanouk issued another statement reaffirming his claim to be the legal Head of State, but announcing that he would resign his title after the new regime had been overthrown.

“I have no intention whatever,” he said, “of seeking to recover the power I have lost or of retaining the now meaningless title of Head of State…. After the inevitable downfall in the near future of the reactionary clique of extreme right-wing lackeys of the American imperialists, I shall at once submit my resignation to the Cambodian people, which, finally freed from the oppression of the bourgeoisie, the robber princes and their American masters, will be able to establish in our beloved Cambodia a regime really rooted in the people, in the mass of peasants, workers, other working people and the young intellectuals. I belong to the past and I know it I and my former collaborators, beginning with those who now form the Government and Parliament in Phnom-Penh, will have no place or usefulness in tomorrow's society…. My present legal position at the head of the Cambodian State is therefore not a matter of self-interest or personal ambition. I again take a solemn vow before the nation to give up the Supreme Magistrature as soon as the power of our people and our youth can be firmly and finally established in Phnom-Penh. But faced with the cynical coup of the extreme right… it is my duty to participate in the sacred struggle our people will wage, inside and outside the country, to obliterate this coup d’etat and restore legality and democracy….”
The North Vietnamese Prime Minister, M. Pham Van Dong, arrived in Peking on March 21 and began talks with Prince Sihanouk on the same day.
The new regime informed all foreign embassies on March 19 that Cambodia remained a monarchy; that the country's policy of “independence, sovereignty, peace, strict neutrality and territorial integrity” remained unchanged; and that it would respect all its previous agreements with friendly countries and international organizations. In Washington a State Department spokesman said on the same day that “the question of recognition does not arise”, and President Nixon stated on March 22 that the United States respected Cambodia's neutrality.
A statement issued by the French Government on March 19 said:
“After considering the latest developments in Laos and Cambodia, the French Government recalls its firm conviction that only a policy of strict neutrality can ensure the independence and peace of the two kingdoms…. The French Government rules out all interference in the internal affairs of the Laotian and Cambodian peoples. It appeals to all interested parties to ensure that the conflict shall not gradually involve the whole Indo-Chinese peninsula. The opportunity of re-establishing peace in Vietnam which still remains can only be compromised by such a development….”
The first statement on the coup by a Chinese leader was made by Mr. Kuo Mo-jo (a vice-chairman of the Standing Committee of the National People's Congress), who described it in a speech on March 24 as “an integral part of the American imperialist plot to extend the war in Indo-China”. The Chinese Government was reported on the following day, however, to have sent a congratulatory Note to General Lon Nol on his assumption of power. The Chinese Press and radio, while publishing and broadcasting Prince Sihanouk's statements in full, abstained from all comment on developments inside Cambodia.

In a broadcast on March 22 General Lon Nol demanded the speedy return of the I.C.C., which had left Cambodia in 1969 at Prince Sihanouk's request, “to help to end peacefully the occupation of our national territory”, and stated that the Foreign Minister would contact the Soviet and British embassies “to ask the co-operation of the 1954 Geneva Conference to inform the other signatories to the agreement of the situation created by the occupation of our territory by Viet Cong and North Vietnamese troops”. The British Government, which received the Cambodian request on March 24, asked the Soviet Government two days later to support it.
General Lon Nol said in an interview on March 23 that the talks with the North Vietnamese Government and the South Vietnamese Provisional Revolutionary Government would be continued, with the aim of settling the dispute over the presence of their troops peacefully. The Cambodian Government was officially informed on March 25, however, that all the diplomatic staff of both the North Vietnamese Embassy and that of the South Vietnamese Provisional Revolutionary Government were being withdrawn. The port of Sihanoukville was closed on the same day to any ships bearing arms for the Viet Cong forces.
Prince Sihanouk issued a proclamation in Peking on March 23 dissolving General Lon Nol's Government and announcing his intention to form a “Government of National Union”, a “National Liberation Army” and a “United National Front”.
“Prince Sihanouk, in his capacity as the legal Head of State,” the proclamation said, “dissolves for the crime of high treason the Cabinet headed by General Lon Nol, the National Assembly presided over by Cheng Heng, and the Royal Council presided over by Ong Sim. A Government of National Union will be formed. Pending Cambodia's return to a normal situation a Consultative Assembly will be established. All its members will be qualified representatives of the Buddhist clergy, the Army, the police, the provincial guard, youth, the intellectuals, the peasants, the workers, other working people, industrialists, traders, civil servants, women, etc., belonging to all patriotic, progressive and anti-imperialist tendencies.
“A National Liberation Army will be formed for the liberation of the country from the dictatorship and oppression of the clique of traitorous and pro-imperialist reactionaries headed by Lon Nol, Siri Matak and Cheng Heng and for the struggle against the American imperialists, their masters-a struggle which will be conducted Jointly with the other popular and anti-imperialist forces of the fraternal countries. The Government of National Union, the National Assembly and the National Liberation Army will unite with the mass of the people to form a united front, to be known as the National United Front of Kampuchea [Cambodia], which will have the double task of liberating the country and reconstructing it after the victory over the imperialist enemy and its lackeys.”
In a communiqué issued on March 24 Prince Sihanouk called on his supporters inside Cambodia to go underground, promising them that they would be given arms and military training, and appealed to Cambodians living abroad to go to Moscow or Peking to enlist in the National Liberation Army. Three former left-wing Sangkum members of the National Assembly, M. Khieu Sam Phon, M. Hou Youn and M. Hu Nim, who had gone underground in 1967 and were regarded as the leaders of the “Red Khmer” rebellion, issued a statement on March 26 declaring their unreserved support for Prince Sihanouk's proclamation.
