Killing Fields to
the White House

From the

Sichan Siv never lost hope for the American Dream

Lt. Col. Sichan Siv trained in a Boeing 747-400 simulator at
the United Airlines Training Center in Denver.

A

By Donna Harris

As a young boy in Cambodia in the 1960s, Lt. Col. Sichan Siv
listened to the planes taking off and landing at the airport near
his home, their engines revving his imagination and fueling his
dreams. His mother told him, “Never give up hope.”
“I always wanted to fly one of those,” he said.
Someday Siv would fly planes, but his life took a lot of turns
before he landed in the pilot’s seat.
After graduation in Cambodia, he taught in a high school and
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was a flight attendant for Royal Air Cambodge. Siv was
educated and he was a friend to the U.S, working for
the humanitarian service organization CARE,
Cooperative of American Relief Everywhere. For
implementing food distribution to half a million
refugees, he became a target of the Khmer Rouge, the
communist guerrilla group led by Pol Pot, who took
power in Cambodia in 1975.
He missed a U.S. evacuation helicopter by 30
minutes, because he was arranging food and medical
supplies for 3,000 stranded refugee families in an
isolated province. He and 15 members of his family
left their homes a few days later with only what
they could carry, joining a throng of 3 million
other Cambodians doing the same thing.
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A refugee survives the Killing Fields
Siv saw decomposing bodies along the roadside,
dead from exhaustion and executions. In a New
York Times article headlined “The Karma of the Killing
Fields,” Siv said Cambodia had become “a land soaked
with blood and tears, a hell on earth.”
So his presence wouldn’t endanger his family, Siv

traveled across Cambodia on a bicycle for three weeks
until he was stopped and placed into a Khmer Rouge
work unit, where he endured 18 hours of hard labor and
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International Consultant, San Antonio
U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations, Economic and Social Council, New York
Managing Director, Hayes & Co., Washington
Financial Adviser, Prudential Securities, Washington
Managing Director, Commonwealth Associates, New York
Deputy Assistant Secretary, U.S. Department of State, Washington
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Prisoner in forced labor camps under Khmer Rouge
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CARE’s Program Associate in Phnom Penh, Cambodia
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stances and survived to make the most of his life and his
audiences around the world.
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His book, “Golden Bones,” is set for publication by
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he said. “He is quite an inspiration.” L
“I started a joke, which started the whole world cry-

“

My life is not the traditional path. You don’t start
in the Killing Fields and end up in the White House.
— Former U.N. Ambassador Sichan Siv
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