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Prologue
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In 1975, the Khmer Rouge informed the Cambodian people that we had no history, but we knew it was a lie.

Cambodia has a rich past, a mosaic of flavors from near and far: South Indian traders gave us Buddhism, an alphabet, and spicy curries; China brought rice noodles and astrology; and French colonizers passed on a love of strong coffee, pâté, flan, and a light, crusty baguette.

We lifted the best tastes from everywhere and added our own: sour pickled fruits and vegetables, the famous Kampot peppercorn, and the most distinctive flavor of all: prahok, Cambodia’s (in)famous fermented fish paste.

Even now, I can taste my own history, in shimmering sense-memories of my mother’s homemade fish sauce, the soup noodles she rolled out in her hands, and the pâté de foie she served to guests.

One occupying force tried to erase it all. The Communist Party of Kampuchea stole our name: today, people hear “Khmer,” and they think “Khmer Rouge.” A word describing our identity now evokes horror and mass murder. But the Khmer language and Khmer people, native to Southeast Asia, preceded Pol Pot’s communist guerillas by more than a thousand years.

Cambodians were a new generation, starting from “Year Zero.” That’s the phrase Pol Pot invented to describe the annihilation of Cambodian culture and the birth of a new, revolutionary society, as his soldiers emptied the cities of people to replace civilization with an “Agrarian Paradise.” He mixed together some borrowed ideologies and added his own genocidal flavor; his cadres freed us from the burdens of pâté de foie and soup noodles, and also education, medicine, cinema, books, money, cars, and religion. In return, Cambodians won the right to dig canals and harvest rice, to starve and be executed. By those and other methods, Angkar—Pol Pot’s “organization”—liberated nearly two million1 people from life itself.

I fled to Vietnam as a little girl of nine, five years before the liberation began.

The ideologues were busy there, too, setting everyone “free” and turning back the clocks. At political meetings, they cried into their megaphones about past-life indulgences that must be disavowed: Down with old ballads; up with fervid songs of blood and sacrifice. Down with pâté and pastries; up with watery rice mash cut with cassava. Everything mushed together in one pot. It tasted like a gray nothing.

Fourteen years later, as a young woman alone in Saigon, I thought my past had been erased, too. My family was gone. My country had drowned in its own blood. All I had left were memories: the smell of a charcoal fire in my mother’s kitchen, the perfume of my father’s pipe. Only smoke remained.

Pol Pot restarted time at Year Zero. When did he intend for Year One to begin? When the dead rose from the ashes? Was it his ambition to erase the future along with the past? His cadres murdered everyone whose job it was to plan for tomorrow: doctors, engineers, teachers, scientists. The Khmer Rouge buried them all and ground the schools and hospitals to dust. They remade a civilization into a vast forced-labor camp and turned eight million Cambodians into six million emaciated inmates and beggars. Not even the eternal pagodas survived.

When I finally made it home to Cambodia after more than two decades as a refugee, I found a country with no idea of tomorrow. During the Khmer Rouge regime (or, as we Cambodians say, during “Pol Pot Time”), and for years afterward, lives slipped away so easily—by torture, hunger, and disease; by land-mine blast; by guerrilla fighting that never seemed to end—people could scarcely imagine growing old. Every bowl of rice might be the last.

I understand this mindset. When you are hungry, the past and future darken, until only the present is visible. Many nights I, too, dreamed only of rice. Hunger focuses the mind but shrinks one’s hopes.

In a way, I was lucky. Though I’d lost my home and my family, there was something no one could take away: a happy childhood, rich with the flavors of my mother’s cooking. In the kitchen, she cared for people by feeding them wondrous soups and curries, spring rolls and stir-fries. When I look back on the first nine years of my life, in the light of what came later, that time seems magical, a perfection. Those memories became recipes for building a future. They gave me strength to fight for a life I knew could be better, because I had tasted it before.

Maybe the years of loss were also a gift. They taught me this: Once you have learned how to lose everything, there’s nothing left to fear. A poor woman’s heart grows stouter as her options narrow. She has no choice but to make bold moves, take wild chances, tempt fate.

A fortune teller in Saigon told me that in my darkest hours of life, cooking and sewing would carry me. That prediction came true in unexpected ways: I have worked as a cook in a brothel and a suture nurse in a refugee camp, a tofu maker and a silk weaver. I have been through poverty and back to relative security—and even, you might say, success. I know how to show other women the way, and that has become my life’s work.

There’s a saying in Cambodia: “Men are gold; women are cloth.” It implies that men are a treasure, and women can be thrown away. But more than that, it means that when a man falls into the dirt, he can be polished clean, whereas a woman will be soiled forever.

I believe the saying misjudges so much, including the value of fabric. Cloth can be delicate, yes; but it can also be strong and light, tough and resilient. And some textiles can even be priceless.

Still, I am no longer pliant or delicate. I’ve become as hard as diamond—there was no other choice. In Cambodia, who has time for being whisper-soft? There is too much work to do. Women cannot wait for a man’s permission to survive. They have to sparkle and cut like diamonds. That is what I have always told the women at our women’s development and weaving center in Stung Treng Province. And they have started to believe it. They can see, from my example, how my mother’s “Slow Noodles” philosophy in the kitchen has become a philosophy for life: from her, I learned that the best dishes require extra time and patience to prepare. Later, I discovered that the path from hunger and poverty to economic self-reliance is long and hard, if it is even possible. And I see now that rebuilding a traumatized society after genocide takes many generations of investment—there are no quick fixes. That’s what Slow Noodles means to me.

We Cambodians do not like to bare our scars. We share an unspeakable history, so we rarely speak of it. But I will tell my story in these pages, if only to prove that the past cannot be extinguished. I have done my best to remember it all, but some months have gone dark in my mind. This is the truth of my story as faithfully as I am able to render it.

Now that I finally have a kitchen of my own, I’ve found a sweeter way to resurrect the past: rekindling the aromas of my mother’s cooking. When I stoke the charcoal grill for roasting pork ribs, or stir coconut milk into fish amok, I revert to the age when I tasted the dish for the first time. And my mother’s image comes flooding back.

When I’m cooking or eating, it’s less painful to remember. And so, in working on this book, my cowriter and I came together in our respective kitchens. At her house in America, and at mine in Phnom Penh, where I live now, I cooked and remembered, and she scribbled in a notebook (and ate). The stories poured out in their own order, according to whatever I was craving. If I saw a lovely fresh fish in the market, I told her a fish story. Over a Pimm’s Cup with lime, I spoke of starved malarial sugar-and-lime cravings. The same memory might bring laughter or tears, depending on the taste of it that day.

I will tell you my story, but I insist on telling it with hands busy and the kitchen full of enticing aromas. I’ll cook for you throughout the telling. You’ll see for yourself that the past cannot be erased so easily. You’ll taste for yourself the way that history can be carried forward, borne on the smoke from a long-gone mother’s charcoal fire.


1 Estimates range from 1.6 to 3 million dead, from one fifth to more than a quarter of the population.
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