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Bounna Chhun says she sometimes meets her brothers in her dreams.  
They are never able to stay with her, they always fade away.  By the 
end of the Cambodian genocide in 1979, Bounna would lose four of her 
brothers and her father. 
 
      Forced with her family to leave her city home, Bounna lived for 
four years in a labor camp under the dangerous thumb of the Khmer 
Rogue, the Communist Khmer that controlled the country.  
 
      While at the camp, one of Bounna’s brothers cut his foot on a 
jagged rock, disabling him from working in the rice fields with the rest 
of the prisoners.  Bounna’s injured brother was soon ordered to follow 
two of the camp guards away from the huts.  Noticing his brother 
trailing behind the two guards, another of Bounna’s brothers ran after 
them, demanding that they tell him where they were leading his 
injured sibling.  The guards told the questioning brother that they were 
headed to the hospital, and that he was welcome to join them. 
 
      Working in the fields that day, Bounna noticed her two brothers 
being led a few kilometers away from where she was working.  
Seconds after the figures disappeared from Bounna’s sight, two 
gunshots rang out.  At that moment, Bounna knew that two of her 
siblings were gone forever. 
 
      Although they knew the soldiers would have brought the two 
men’s bodies into the jungle and left them on the ground, fear of the 
tigers, snakes, and other wild animals that roamed the forests kept 
Bounna’s family from providing a proper burial.  Additionally, the 
punishment Bounna and her family stood to receive had they ventured 
into the jungle would have proved unbearable.   Bounna’s life was 
engulfed in terrifying danger- inside and outside the camp. 
 
      Bounna’s painting in part represents this danger- the central figure 
of the tiger illustrates the perilous wildlife that peppered the jungle 
surrounding the labor camp.  The machete serves as a symbol of the 



brutal camp guards like the ones who led Bounna’s brothers away 
from her.  Bounna recalls a painful blow to her head by the handle of 
one such instrument on the day she entered the camp, used by a 
member of the Khmer Rogue, knocking her to her knees.  In the end, 
Bounna would lose two more of her brothers- one more executed, the 
other escaping the camp, yet disappearing thereafter. 
 
      When the remainder of Bounna’s family returned home after their 
four years at the camp, the food they had left in their bowls the day 
they were taken remained- a reminder of a life now changed forever. 


