
In Sihanouk’s own book, Charisma and Leadership, he wrote:
‘I succeeded then, at a moment that France was weak in
Indochina, in persuading the French that they were better
off under a pro-French independent Cambodia than an anti-
French occupied Cambodia.’

On the personal front, the King had a playboy reputation.
Indeed, he fathered a dozen children without being officially
married to their mothers. According to Prince Sisowath
Thomico, Sihanouk’s nephew and long-time personal
assistant, the monarch jokingly compared himself with his
great-grandfather, King Norodom (who had a harem of 200
women), King Sisowath (whose harem numbered 100), and
his grandfather, King Monivong (who had 60 ‘wives’). In
this context, six seems modest.

‘Polygamy has always been anchored in Cambodian
society,’ Thomico explained. ‘The first constitution that
proclaimed monogamy in Cambodia was the Khmer Rouge
constitution in 1976.’

However, there is no question about who was Sihanouk’s
favourite. Queen-Mother Norodom Monineath, the daughter
of a French-Italian banker, was just 15 and named Monique
when she married him in 1952. It was her portrait that hung
alongside his on the wall of every government building, her
name that was mentioned in King Sihanouk’s memoirs and
her son, Norodom Sihamoni, who inherited the throne.

Sihanouk’s movies often focused on romantic encounters
between himself and the Queen, although the circumstances
of their imagined meetings varied. In one film, he played 
a Japanese general who falls in love with a Cambodian lady
during the Second World War; in another, Monineath
assumed the role of an Indian widow who meets an ailing
Cambodian prince (Sihanouk) during a visit to Angkor Wat.
In a third scenario, Queen Monineath becomes a foreign
ambassador during a CIA coup against Sihanouk.

In real life, King Sihanouk proposed to Monineath when
she won a prize in a beauty pageant.

The years after independence were prosperous for
Cambodia and are remembered nostalgically by many today
as the country’s ‘golden age’. Sihanouk worked hard to
maintain Cambodia’s neutrality and skilfully extracted
favours from the Soviet Union, China and the United States.
Cambodia’s music and film industry flourished; schools,
roads, hospitals and factories were built. 

But despite Sihanouk’s efforts, it was hard to keep Cambodia
out of the Vietnam War. Vietnamese communists began using
Cambodian territory to transport supplies from North Vietnam
to the South. The Americans, fighting communism in Vietnam,
started bombing Cambodia in an attempt to put an end to this.
Meanwhile, a domestic communist insurgency was growing.

In 1970, while King Sihanouk was abroad, he was overthrown
by the right-wing General Lon Nol. The military government,
which abolished the monarchy, was immediately recognised by
the United States – who, Sihanouk believed, had masterminded
the coup. The King responded by establishing, in China, the
National United Front of Kampuchea to fight against Lon Nol’s
regime. This organisation united Cambodian royalists with the
Khmer Rouge, who were also waging war with Lon Nol.

Historians have blamed Sihanouk for the Khmer Rouge
victory, arguing that the King’s popularity led thousands of
Cambodians to join the insurgency. Many of these new
recruits were allegedly fighting not for communism but for
their monarch. 

Thomico emphasises that the King did not join the Khmer
Rouge. Rather, it was the Khmer Rouge who answered his
call. ‘There was never such a thing as an alliance between
Sihanouk and the Khmer Rouge,’ he recalled. ‘They never
discussed internal affairs, power sharing or how the power
would be held after the victory.’

When Sihanouk returned to Cambodia in 1975 – allegedly
to serve as the head of state of Democratic Kampuchea – he
found himself imprisoned in the Royal Palace. 

‘There were days when he didn’t know how long he’d be kept
alive,’ Jeldres says. ‘People were disappearing left, right and
centre from his entourage. Someone would take the rubbish
out and not come back. Sihanouk kept two tablets of poison
that he was going to use if the Khmer Rouge came to kill him.’

During those years, the Khmer Rouge murdered five of
the King’s children and fourteen of his grandchildren.

After Vietnam liberated Cambodia from Pol Pot’s 
regime, Sihanouk asked the UN to demand an end to
‘Vietnam’s interference in Cambodian affairs’. About this,
Jeldres writes, ‘Sihanouk was not defending the Khmer
Rouge regime that had kept him prisoner for almost three 
years, but the independence and territorial integrity of 
his homeland.’ 

Sihanouk then fled to North Korea, where President Kim
Il-Sung built him a palace complete with cinema. He chose
North Korea because ‘it was the only country that supported
him and gave him money to undertake political activities,’
says Thomico, who joined his uncle in exile.

Sihanouk returned to Cambodia in 1991 to a triumphant
welcome, and two years later the nation became a
constitutional monarchy once again. But in 2004, the King
abdicated due to his failing health (he had been diagnosed
with cancer 12 years earlier). His son, Norodom Sihamoni,
acceded to the throne.

King Sihanouk died of a heart attack in Beijing on 15
October 2012 at the age of 89. Hundreds of thousands of
people in white shirts (official reports said there were one
million mourners) congregated near the Monument of
Independence, where Norodom Street intersects with
Sihanouk Boulevard, when his body was flown home. 

ABOVE: Cambodians pray outside the temporary structure in which
the coffin of the former King rests on 3 February 

OPPOSITE PAGE: King Norodom Sihamoni and Queen Monineath burn
incense sticks in front of the Royal Palace in Phnom Penh

King Sihanouk’s casket is carried on a float through the streets of
the capital in a six-kilometre-long funeral procession
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