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WHEN BROKEN GLASS FLOATS 

By 

Chanrithy Him 

 

LOGLINE: “When Broken Glass Floats” is the story of CHANRITHY HIM, tracking along 
with her harrowing childhood in Cambodia under the brutal regime of the Khmer Rouge 
and her ultimate triumph as an award-winning author and a world-traveling renaissance 
woman, known for telling her inspirational narrative to audiences around the globe. 
 

CONCEPT: An adapted memoir set in Cambodia and the United States during the 
turbulent late sixties and beyond.  It is based upon the autobiographical, internationally 
acclaimed book by Him entitled: When Broken Glass Floats: Growing Up Under the 
Khmer Rouge, W. W. Norton & Company (April 2000).  
 

THE MEET:  All the President’s Men meets The Killing Fields from the point of view of a 
child survivor. 
 

TAGLINE: God created heaven and earth in six days. The US and the Khmer Rouge 
created hell overnight.  She survived it. 
 

SYNOPSIS: CHANRITHY HIM is a much beloved child who lives a bucolic existence in 
beautiful Cambodia with her parents, PA and MAK, as well as her many siblings.  
 
Young Chanrithy, 3, nicknamed Athy, is known as "father's little girl" and has a 
precocious, lively manner about her. The family is completed by a wizened great 
grandmother YIEY TOT.  
 
Pa is a PM for the government and the adults are concerned about the increasingly 
unstable political situation in the region, which has been unraveling since the American 
bombing of Cambodia in 1965 and the subsequent rise of the Viet Cong in neighboring 
Vietnam. Now, a small group of insurgents known as the Khmer Rouge are ascendant, 
threatening the stability of the existing state.  
 
Athy, ever the curious one, attempts to understand these circumstances to the best of 
her ability. One night, the family crowds on their balcony to watch a comet pulse through 
the night. Suddenly, Mak blurts out the Cambodian old superstition that “When the tail of 
a comet points to a country...Cambodia will be drawn into war with that country.” But 
Athy sees something else -- something no one else can -- more invisible tails in the sky, 
pointing to points around the globe including the US, Vietnam, and China. A premonition 
of war.  
 
Indeed, shortly thereafter, all hell breaks loose around Athy as the air explodes in 
bullets, bombs, and flares. Pa rushes Athy into their bunker, then runs home to save 
Yiey Tot as Athy looks on, gripped by terror and unable to help.  
 
Despite the chaos outside, Pa dutifully attends to his work as a PM away from his 
family. As the raids continue, Athy and her family have to board a bus to a military 
garrison in the Phnom Penh City without Pa, but there Athy remains petrified that Pa 
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won't be able to find them when he returns home. She is seized by her panic and fear of 
being separated from her family.  
 
Pa rejoins them, but when they return home a month later, they find their house utterly 
destroyed. In 1969, President Nixon commences an illegal bombing operation which 
pounds Cambodia, wreaking further ruination upon the region and its people. Amidst the 
hellacious assault, Yiey Tot perishes, along with Athy's older and newly born brothers. 
Athy's innocence is shattered by loss. Her life changes forever. 
 
Uprooted from their home, the family travels to Phnom Penh to live in their new home. 
There, UNCLE SENG, an air force pilot, lives with Athy’s large family. Athy has grown 
more spunky and tenacious, playing with her male neighbors boldly.  
 
But the Khmer Rouge has benefited viciously from the infrastructure collapse following 
the US bombing. They have launched a terrorist campaign throughout Phnom Penh, 
creating an intense feeling of imminent danger. One day, Uncle Seng abruptly flees the 
home to leave Cambodia, fed up with the destruction. He escapes by the skin of his 
teeth while one of his air force compatriots dies in transit. 
  
Behind Athy’s home another bombing raid destroys her school and kills wounded 
soldiers, practically overnight, the Khmer Rouge seize control of Phnom Penh. The city 
erupts into pandemonium as over two million people are forced out en masse. 
 
As Athy’s family arrives in Year Piar village to live with GRANDFATHER, a wave of 
suspicion breaks out. Khmer Rouge informants are rampant, listening into private 
conversations in people's homes. Athy's natural trusting and curious nature is 
challenged, and she must learn to keep her opinions to herself.  
 
Life is soon reduced to mundane farming and hard labor in the muddy fields as Athy 
and her entire family toil under the boot of the Khmer Rouge. 
  
Various BRAINWASHERS push their Communist agenda on the community, tearing it 
apart ideologically. Khmer Rouge interrogators take particular interest in Pa due to his 
professional background, hounding him while Athy observes, deeply concerned.  
 
Soon, the Khmer Rouge take Pa away to their so-called political orientation, a remote 
field with the other city men, which devastates Athy, who puts her love for her father 
above all else. Athy feels she cannot go on, totally drained of her will. Then, Mak learns 
that all the women and children who volunteered to go with their husbands have 
disappeared, and were never seen again.  

Mak tries to break the tragic news to Athy that her Pa will not be coming back, but Athy 
struggles to accept the grim truth. Athy also must bear witness to the mass execution of 
fellow "city people'' for their purported betrayal of the High Organization. 

Athy wonders aloud to her older sister CHEA why it is that good is not winning over evil 
-- and why those responsible for these atrocities aren't being punished. Chea tells her 
about a Cambodian proverb: Now broken glass floats, and the gourd sinks, but it will not 
float long. Soon the gourd will float and the good will prevail.  
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But conditions continue to worsen. The Khmer Rouge force Athy to the children's labor 
camp, where she must subsist on insufficient food rations, not the abundant ones that 
they promised Mak. There, Athy is subject to more back-breaking labor, along with her 
new friend CHENG. When they're caught sucking on sweet stalks instead of working, 
both are tied to a stump and left under the hot sun. When Athy later comes down with 
severe dysentery, the girls realize they must escape. Athy summons all her bravery 
and, along with Cheng, makes a mad dash through a stretch of open field, narrowly 
making it back to Mak's hut.  
 
Athy commences working in the rice fields, only to injure her foot, which then becomes 
acutely infected. When she picks leaves to help the healing process, she's caught by a 
Guard, who harshly punishes her. Forced to flee once more, with a festering foot and 
still very ill, Athy ends up at another brutal labor camp where a Khmer Rouge brigade 
leader coerces her to toil amidst an irrigation canal. 
  
As Athy struggles to carry heavy dirt baskets over the dam, she whispers a desperate 
prayer to God and Pa to help her. Miraculously, in seconds, divine Providence in the 
forms of heavy rain, thunder, lightning, and wind turn the day into night.   
 
When the storm causes flash flooding, Athy gets to safety in the nick of time, avoiding 
drowning. In the following days, Athy continues to risk her own life to bring rations back 
to the rest of her family, who are by now suffering from edema, caused by severe 
malnourishment. 
 
Before long, Mak's body begins to succumb to her condition. Athy is utterly devastated 
upon arriving at the meager Khmer Rouge hospital to find her mother barely clinging to 
life. Shortly after Athy's visit, she learns from an acquaintance that her mother was 
thrown into a well of corpses while still alive.  
  
Alone in the woods, Athy begs in vain to her mother's spirit for forgiveness. She has 
reached the darkest night of her soul -- her spirit crushed, her will to go on shattered. 
And yet, Athy finds it within herself to forge on.  
 
Nearly drowning, she makes it across a river and encounters POK, a kindly older man 
who agrees to feed her in secret. Athy is pursued doggedly by Khmer Rouge members, 
tightening the dragnet around her. She prays desperately to the spirits of Pa, Mak, and 
God to protect her -- giving herself over to a moment of faith, rather than only relying on 
herself. She manages to escape and, upon being forced to work in another labor camp, 
is discovered to have a great talent for rice sifting.  
 
Athy is allowed to return to the village, only to find that Chea has perished. Devastated, 
Athy then experiences a lifelike lucid dream like a vision wherein she sees Chea 
ascending to the heavens, surrounded by others dressed in white in the afterlife.  
 
Athy prays frantically, beseeching a higher power to tell her why the world hasn't been 
made aware of what's happening in Cambodia, and why they are not coming to help 
them.  She begs God to let her be "reborn in America" if Cambodia doesn't find peace.  
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Eventually, Chanrithy perseveres against incredible odds, and ultimately does get to 
America, only to learn that the country in which her father so idealistically believed in 
was directly involved in propagating the very horrors that she and her people endured. 
  
Chanrithy goes on to become an award-winning author, telling her story in order to 
make the world aware of the Cambodian genocide and to help fellow survivors deal with 
the trauma of their experiences. She also becomes a social activist, speaking at lecture 
halls and universities internationally. And, as fate would have it, thirty-five years after 
Chanrithy witnessed the vicious US carpet bombing of her home country, she comes 
face to face with one of America’s most powerful leaders...  

At the 56th Annual NAFSA Conference, former Secretary of State MADELEINE K. 
ALBRIGHT and Chanrithy are both scheduled to speak. There, Chanrithy faces her own 
war traumas and confronts Albright about the United States' secret bombing of 
Cambodia and its support of the Khmer Rouge returning to power in order to fight its 
proxy battle while the Vietnamese occupy Cambodia. As a result, Secretary Albright 
also becomes aware of H. CON. RES. 399 – a request for the allotted funds for the 
Khmer Rouge tribunal intended to seek justice against the top Khmer Rouge Leaders.  

Returning to Cambodia to speak for the first time since her escape, Chanrithy feels a 
sense of peace, as her talk is recognized on the Cambodian national TV.  
 
Chanrithy has gone from being a frightened little girl, to a world-weary casualty of war, 
to a redeemed and empowered figure on the world stage, who uses her voice to bring 
about real change.  
  
After the horrors she's encountered and the obstacles she has overcome, Chanrithy 
embraces her new life as “a kind of reincarnation.”    
 


