
About Sovichea 

Sovichea So (his school name) was a student in Montgomery Blair High School from 

1990 to 1993. He was a hard worker and quick learner who, while he was at Blair, lead 

the Cambodian Club and regularly wrote articles for Silver International about the 

Cambodia he left and a peaceful Cambodia that he hoped his country would become 

again. 

 

After he graduated from high school, he found his way to California where he graduated 

from college and then successfully completed law school. Today, he is a practicing 

lawyer who regularly travels to Cambodia.  

 

His real name is So (last name) Vichea (first name). Because of confusion about his 

name, his official papers recorded his name as Sovichea (first name) So (last name), 

Sovichea was what we called him in school. 

 

 

About the Song Sovichea’s Come 

In 2000, I was one of 32 people in the U.S. who received an award called the 

“Millennium International Volunteer Award” from the United States Department of State 

and a newspaper called USA Today. As part of the award ceremony, we were all asked to 

talk a little about the volunteer work we do. Since I use my guitar and write songs to help 

students learn, I thought it might be more interesting if I sang my part of the program. 

The song was written specifically for that awards ceremony. 

 

For the past few years, I have sung the song once a year for my students who produce 

Silver International as a way to try to help them understand how important the 

publication is. Silver International does more than people realize to help all of us 

understand and hopefully grow in respect for each other. I want my students to see the 

song as my acknowledgment for all I have learned personally from their publication. 

 

 

About the Poverty of Immigrant High School Students 

In the late 1980s and early to mid 1990s we had a very large number of refugees at Blair 

from Cambodia and Vietnam. Most of them came with very little more than the clothes 

they were wearing. But since most came as part of a resettlement program, there were 

some supports to help them begin their new lives in the U.S. However, some, particularly 

people from Cambodia, were not eligible for the support programs. The difficult 

beginnings of Sovichea’s extended family was not unique, but because there were so 

many of them with so little, it was something that was easy for people to want to support. 

 

Immigrant high school students today normally do not have as many problems to deal 

with as Sovichea did, but there are always some individuals whose problems are similar 

to or worse than Sovichea’s. Sometimes we learn about those problems and can help, but 

sometimes we don’t learn about the difficult lives they have or the memories that haunt 

them. 
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Community, School Support Students in Need 

Students in an ESOL I class share breakfast with Mr. Walstein's Analysis II class
which won the prize for collecting  the most cans in the SGA's canned food drive.

Beauty Salon
Adopts
Cambodian
Families 
by Milena Lefterova 

     An owner of a beauty
salon in Chevy Chase
took charge of a house-
hold of 20 Cambodian
people, four families with
eight adults and 12 chil-
dren, who came to Ameri-
ca a few months ago.
One of the children in the
house is a Blair student;
nine go to Forest Knolls.
They lived in the house
without any furniture ex-
cept a table and five
chairs for nearly three
months. 

     According to Mr. Jo-
seph Bellino, Blair's
ESOL resource teacher,
staff members at Blair,
Forest Knolls, Eastern,
and Piney Branch discov-
ered this problem,  they
started to collect  clothes,
furniture and money for
them. 

     An ESOL teacher from
Piney Branch E.S, Mrs.
Joyce Sperling, told her
hairdresser, Mr. Wade
Fleming, about the prob-
lems that these new refu-
gees were having, he vol-
unteered to help them.  "I
couldn't believe that in

our age people could
starve and live so poorly,"
Fleming says. He put signs
all around his salon to
alert customers of the
needy families problems.
"The first three weeks
were amazing. Everyone
was bringing things for
them," he explains with a
satisfied smile. 

     Wade Fleming made
the first step for this hu-
manitarian mission, but,
he refuses to take all the
credit for it.  The staff and
the customers are the
spark," he says, "I am just
a part of it." 

     Fleming took some of

by Shila Yazdani 
     Since the last issue of
the Silver International  in
which an article appeared
about the needs of interna-
tional students, more than
50 Blair staff members as
well as parents and stu-
dents have helped Blair's
international students by
bringing clothes or send-
ing money to school. 

     The ESOL office re-
ceived lots of clothes and
ESOL students were tak-
ing bags of clothes home.
But the bad thing about
giving clothes to the stu-
dents was distribution be-
cause there is not a good
place to keep the clothes.
Some ESOL teachers put
the clothes in their class-
rooms so students could
get them more easily. 

   Some parents helped a
lot, too.  One of the Blair
parents sent 50 dollars and
she sent a note with it that
said, "Buy some new
clothes for somebody who
needs it."  People in other
schools helped, too.
Some sent money and oth-

New Warm Hats
for Some Blair
Students
by Meron Medhane 

     Mr. Tony Deliberti is a
man who likes to help
people. He works at Rich-
ard Montgomery High
School and is in charge of
community service pro-
grams in Montgomery
County schools. Many
Blair ESOL students
know his name because
last January he bought
some new warm hats and
gloves and sent them to
students here at Blair and
other schools, too. 

     Mr. Deliberti sent a
letter to some of the
schools in Montgomery
County and asked the
principals if they had stu-
dents who needed certain
clothes like warm hats
and gloves.  When Mr.
Gainous returned the let-
ter, Mr. Deliberti sent
new hats and some gloves
to more than 70 students. 

     Mr. Deliberti is getting
help for this from
W.J.L.A. TV channel 7
and from the Neediest
Kids Foundation by help-
ing him out with some
money to buy clothes and
warm things for winter.
He says he will get some
more new clothes, too.
"People should help peo-
ple," he says. 

Blair Staff, Parents, SGA Reach
Out to Students in Need

ers sent clothes.   Some
money was used to buy
food for some families
that were not getting food
stamps and some money
was used to buy medicine
for a student.

     Blair's Student Govern-
ment Association also re-
ceived lots of canned
foods and they gave some
of them to ESOL families
and some turkey's,too.
The class that brought the
most canned food got a
free breakfast and they in-
vited Ms. Carlson's first
period class to share their
breakfast with them.  That
was Mr. Walstein's first
period class. 

Inside
Meet a former student 2
A student’s search for peace 4
The Chinese New Year 6
Valentine messages 7
From Blair Cluster Schools 8
Letters to the editor 11

The employees of Evans Beauty Salon who are helping

continued, page 2, col. 1
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Meet a Former Student: Mark Oun,
Class of '86 
by Merone Medhane 

     Mark B. Oun, a former
Blair student, class of '86,
presents himself as a suc-
cessful businessman,
dressed in a nice tie and
dark jacket and with a
slight accent.  But three
years before he graduated

from Blair, Mark was a
refugee from Cambodia,
struggling to learn Eng-
lish.  When Mark was in
Blair, his teachers knew
him as Leth Oun, but after
he became a citizen of the
United States, he changed
his name to Mark B. Oun. 

     Now Mark
works as a tell-
er in the Mont-
gomery County
Teachers Fed-
eral Credit Un-
ion in Kensing-
ton.  He gives
out and depos-
its money and
cashes checks
for people who
have an ac-
count.  Mark
likes his job.
"It's fun and in-
teresting work,"
he says.      Af-
ter work Mark
goes to Mont-
gomery Col-
lege in Rock-
ville part time.
He is taking
two courses,

six hours a week.  Now
Mark is interested in
Criminal Justice.  Since
he graduated he has
been working and going
to college off and on be-
cause he was saving
money.  Some day he
wants to do some kind
of work with the law.
He still has about two
more years to go at
Montgomery College. 

     Mark Oun didn't par-
ticipate in any clubs or
sports at Blair.  When
Mark was in high
school, he only took
time for his studies and
learned how to speak
English and made a lot
of friends.  He managed
to finish high school in
two years. It wasn't that
hard for Mark B. Oun
when he first came here.

     Mark's advice to all
of you new or old inter-
national students is,
"Keep up school.
School is the most im-
portant thing." 

Former ESOL student, Mark Oun, at his
window at the Kensington branch of
the Montgomery County Teachers Fed-

A New Immigration Law
by C. B.
The author of this article
graduated last year and
was not able to go to col-
lege and could not work
because he did not have
the correct papers.  He
was planning to return to
his country until he heard
about a new law to help
people from El Salvador
who are escaping war in
their country. 

     Last year the govern-
ment of the United States
passed a new law called
Temporary Legal Status
(T.P.S.) for Salvadorean
people.  This law lets
thousands of Salvado-
reans become temporarily
documented and stay in
the country.  This new
law came into effect on
January 1, 1991.  It prom-
ises those Salvadoreans
who entered the country
before September 9, 1990
and who resided in the
country without leaving a
temporary period of up to
18 months of documented
status. This law will allow
Salvadoreans to work, but
they cannot get financial
aid for college and still

have to pay out of state
fees for colleges like
Montgomery College
that require it. 

     Thousands of Salva-
dorean families who
could not work can bene-
fit from this law.  But the
total outcome of the law
is not a great benefit.  If
the present political situ-
ation improves, people
who apply might have to
go back to El Salvador
after 18 months.  But if
the situation in El Salva-
dor does not improve, the
law could be extended. 

     The United States
government passed a
similar law for persons
from Guatemala.  It is
just like the law for Sal-
vadoreans.  This law for
Guatemalans will go into
effect on June 1, 1991. 

     [There is an organiza-
tion in Takoma Park that
has information about
this law.  It is called
C.A.S.A. of Maryland.
Their phone number is
270-0442.  They can help
people who have ques-
tions.]

Students Speak at Parents' Meeting
by Vilma Zetino 
     Hispanic parents have
been coming to Blair
once a month to learn
about how they can help
their children in the Unit-
ed States.  One meeting
was on December 13,
1990 when more than 50
parents came to Blair's
Media Center from 7:30
PM to 9:00 PM.  Four
students discussed differ-
ent problems when they
just came to America. 

     The students talked
about how the ESOL pro-
gram and the teachers
help students who are

having problems with the
language and with school.
"It is easier for me to have
a teacher who speaks my
language," said a student. 

     The students who
spoke at the meeting were
sophomores Carlos Mo-
rales, Maria Arevalo, Rosa
Barahona and junior Fran-
cisco Urena.  Dr. Eugenio
Cid and Rosemarie Dape-
na who are from the ESOL
office in Rockville also
spoke. 

     The parents were very
interested in this meeting
and asked many questions
concerning their children,

especially about how easy
or how hard it is to learn
the language. "After the
meeting I understood
more about the school,"
said a parent. 

     The sponsors of the
meeting were Mrs. Berri-
os and Mr. Bellino, ESOL
teachers, and Mrs. Docca,
the asssistant principal.
They will also have meet-
ings in February, March,
April, and May.  In the fu-
ture they will discuss
counseling, drug abuse,
health and nutrition, and
college admission.  They
hope these meetings will
help parents.

Francisco Ureña, Maria Arevalo, Carlos Morales and Rosa Barahona at the December
Hispanic parents meeting.

the family members shop-
ping "We bought beds
and other everyday things
they needed," he says.
"They didn't have warm
clothes for the winter, so
we went to buy some.  A
big part of what we gave
them was donated by the
customers," he adds. 

     The next step will be
to find jobs for the adults.
"One of the women is in a
beautician school.  As
soon as she graduates, we
are going to hire her,"
says Fleming. 

     Fleming has more seri-
ous plans for the families,
too. "We want to start a
company with them.  We
will give them the finan-
cial support and they will
be the working hands," he
says. 

     Fleming and his team
not only support them fi-
nancially, but emotionally
as well.  "I go to see them
once or twice a week.  I

don't want them to feel
lonely," Fleming says.  "I
also want to know them
as individuals," he adds. 

     This helpful team of
volunteers has much
more to offer. "We have
a truck waiting for them,
but there are so many ex-
penses that will come
with it that we decided to
wait for the right mo-
ment. 

     Fleming and his
friends continue to sup-
port the families, helping
them in all the ways they
need.  "They are just
wonderful people.  There
is no reason why they
shouldn't succeed," he
says.  "We will continue
to help them as long as
we can, after all that's
what life is all about." 

(For related articles see
page 6 of the Feb.14 Sil-
ver Chips and page 4 of
this issue of Silver Inter-
national.)

Beauty Salon Helps Cambodians
continued from page 1
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Our Search for Peace
and Freedom 

by Sovichea So 

     I am 16 years old.  I
was born in Cambodia.  I
escaped from my country
in 1985.  I just arrived in
the U.S. on September 6,
1990.  This is the third
country for me.  Let me
tell what happened to my
life.  It is not a happy sto-
ry. 

Communism at the
time of Pol Pot

     I was born in 1975.
My family had ten people.
I am youngest.  In 1975
the Communists held
power.  The leader's name
was Pol Pot. 

     At the time I was just
one year old, the Commu-
nists told all the people to
go outside of the cities
and towns and to live
where they never lived.  I
was separated from my
mother, father, sisters, and
brothers. 

     Men and women
couldn't stay with their
families.  They could visit
their families only two
months a year.  The peo-
ple who where were 7 to
15 years old had to work,
but it was not hard.  But
15 to adults, they had to
work very hard. Two of
my sisters and me lived in
a childhood center.  They
gave us food only two
times a day but it was
very little and we were
very thin. 

     The government said,
"Our country will become
a great communist power
in the world."  At that
time we had no markets,
schools, temples or houses
for people to live or study.
We had a little hut built in
the rice fields where we
lived. 

     My mother died in
1976 when I was two
years old.  Then a year lat-
er my two sisters died too.
They had no food. That's
why they died.  I was very
sad and worried.  I stayed
in the childhood center
alone.  I missed my fami-
ly.  I wanted to die with
them. 

     In 1977 my father was
tortured by the chief of
the soldiers.  They ac-
cused my father because
he was a soldier in Cam-
bodia.  They made my fa-

ther drag the plow.  They
didn't use a cow.  They
used my father.  He was
suffering very much and
didn't want to live in the
world.  It was very diffi-
cult. 

     From 1975 to 1979
Cambodia became a kill-
ing field.  On the ground
were all the bones of
ghosts.  It had a bad smell
and nobody buried the
dead people.  I am scared
when I think of it.  Before
1975 my country had sev-
en million people. After
1979 only four million
people in my country.
They died by Pol Pot's
soldiers.  Why did they
kill their nation? 

The Vietnamese Take
Control of Cambodia

     Some Cambodian peo-
ple escaped to Vietnam.
They created guerrilla
troops and they were
training every day.  At the
end of 1978 the guerrillas
entered Cambodia.  They
said, "We are going to
free our people from dan-
ger."  In 1979 they got
victory with the Vietna-
mese.  But the new Cam-
bodian government was
supported by the Vietna-
mese.  They were commu-
nist, too. 

     When the Vietnamese
occupied in Cambodia my
father went to the child-
hood center.  He asked
me, "Where are your sis-
ters?" 

     "They died," I said. 

     "I am very sorry to
hear that," he said and he
cried and me too. 

     I asked him about my
mother, but he didn't reply
to me. I knew she really
died.  As I talked with
him I saw my oldest sis-
ter, Leang.  She hugged
me.  She was very glad
because she can meet the
family, but she was very
sorry that my mom and
my three sisters were dead
and my three brothers
were missing. 

The Fighting
Continues 

     We thought we had
freedom and peace, but
we didn't. Pol Pot guerril-
las went to invade the
towns near the border.

The government had no
capacity to chase them out
of the country. 

     One night they came to
my house and assaulted
my father.  They accused
him of service to the Viet-
namese government.
They were bothering my
family and wanted to kill
my father. 

     I saw they were very
young, like 16 years old.
I asked one of them who
was my classmate in
school, "What is your in-
tent that you're fighting
for everyday?" 

     He said, "Find freedom
and peace for the people.
If we don't fight, the Viet-
namese soldiers will op-
press the people." 

     I said, "Really?  You're
creating the war in our
country. You're so young,
you should go to studying.
It's better than the fire-
arms.  The people were
very happy, because they
were secure from danger.
The children are very hap-
py with their parents.
And how about your par-
ents?" 

     He yelled at me, "Shut
up!" "My parents died.
Only I am alive, me only."

     "Why did they both
die?" I asked him. 

     He answered, "They
died in 1977.  The Pol-Pot
soldiers killed them. I got
hurt. 

     I asked, "Why do you
want to become a Pol-Pot
soldier yourself?" 

     He said," We want to
have power over the gov-
ernment." 

     "No way you can win,"

I said. 

     He grabbed my head
and raised the gun to my
throat. I was very scared.
He wanted to kill me.
Suddenly, I heard guns
shot to my house.  I ran to
lay on the ground and he
ran and followed me.
They were fighting very
strong about half an hour.
The Vietnamese soldiers
were secretly crawling to
catch the three guerrillas. 

After the Battle
      In the morning, I saw
about 10 corpses left near
my house.  We got sick of
seeing blood every where.
We saw them without
heads, arms, legs, and cut
in half. My two neighbors
died, too.  They buried all
of dead people. The gov-
ernment brought the three
guerrillas to ask them
questions. 

        Two days later the
Vietnamese commander
with their soldiers came to
my house.  They brought
my father to the police of-
fice for questions.  Then I
got the information that he
was in jail.  They jailed
him about nine months
because they said he was
a spy for the guerrillas.
How it was injustice! I
couldn't protest to them.
He was an honest father
and a farmer.  I was very
sorry about him.  He had a
miserable life. 

      I was afraid and my
sister too because we
thought they will arrest
her. She and I fled to
Phnom Phen City on June
24,1983.  We lived there
secretly, but we were
afraid the government was
watching for us. 

      On March 18,1985 the

government announced,"
The people who are liv-
ing in Phnom-Phen city
after 1980.  You are all
illegal. The government
will bring you to live
near the border of Thai-
land and work very
hard." 

Our Escape from
Cambodia

     That was when we
had to leave.  My broth-
er-in-law told me to pre-
pare the food for leaving.
We secretly got on a
small boat with 32 people
to go away from my
country. 

     I didn't want to escape
from my country.  I
missed my father who
was in the jail and my
brothers were missing.  I
loved my friends and my
very nice country.
"Goodbye, Dad," I whis-
pered to myself, "This is
the last time for me that I
go away from you.  I
don't know when I will
come back and see you
again.  Goodbye nice
country and everything.
I'm not lucky that I am
separating from you.  But
what can I do? I have to
flee from here." 

     We left secretly at
night, but a government
boat followed us and shot
at us.  We were lucky
and got away from them.
Then we were attacked
by pirates.  They took our
money and killed a fami-
ly that had no money.
But somehow we man-
aged to reach Thailand
and were brought to a
refugee camp. 

 

  Personal  Wri t ing

Sophomore, Sovichea So's immediate family in Khao I Dang Refugee Camp in Thai-
land.   In the back are Sovichea's brother-in-law,  his sister, and Sovichea.  Sovichea's
nephew and niece , Holy Op and Dalin Op, are in front.  They go to Forest Knolls E.S. 

continued page 5, col 1
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An Escape Attempt That Failed
A student tells how his family was tricked and
suffered greatly because of it

by Thanh Thach
I would like to tell you

an escape plan that failed.
It was in 1987, my family
wanted to leave my coun-
try and my father found a
person who knew the way
to go to Thailand a new
way.

In my country if we
wanted to leave our coun-
try, we had to pay a lot of
money to go to Thailand.
So my family wanted to
leave our country.  We
had to pay a lot of money
to the person who knew
the way to go to Thailand.

I remember that eve-
ning about 1:00 p.m. at
night.  We prepared
everything.  Then the per-
son who knew the way to
go to Thailand came and
walked us to the forest.

We walked for about 6
hours in the forest.  We
were so tired.  Then we
took a rest.  Then we
slept and the guide saw
we were sleeping.  Then
he ran away back to the
village and went to the
city.

Then we woke up.  We
did not see him and we
didn’t know where to go.

We just walked around
and around in the forest.
We were so worried and
tired to find the way to
go back home.  All night
we could not find the
way.

Then another day
came and we were still in
the forest.  We had no
more food or water.  We
were so scared and hun-
gry and thirsty and we
couldn’t find anything.
There was no fruit and no
river.  We were drained.
Then we met some peo-
ple who were hurrying
through the forest.  We

were so happy that they
took us to our village.

When we came to our
village we had no house
to live in because before
we left our village we
had to sell all our proper-
ty.  At that time we had
no money and no house.
Then we went to my

grandmother’s house to
live with her.

After that the police
came and took us to court
and the judge said that
only my father had to go
to jail for two years.  Then
my mother and I went
back to my grandmother’s
house to live with her.

Tricked by My Brother and a Mouse
by Ji Park 
     I am going to tell you
about a trick my brother
played on me. 
     I have one brother.
He is younger than I am.
My brother likes pets a
lot.  But I hate pets.  My
brother wanted to get a
pet, but on the other side
I didn't want to. 
     My mother and father
bought him fuzzy stuffed
bears and a kite in the
shape of a kitten and a
plastic parrot on a stick.
But nothing satisfied his
desire.  He wanted a liv-
ing pet. 
     My brother tried to
change my mind.  He
told me he would get a
quiet one.  He told me he

would keep it clean. He
told me he would not let
the pet bother me.  But, I
still didn't change my
mind. 
     One lovely day and I
went outside in the yard.
I was reading my book
when suddenly I heard a
strange little sound be-
hind me.  I turned around
and looked across the
yard.  I saw a mouse run-
ning in the yard so I start-
ed screaming.  I couldn't
believe that I saw a
mouse.  I had never seen
a mouse in the house be-
fore. 
     My brother heard the
screaming and came out
in the yard.  He asked me,
"What's wrong with
you?" 

"I saw a mouse," I said. 
     He didn't say any-
thing, he just laughed. 
     After a while my
brother said, "If you hate
mice, then you'd better
get a cat.  It's your
choice." 
     It is true that I hated
cats, but there was some-
thing I hated even
more—mice!  I went to
the animal shelter and
found myself a cat. 
     A month later, I
changed my mind .  Now
I like the cat a lot and I
also like pets.  My broth-
er saw this and he told
me that the mouse was a
part of his plan. 

Lost in a New School
 by Hieu Vo 

     It was March of last
year when I just came to
eighth grade.  I didn't
have any friend or anyone
in  the school to show me
the way to go to my class-
es and what was going on
around there.  I didn't
Speak English very well. 

     I was really embar-
rassed one day.  It was on
Friday. The schedule was
changed and I didn't know
where to go.  I walked up
and down.  I got lost and
nobody was around.  I
didn't know what was go-
ing to do. 

Finally I saw an
American teacher.  I
asked her the way.
She told me which
way to go, but my
English was so poor
that I didn't under-
stand her.  I just said yes
and no. 

     It was 30 minutes lat-
er.  I was still lost.  I was
very afraid and embar-
rassed.  I ran up and
down.  Finally I met a stu-
dent who could speak
Vietnamese.  I asked him
and he showed me the
way to my classroom.   I
said Thank you. 

I ran fast and I found my
classroom and came in.
My teacher said, "How
come you are so late?" 

     I slowly answered, "I
was lost." 

  Personal  Wri t ing

Still  in Danger in the
Refugee Camp

     When I lived in Thai-
land I lived in the Khao I
Dang camp for five years.
There were about 13,000
people in that camp.  Most
people in the camp got
identification cards from
UNHCR.  They stayed
three or two years in the
camp, sometimes.  Then
they could apply to live in
a third country.  But my
family lived in the camp
five years.  Why? 

     The Thai Government
didn't want  Cambodian
refugees to live in their
county, so they had plans
to cause refugees to disap-
pear.  The government an-
nounced, "The people who
have no ID card can't stay
in this camp at all. You
can repatriate to your
homeland.  You can't
learn, work, study at all."
If the government caught
you, they brought you to
live nearby the Thai-
Cambodian border. 

     When I heard that, I
was scared about my fami-
ly.  We didn't have ID
cards.  It was very difficult
for us, more then I can
say.   Every night my fam-
ily hid from the govern-
ment.  We were scared,
afraid, and worried every
day.  With no ID card, we
couldn't get food.  We
couldn't get a place to
stay. 

We were looking for
peace and freedom but we
didn't get it.  One day I
saw the Thai soldiers
catch a person that had no
ID card.  They hit him un-
til he died.  They said to
him, "We told you you
have to leave from this
camp.  If you don't leave,
you get hurt more." 

     I almost became a mad
person when I heard that.
My family and I lived se-
cretly in the ground.  We
dug caves for hiding so
that the Thai soldiers
didn't see us.  If they saw
us, we would die. 

     After three years hid-
ing in the camp, we got
ID cards. We were very
happy.  We thought we
had no more suffering
from that day.  We ap-
plied to come to the Unit-
ed States. But then the
U.S. stopped taking Cam-
bodian refugees.  We
were very sad.  We
thought we would have to
go back to our country.
We were afraid of the
danger there. 

     But we got help from a
Cambodian man in the
United States. He saved a
lot of money to buy plane
tickets for us.   Now we
are here in the United
States.  Life is still very
difficult for us, but we
have a chance that we did
not have before. 

Our Search for Peace and Freedom
continued from page 4
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by Sovichea So 
In the last issue of Silver
International, Sovichea So
wrote about the difficult
situations he faced in
Cambodia and why his
family escaped to Thai-
land.  In this story he con-
tinues explaining about
his life in the refugee
camp and now in the Unit-
ed States. 

Escaping from
Cambodia

     My family escaped by
boat from Cambodia to
Thailand. I saw Thai pi-
rates. They got my money
and they killed a family
because they didn't give
them money.  Then they
allowed our boat to go.
When we landed in Thai-
land, the United Nations
High Commissions for
Refugees brought my
family to a small house
temporarily.  We gave the
boat (worth about $3,000)
to the Thai government. 

     But the Thai govern-
ment wanted the refugees
to disappear.  That night
the Thai soldiers, by se-
cret, brought my family to
a Cambodian guerrilla's
camp on the border.  In
that camp, all the men had
to be the soldiers, to fight
against the new govern-
ment.  We couldn't study
or work in that camp.  I
was very afraid. We
stayed there about two
months.  One night we
fled from that camp to
Khoa-I-Dang Camp.  It's a
Cambodian refugee camp

at the Thai border. 

     When we got near the
camp, I saw the bright
lights around the camp. It
had two rows of barbed
wires surrounding it.  A
guide told me, "Approxi-
mately, 10 thousand peo-
ple have died near the
barbed wire.  They were

shot by Thai soldiers be-
cause they didn't give
them money."  The guide
crawled to a wood tower
at the fence to pay money
to the soldiers.  About half
an hour later, he was back
and told us to get in the
camp.  

Danger in Camp
     In the morning, I
changed my clothes, then
I walked out. I saw all the
people with ID cards
stuck on their shirts.  I
asked in my own house
and a man said, "You
must be careful with the
spies. If they know you
just arrived in this camp,
they will catch you and
put you in jail."  I was
very scared. 

     People who had ID
cards got food but it was a
little bit, not enough.
With no ID card, we
couldn't get food, we
couldn't get a place to
stay.  We couldn't study
or learn. It was very diffi-
cult for us.  Every night
my family hid from the
Thai government.  Some
people made fake walls
for hiding in the houses. 

     One morning, about
five o'clock, the Thai gov-
ernment announced, "Peo-
ple can't walk out of the
house.  We are going to
check in your house to
find illegals.  The people
who have no ID card can't
stay in this camp at all.
We will repatriate you to
your homeland." 

     When I heard that, I
was very frightened be-
cause my family was hid-
ing behind the fake walls
in a house. Suddenly, the
Thai soldiers came to my
hiding house.  They asked
the owner of the house for
his ID card.  Then they
checked in the house and
tore the wooden partition
and saw my family. 

     Five people were
caught. They put me in
the jail for just a day. The
Thai soldiers persecuted
all the men and women so
much. 

       After a day, they
brought me to live nearby
the Thai- Cambodia bor-
der.  Ten days later I was

back in the Khoa-I- Dang
camp.  But my family had
to dig holes and hide in
the ground.  We could not
hide in a house. 

     We were looking for
peace and freedom, but
we didn't get it.  After
three years hiding in the
ground, we got ID cards.
We were very happy and
glad.  We thought we had
no more suffering from
that day.  We could get
food and rice. We had civ-
il rights to stay in the
camp.  We could study
and work. But then the
U.S stopped taking Cam-
bodian refugees. We
thought we would have to
go back to our country.
But we were frightened of
the danger there. 

     I wrote a letter to a
man in our family in the
United States.  He wanted
to help us.  He saved a lot
of money to buy plane
tickets for my family to
go to the United States.
He signed a document and
said he was responsible
for us. If he didn't sign on
that paper, we couldn't
come to the United States
and we still would have to
live in the camp. We
wanted to come here
soon.  We were scared
about the Thai govern-
ment repatriating us to the
danger in my homeland. 

Poverty, Peace and
Freedom

    Finally we came to the
United States to find our
peace and freedom in Sep-
tember, 1990.  When we
landed in the United
States, the country started
to fight in the Persian
Gulf war.  All of the com-
panies were slowing
down. There was a lot of
unemployment. 

     The government didn't
give money to my family.
When we got sick, we had
to pay the money by our-
selves. The government
said we could get jobs.
But when we got a job,
they said, "No, you can't
work. Your passport
doesn't give the right to
work, just living."  We
had more problems and
more worries until we got
permission to work. 

     

When I get home I open
the refrigerator — noth-
ing in there. I am so hun-
gry I want  to cry.

     Life is not easy in our
first year in the United
States.  We have to pay
the money for the food,
house, gas, water, and
everything else.  Poverty
is at my door.  When I get
home I open the refrigera-

tor -- nothing in there. I
am so hungry I want to
cry.  I go to school every
day but sometimes I don't
pay any attention to the
teachers. I always think
back to my dad and my
family.  I think nobody in
the United States is very,
very poor and suffering
like me and my family. 

     When we get enough
food it's very fortunate.  I
have adopted American
parents. They are Wade
Fleming and Diane Flem-
ing.  We know them be-
cause of Mr. Bellino an
ESOL teacher.  Mr. Flem-
ing is very kind with my
family.  He helps with
what I need.  He comes to
my house with rice, food,
and clothes.  He loves my
family so much.  He said,
"When you can speak
English well and know
how to do a business, I
will help you get started
someday."  I hope he will.
He is a good person.  We
can't find many people
like him. 

     We have problems, but
we have freedom, peace,
and we can go to school
and work.  We have hope
that after one or two years
we will have skills.  We
will speak English well.
Life will be better for us. 

From Danger in a Refugee Camp to Poverty in the U.S. 

"Approximately, 10
thousand people have
died near the barbed
wire.  They were shot by
Thai soldiers because
they didn't give them
money."

For three years
Sovichea and his
family lived in hiding
in the refugee camp
in Thailand, waiting
for the United
Nations High
Commission on
Refugees to come
and give them ID
cards.  They lived in
holes dug under the
houses in the camp.
There was so little
air in the holes that
the people could not
burn candles or they
would lose their
oxygen. Sometimes
people would go to
sleep at night but
would die because
there was no more
air to breathe .



Sovichea’s Come

He was quietly sitting in the class
And he listened as I said
I had a couch without a home
A desk, a chair, and a used old bed.

He shyly raised his hand
And he said needed everything.
And asked for some old clothes
To ease his family’s suffering.

When I brought the things to him,
And looked inside the door.
His house was cold and empty
With 20 sleeping on the floor

Chorus
Sovichea’s come.
He’s come to us.
Can we help him make it here?
Sovichea’s come.
To live with us.
Can we let him live
The dreams that we revere?

He used the paper to share with us
A long story he did weave.
The deaths the sadness and the fear,
It was all so hard to believe.

But he didn’t dwell in the past.
He made the best of what he had,
Working hard and studying too
Creating hope from a life so sad.

Graduation day has passed.
He’s left as students do.
But I’m sure he’s helping all of us
And trying to make his dream come true.

Chorus

There are lots of kids just like him
They’ve come with moms or dads.
They’ve left behind those they love
Because they’ve heard it’s not so  bad.

They’ve come for freedom
They’ve come for school
They’ve come for adventure, too.
They’ve come for money
They’ve come for love
They’ve come for all this land can do.

And we want to say we welcome you.
Can we offer a helping hand?
Can we share this gift that we’ve received
With you who’ve come from other lands?

Chorus
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