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... By AlSantoli
,";g elia Noup’s claim to the American dream is a four-table donut shop near a busy fre

“y» way entranceona wide boulevard that links Los Angeles International Airport to
infinity of gas stations, pizza shops, hair and nail salons, video-rental spots, one-hour phc
marts, and clusters of boxlike tract homes. =
A quick right turn onto Manhattan Beach
Boulevard leads to ocean-front condomi-
' niums. A left turn traverses the Latin barrios
; and black ghettos of Compton and Watts. Mrs.
Noup’s little piece of Hawthorne Boulevard, in the
Lawndale community, is part of Los Angeles’s ur-
3 ban sprawl that grew with the post-World
wweie= War IT hlghway boom, a place where new-
P lywed returmng 7. 1 GIs could af-

: » ford their
first homes =
with pleasant green lawnsin’

“Ozzie and Harriet” neigh-
~borhoods. ¥ >

In recent years, faces on Schosclteacker
\ the street reflect the jam-  in Phnom Penk
A balaya of peoples who Slave in the

have migrated to South- ~ Killing Fields,

R ern California from ev- Refugee ina
ery conceivable spot on . Teeming Thai
the globe. Celia Camp,

Noup, age fifty, and  but Always
‘her daughters are ~ a Mother
among the fifty Withan
thousand Cambo- American
4 dians who have . Dream
e settled in Los
Angeles and Orange coun-
Sl _ ties. They are survivors of a holo-
- caust éhat has consumed nearly one-third of Cambodlas popula-
tion. :
i In 1975, after the black pa]ama-clad Khmer Rouge marched into
Phnom Penh, Cambodia’s capital, a streamsof zombielike fugitives
began stragghng into Thailand with tales of unbelievable slaugh-
ter and massive slave-labor camps. At the time Indochina felI

continued on page 6
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3 ien new world, many Cambodians have given up on life.

continued from page 1

around a hundred Cambodians were living in the
United States. Most were diplomats or college students. In the
next few years, they were joined by around two thousand refu-
gees related to government and military oﬁmls. .

In 1979, Vietnam invaded Cambodia, pushing more than
half-million emaciated refugees into barbed-wire endosed camps
along the Thailand frontier. The United States responded with
a cesettlement program primarily for those who had suﬂcmd be-
cause of previous association with Americans, and their surviv-
ing family members.
l"s'l'he ﬁym group of refugees, who were well tduaud'. adapud
their professional talents. But new arrivals, less familiar with
Wstern society and overwhelmed by American language and
culture, have floundered. Many were placedin the worst stums of
New York, Providence, Boston, Chicago, Philadelphia, and
other large cities. Finding few job opportunities and living in
constant fear of robbery or beatings, they began migrating to the
Pacific Coast's more promising job market and social-welfare pro-
grams. With family members arriving from overseas refugee
camps, California has become home for half of the 150,000
Cambodiansin America,

Although they have found a sympathetic environment, mast
Cambodians—especially adults plagued with language problems
—are limited to unskilled jobs that pay less than public assis-
tance. The welfare system has discouraged parents of young chil-
dren from starting jobs at base pay by revoking medical benefits
from families of the working poor. Having suffered the loss of
their country and witnessed relatives perish during four bloody
years of the Khmer Rouge, and then experienced the subsequent
hardships of living in refugee camps and being thrustinto an al-

Unlike other Asians, who have aggressively entered the Amer-
ican marketplace, Cambodians have never p i xceptional
business skills. Theirs was largely a village-based farming sodiety;
the small educated clite worked in government, administrative,
or military professions. Most was conducted by ethnic
Chinese merchants and some Vietnamese traders. To survive in
America, h e, a growing number of Cambodians are learn-
ing to open small businesses.

Celia Noup, a high school teacher in Phnom Penh, was wid-
owed by the Khmer Rouge during the years of tervot. She arrived
in America on July 4, 1979, determined to hold her family to-
gether without taking assistance from outsiders. When she
speaks of her husband, her eyes invol ily fill with tears. But
she has never asked anyone fot pity.

Six ot seven days a week, from before the morning rush begins
on the San Diego Freeway until after the second shift hasleft the
local aircraft factories, Celia works behind the counter of her
shop. She moves slowly on aching legs that cause her tosee a doc-
tor once a week for an injection to numb the pain. With a re-
signed lilt in her voice, she described her American dream.

Im.adﬁ.hmﬁmummh;ngamlmaxmg
of Donuts, my own franchise. I spend most of my time in this
shop, seven days a week. Why did a woman my age choose this kind of
business? I know it's crazy. My children were already living in Southern

California. And my second daughter, Monic, was getting married here.

m\ﬁylmledhﬂtﬁomWashingtot\,D.C.,thS.‘
lﬂwd\edloplt 3:00 in the morning to open for breakfast, and 1
usually leave around 7 p.m. I work behind the counter, serving custom-
c'rl.mddodzdnningmdmping.lwkbymynlfmostddz
ll'l:.Mymmdaughm, Parika, just began college, but she comes
with me &t 3 a.m. 10 help. At 10 .m., she goes home to study, before
she atzends afternoon and evening classes at El Camino College. She
Iuhuuhupmdmiob,nMayCmnpany,hd:dﬂdxm’adzpm-
)‘Mglilnnwbuylur. ——
% lnmdlhmi:ndxnm—mhavnhwsoofmyown,_for
5-yhniy.luymmhmydxildmmdmand:“Youhmtohdpm

« i the shop, 00 that I an save and buy a small house™ But they have
ﬁmhdﬁmfnnﬂiu,mhuio&.ﬂz-myd::ymnh:

:lllﬂiln\dt.Sodzynﬂhudmumud:ulmaddmn. .
“”.lmlbeammAmaianddzmafcwmonduago,itwasvuy
wf«m.lmhappydmlcoddbepanofmymvmunwl
‘poyakywdnU\iwdSqu-thinI:ofmynlhsbuhCambo-
Lansed an American citizen. Icanndt focget where I tame from.
MxndigmmammMnngn.Whml&umm
citizen, an American name, Celia, and my husband’s
H"'f'-ﬂwp.bcﬁmelhop:thathcwﬂlmme dayxrtum.llos(
:nnawnhhmnmcmnuywafallinghmpﬁl 1975. The outpost
h:""tdd'llmwnd:dbythc Khmer Rouge. I have never
-y ﬂl‘_’"\flhppmzdmhhnafmhcmupmud.&mimal
ecen hirmin my dreams, but he never talks to me.
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. Needlesstosay, 1

..............................‘.......
‘I lost contact with my husband as our
country was falling in 1975. I have never
found out what happened to him after he
was captured. Sometimes I see him in my
dreams, but he never talks to me.

On weekdays, I live in the house that my first daughter Mealy
[pronounced May-lec] and her husband rent; it is only five minutes
from my shop. On weekends, I live with my daughter Monie and her
husband, in Torrance. 1 share the cost of food for the households.
Sometimes I buy groceries. And I pay some rent for both Parika and
me. I try tohelp my children as much as I can, Ican’t take it all with me.

T have four grandchildren, all babics—two years, one year, and a few
months. The only time I have foc them is on weckends, when my
daughters are working at my shop. I babysit the kids while I do book-
keeping. I enjoy their company.

When I was growing up in Phnom Penh, my father was the prind-
pal of a primary school. My grandfather worked in the Royal Palace; he

, was chicf cook for the King. And my father's sister was one of King

Monivong’s concubines. 0 g

I fulfilled my father’s dreams of a college education at the Cambodia
Institute of Faculty. I also studied in the United Seates fo six months,
in Michigan. I went back to Phnom Penh to finish my degree. Then,
for twenty-two years, I taught at the Khmera-Anglais High School. It
was the only high school in Cambodia that taught English as a second
language.

y husband, Noup Paramoun, was a soldier since 1954, when
Cambodia gained its independence from France. We were
married in 1955 and lived in Phnom Penh. =
. Cambodia becarne directly involved in the {Indochina] War after
Prince Sihanouk was overthrown in March 1970. The North Viet-
namese started pushing deeper into Cambodia, toward Phnom Penh,
from the border sanctuaries that Sithanouk had given them earliez. In
September 1970, my husband was still 2 major when he was made com-
mander of Bartalion 24 and sent to Svay Rieng Province. That was the
first time we Jeft Phnom Penh. /.

Svay Rieng wasa dangerous area on the South Vietnam boeder, only
fifty miles from Phnom Penh. Its capital, Svay Rieng city, is just a few
miles from the “Parrot’s Beak” area of Cambodia, which juts into Viet-
nam. The Vi C ists launched attacks into Saigon from
these bases.

My husband never liked to talk much about his work, but he told me
about one battle at a bridge that his men had to defend for three nights
and days. They didn't cat anything during that whole time. After that,
he was ordered to another hot area, in Kompong Cham Province.

During the third year of the wag, in 1973, the American army left

" Vietnam. The Cambodian government told my husband, “You've

been fighting foc three years. Let’s find a better place for your people,

Battalion 24.” So the battalion cut seme lumber from the forest and

builta»buc'u'mpoms'dzol?hnmn?mh,mr%dmtongAirpoﬂ.
st an Eone asas

joyed to have my again.
They had hardly settled in when Svay Rieng almost fell to the Com-
munists, All that remained was a small five-dal area, Battahon 24

had to be airlifted to rescue the city from the Khmer Rouge and Viet-

- When the battle was finished, my husband came back to Phnom -

Penh to visit army headquarters. After the meeting, he came home
very upset. He said, “Honey, they asked me to be governor of Svay
Rieng” I said, “What will you do there? You have no education tobea
politician. You have been a soldier all your life. You are a tough fighter,
but not a governor” He said, “T have to give General Sak Sutsakhan an
answer thisafternoon. -~ 4

General Sak told Paramoun, “Svay Rieng is your native area. Your
father was a teacher there. I cannot find anybody mece qualified to save
the province at this moment. ise, if 1 can find someone who
wants the job, I will clieve you” &

I stayed in Phnom Penh with our daughters. My husband was so

proud of the four girls. When he was promoted to general, our garden
was full of guests. He introduced the girls to all of them. He said, “Here
are my girls: Meclay, Monie, Romani, and the youngest is Parika.”

In the spring of 1975, as the country was falling, Paramoun came
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into the ity only for brief meetings and to lobby at army headquarters
for ammunition. As soon as he finished his business, he went right back
to his command. We didn’t have a family life.

On April 14, the Khmer Rouge were tightening their siege around
Phnom Penh. That day, Cambodia’s president, Lon Nol. fled the coun-
try. For the first time ever, I deaided to telephone my husband in Svay
Rieng. He told me, *You should leave the couniry with the kids and
your parenss. I cannot go with you. The soldiers here have asked me to
fight with them until the end” Those were the list woeds T ever beard
from him.

n the mocning of Apeil 17, 1975, the Khmer Rouge marched
int the city, dressed in black. People were dapping their
hands and waving white flags, shouting, “Peace. peace.” Young Khmer
Rouge soldiers, eight o ten years old, were dragging thar rifles, which
were taller than them. I remember thinking, “They are so young. And
we surrendered to them?” 1 didn't see a tank or jeep, just people in back.
The whoke city, moce than two million people, was foroed cut of
their homes into the streets. My family walked with our neighbocs un-
til we reached Mao Tse-tung Boulevard, the main boubevard in Phoom
Penh. All the population of the city was gathered there. The Khmer
Rouge were telling everyone to leave the city.

Ahhough my two middle children were safe in France, my oldest
and youngest daughters were dose beside me. Parika was anly scven,
Mealy, who was nineteen, carvied her infant son. I kepe my chidren
huddled rogether. As soon asa parent ket go, a child would be lost m the
huge crowd. My relatives said that we would stick togecher, bus the
in the air. Even during the middle of the night, the procession was end-
fess.

Dhuring the first week, the Communists had us travel as far as we
could go. They kept ardering, “Go forward” We'd say, “Where?®
They'd respond, “To the Angkar” We'd say, “Where’s the Angha?®
They'd respond, “You'll sec the Angkar in front of you.™

We didn't und, d. We'd ask everybody, “Where's th 2=
W thought it was a big building oc something. We looked for some di-
rection where we should go. We were exhausted, hungry. People daed,
day by day.

During the long procession, s we went through the cutskares of
Phnom Penh, we passed a jeep with two Khmer Rouge in . They were
looking through albums and watching people as we passed by. There
were pictures of Cambodian officials in their bocks. They ammediancly
arrested anyone who had anything military on their bodies—tied their

. handsbehind their backs and took them away.

W finally stopped at a marketplace at Ta Khmau. We cooked there.
That night my aunt went to talk with the Khmer Rouge. She asked
them to open the road that went toward Vietnam. They said, “Olay,
your familyan go.™

When other people in the market saw us begin to pack, they did the
¥ go-You taketh h road, to Takeo™

A few nights later, two Khmer Rouge came with guns. They sud
that my brother-indaw, my brother, and my son-in-law had to go 0
Phnom Penh to help rebuild the government. My brotherin-Lvw said,
“Strange that they call at this hour. It’s totally bizacre ” I called sy s00-
in-law. My brother was with his wife and children n anocher bust

My mother was suspicious. She asked the Khmer Rouge, “How
many peopke did you call tonight 10 go?™ They said, “Oh, there's a
truckful on the main street.” She asked them, “Do my children need 0o
bring some ric provisions to use while they work in Phnom Peoh?”
take carc of everything ™ :

Saill, my mom put rice, dried fish, and other provisions in a bag for
them. They took off, my brother driving the ar, one Khmer Rouge
with 2 gun in the front, in the back seat 2 Khmer Rouge between my
Mealy, who was only nineteen years old. Befoce he deparved he toldme,
“Please, take cace of my wife.” He suspected that someching bad was
going to happen.

The Khmer Rouge brought them to a former peofessional school. s
soon as they got on the road. This is where the bacal Amghar [Khmer
Rouge ofbciaks} had their headquarters. The woman wheo told me this
now lives in Long Beach. She was very dase to the Khmer Rouge She
told me that the men fought back. My brother was 2 poince officer; he




fudo and karate. brother-in-law, too. But they were killed.
hfl"l::oh'mhqt:l‘ymylunidwt t}:ncmmmymtdy
ﬁéupoyk-hmddmﬂhgthedmmmuw:fu
-ghmwddhm(oughthd.&udxmﬁx'lpohmand
mhn&dmuvlmvaymh.mnight.whmd:lﬂm
Mmﬂdaﬂpeopk'lmmsmduktdmamy,mkmdmdwy
were dead. But we did not want to accept that as reality.

My father died in July 1975 from dehydration caused by dysentery.
W survived thanks to my mom. She was a really great philosopher and

is¢. She knew that Khmer Rouge spies hid under our hut.

Each night, when we came back to the village from working in dw
febds, Mom would say, “Children, let's all go to sleep.” She would qui-
ety warn me that the wood had eyes and ears. She'd say, “It’s nine o'
dock now. Go to sleep. Don't talk. Save your strength to work for the
Angkar. You are all girls. There o nothing else to do but work. All the
men Are gone in our family” L

Monm was actually saying for the Khmer Rouge spies to hear, “They
aceonly girls. Don'tkill them. W are the only members left of the fam-
ﬂy.‘“kﬂm\efﬂwgelmdx'smymﬂ.Thcy hadwz!Achchus;ll
the way. They knew that we were lying to them about our identity. It
was 2 horrible game.

1 you hid your identity, that meant you wanted your past forgon_en.
W had changed from people who were intellectual, who used to think
independently, into part of the Anghar’s “populace.” You became hu-
mitiated, allowed to live only asa slave.

We stayed in that sillage for theee months. Then the Anglar or-
dered everyone, “Go to your hometown.” Among my family, we dis-
cussed where we would go. My idea always was to escape. But the
Khmer Rouge sent us all to the countryside in Batambang Province,
near Thailand, to work in the fickds.

here were thousands of people in our work group. The Angkar
didn't separate men and women, but young adults were sent
forward, and children from seven years old were kept in a separate

amp.

MydmghmMuIyamebadﬂoscememyd:morfuxnmdu.
She brought whatever she could catch on the way from the fields—liz-
uda,mbl.mu.andvildlnvuthnmedﬂ:lc.shcaughtalmk
anienal o insect and kept it in her hands until she reached my hut.
Thenshe shared it with all of us.

My youngest, Parika, who was only eight years old, was sent r0 2
anpulmdﬂldmmfumd(omklihadulﬂ,butwid\lnsdm
to eat. They had their own children’s community with their own Ang-
kar beader, who was s young as fourteen years old.

Parika became very sick. She would sneak out of the children’s amp
10 sex me every night. She would crawl past the Khmer Rouge guards,
then walk through the flooded fields with water up to her neck, then
run to my hut in the village, hiding from the soldiers who stood watch.

1 would save half of my rice ration 50 she would have something to
eat. Parika would be exh d from the three-kil trip, and she
had to sneak back to her camp before dawn. She was sick with malaria.
But there was no medicine atall.

One night Pasika told me, “Mommy, I'm not going back. If I die, I

“ want 10 be with you until the Last second” I said, “How can we both

eat? Your ration is in the children’s camp.” But my mom said, “Let her
ay” ~ “s

My grandson, who Mealy had keft with us, was also dying. Luckily,
three days before the infant passed away, the Khmer Rouge sent Mealy
mhumm\ghrnﬂ,“&hmg&nnde!\hn,mmh

AB of us were staying in the sarne hut. While Parika and Mealy and
Tworked in the fields, my mom stayed home with the baby. For dinner
the four of us shared three bowls of rice and a litthe salt every night, and
some wild vegetables that I picked in the fields. If the commune’s
kitchen gave us some soup, it had only a little vegetables and some sal.
There would seldom be more than one sheimp in the entire poc. Some-
one would grab it right away. H

Shortly after Mealy arrived, my grandson's little body began to swell
from diarchea. He always knew that, when we heard the village bell it
vas time to get our small ration. He couldn't talk, but he made a sign
that 10ld me to get it. In the moming, when I went to work, I would put
some bran in a bowl for him. We just ate bran—the husks of rice. We
would get sick to our stomachs, because the bean was too rough to di-
8o, but people were 50 hungry they would trade a diamond ring foc
twocupsof bran. = :

The mocning my grandson died, it was just before breakfast. We

heard the cowbell and he signaled for me to get the bran. When Icame
back to hut, he was too weak to eat. Micaly came to the hut and aried
when she saw him_ After he died, Mealy was sent to work in fields far
away. But she still found ways tovisit.
My mom'sdeath especially hurt Mealy. They were very dose. Mealy
was the person who dug the hole and buried Mom. She only asked peo-
ple to carry Mom's body to the grave. Then she told them, “Thank
you. Go back home. I'll take care of hec”

At that time, Mealy told me, “T am going to keep moving forward.
I'm not coming back to this village. My grandmom is dead.” And she
Six months later, she came back, bringing a bowl of rice for me. She
said, “Mommy, I'm socry. But I upset that Grand died”

Most of the Khmer Rouge soldiers were very young. But the chicfs
of my village were very old. They were mountain people who had al-
ways been very poot. They never sawa marketplace.

1 knew that the chief had never been to a city. He asked me, “What
does Phnom Penh look like? Telf me about the big aty. What do you
cat there?”

I told him, “In Phnom Penh, we already have ‘magic eyes’—televi-
sion. Magic ricecooker—electricity. We don't need a cooking fire.
Why do you need to fight?” He was 5o surprised, this was magi to
him.

I told him, “One night, when the sky is clear and the moon is not 0
bright, you will see one star that doesn’t stay still. That is the magic star.
It's called a satellite. People invented that. They built it and sent it up
there. If they want to see you through it, they see you. If they want to
see me, they see me.” [ lied a litle bit to him.

The chiefs were 50 astounded that men could make stars. I said,
“You believe that the stars are made by gods or something magic. Now
people can make that. Why do we Cambodians try to start a new soc-
ety on an idea that is nonsense? Why did you destroy everything? You
say that you have started to build the country from “Year Zero’ with
your bare hands. What can you do with your bare hands only? When
people use their heads, they create all of the things that you hear me
talk about and believe are magic. Why do you do this to our country?”

That night, at the Angkar study session, the old chief said,
“Nothing is worth as much as rice. People who live everywhere need
tice. Those who ride airplanes, who go to the moon, still need rice. So
let’s cultivate rice.”

That s the only thing we did—three crops a year, for four years.

uring the first week of January 1979, 1 began to sec people

from other places coming through our village. 1 asked them,
“Where ate you going?” They said, “We don’t know. The Khmer
Rouge just keep telling us to go forward” I asked where they came
from. They said, “The outskirts of Phnom Penh.”

A few days later, the same faces came back, T asked, “Didn’t I talk
with you a few days ago?” They said, “Yes. We went to Pailin, a diserict
near the Thailand border. Now the Khmer Rouge tell us to come back
here® -

People ran to the bam to get rice, and put it in baskets that they carried
on top of their heads. People called me from my hut, “Please help. We
are leaving the village” 1 asked what was happening. They said, “We
don't know. The Angkar told us to leave the village”

Al the way to the Cardamom Mountains, we planted rice and kept
moving. One night, three make soldiers were walking quickly around
our camp, stepping ovet our bodies. They were scared.

We asked them what was happening. They shouted, “Don't ask
questions! Just get up and follow!” I couldn’t follow anybody. I told my
daughters, “Seay here.” It was pitch-dark.

We slept until moming in a field of planted rice. It was almost noon
when we suddenly saw three Viemamese tanks. We were in an open
area, cut off from the Khmer Rouge. We began to walk as fast as we

could 1o find the National Highway. We came upon a small town.

'ﬂmlllnmcdl}ngmylisur—in#wmdhﬂﬁwdﬁ?mmaﬂdnd.
Starvation. T R ! g ; ’

We stayed in Battambang for only twelve days. & Victnamese so-
diers with loudspeakers in the streets said, “The city is but of rice. The
population’ must go back to the fields in dbmmunal farms and plant
ria.'wenid,%good.CommuﬁiﬂnisCommunisn. We've already
been through this for four years. Let’s go somewhere where we can
beeathe the air of freedom.” We went to the countryside, but in the di-

Celia Noup at ho

me in Lawndale with her grandchildren

rection of Thailand. I told my daughters, “If we have the chance, we
will run away. We will escape.” After four years of living under the Com-
munises, losing many members of our family, and being dlose to death,
we didn't care about bosing out lives any mare. We only cared about free-
dom, no marter the risk.

We went 1o the outskirts of Battambang to wait for any kind of rans-
portation. It was already dark. A truck pulled up with two Victnamese
soldiers. My cousin speaks Victnamese. She asked them to give us a
ride near the border. The driver said, “You must pay us something.” So
all of us gave him some gold.

Halfway 1o the border. a Vietnamese soldier guarding the road shot
his rifle into the air. The truck stopped and all of us got out. A Viet-
namese othcer asked if any of us spoke Vietnamese. They took my
cousin awav.

The soldiers questioned her: “What did you give the driver to nde
in the ruck?” She continued to lie until they almost killed her. Then
she told them the truth, Lt was pitch-dack when she came back to us.

The \ietnamese were arresting many people in the Battambung
area. Not only Khmer Rouge, but many inmocent, non-Communist
peasants and educased people who had survived the Khmer Rouge ter-

‘Thai people stared at us in the stores. We
were barefoot, right in the business district
of Bangkok. But we didn’t care. We had
escaped death. We were proud to have
survived hell”

roc. The Victnamese feared that these people would understand that

the Vietnamese fight against the Khmer Rouge was only an excuse to

imvade and occupy our country.
R

s SO [ 1

d us. We spent the night in a barn. In
the morqing, we came upon some people selling noodles and cakes. We
ate everything—two big baskets. The chifdren were so hungry. Then
we continued to walk on the National Highway toward Thailand

The next morning, as we were aossing the jungle, I looked down
and saw a Lux soap wrapper oa the ground. I told myself, “Thank God,
weate back in avilization ™

¢ing allowed mto Thailand wasn't very dificult, because thou-

sands of refugees were pouring across the border. The Thai

were surprised by the Victnamese invasion and the incredible sight of
30 many Cambodians dose w0 death from hunger and disease. .

The refugee camp we were taken to was hundreds of tents in 2 large

muddy field flled with starving Cambodians. We were starving, toa,

We only had one spoons and a small kettle for boiling medicinal herbs.

- Our dothes you wouldsn'e believe—just cags, all torn and full of holes.

Dauring three weeks in that boeder camp, I saw Cambodians buying
dothes, shoes, food, and try to begin a new life. But I heard on the
‘Thai radio that the refugees were going to be pushed back into Cam-
bodia.

My children and I discussed if we should prepare to go back into
Cambodia. I5aid, “Since we are here and have something to.eat, let's be
thankful. Whatever bappens will happen. If we are pushed back we will
die” .

Then news on the radio about a push back became more intense.
Thousands of refugees continued to artive in the border camps. My
legs were swollen fron an injury during our escape, so I tried to find a
doctoc. At that time, 2 United Nations officer, an American roan, was
in the camp. Because I could speak some English, I talloed with this
man. He was very upset. He told me, “There is noching that Ian

Later that day, the United Nations officer came to my tent and
wamned us, “No marter how affordable the transportation may seem,
don't go with anyone unless I am here. If my men ace present, we will
try.to help you™ A few days went by. I didn’t know when he would be
back or howto find him. : = PR

All of 2 sudden, 2 Thai major appeared at my tent. He said, “Call
your daughters and pue your things together. Leave behind anything

- you an’t carry” I said, "Majoc, where are we going?”™ He said, “Tm
* going to take you and your children toBangkok™ . . . r: =

IﬁH,‘Mywmu’ngdngu&ngkok?Anng&imw

me over to the Khmer Rouge and send me back? The radio reports that

the refugees are going to be pushed back™ He said, “I'm going to take
youtoBangkok” S ’ e

At 11:30 2.0n. he returned to my tent. Wk were the first group to get
into the back of 2 very old pickup truck. A family who lived in my tent
said, “Deon’t you remember what the United Nations officer told you?
Not to go unless he was present” I said, “T cemember. Bt the major
sounds sincere " It was me 8, 1979. s
- W got into the truck. The motor started, and we began moving. I
just sat there praying. I really didn't know where they were taking us.
We didn't nm left voward Bangkok or right toward Cambodia. I be-

My trust in the major saved us. We were among just three
of refugees taken from the camps to safety. During a four-day period,-
around focty-five th d Cambodi forced down a mountain-
the Victnamese. :

The old truck took us to Suan Thmei, a camp near Aranyaprathet
town. Cambodians had lrved there even before the Cambodian exodus
gave the camp 3 Cambodian appearance. When we got off the truck,
peopke greeted us. They were happy that we escaped the

Tasked them, “Whar are you all doing here?” They said, “We are
waiting fot sponsors so that we can go to the United States.™ Some had
fled the Khmer Rouge takeover m 1975. They had been waiting all that
time on the border for accrprance to a Western country.

My daughters and I received some pots and pans and a tent. We
spent two nights m that amp. On the third day, the UNHCR

continuad on page 8
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[United Nations High Comm:ss:on for Refugees] ofﬁceﬁ callcd my
two daughters and me to get on a bus, without explanation. .

I was still in rags when we got to Bangkok. The only new piece of |
clothing I had bought in the camp was a sarong for Mealy—that’s all

that I could afford. In Bangkok, I met an old Cambodian friend of my

husband, General Dien Del, who had returned to Thailand from Eu- .

rope to organize a resistance movement. He took us to a clothing store.
But we had a hard time finding anything that fit, because we were so
skinny. We looked everywhere for clothes for my youngest daughter;
Parika, who was twelve. She had a big stomach, swollen from malnutri-
tion, and the rest of her was'skinny. Thai people stared at us in the
stores. We were barefoot, right in the business district of Bangkok. But

we didn’t care. We had escaped death. We were proud to have survived -

hell. So we weren't selfconscious about lu +king so terrible. And Gen-
eral Dien Dal wasn't ashamed to walk with us.

tary service. We were sponsored by my sister-in-law in the suburbs of
Wiashington, D.C.

My daughtersand I ﬂew tothe Umted Stateson ]uly 4 1979 Gl

. . M y s:ster-m-law, our sponso:, helped us to get settled Out ﬁx'st'r“
apartment was in Herndon, Virginia, a suburb of Washing-

* ton. Since we arrived in July, we had a few months before Parika started

school. .
Ireceived a lot of phone calls from Cambodxans living in many parts

of the United States. Some were my former students at the Khmera-
Anglais High School. Some came to visit me. They said, “I don't be-

* lieve that you are alive.” They were excited and phoned other friends:
“Mrs. Paramoun is alive!” I was happy to see them, too. They were just -

like my own children.
My rmddle daughtem Mome and Romam, jomed us from France It

was wonderful to be together again. But it was very toughat first, trying

" to care for the girls, go to school myself, and find a job. I didn't bnng

any money from Thailand, so for the. ﬁmymlhadnosmllowmy
pride and take public assistance. I tried to survive with food stamps, but

 my older girls wanted to earn a decent living. So Mealy left for Califor-

nia to find work, and Monie followed soon afterward.

Romani began high school. And Parika began junior high without l
knowing a word of English. She had to attend two schools, one for En-

‘glish and one for regular classes. After about three months she learned
tospeak and read pretty well.

- I began taking secretarial courses, and we moved to Aslington. Even
though I spoke English before, I had a difficult time speaking with
Americans. I wondered, “Why don't they understand me?” Even after

 seven years in this country, I cannot express myself fully. I encouraged

my children to learn the language fluently, like any American.

Mealy, who was twenty-three, left for California in October 1979. A
few months later, during Christmas vacation, Monie, who was twenty, ...

joined her. In California, Monie found a job as a secretary at the Impe-

" rial Bank. Mealy wasaleeady a bookkeeper at another bank.

Ifinished my secretarial course within a year. Ifound a job right away
as a counselor in the Indochina Community Center in Washington. I

* was thrilled to get away from public assistance. I've found that America

is a country where people have come from all over the world. You do
your job, you get paid like anybody else, and you're accepted. But Cam-
bodians I know in France, like my sister, feel dlﬂcrently People are not

accepted if they are not Frcnch But in America, you're part. of the melt- =

mg pot.

daughter Monie’s wedding. I decided to stay. There are around thirty . ™

thousand Cambodians in Southern California. Long Beach has the
largest concentration of Cambodians in the country. I called the com-
munity center in Long Beach. They said that they had no )ob open-
ings. SoI decided to getinvolved in running astore. .~

- I talked with my sister-in-law in Virginia. She and her husband de-

cided to come to Ca.leomxa, too. She said, “Let sfind a store. We'llldo |

business together.”

We saw that Cambodian restaurants are not very succssful But.

donut shops are very American. That’s what many Cambodians do.

We found a small donut shop in Gardena that we purchased from a. -

Cambodian, We were too inexperienced to know that it was impossible
to do business at that location, The woman who sold us the store told

people thiat she felt like she had won a lottery when we bought it from
her. My sister and I worked that donut shop for two-and-a-half years,

earning just cnough to liveon.

I erqoycd my  work in Vnrgmm very much, but keeping my famlly to-
: - gether was more important. In 1983, I came to Los Angeles for my -
We were accepted to the United States thanks to my husband’s mili- -

Fortunately, we didn'’t lose the money, because I sold the shop toa
Thai couple. And, at the same time, I found this shop in Lawndale. For -
a while my sistér-in-law worked this shop while I worked the shop in
" My sister-in-law never adjusted to this kind of work, She had been a
teacher’s aide in Virginia and didn’t know how to manage a store. And
the hours in a donut shop are impossible—from 5 a.m. until 7 p.m.
She and her husband and two kids went back to Virginia last summer.

A 1l that refugees have is our work, our dreams. Do I still hurt
. from what happened in the past? When I opened my mouth
to tell you my story, I don’t know where my tears came from. It has hap-

"y pened before. I've cried and cried when former students have come to

visit. The first time my sister phoned from Paris, I could hardly retain
my composure. Everything is so different. I never dreamed that things
could be this way for us.

My daughters don't like to talk about the past in Cambodia. They

. want to forget and think about their future, They ask me why Iwould

talk about the past with anybody. I said, “The past cannot be erased

 from my memoty. You are young. Maybe you can forget. Not me. The
"country is as important as my life, I never give up hoping to some day
- goback to Cambodia.” But the war, the suffering there, never ends.

' Another reason I work and try to save money is to be able to sponsor
my cousin and her family from Cambodia. I would tell the American
government that I have some income ready for them. They have a place
to work in my shop. They don’t have to go on public assistance.

That's one of the main reasons I want to have this donut shop and

” trytokeep it open. There're three reasons: for my children, for my cous-

in'sfamily, and for the little house that Idreamof,
Whenever I can, I drive around and look at “For Sale” signs on
houses. When I see a beautiful house on sale; almost new, I write down

 the phone numbe. I call up and say, “How much do you want?” They

‘say, “Tt costs this much. Is this your first house? How much money do -

- you have?” Of course, it’s always too much I don’t have the money

now. But the dreamis always there. -

I want the house not only for mysclf—-for evcrybody to ,llye in: My
daughters, my relatives from Phnom Penh—they could live in the ga-
rage if we fix it up nice. We wouldn’t have to pay rent and be bothered
all the txmc It by Amcncan drca.m to have that little house. i

. Excerpted from The New Americans: An Oral History by Al San-

** toli. © 1988 by Al Santoli. Used by atrangement with Viking /Pen-

rryeton Tos
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