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Long Beach is ‘Cambodian capital’

From Page 1

In America, at first she found
herself without friends, without a
job, and without marketable skills.

A sponsor was found for her
and her daughter in Santa
Monica. After a short time, how-
ever, she struck out on her own,
moving to San Bernardino to live
with a Cambodian friend.

Mrs. Hang attended school
during the day to earn a cosmetol-
ogy license and at night to learn
English. She moved to Long
Beach and now works as a hair-
dresser in a downtown shop.

She knows nothing of the fate
of her son. The Communist re-
gime, headed by Pol Pot, cut off
communication of any kind. The
Red Cross was not allowed in
Cambodia.

Only a few months after she
left her country, however, dis-
patches told of the flood of refu-
f:ee; across the border to Thai-
and.

Interviews with refugees a year
later revealed massive shifts in
population. The Khmer Rouge
forced people out of the cities to
work on farms. Food supplies were
short. Starvation and disease
killed thousands. There was no
medical care.,

Later, reports of wholesale
executions by the Communists
leaked out of the terror-stricken
nation. It was estimated that up to
2.5 million Cambodians, a third of
the population, were murdered or
died of mistreatment by the re-
gime. The word “genocide” was
used to describe the annihilation
of those considered enemies of the
new government,

Mrs. Hang and other refugees
here found little comfort in the
recent news that Cambodia had
been invaded by its longtime
enemy, Vietham. Phnom Penh
was taken Jan 7. On Jan. 10, more
than 200 members of the Cambo-
dian American Association, head-
quartered in Long Beach.

marched on City Hall to profest
the Vietnamese invasion.

Led by association vice presi-
dent Lah Tol, the Camhodians
called on the United Nations to
condemn the takeover of their
homeland as a flagrant violation
of international law. Russia
vetoed a U.N. resolution denounc-
ing the action. :

“We hate the Khmer Rouge,
but that doesn't justify the Viet-
namese invasion,” Tol said.

He expressed the dilemma
faced by Cambodian refugees in
Long Beach. Many of them want
to return to their country. Nearly
all of them are worried about rela-
tives and friends they left behind.

CAMBODIAN girl wears
national costume, top left,
at Cambodian New Year
celebration by refugees in
Long Beach. Mrs. Leng
Hang, top right, works in
Long Beach beauty shop.
Teacher Yon Pich, below,
holds classes for refugee
children at Cambodian
American Association cen-
ter in Long Beach to help
preserve ihe native culture.
At left, Mony Chhun and
Chawy Pich practice tradi-
tional dance movements at
the center.

—Siatf photos by LEQ HETZEL
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a place to wait

Refugees find ,

But their hopes have been
dashed by nearly four years of
Khmer Rouge terror and the re-
cent invasion by Vietnam.

When asked which they re-
ime they prefer, Long Beach
Jambodians shrug and talk about

their problems here. Long Beach
has become the Cambodian capi-
tal of the nation. Tol says there
ng’ be up to 3,000 refugees here
and more coming. In 1977 there
were about 10,000 Cambodians in
the United States.

The refugees were sent all over
the country when they began
arriving in 1975. They have been
drifting back to Southern Califor-
nia in increasing numbers.

According to Lav Cheav, presi-
dent of the Cambodian American
Association, there are several rea-
sons why Long Beach is attractive

dents at L.ong Beach State
University and Long Beach City
College who helped refugees when
they first arrived.

— The weather here is much
like it is in Cambodia. Refugees
find the winters in northern and
¢astern U.S. eities too harsh.

— Cambodians are able to find
the kind of food they like in area
stores run hy Chinese, Japanese
and other Asians. Most of the
refugees say this is very important
to them.

Mary Arimoto, who heads
Agsian Pacific Family Outreach
Inc. at 213 E. Broadway, says food
is an important part of Cambo-
dian culture. Eating is an 1mpor-
tant family activity.

— Long Beach is also attrac-
tive to refugees because there is
still a supply of low-rent housing
here. The Cambodians live along
Anaheim and 10th streets, gener-
allv between Termino and the
downtown area.

Despite these advantages,
most of the refugees find them-
selves adrift. The shock of being
suddenly dropped into a strange
culture has created emotional
problems for 80 percent of them,
according to Cheav.

Cheav runs the Cambodian
Association from an office on the
second floor of the Asian Pacific
Family Outreach building on
Broadway. Part of his work 1s to
find U.S. sponsors for about 4,700
more refugees due to arrive in
May. There are 15,000 more wait-
ing in Thailand.

Cheay says a sponsor must be
willing to pick up the refugee
family at the airport, provide
them with food, shelter, pocket
money and help them adjust to
American life and find jobs.

But Cheav’s biggest problem is
dealing with the mental health of
those already here.

ON THE WALL beside his
desk is a carefully printed chart in
English. It describes succinctly
the jolt Cambodians received
when they fled their country and
tried to rebuild their lives here,

It's a “before” and “after”
comparison. In one column
headed “social status” are listed
the occupations of refugees in
Cambodia. They were doctors,
teachers, military and government
workers. Next to this are listed the
types of jobs they can get here —
busboy and factory worker.

Under the heading of “family”
is written, “Hushand supports
whole family, wife stays home
with children.” The change which
occurred i8 described under the
title “breakup.”

The results of these changes
are listed in two other columns: In
Cambodia, “‘self esteem” was

R

characterized as vigorous, impor-
tant, responsible, attractive. i
under the heading of “shatiered,”
the refugee is described as “tired

old man, worried, nervous, angry.

Cambodians, while they anx-
iously await word of the fate of
their country, fear their culture is
slipping away from them. Mothers
forced to leave home to work have
weakened the family and eroded
the traditional role of the hushand
as the head of the household.

WHILE PARENTS struggle
desperately to learn enough Eng-
lish to earn a living, their children
pick up the language with amazing
speed. With it they are learning
the ways of an alien and some-
times undesirable culture.

Mrs. Hang says her daughter,
15, who attends Wilson High
School, likes the American ways.
She wants to begin dating In
Cambodia, Mrs. Hang says, young
women do not date until they are
18 to 20 years old, and then young
an ask the parents’ permission
irst. : )
Mrs, Hing Meas, 37, a sixth-
grade tenl:ger in Cambodia,
studied ing, typing and
office machines at City College.
She has a difficult time with Eng-
lish and can’t find a job. r

Her husband, Dam Meas, 43,
was a colonel in the Cambodian
army. He is a trained mechanic,
also Iookh:f for a job. They have
five children, average far a
Cambodian family. They are re-
ceiving public assistance, and this
tends to further demeralize
Asians, who are industrious sand
take pride in supporting them-
selves. ;

The plight of Chhen Kong
speaks of the havoc caused by the
uprooting of middle-class families.
When he talks about having ‘to
leave his daughter in Cambedia
his face grows dark and his voice
trails off.

When he first arrived in the
United States, Kong lived in
Maryland. He worked as a lahora-
tory technician for $4.50 an hour.

A little more than a year ago
he and his family drove 3,000
miles to Long Beach “because the
weather is better here and we
wanted to be with other Cambo-
dians.”

But Kong could not. find work
here despite seven years of medi-
cal training in Cambodia: He says
he passed the medical portion of
the state examination which
would qualify him to practice
medicine, but failed the language
requirements.

Kong and his family receive
public assistance while he studies
English full-time at City College.
He will take the examination

- again. If he passes, he will qualify

for internship at a hospital.

Kong says he lived in a large
house in Cambodia and had two
autos. In Long Beach he and his
family are crowded into a one-
bedroom apartment.

THE LANGUAGE problem
works against refugees two ways.
Their children have as much trou-
ble with Cambodian as their par-
ents do with English. The gap be-
tween child and parent widens
each year. Along with their native
language, the children are also
beginning to lose their cultural
identity.

Each Sunday afternoon in
makeshift classrooms at 2226 E.
Anaheim, volunteers nurture
embers of their culture. The
Cambodian American Association
sponsors classes for children to
goften the impact of American life
on the refugee families.
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By Robin Hinch

Staff Writer

Suddenly, with little warn-
ing, immigrant students began
streaming into Long Beach
schools.

During the first nine school
days of September 1980, ele-
mentary enrollment Jumped
from 28,730 to 31,000. More
than I.,OOO of those new young-
sters were Hispanic; another
1,000 were Southeast Asian ret-
ugees.

What was to become a

: ,1 _steady parade of non-English-

. speaking parents and children
. began lining up inside and out-

: - s.\de the offices of inner-city

008, starm at pages of in-
prehensib forms written

in a totally unfamiliar langaage
and alphabet.

Harried school principals
and counselors became creative
with sign language to help
these earnest parents who
knew nothing of proofs of age,
inoculations, and overcrowded
schools — but who knew they
had reached a country where
education was free and all chil-
dren could attend.

The district’s few Southeast
Asian translators ran frantical-
ly from school to school, but
could not possibly keep up
with the demands for their
services.

The district, caught off
guard by the sudden influx, ar-
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SIGN in parking lot at Edison Elementary School gives message in seven languages.

Immigrant wave stunned

Editor’s note: This install-
ment of an ongoing series is
the concluding segment of a
two-part look at how a dec-
ade of change has affected
the Long Beach Unified
School District's schools and
programs.

bitrarily and without publie
notice, put the children on
buses for Eastside schools
where there was space for
them. Students who normally
would have attended Roose-
velt, Edison, Whittier and
Stevenson elementary schools
were sent to Emerson, Lowell,
Burcham, Cubberley, Prisk
and Mann.

Principals and teachers at
the receiving schools watched
i dishelief as scores of non-
English-speaking children —
many without name tags or
school records — obediently
filed oft the buses and awaited
placement in a classroom.

“It really was a terrible situ-
ation,” acknowledged Long
Beach School Board member
Harriet Williams, who lives a
few blocks from Lowell Ele-
mentary, one of the hardest-hit
schools that fall.

“I got a lot of phone calls
from people in my neighbor-
hood. No one was prepared for
all those little children. Every-
one wanted to help them, but
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schools

CECELIA ALFARO, 11,

is language-tested by Richard

Guerra at Edison, while her brother and sister wait turns.

NURSE qgives Norma Torres, 8, polio drops at Edison assignment center health clinic.







	PT_1979 01 28_Khmer Refugee 1
	PT_1979 01 28_Khmer Refugee 2
	PT_1983 refugee_Page 1
	PT_1983 refugee_page 2

