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SEDC HOSTS CAMBODIAN REFUGEE POETRY READING
Launch of the world’s first bilingual Cambodian refugee poetry book
PROVIDENCE, RI: The Socio-Economic Development Center for Southeast Asians (SEDC) is hosting a poetry reading from the world’s first bilingual Cambodian refugee poetry book on Saturday, April 3, 2010 at 2 p.m. at SEDC (270 Elmwood Ave., Providence, RI 02907).  The poetry reading will also include smot, or traditional chanting, and music performed by artists Srey Peou Phoeun and Sinat Nhok.
The event is sponsored by the Providence City Council, the Cambodian Society of Rhode Island (CSRI), the Socio-Economic Development Center for Southeast Asians (SEDC), and Providence Youth Student Movement (PRYSM).

The book, titled Oh Maha! Mount Dangrek, features poems that were hidden for nearly three decades at the temple of a Buddhist monk, the late Venerable Ly Van.  The poems were discovered on the day of the late monk’s death, or January 12, 2008, at Glory Buddhist Temple in Lowell, MA.  Ly Van’s poetry expresses his personal experience living under the genocidal Khmer Rouge regime in Cambodia and his exodus into Thailand in the late 1970s.  More than 45,000 Cambodians, including Ly Van and his family, traveled to Thailand on the Mount Dangrek trail, which covers the mountainous terrain found at the Cambodian-Thai border, to escape the horrors of the Khmer Rouge regime.  Many people died on the trail when Thai soldiers were ordered by their government to push Cambodian refugees over the edge of the mountain.  Many other refugees died of starvation and illness.
Many local Rhode Islanders have had experiences similar to Ly Van’s on the Mount Dangrek trail.  Providence City Council Research Assistant Seney Chang said that she is alive today because her sister chose to travel on the Mount Dangrek trail in Seney’s place.
“It should be me who died on that trail,” Chang said.  “She [my sister] traded for my place, and I owe my life to her.  I was told that she did not have a proper burial but was covered with leaves and left along the path while everyone was trying to run for their lives.”

Chang said that smot, which is defined by the nonprofit Cambodian Living Arts as “an integral and complicated form of singing unique to Khmer mourning,” can also be used to symbolize “healing, acceptance, and letting go.”  She said that sometimes when she thinks about her sister, she listens to smot in order to help herself heal from the pain of losing a loved one.
Makna Men, Senior Academic Counselor of Bristol Community College in Fall River, MA, said his family almost traveled on the Mount Dangrek trail but decided against it after hearing the stories of other refugees.

“We saw people come back down with horror stories of Thai soldiers forcing them off the mountain,” he said.  “They landed in a mine field.  People would step on the land mines and die.  People who had gold and diamonds survived because they would pay villagers to lead them out of danger.”
Men said his cousin’s family survived the journey through Mount Dangrek by paying villagers to guide them through the minefield.

He said the story of the people who traveled on the Mount Dangrek trail is one of the chapters in the Cambodian refugee experience that is not widely known.  

“It only happened for a brief time,” he said.  “That’s why it’s unique and should not be forgotten by Cambodian refugees in Rhode Island.”
Sarin Rath, President of the Cambodian Society of Rhode Island (CSRI), agreed with Men that it is important for today’s generation of Cambodian Americans to understand the history of their parents’ and grandparents’ journey through Mount Dangrek.

“I hope that this will also help to heal the pain felt by people who went on the trail and lost their family members in that time,” he said.
Oh Maha! Mount Dangrek will tour across the United States this April, starting in Lowell, MA (the second-largest Cambodian-American community in the U.S.) and ending in Long Beach, CA (the largest Cambodian-American community).   The tour will also stop in the following locations: Lynn, MA; North Chelmsford, MA; Providence, RI; Philadelphia, PA; Silver Spring, MD; Chicago, IL; Saint Paul, MN; Sacramento, Modesto, Stockton, Fresno. 

“The poems are beautifully written, poignant, and reflect the richness of Khmer culture. I’m extremely happy to have found the poems, to have translated them into English, and also to have them published as a bilingual poetry book for the first time in nearly three decades,” said Samkhann C. Khoeun, editor, translator and publisher of Oh Maha! Mount Dangrek. 

Established in 1987, the Socio-Economic Development Center for Southeast Asians (SEDC) was formed when the four associations serving Rhode Island’s Cambodian, Laotian, Hmong and Vietnamese communities joined as a coalition to better serve their communities.  SEDC’s headquarters are located  in Providence.  

Our mission is to promote the evolution of healthy and productive citizens among people with roots in Southeast Asia by facilitating their transition to life in America while cultivating theirAsian heritage.  Our programs support community and economic development, community problem-solving, family harmony, and community well-being.  For more information, please visit our website at http://www.sedcsea.org. 
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