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I am one of the Cambodian boat people who have never known what peace, freedom, or human rights are. I have never known what it is like to have love and affection from my father. He was killed when I was two years old. I lived with my mother, my sisters and brother without a father. All of us lived through very rough and hard times during the Pol Pot regime. We did not have much food to eat. We ate only watery porridge. Luckily we are still alive.

We hoped that the new regime which was covered by Hun Sen would bring freedom [and] prosperity and respect human rights. But our hopes were like smoke. It came and went so quickly: the regime's concern was their power and their money. I went to school like other children. I was supposed to be treated like over children. Unfortunately, I did not receive the same treatment because my mother is a widow. They also looked down on me because I did not have a father to serve the regime.

Those who were lazy and didn't study still received good results. They always received a good mark. It was because their father or relatives worked for the government or they bribed the teachers. The day-time teachers knew only money. If someone gave them money they would treat them better. I always wondered when this bribery and corruption would end. We were powerless and could not do anything. Our family was classified as ethnic Chinese (N:351). I was hurt badly.

I wondered when I could avoid this oppressive regime. I had struggled to stay for 10 years until my mother received the news that there was a fishing boat wanting to flee Cambodia seeking peace and freedom. My mother then sent my sister, my brother-in-law and me to the boat. Our separation began. My tears started to fall.

I left Kampong Som province and went into the jungle for one day. It seemed my life was blown by the wind and without destination. I looked around me. There were people hiding and waiting to escape. I ate lunch and dinner in the jungle regardless of how the rice tasted. I was lucky to have it at all.

When I was on the boat I was shocked. I thought about why I played with my life on the sea. I did not know what to do because if I returned I would be killed. So I took a risk and trusted my destiny. From the boat I could not see anything except the sky and big waves. We arrived in Singapore about three days later. We asked the Singaporean authorities to let our boats land on their shore, but they refused. Our boat had run out of food and fuel to continue our journey. We were lucky the Singapore army supplied us with fuel and food.

There wasn't enough food because there were too many of us on the boat. It was very hot during the daytime and there wasn't enough shade to cover us from the sun. I was in the font of the boat. I was sitting in the hot sun during the daytime and soaked with salty water at night-time. All my body was covered by salt. We did not take a bath or clean our bodies until we arrived in Australia which was more that 20 days later.

When I put foot on Australian soil I felt I was born again. I couldn't believe that we had made it to Australia. I was very happy and full of hope that I would have a peaceful life, freedom and a bright future. But my hope did not last very long. It disappeared shorty after our arrival. We were transferred to Springvale Migrant Enterprise Hostel in Melbourne. We were gaurded by five or six of the uniform officers. I learnt later that they were from the Australian Protective Service. I had to report three times a day and was prohibited to walk out of the hostel. When I first arrived at the hostel, there were a lot of Cambodians who came to visit us. They came to see in case their relatives, from whom they had separated for a long time, were among the boat people.

I was very excited when I met my brother. He came to Australia in 1982. I wanted to live with him but sadly I was not able to because the immigration authorities wouldn't allow us to reunite. I have a feeling that the department tried to separate our family. Our living was very harsh in the centre. We were not allowed to leave the hostel and rules were as strict as in gaol.

One thing that terrified me was that one day at abut 6 am while I was sleeping someone kicked on the door. When I opened the door there were three people. One of them was was a Cambodian interpreter, the other two were from Immigration. They told me that I was being transferred to another place in Sydney. We had to pack all of our clothes and belongings within an hour. I couldn't do anything at the time. My body was shaky and numb. I didn't trust the department and was fearful that they were going to send us back to Cambodia. I knew that I was powerless. My tears fell non-stop.

I begged the immigration officer to make a phone call to my brother but they didn't listen. In August 1991 I was transferred to Westbridge Migrant Detention Centre [Villawood]. My first bad feeling when I arrived at Westbridge Centre was when I saw the double fence with barbed wire on the top. I knew that it was the end of my dream for peace and freedom. I have risked my life trying to escape from an oppressive and corupt country. Now I end up in a heartless and inhuman country the country that treated us worse than their pets; the country that gave us no freedom.

I heard a lot before l came that Australia is a humanitarian country. People were kind and had open hands to help other people such as refuges. Now, I know the reality. I have been kept in the centre with double fences like an animal in a cage. l am hurt badly. I have suffered too much since l was born.

I am 17 years old now. but my future is still in a very dark cave. A story which is well known to a lot of Cambodian people is 'the water is full of hungry crocodiles. On the land there are hungry tigers. At the same time the mouse is eating the string that is holding you.' So which way do I have to go? My only hope now is to beg the Australian people and Minister for Immigration to allow us to stay so that I can experience the peace and freedom which I have been waiting for for the past 17 years. Please help me.
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