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David Seng 

 

Interview Date: 11/25/2008 

Location of interview: David‟s office at the Beacon Program at Bok Technical High 

School at 8
th

 and Mifflin 

 

David Seng is a leader in South Philadelphia’s Cambodian community. He directs the 

Beacon Program at Bok Technical High School. Beacons are school-based community 

centers designed to establish “safe havens” for community residents. 

 

 

Interviewer: So I‟m just going to start out asking you your name. 

 

David Seng: Okay.  My name is David Seng. 

 

Interviewer: And how old are you, David? 

 

David Seng: Thirty-eight. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  And how long have you lived in Philadelphia? 

 

David Seng: I‟ve lived in Philadelphia since, let me see, 19 -- I believe it was 

‟89-88.  So we‟re talking about more than ten years.  Close to 20 

years.  Yes? 

 

Interviewer: Before that where were you living? 

 

David Seng: I was living in California, San Diego, California. 

 

Interviewer: Were you born in the States or where you born – 

 

David Seng: No.  I was born in Cambodia, actually.  My family was refugee.  

We came to United States in 1985, settled in San Diego, 

California.  Then I just moved myself here, and the rest of my 

family‟s still in California. 

 

Interviewer: And you work with United Communities? 

 

David Seng: Yes.  Currently just been transferred. My position as -- before I 

was Director of Operation of United Communities, now I‟m the 

Director of Beacon, which is overseeing all of the Beacon 

Children‟s Programs, which is stationed Bok High School.  I also 
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continue to oversee other programs that are within the United 

Community Program that was established. 

 

Interviewer: And United Communities -- did that start as an organization that 

was focused on Asian populations? 

 

David Seng: No.  Actually, the United Communities, if you look at their history, 

it‟s a former settlement house.  It‟s dated back since 1848.  So it‟s 

been a traditional settlement house providing service to immigrant 

population to settle in America where they were helping the 

European, the Italian, the Jewish, African American in the „60s.  

And then we have influx of large Asian population in the „80s to 

the „90s.  And the year 2000, now, we have a large influx of 

Hispanic population is coming to South Philadelphia.  So the 

organization had been in existence in 1848. 

 

Dated back to 1848. They continue to provide the same services to 

new immigrant population to make sure that they sustain, and they 

have the education, and also, some help with their family to settle 

in America.  It‟s quite a shocking experience, you know. 

 

I still consider myself as a new immigrant.  You know, you‟re 

always learning new things in America.  Because when I was 

settled in California, it was not much of social services to get you 

acclimated to this society.  You know, you pretty much struggled 

on your own.  In Philadelphia, we‟re much more different, 

especially in South Philadelphia.  We have organizations that 

helping new immigrant population to settle in America, as you can 

see, United Community, Juntos, Cambodian Association and other 

nonprofit institutions that are working to help the new immigrant 

population. 

 

Interviewer: What drew you to come to Philadelphia, originally? 

 

David Seng: Actually, you know, the education.  Philadelphia has strong college 

institutions.  When I first came to Philadelphia, I was attending 

Philadelphia University.  It was formerly called College of Textile 

and Science.  Then I transferred to Springfield College, which is 

the main headquarters in Massachusetts, but there‟s a satellite 

office down in Delaware.  So that‟s where I completed my 

bachelor and master degree, with Springfield College, as a matter 

of fact, in human services.  So it‟s along the line what I‟m doing 
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now, is providing service to the low-income family, and stuff like 

that, in the community. 

 

Interviewer: I was familiar with the fact that there were Cambodian populations 

up in North Philly, like Oak Lane, Olney. I went to a restaurant up 

there.  I knew there were a lot of Vietnamese in South 

Philadelphia.  You see supermarkets and all those restaurants, but I 

wasn‟t as familiar with the Cambodian population. 

 

David Seng: Well, actually, the Cambodian population, they spread throughout.  

There‟s three pockets that‟s a large concentration of Cambodian 

population.  South Philly is the largest concentration of Cambodian 

population, and North Philly would be the second, and then we 

have Southwest, which is a strong presence of Cambodian 

population there as well.  Because I used to work in Southwest 

Philadelphia so I know that there is a large number of families 

moved to Southwest Philadelphia as well.  But majority of 

Cambodian population are in South Philadelphia, along Seventh 

and Snyder, and to Oregon Avenue. 

 

Interviewer: Right.  I know a couple years ago somebody said to us, “Oh, you 

should go down -- there‟s a restaurant…” and we went down 

around there and went to one of the restaurants.   

 

David Seng: Yeah.  It‟s almost like a little Phnom Penh. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah!  It‟s like you turn the corner and you‟re like, wow!  When 

did that start growing up? 

 

David Seng: It started to grow, actually, in the „90s. As you know, the 

community residents they come to Philadelphia to find jobs.  Many 

of those jobs are labor that work in the farm or factories.  You 

know there‟s a lot of crew leader, which is the folks that pick 

people up to go to work, so they would go and find people from 

different house and pick them to go to work.  So when Cambodian 

population, when they heard about the job market, so they kind of 

just move here to Philadelphia. 

 

Now we have, I mean, there are other major concentrations, in 

Long Beach, which is one of the largest Cambodian population.  

And also in Lowell, Massachusetts, which is another largest 

population, as well.  It‟s larger than Philadelphia.  So I believe 

Philadelphia is the third, either the third or the fourth largest. 
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Interviewer: So did some people resettled directly to Philadelphia?  

 

David Seng: Yeah.  A small number of families settle in Philadelphia but then 

as they settle they find jobs and they contact their friends, relatives, 

for them to move down here because of the job market, which, you 

know, there are a lot of labor jobs that is available.  Like they 

would go out and pick blueberries, go the farms because they can 

cross the bridge through New Jersey and there‟s a lot of farm 

work.  So that‟s why Cambodian population concentrate in South 

Philadelphia. 

 

Interviewer: How early did people start being resettled in the States as refugees 

from Cambodia? 

 

David Seng: In the „80s.  Of course, in 1975 the communists took over the 

country.  It was 1.7 million population wipeout of execution and 

starvation.  And then in 1979, the communist Vietnam invade 

Cambodia.  So people, like myself and others, escaped through the 

war – basically, through the conflict.  Some still settle, some settle 

in the Cambodia and you know we have a large influx of refugees 

come to Thailand and stay in the refugee camps, and you know 

waiting for United Nation or other country to sponsor them.  So in 

the „80s, it‟s a large refugee came from Cambodia to settle in 

America. 

 

Interviewer: Did people come from specific areas in Cambodia?  Like is there 

anything in like in the population in Philadelphia where you can 

say, “Oh, a lot of people come from the same area”? 

 

David Seng: Like province? 

 

Interviewer: Like provinces. 

 

David Seng: No.  Actually, because when the war broke out between the 

communists Vietnam and the Khmer Rouge, the entire country, 

basically, a mass refugee influx into Thailand.  People escape 

because there‟s a chance for them to find, you know, survival in a 

place where they could raise their children. Because of the 

experience that they went through during the Khmer Rouge, so 

people are not comfortable staying, and at the same time because 

there is so much war going on.  So people just flood through 

Thailand, you know, waiting for other countries to sponsor them. 
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Interviewer: What are some of the challenges that the Cambodian population 

has faced when they come here to the States and to Philadelphia? 

 

David Seng: Yeah.  It is many challenges that they facing.  You know, knowing 

the system, how the system work here.  Just the basic things, also, 

in terms of getting on public transportation, how to use a stove, 

how to cook a meal, because we don‟t have --- a lot of folks, that 

refugee that comes to the United States, they have to learn how to 

use all that, using the toilet.  You know  basic stuff. How to turn on 

a stove. 

 

Interviewer: Were a lot of people coming from rural environments? 

 

David Seng: Yeah.  A lot of them come from rural environment.  They‟re 

farmers, many farmers.  So you know, back then, when you 

cooked something, you cut the wood, and you burned it.  You 

know, there was a stove that you make.  There‟s no gas, or 

electricity, or running water.  So, you know, when you settle here 

there‟s running water, there‟s electricity, so people have to get 

used to that.  And you know, of course, back in the farming, you 

know, bathroom is not what you have here. You know, where you 

flush the toilet.  So people have to learn those basic stuff, you 

know. 

 

Interviewer: Sort of starting at a very, basic level --- 

 

David Seng: Yeah.  At the beginning, completely. Also, struggle to study 

English because you‟ve got to find a way to communicate with the 

general society.  So you know finding the class, go to school at the 

same time go to work, you know, balancing those.  “What do I 

need first?  I need to make sure my family survives.”  And then 

when I have some time I need to put the time to go attend class at 

nighttime or whatever that is available so that folks can settle. 

 

Interviewer: And in South Philadelphia, in terms of relationships with other 

groups in the area, one thing I was curious about --- I know in 

Cambodia there is some tension between the Cambodians and the 

Vietnamese because you have a complicated history.  Do any of 

those things carry over? 

 

David Seng: I‟d some yes, but there‟s more no.  Part of it because historically, 

Cambodia and Vietnam will always fighting each other for border 
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dispute, basically, but when we settle in America, the Vietnamese 

population, they are more advanced.  Because, part of it – they not 

went through what we went through.  Yes, they were taken over by 

the communists but they‟re not wiped out completely like the 

Khmer Rouge did to their own people.  We‟ve pretty much been 

wiped out, all educated, doctors, lawyers.  They abolished money.  

There was no religious institution. 

 

They want to start a clean society, like a clean utopia, so that no 

one tainted with Western influence or any education.  They 

indoctrinated all the people to obey just the communist 

government and that‟s how they wanted to start the society.  So 

anyone that has an education, a teacher, a doctor, a lawyer, pretty 

much would be the enemy of the state and the penalty is death.  So 

we started from scratch.  So it‟s much different. 

 

So the Cambodian community is struggling to make their living to 

adapt into the new culture, to study the new language.  And kids 

attending school, they have to face racism. You know, other ethnic 

groups look at them differently and they have continue to work 

hard.  And I think they‟re moving toward that at this point.  And 

they are communicating, as we can see, little by little with other 

ethnic communities.  As you live next to your neighbor, whether 

you speak English or not, once the neighbor open their arms to 

help you and then you, you know, of course, become more friendly 

and then that‟s how the communication goes on.  And it‟s kind of 

happened naturally. 

 

Interviewer: And now you have a whole generation of young people who are 

growing up here in the States.  And what are some of the things 

that you see happening with that new generation of Cambodian 

Americans? 

 

David Seng: The new generation, what I see now, is more educated.  They are 

more acclimated to the mainstream society.  They more involved 

with political in America.  They understand the struggle of other 

immigrant went through, because they went through themselves.  

Also, we have another portion, which is we have kids who‟s also 

learned the gangster environment, learned the other bad behavior. 

Having conflict between the tradition and the modern culture, 

where kids learn from school or learn from their peers of the new 

way of living in America.  And where a parent continue to struggle 

to hang on to the culture and tradition that they have, and there is a 
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lack of communication between the new generation and the old 

generation. 

 

Interviewer: I would think that when parents were coming here after 

experiencing such a trauma in their country, coming here under 

traumatic situations and learning so many things new, that that 

could happen. That there are a lot of overwhelmed people. 

 

David Seng: Yeah.  I mean, some of the things that I could give you example is 

that the older generation, they‟re more cautious.  For example, in 

term of spending, they‟re more cautious, they‟re more saving, 

where the younger generation is more like living on credit cards, 

you know.  So the parents try to say, “Look, you never know what 

happen tomorrow, try to be cautious.  Because what they‟ve been 

through in life, whereas with the younger generation, you make 20, 

you spend 40 bucks.  You know what I mean?  So those are some 

of the struggles. 

 

 And also, the issue, which is in term of tradition with the dating 

issue. You know, the kids grow up in America, they‟re more 

adapted into open dating.  They‟re more picking their mate freely.  

They have freedom to pick who they love. Where the older 

generation, it‟s most likely would be arranged marriage.  So if 

someone – you can‟t just really see a girl and then you go off.  

You‟ve got to ask permission from your parents and her parents.  

So there‟s conflict.  You‟re not supposed to date until you get 

married. (Laughter) So I guess that‟s the old tradition way. 

 

But the new age is that they date first, they try to find out what the 

person‟s like before they commit themselves.  So the older folks 

didn‟t understand that. 

 

Interviewer: Right.  I know the new temples are being built.  I‟ve seen the 

monks working on the one down at – 

 

David Seng: Sixth and Ritner? 

 

Interviewer: Yes.  And then aren‟t there plans for a much larger temple, too? 

 

David Seng: Yeah.  There‟s a couple temples.  In South Philadelphia, we have 

three Cambodian temples. In southwest, they‟re planning to build a 

big one.  They acquired land, but I think they‟re waiting to get all 

of the funds together to build a new temple.  Temple is an 
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institution where they try to preserve the culture and at the same 

time, also, teaching kids to read and write their own language, 

which is something that we lost.  We want to make sure that our 

kids is bilingual. 

 

You know, we have kids that grow up in the household -- in a new 

age -- is that some of them don‟t even speak their Cambodian 

native language. They just speak English, and that‟s the way they 

communicate at home.  So we see there‟s a loss of identity.  And 

it‟s also, it‟s more marketable if they are bilingual, you know, so 

that they could find a job easier.  And that‟s what we‟re trying to 

do -- is preserve that, and also preserve the culture, the religion -- 

as 90 percent of Cambodians are Buddhist. 

 

Interviewer: In the temples – the monks who are there, are they coming here 

from Cambodia?  Or are they men who‟ve entered the monastery 

here in the United States? 

 

David Seng: The majority of them come from Cambodia.  You know, they have 

their own mission, which is to teach religion.  But some enter here.  

I was a Buddhist monk. 

 

 Of course, I entered, you know, here just a short time.  It is 

tradition that a young man should enter a monkhood once in their 

lifetime.  Actually, it‟s an honor for a family.  You can stay as long 

as you can.  While you stay there, you have to make sure you obey 

all of the rule and the commandment.  You cannot deviate from 

any of those rule and regulation.  And if you feel that you cannot 

carry, you can let the master know so that they can get you back to 

the regular life. 

 

Some folks stay for lifetime once they enter monkhood, and they 

love the Buddhist philosophy, and they stay. You know, we see.  

But some folks just cannot take it.  Myself, I – you know, maybe 

it‟s not my time to stay there long, because I have a lot of work to 

do. 

 

Interviewer: Right.  Right.  You have to use your talents the best you can. 

 

David Seng: Yeah.  Maybe when I get older, you know, where maybe when my 

kids are all grown up.  I have nothing else to worry and I can 

probably dedicate my full life to be a Buddhist monk and continue 

to teach Buddhist philosophy. 
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Interviewer: I know with the monasteries that there‟s the one at Sixth and then 

there‟s the one down by Second Street, Second and Tasker.  And 

then the third is? 

 

David Seng: The third is between 18
th

 and 17
th

 off Mifflin. 

 

Interviewer: Oh, okay. 

 

David Seng: It‟s a small temple. Because we have another segment of 

Cambodian population living west of Broad Street. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  I live right by 12
th

 and Tasker, so I know when I cross over 

Broad Street there there‟s a lot of Indonesians and I think there are 

also Cambodians around there.  And people are living where in 

that area? 

 

David Seng: Around 15
th

 and Tasker, 15
th

 and Morris, 17
th

 and Moore. Along in 

that area.  You know, it‟s not a concentration where you have in 7
th

 

Street to Snyder, but it is within that vicinity. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah.  And down at Second Street, that‟s sort of an odd -- I know 

when I first came across the temple there, when I was just walking 

down the street, it seems like a strange place, in a way, for a 

temple. 

 

David Seng: Actually, it was a church before.  You know one that they 

purchased that they had to renovate it.  It‟s kind of odd because it‟s 

hard to find an open space, so they purchase an existing building.  

Sometimes they just look for the size. They‟re not looking for the 

community.  So if it‟s a larger size and they purchase it and then 

the community continues to contribute to pay for the temple. 

 

Where Sixth and Ritner is more, I guess, planned, you know, 

where the president of the temple is much – had the vision to make 

sure that the community is connected.  Because they want to stay 

next to the community so that, you know, elder, they don‟t have to 

struggle to find transportation. They can just walk to the temple 

and offering and, also, go there for social support and talk to the 

monk.  So it‟s more convenient you know.  Of course, it was the 

former Jewish synagogue, actually. 

 

Interviewer: I know. I saw the Ten Commandments on the front of the temple. 
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David Seng: And actually, on the ceiling they preserved it. The Buddhist 

tradition, they are very respectful to other religions.  So they 

preserved the Jewish, I guess, calendar.  So the Jewish Federation 

are actually going to come out to cut out that entire ceiling.  It‟s 

very ancient.  So they didn‟t paint or anything like that, so they 

preserved that.  It‟s pretty nice. 

 

Interviewer: I think that‟s interesting how you have that layer in that area of the 

Jewish population, most of whom have left, and then the Asian 

population coming in.  How many Cambodians would you say 

there are in Philadelphia now? 

 

David Seng: I know from the 2000 census -- you know, we‟ll go by the census, 

but sometimes people don‟t fill out the exact number, don‟t fill out 

the form.  Part of it sometime they feel that, you know, why the 

government taking the number or, you know, are suspicious.  So in 

my estimation, and also with the fact from the census, you know, 

census estimated it‟s like over 20,000.  But I think we‟re probably 

in the realm of either 30,000 to 40,000 in Philadelphia. 

 

Interviewer: That‟s a pretty big number. 

 

David Seng: Yeah, given the birth rate and the population growth. 

 

Interviewer: Going back to relationships in the community.  Do you feel like 

the Cambodian community is still keeping itself separate? Or are 

there people interacting more with their neighbors or coming out of 

the enclaves? 

 

David Seng: I think the Cambodian community is coming out.  That‟s my 

observation.  Part of it, the other community is more accepting 

them.  They are more welcomed, I guess.  They have friends from 

diverse ethnic groups, so friend brought in friends and the 

communication dialog start going.  We do have, you know, cross 

marriage where Cambodian married to white, Cambodian married 

to black, Cambodian married to Hispanic.  So there‟s cross-marital.  

They‟re more open now.  But of course, they continue to struggle.  

And those that are in advance are more open.  But the entire 

community is, yeah, if there is a chance for them to mingle or to 

accept by other communities, they welcome with open arms. 
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Interviewer: With the community continuing to struggle, how has that 

progression been in terms of economic level? Are there people 

who‟ve started to move out of the city or move into other 

professions? Or is there a certain amount of people that are staying 

in the same place? 

 

David Seng: For the Cambodian community, I mean, in terms of businesses, it‟s 

more of a small scale.  We don‟t have a large scale of business 

where you have with the Chinese population or the Korean 

population, where they are more established.  The Cambodian 

business is more mom and pop kind of store.  They‟re not into a 

supermarket and higher commercial dealing.  Majority of the 

professional are working for a different company.  And once their 

economic is improved, some move outside to New Jersey or 

Delaware, or outside in the suburb.  Part of it because of education. 

Other part is because they feel more safe. 

 

Where in the city, you know, I mean every population probably 

feel the same way.  You know, we hear gun fight at nighttime.  We 

turn on TV, you hear shooting, killing, you know, drug dealing, 

prostitution.  So they fear for their children because they want to 

make sure that their children have a better education and better 

future.  So they move out to find a better education system. 

 

Not saying Philadelphia is a bad education system, but majority, as 

you can see, are -- kids in Philadelphia are struggling.  You know, 

we have school that combine in two or three high schools.  You 

know, class is large size, where in the suburbs it‟s different.  

Students are treated individually.  And so yeah, they‟re willing to 

work hard to make sure that they can have a better education.  You 

know, I‟m fortunate that I made it. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah.  So your family‟s still all in San Diego? 

 

David Seng: They‟re in San Diego, yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Can you tell me, what was your family‟s story in leaving 

Cambodia? 

 

David Seng: My father is a farmer.  Of course, if I were to stay in Cambodia I‟d 

probably be a farmer. 

 

Interviewer: What part of Cambodia? 
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David Seng: Battambang Province.  I mean, when the communists took over, 

they took all our land.  You know, pretty much you don‟t own 

anything.  You know, money‟s no value.  The only thing that has 

value is gold.  So the money system is abolished.  And you know, 

there was no market or trading.  People were forced into the labor 

camp.  If you get a chance to visit like one of the prison, you know, 

there were thousands of killing. Innocent people. Babies, mothers, 

and infants.  You know, how could the infants be the enemy of the 

state?  You know.  It was just completely wipe out, you know, 

during that time. 

 

So I was very, very lucky.  I mean, somebody took my place in 

order for me to survive.  You know one in every four Cambodian 

died.  So it‟s very fortunate for me to be alive so each one of us got 

to make our life worth living.  We‟ve got to give back when we 

can, because we were spared for a reason. 

 

Interviewer: I was only in Cambodia for a week, but you are very aware.  It‟s 

interesting, because you‟re both very aware of what has happened, 

and at the same time, there are so many young people, and you 

also feel this sort of newer energy. But you still feel that. 

 

David Seng: Yeah.  You still -- I mean it‟s gonna be a part of you no matter 

where you go.  I mean, with our new generation, we establish, like, 

the youth association, for example, the Cambodian association, the 

senior association, to help the people that is here.  And also, we 

also help people back home.  For example, we do fundraisings to 

help kids that currently live in a dumpster in Cambodia.  You 

probably saw that on CNN.  I mean, people depending on some 

other people‟s waste just to survive.  And this is all the children 

that was abandoned.  I mean, we‟re talking about in the thousands.  

So yeah, it is free from communists now, but again, we have this 

dilemma that we cannot ignore. 

 

Interviewer: Right.  Do you have people who return to Cambodia? 

 

David Seng: Yeah.  We do have people.  The older generation usually return. 

Some, they feel that they cannot live in the United States.  They 

don‟t feel at home, so some return.  Small numbers, very small 

numbers return.  But of course, there‟s a large number of people 

wanting to come to the United States. Because, you know, let‟s 

face it, United States is the land of opportunity.  I mean, you have 
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witnessed the history of this election, already, that it doesn‟t matter 

what the color your skin. If you try, if you work hard, you will 

make it here.  And it‟s a testament to that, as you can see in the 

election.  America does not see color.  We judge people by the 

character, so, as you can see in the election.  So it give me a lot of 

hope, and I tell my kids everyday, “This is the true land of 

opportunity.  If you work hard, you play by the rules, you will be 

there.  I, you may not be the president, but you get there.”  And it‟s 

also – it‟s possible, as well.  Anything is possible.   

 

Interviewer: Well, thank you, David. 

 

David Seng: You‟re welcome. 

 

Duration:  38 minutes 


