Priest tells of plight

Hunger plagues Cambodia

By NANCY AUSTIN

When the Rev. George Torok speaks about the
refugees in Cambodia, he speaks from experience.
Father Torok spent five wéeks in C: ian ref-

relief agencies to accommodate 2.5 million starv-
ing people.

THE CAMPS were nothing more than open

ugee camps recently. Earlier, he experienced how
being a refugee can ravage mind and body.

“I have never seen anything like this since the
time of the Nazis,” said Fr. Torok.” He was a refu-
gee from the Communism regime in his pative
Czechoslovakia. He he was imprisoned aner World
War II and escaped to the West by swis the

fields, one square mile, surrounded
by barbed wire fences and soldiers with machine
guns, Fr. Torok said. The refugees could not leave
the compound under any circumstances.

The relief agencies then began providing food,
medicine, clothing and shelter. The largest camp
held 200,000 people, Plastic canvases draped over

Moravia River.

Last week he visited St. Regis Catholic Church in
Birmingham, Our Lady of Good Counsel Catholie
Church in Plymouth and St. John Seminary in
Plymouth on behalf of Catholic Relief Services.

“Four million people have died,” he said, speak-
ing of Cambodia. “This is apocalyptic tragedy.”

The priest appealed to Americans to support the
relief efforts of the Catholic Relief Services to
avert further disaster in that country where 1.5
million people fled their homeland to seek help
across the border in Thailand.

A FILMMAKER as well as priest, Fr. Torok was
asked by his agency to make a documentary about
the starving and impoverished people of Cambodia.
He described his arrival at the closed border.

“It was a ghastly vision,” he said. “As they ap-
proached the border, we saw destitute beggars.
Walking cadavers come out from bushes and ap-
proached our trucks to receive food.

“They are not aggressive. They are most gentle
you can find. It's like watching slow motion.

“Then they would return to the woods.”

The military, he said, was lined up behind the
truck convoy with machine guns. That convoy con-
sisted of 15 trucks, which 6 metric

Mosquito netting was important in preventing
malaria. Water was trucked in from a nearby river.
A kitchen was established to feed some of the peo-
ple. Others would take the food back to their shel-
ters and cook for themselves,

Sanitation consisted of a trench dug on the per-
imeter of the camp, then sprayed daily with disin-
fectant. The people and their shelters were also
sprayed daily to ward off further disease. @

The health of the people was deplorable, said the
Rev.Torok. Starvation and malnutrition were the
worst problems, followed by malaria, tuberculosis
(85 percent of the people were infected with TB),
bronchial diseases, penumonia, diarrhea and a lack
of vitamin A, which leads to eye infections and
blindness.

“It's desperate to observe this before your very
eyes,” Fr. Torok said. “And there was something I
was totally unprepared for.

“The real medical problems were the terminal
cases under bushes, trees, and in tents. They were
so bad, they didn't have the strength to walk to
clinies. The team of nurses had to look in these
places to find these people.”

Fr. Torak sand priorities were assigned to save

tons (a metric ton equals 2,205 Ibs.) of food medi-
cine and clothing.

When the borders apened as a result of an agree-
ment between the government of Thailand and the
United Nations high commission on refugees, Fr,
Torok said, there was an incredible flow of refu-
gees, 200 every 15 minutes. In less than one month,
holding camps were established by international

“Those under five and over 45 don’ t have the re-
sources to resist starvation and disease,” he said.
But when the team arrived, he said, “It wasn't a
moral dilemma to decide,whu o save. It was how
much life you could save.”

Two doctors, 40 nurses, six paramedick and two

- public health nurses made up the medical team, he

said. Even with other agencies helping, that

The Rev. George Torok spoke of relief ef-
forts in Cambodia during his recent visit to
the metropolitan area. (Staff photo by Bill
Bresler)

amounted to one doctor for every 30,000 people.

“We had a death tent in the camp,” he said. “It
had a sign above it which read, ‘Death tent. Bring
all dead bodies here. In the evening (the) military
will take bodies out.”

“One morning when I went to the tent, there
were 17 bodies. By evening there were 36. Death is
so normal — the people develop an attitude that
(death) is just one more thing that you do.”

SURVIVAL was each day's great accomplish-
ment, and sometimes it was accomplished through
the refugees’ “good neighbor” policy.

“In the next tent,” he said, “there could be a
neighbor who had enough strength to drag you (in a
makeshift stretcher) to the elinic.

“And children developed a responsibility to each
other. A five-year-old would feed a three-year-old.

%‘ ny children did not have an adult responsible
for them. They had been caught up in the flow of
refugees and got separated from their parents.”

Fr. Torok said he hopes people will be able to
return to their homes to begin their lives again.
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Strengthening the
Catholic family will be
the focus of the Detroit
Archdiocesan Pastoral
Assembly March 22-23.

meet 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Sat-
urday and Sunday. All in-
terested persons are in-

More than 400 lay per-

sets family talks

vited to attend as observ-
ers. For information, call
237-5854.

sons and clerics will
gather at Sacred Heart
Seminary, 2701 Chicago
Boulevard in Detroit, for
the seventh annual as-
sembly. Family ministry
as the first step to evan-
gelization is the meet-
ing's theme.

Cardinal John Dear-
den, Detroit's archbishop,
and assistant bishops
Thomas Gumbleton, Ar-
thur Krwezak and Walter
Schoenherr will partici-
pate. The assembly con-
venes in the spmt of

New-1

Getting
settied
made
simple.

fade after a WEL-

shared
now encouraged by the
church. Representatives
to the assembly have
been elected or appointed
from the grass roots
level in each of the ar-
chdiocese’s six counties.

‘COME WAGON call.

call.

Delegates will discuss
six areas of family life,
including pre-married
and single, parenting,
married, developing fam-
ilies, hurting families and
ministry to family lead-
ership. Recommenda-
tions of the assembly will
be submitted to the Ar-
chdiocesan Pastoral
Council for considera- :|
tion. ’

The assembly will

As your Hostess. it's my job to help you
make the most of your new neighborhood.
Our shopping areas. Community opportu-
nities. Special at "actions. Lots of facts to
save you time and money. Pius a basket of
qgifts for your family. I'tl be listening for your
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