
In his family's City Heights apartment, Har Sin, who is deaf, sits on 
the floor watching an episode of American Gladiators. Har Sin is a 
refugee who has never learned formal communication. He moved to 
the United States hoping to fix his ears. Photo: Sam Hodgson.

Har Sin, a 24-year-old deaf refugee from 
Burma, never imagined he could convey 
those complex emotions only hinted at in 
his expressive eyes — about how he felt, 
what he feared, what his dreams were — 
to anyone but himself. Then he made a 
discovery.
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Part I of II
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In the City Heights apartment's dull, pre-dusk 
light, a worn second-hand couch creaks 
under the pressure of a little girl jumping on it. 

Her mother scolds her from the kitchen, where 
she is slicing off a fish's head.

Whack!

Children from neighboring units chase each 
other through the open front door, past a young 
man on the carpet, and then back out. The 
children, almost two dozen of them, some snot-nosed, some barefoot, squeal in Burmese and Nepali, Spanish and Swahili. 
In the concrete courtyard outside, they laugh as they jump to catch soap bubbles.

One appears in the doorway, a bubble wand in his hand, and pokes an inquisitive nose inside. The woman with the knife 
shouts something in Burmese, and the boy scurries off, yelping like a hyena.

The woman named Ah Lee Mar shakes her head, laughing. "Too many baby," she says.

Whack!

In the next room, the young man sits, his expression empty. He leans his slender frame against a dirt-smudged living room 
wall, one leg outstretched, one knee bent up to his broad chin in a half fetal pose. His eyes are fixed on his kneecap.

His name is Har Sin, and he is Ah Lee Mar’s brother. He is 24, but he appears lost in the thoughts of a much older man — 
thoughts that at times he yearns to express.

But he can’t, except with the emotion in his big brown eyes, or the inquisitive wrinkles in his forehead, or the melodramatic 
toss of his head when he laughs a voiceless laugh.

Each dusk, an eclectic cacophony envelops this dense Mid City apartment complex — whacks, laughter, yelps, children’s 
squeals. The sounds are the nightly soundtrack of community in one of the many refugee enclaves of City Heights.

Har Sin cannot hear that soundtrack. Two years ago, when he arrived in the United States, he dreamed he might. But he is 
deaf. So as the whacks and laughs and squeals resonate around him, Har Sin sits on the carpet, leaning against the once-
white living room wall of Apartment 7, and imagines what it all must sound like.
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Outside his family’s apartment, refugee children are always at play, 
letting out screeches and hollers that Har Sin cannot hear. Photo: 
Sam Hodgson.

Har Sin gets a hug from his niece Cho Maya before leaving his 
apartment to play sepak takraw, a volleyball-like game from southeast 
Asia. He lives with his sister, her husband and their five children. The 
family arrived in San Diego in 2008 after spending nine years in a Thai 
refugee camp. Photo: Sam Hodgson.
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Har Sin has lived a life without language, a life without words. For two decades, his attempts at conversation have been 
met by blank stares and misunderstanding. Throughout his life, he's been able to convey only simple concepts. As an 
adult, more complex interactions — flirting, joking, boasting — have so often ended with a frustrated shake of his head, 

trapped by his own limits.

He grew up in Myanmar, the country formerly 
known as Burma, where an oppressive military 
regime and feuding ethnic groups forced millions 
to flee to neighboring countries. Har Sin’s family 
was poor, and he never went to school. He 
never learned to read. He never learned to write 
or to speak.

Beyond a few rudimentary hand gestures — eat, 
drink, walk, go — he never learned to formally 
communicate.

The slender 24-year-old was boxed in and 
brushed off by people who assumed his 
disability made him forever dependent. All 
fostered by their belief that the deaf child, then 
teen, then adult, could never stand on his own, 
hold down a job or find a girlfriend. He didn't 
share that belief — look at his eager eyes — but 
it defined him anyway.

The scars behind his ears suggest why Har Sin 
is deaf, but even his family is not certain when 
he lost his hearing. He had surgery when he was 
3, his sister remembers, because as a toddler, 
he had persistent ear infections. He cried a lot.

His mother, who had coddled him, died when 
he was a child. His sister took responsibility for 
his upbringing. When men with guns showed 
up at their rural home and forced them out in 
the late 1990s, they had no choice. They fled 
to neighboring Thailand, where they lived for 
nine years in a teeming refugee camp on the 
Burmese border.

While children around him went to school, Har 
Sin stayed home. There was no school for the 
deaf in Burma or the camp. No one to teach the 
deaf child. 

Har Sin never saw sign language. He never 
knew there was a way for someone like him to 
communicate with the world around him. He 
never imagined he could convey those complex 
emotions that are only hinted at in his expressive 
eyes — about how he felt, what he feared, what 
his dreams were — to anyone but himself.

He assumed he was alone.

In the summer of 2008, the family of eight 
Burmese refugees arrived in San Diego, their new home. Har Sin was 22. He moved into a threadbare City Heights 
apartment with his sister, her husband, Mat Sa Pi, and their five children. Paint was peeling from the wooden front door. 
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In his family's living room, Har Sin interacts with his sister Ah Lee Mar 
and her husband, Mat Sa Pi, who understand his homemade hand 
gestures. Photo: Sam Hodgson.

Har Sin gets ready to leave Apartment 7. Photo: Sam Hodgson.
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The family of eight slept on four mattresses in two small, dimly lit bedrooms.

Still, their new home was far better than the camp they left behind. There, unpaved roads turned to mud when it rained. The 
stench of sewage hung in the air. Soldiers patrolled the fenced perimeters with rifles, under orders to contain the Burmese 
inside.

Har Sin and his family were not welcomed in 
Thailand. But returning to Burma, to risk their 
lives under a brutal military regime, was out 
of the question. They had fled decades of 
war between rival ethnic groups and political 
factions. They could not go back.

Hope for a better life came when Har Sin's 
family was granted admission to the United 
States as refugees.

An apartment in the United States, where Ah Lee 
Mar's children could go to school, where she 
and Mat Sa Pi could work, sounded far better 
than any life they could hope to lead as a caged, 
stateless family.

Har Sin was most eager of all.

He thought they could fix his ears. 

W hen he first arrived, Har Sin, like all 
refugees, was eligible for eight months 
of federal aid. Each month, he got a 

check in the mail, a temporary source of income 
to help him get through the difficult transition all 
refugees face integrating into a society they do 
not know.

The adjustment was a challenge for his family. It 
was all but impossible for Har Sin.

A year after arriving, his cash aid had run out. 
His formal connection to the resettlement 
agency had been cut. But he hadn’t signed up 
for programs that could've helped, like disability 
insurance or deaf social services.

Resettlement agencies aren’t required to 
sign clients up for those programs, and 
overburdened caseworkers often can’t provide 
more than the basic services the agencies are 
required to by law.

So Har Sin languished with no certain future. 
Though no longer contained by the walls of the 
refugee camp, his lack of language presented 
a barrier equally daunting. He could not find a 
job or learn to drive. He stayed home when his 
sister and her husband went to English classes nearby. He watched as his young nieces and nephew enrolled in school and 
picked up English with ease.

He found respite only in the evenings, when he and his 19-year-old nephew went to a nearby park to play sepak takraw with 
other refugees from Burma. The game is like volleyball, but played with the feet, and Har Sin was widely recognized by the 
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At a City Heights park, Har Sin prepares to play sepak takraw. He 
meets here with a group of friends. Some of them know him from their 
days together in the Thai refugee camp. Photo: Sam Hodgson.
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other young men as one of the most focused, agile players. In those fleeting moments, he didn't need language.

The unwavering concentration in his eyes. The almost cocky strut in his step when he returned a spike. The sideways 
glances he gave teammates for giving up a point. His expressions said more than words could.

It was at the park that Har Sin found one of his most meaningful connections to other people — where he interacted with 
peers not through language, but through sport, and where he displayed that, on the field at least, his disability was irrelevant.

But then he'd return home, to his family's dull City Heights apartment. Once hopeful he might hear, by the summer of 2009, 
Har Sin was still silently idling within the walls of Apartment 7.

He had fallen through the cracks, alone in his quiet.

One summer day last year, Jen Cordaro, 
a blonde-haired 26-year-old with the 
matter-of-fact air of someone out to save 

the world, knocked on the peeling front door of 
Apartment 7.

Cordaro was a community organizer at the 
agency that first settled Har Sin’s family into its 
new apartment. Her job was to help the small 
but growing community of Burmese refugees in 
San Diego find each other and create a support 
network.

On that day, Cordaro had volunteered to drive 
Har Sin to a doctor's appointment.

Cordaro stepped into the apartment's dim 
light. There stood Har Sin. She extended her 
hand and introduced herself. Har Sin smiled 
cautiously and shook her hand, but said nothing.

She asked his family if he was receiving services 
for the deaf. They said no. Back at her office, 
she asked her colleagues. They said no, too.

Cordaro couldn't believe it.

Har Sin didn't know where Cordaro was taking him, but he was happy to go along for the ride. It was late last year. 
Cordaro had discovered that Har Sin needed a hearing test to prove he was deaf to qualify for government-funded 
schooling for the hearing-impaired. He had lived in San Diego more than a year, but hadn’t had his hearing checked.

She drove him to Dietsch's Hearing Aid Center in North Park, where they were greeted by Willena Beyer, a tall, sturdy woman 
with a shock of short-cropped white hair and a deep, mellow voice that would put many of her patients at ease, if only they 
could hear it.

She led Har Sin through a narrow hallway into a small room containing a bulking soundproof chamber. A framed drawing 
of the human ear was propped on a shelf behind him. Beyer placed a heavy headset snug over his ears and handed him a 
button to click.

Cordaro used her hands to explain. She pointed to her ears, then to the clicker, telling him to press the button each time he 
heard a sound. Do you understand? 

He nodded. Beyer closed the door and sealed it shut. Har Sin stared at the carpet wall in front of him.

Beyer sat down at a blinking instrument panel. She turned a knob controlling the hearing level and set it at 40 decibels, the 
volume of a whisper in a library.

She pressed the button labeled "stimulus." 
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Inside the chamber, three beeps went unheard.

Har Sin did not press the button. The "response" light on Beyer's panel did not flash green.

She increased the decibel level to 50, about the volume of a normal conversation with a friend standing a few feet away.

Beep, beep, beep. No response.

And then 60 decibels. No response.

Then 70 decibels ... 80 ... the volume of a loud telephone dial tone ... no response.

Exposed to 85 decibels of sound, the human ear begins to feel discomfort.

And 90 ... 100 ... the volume of a speeding subway train pulling into a station ... and nothing. At 100 decibels, sustained 
exposure can lead to hearing loss.

At 110 decibels, the volume starts to hurt, it starts to shake you.

The headphones blared 110 decibels. Har Sin sat in the chamber, looking at Beyer through a small window as if a power saw 
was not roaring and churning three feet from his ear — and did nothing.

Beyer ended the test. Har Sin had not responded at any decibel level. He was totally deaf.

She opened up the chamber door, and Har Sin stepped outside.

He looked at Cordaro. He gave her a thumbs-up and raised his eyebrows. He was asking if the test had gone well.

Cordaro pointed her thumb toward the floor. No.

Har Sin threw up his hands.

He went home and told his sister he wanted to die.

W eeks later, necessary paperwork in hand, Cordaro drove Har Sin to a three-story glass building in Hillcrest. As she 
parked, Har Sin looked at her with upturned palms. Where are we going? Cordaro pointed to her chest, then to her 
eye, then to Har Sin.

I have something to show you.

They took the elevator to the third floor, which opened into an office with a glass wall adorned with the words, "Deaf 
Community Services."

The words meant nothing to Har Sin.

Cordaro approached the reception counter and explained that she was there with Har Sin, a deaf refugee from Burma who 
had never learned formal communication. Not in Burmese, not in English, not in any language. He would have to start from 
nothing. A blank slate.

As she spoke, a pair of men walked into the office. They were doing something with their hands. Har Sin turned to look at 
them. He tapped Cordaro on the shoulder.

Look at those guys. What are they doing?

They appeared to be gesturing. Were they? They looked like the gestures he used with his sister — the ones he had made 
up. The ones she understood.

But these were so much more complex. More graceful. The men seemed to understand each other. They reacted and 
responded to each other. Were they talking with their hands?

Har Sin's eyes grew wide. Emotion rushed to his face.

Cordaro thought he was going to cry.

In that instant, Har Sin made a realization. For all his life, he had thought he was alone in his disability. He had thought 
someone like him, without hearing, was doomed to a life of isolation, frustration, loneliness. A life of never being able to turn 
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a complex idea into words. He never dreamed that a language requiring no speech and no hearing might exist.

Why would it? He thought escaping the refugee camp and moving to the United States — fixing his ears — was his only 
hope for living a semblance of a normal life. In an office in Hillcrest on a cool December day, all that changed.

Cordaro pointed at the two men, then at Har Sin.

Do you want to learn?

He nodded, his eyes still wide with disbelief.

Yes.
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Many of the students in Har Sin's class are immigrants from around 
the world, all of whom are learning to communicate. Photo: Sam 
Hodgson.

Five days a week, Har Sin rides the bus from his family's apartment 
to a deaf adult literacy class in Hillcrest. Here, he is learning to 
communicate formally for the first time in his life. Photo: Sam 
Hodgson.

For his whole life, Har Sin used simple 
hand gestures to communicate. But as 
he learns sign language, he's beginning 
to express ideas with more depth and 
complexity.

His world is slowly changing.

Breaking Free of a Life Without 
Language
Part II of II

By ADRIAN FLORIDO 
October 11, 2010

T hey’re not like me, he gestured as they 
approached the coffee shop. Har Sin 
hadn’t wanted to come here.

It was a cold Friday last December. Some two 
dozen people were on the warmly lit patio at the 
Coffee Bean in Mission Valley, speaking in sign 
language, their conversations filling the air with a 
silent cacophony.

Rupert Dubler hoped Har Sin could soon 
understand it all.

Har Sin was nervous, uncomfortable. He was 
afraid his simple, homemade hand gestures 
wouldn’t fit in.

But once on the patio, he sat on the edge of his 
chair and leaned in, absorbing the visual feast in 
front of him, amazement in his eyes as he took 
stock of what his future might hold.

A friend of Dubler’s, a pale young woman named 
Gabrielle, spotted them and walked over.

She fingerspelled an introduction. My name is 
G-a-b-r-i-e-l-l-e.

Har Sin stood with his hands in his pockets. He 
didn't know how to respond. He never knew 
language. The 24-year-old Burmese refugee 
had lived a life without it, not ever knowing 
there was a way for people like him, without 
hearing, to formally communicate. He’d learned 
of sign language just that month. But Dubler, a 
volunteer introducing Har Sin to the basics, had already taught him to spell his name, and he forced him to introduce himself.
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Har Sin is still working on the basics of sign language. Through 
writing and signing exercises, he's building up a basic vocabulary 
and starting to understand some of the fundamental concepts of 
language. Photo: Sam Hodgson.
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H-a-r-S-i-n. He fumbled over the letters. 

Do you want to know anything about Gabrielle? Dubler asked.

No.

Har Sin pulled a collared shirt over his head 
and struggled to get his arms through the 
sleeves. He was running late. He grabbed 

a knockoff Dolce & Gabbana jacket and his too-
small red checkered backpack.

In the living room of the dim apartment where he 
lives with his sister and her family of seven, he 
waved to get his sister’s attention in the kitchen. 
They locked eyes. He nudged his head toward 
the door.

I’m leaving. She nodded.

Har Sin hurried out. His shirt was neatly pressed, 
his donated shoes spotless, his hair close-
cropped, his backpack still stiff from newness. 
He walked with confidence.

It was early May, and Har Sin was in his first 
month of literacy class. Just a month earlier, at 
the age of 24, he went to the first class of his life 
to start learning skills most people know by the 
age of 5. 

Har Sin had waited four months to get a seat in 
the class designed for students who have never 
learned to communicate well enough to get an entry-level job or to advance in the ones they already have.

Most of the students in Har Sin’s class were immigrants. Some never learned language because their poor families could not 
afford special school for the deaf. Or because their disability subjected them to discrimination back home. Or because they 
lived in refugee camps where they eked out existences.

For Har Sin, it was all of those.

For his whole life, Har Sin's language comprised simple hand gestures that only his family understood. His life was 
intellectually devoid. He never used words to express the complex emotions or desires so evident in his eager brown eyes.

In San Diego, that began to change in a small classroom in Hillcrest.

L etters of the alphabet lined the front wall, accompanied by their sign language equivalents. A world globe adorned a 
shelf. The third-floor classroom resembled one in an elementary school. Har Sin and his classmates sat around a table, 
scribbling with unsteady pencils into workbooks. 

On this day, they were filling in the blanks in simple sentences meant to teach them about prepositions.

But Har Sin got stuck on the word "behind." He didn’t know what it meant.

He grabbed a thick picture dictionary and opened it to the letter Z. He scanned the dictionary’s last page with his index 
finger, his eyes fierce with concentration. He didn’t find the word there. He moved to the previous page.

For several minutes, he worked his way backward, scanning each page, one at a time, until he reached Y, then X, then W. 
Halfway through W, he got frustrated. He shook his head and picked up the pace, working through the section with haste, 
running his finger back and forth along each entry, but less deliberately.

His teacher, Jedediah Gallimore, noticed Har Sin having trouble. He walked over and waved his hand in front of Har Sin’s 
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Before class, Har Sin meets with classmates outside his school’s 
Hillcrest office. At Deaf Community Services, he’s made friends with 
people like him who have limited communication skills but who dream 
of a better future. Photo: Sam Hodgson.

book to get his attention.

Gallimore pointed to the first letter of the word "behind" in Har Sin’s workbook, then to the B on the alphabet cards on the 
classroom’s front wall. Then he pointed to the W in the dictionary, and again to the front wall. Gallimore opened both of his 
hands and positioned them in front of his chest, then slowly widened them.

W and B are far apart. He waved a hand back and forth, turning the pages of an invisible book. He stopped and used his 
thumb and index finger to suggest a thick stack.

Har Sin watched closely. His eyes were focused with determination. He grabbed a stack of pages from the dictionary and 
turned them all at once. He landed in the S section.

Gallimore widened his fingers to signal a thicker stack.

Har Sin complied and turned to E.

Turn more pages, Gallimore said, waving his hand. His eyes widened and he nodded his encouragement.

Har Sin flipped more pages, a few at a time, before finally reaching B.

Gallimore pointed to the second letter in the word "behind" and helped Har Sin navigate toward it. Then toward the next, 
until Har Sin had landed on the elusive page. He spotted the word.

He couldn’t contain his excitement, jabbing his finger at it. He wobbled his head, closed his eyes like he was dizzy and wiped 
an imaginary drop of sweat from his brow, smiling.

It had taken 12 minutes.

During the first few months of school, 
Har Sin made steady progress, learning 
first to write his name in wobbly letters. 

Sometimes, he forgot the "r."

He mastered some basic concepts in American 
Sign Language, like the gesture for the word 
"understand," which resembles a light bulb 
going off above your head. He used it often, 
asking if his message was clear.

He learned the days of the week, and the 
gesture for "job," along with some examples, 
like police officer, bartender and janitor. He'd 
like a job, but he knows he first has to improve 
his language. Someday, he’ll be able to wean 
himself from his dependence on his sister, 
maybe get his own apartment, even a girlfriend.

In the meantime, he shapes his hand into the 
formal words he’s learned, and mixes them 
with the invented gestures he’s used all his 
life to fill in the gaps. His schooling has given 
him confidence. In his class, he was the most 
animated student, a jokester with a hint of 
cockiness. He teased classmates when they 
offered wrong answers.

Outside of class, he started accepting every invitation to venture beyond the walls of Apartment 7.

Especially when the invitation was extended by a girl.

A Silent Journey



On Fridays, Har Sin goes to a coffee shop in Mission Valley where he 
socializes with other sign language speakers. He’s been learning since 
April, and his skills are developing quickly. Photo: Sam Hodgson.

Har Sin attempts to surprise Brigitte Young, a resettlement volunteer. 
He's playful around other young people — flirtatious around girls —  
and tries hard to communicate despite lacking language. Photo: Sam 
Hodgson.

One day in June, a young woman with long 
brown hair and a broad smile stopped by 
Apartment 7 to pick up food she’d paid 

Har Sin’s sister to prepare for a party.

Har Sin spotted the woman, Brigitte Young, a 
resettlement volunteer, walking in the courtyard 
outside. He ran to the kitchen to hide. When 
Young walked in, he leapt out from his hiding 
spot, hoping to startle her. But Young had her 
back toward Har Sin and didn’t see him.

He couldn’t scream "Boo!" like most flirtatious 
young men might. His attempt at playfulness 
failed. So he instead stood behind her and 
flailed his arms in front of her to get her 
attention. Young turned around and smiled.

He helped her load trays of food into her car. 
When they finished, she signaled for Har Sin and 
his 19-year-old nephew, Ah Kyee. She wanted to 
take them to the party.

Har Sin opened the car door, ready to go.

But Ah Kyee was reluctant. He was 
embarrassed, worried his poor English would 
make it hard to interact with Young’s friends. 
"What do I say?" he asked.

Young tried to convince Ah Kyee to accept the 
invitation. All the while, Har Sin stood outside 
the car, bounding up and down with impatience, 
unconcerned with the destination or the 
challenges it might present.

He was just eager to go.

It was a Friday night in early September, 
and Har Sin had been in school almost five 
months. He was back in the parking lot of the 

Mission Valley Coffee Bean, where he once sat 
riveted watching people communicate in sign 
language, in gestures that once meant nothing 
to him. He strained his eyes for any sign of his 
classmates who were supposed to meet him.

But none of them showed up, and he feigned 
anger standing outside the coffee shop’s 
front door. He cursed them in the unvocalized 
profanity he’d picked up in the last two years, 
shaping his mouth to utter the words, but only letting out small bursts of air.

He scanned the crowd for a recognizable face, but didn’t find one. He meandered back to the parking lot and lingered, but 
finally gave up and made his way back toward the coffee shop.

A young man was leaving, and he gestured a greeting toward Har Sin as he walked out the door. Har Sin smiled slightly, and 
the man stopped.

My name is B-a-r-t, the man said.
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Har Sin still has many challenges ahead. He wants to find a job, but 
knows he has a lot to learn first. Above, he tries to get a friend’s 
attention outside the coffee shop. He can't shout her name, so he 
waves his hands in the air hoping she’ll notice. Photo: Sam Hodgson.
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My name is H-a-r-S-i-n.

I’m from T-e-m-e-c-u-l-a, the man said.

I’m from B-u-r-m-a.

Bart Hodge didn’t know where Burma was, but he didn’t ask. Har Sin didn't know where Temecula was, but he didn't ask, 
either.

Nice to meet you, Hodge said.

Nice to meet you.

It was a simple conversation that five months 
ago was impossible.

Har Sin walked onto the patio. The sign 
language conversations in the air were still 
overwhelming, too complex, and so he drifted to 
the outer edge. He warmed his hands over a fire 
pit, still looking for his friends. He paced back 
and forth, uneasy about engaging in that silent 
cacophony of so much sign language.

All those people had language. They understood 
its concept and structure. Har Sin still did not. 
Despite his progress, he was still a mostly 
blank slate. He was learning English and sign 
language from nothing.

A pretty woman across the patio implored 
him with exaggerated gestures and an inviting 
smile to come over and talk. Har Sin walked 
slowly, the characteristic confidence in his stride 
subdued.

The woman introduced herself as Melissa.

Har Sin, he said.

Their conversation started slowly, but Melissa’s sign language was emotionally expressive, almost consuming. She opened 
her eyes wide and leaned her shoulders in to emphasize her interest. Before long, Har Sin was sucked in. He started using 
wide arm motions to tell Melissa about himself. 

He didn't tell her about the 24 years he lived without spoken or written words. He didn't mention the long haul ahead. He 
didn't say he was slowly replacing his improvised charades with real language.

He told her that he was from Burma.

That he played soccer.

That he’d only been studying for five months.

Wow! she said.

Please contact Adrian Florido directly at adrian.florido@voiceofsandiego.org or at 619.325.0528 and follow him on Twitter: 
twitter.com/adrianflorido.   
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Har Sin sits in his room attempting to communicate with reporter 
Adrian Florido. The two conversed using a mixture of improvised 
gestures, sign language and short notes and drawings. Photo: Sam 
Hodgson.

Resettlement worker Jen Cordaro plays with Har Sin’s niece, Cho 
Maya, in the courtyard outside the family’s apartment. Photo: Sam 
Hodgson.
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Behind Har Sin's Story
By ADRIAN FLORIDO 
October 12, 2010

"I have a family for you," the resettlement worker 
told me. "Their situation is a really good example 
of the struggles that Burmese families face."

I'd asked Jen Cordaro to help me find a family 
whose experience could illustrate the day-to-day 
challenge for Burmese refugees. More than 200 
families have arrived in San Diego since 2006.

So Cordaro drove me and photographer Sam 
Hodgson to an aging apartment complex in City 
Heights, where we talked to a woman named 
Ah Lee Mar and her husband, Mat Sa Pi. But we 
were quickly drawn in by a young man sitting 
nearby, who though deaf and unable to speak, 
somehow managed to talk to us with his eyes.

Cordaro told us about Har Sin, who'd grown up 
deaf in a refugee camp having never learned 
to communicate. When we met him, he was 
waiting for a seat in an adult literacy class for 
the deaf.

We saw an opportunity to tell the story of a man 
learning language for the first time in his life. 
He faced huge obstacles, but his yearning to 
overcome them was evident in the enthusiasm 
of the simple gestures he used.

We got a hint of his personality during that first 
visit. A group of East Coast-based missionaries 
knocked on the family's door as we sat in the 
living room. They were compiling an annual 
report on their work in City Heights, and asked 
Har Sin's family, which is Muslim, to line up in 
the courtyard for a photo.

Har Sin looked at us, a sly grin on his face, 
and rolled his eyes, as if he'd long ago gotten 
used to the steady stream of social workers, 
community organizers, and missionaries who 
find a haven for their work in City Heights, the 
gateway to America for thousands of refugees 
each year.

Sam and I quickly realized we wanted to tell 
Har Sin's story, and we shifted our focus. Over the next six months, we spent a lot of time with Har Sin, sometimes a few 
evenings a week, sometimes just a single afternoon a week. Perhaps because of our closeness in age, he welcomed our 

http://www.voiceofsandiego.org/voice_special_reports/silent-journey/


Har Sin communicates with reporter Adrian Florido outside his 
family’s apartment complex. Photo: Sam Hodgson.

Har Sin’s athletic prowess is impressive. He does a backflip at Balboa 
Park as reporter Adrian Florido looks on. Photo: Sam Hodgson.
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presence.

We faced challenges from the beginning. We 
could hardly communicate with him. That meant 
we couldn't be certain Har Sin knew we wanted 
to write about him.

I carried a little yellow notebook. Sam had his 
camera. Har Sin knew that I was a writer and 
that Sam was a photographer — that those were 
our jobs. We'd been able to communicate at 
least that much using improvised gestures. But 
did he know that when we were showing up at 
his apartment and following him to the park and 
to his school, that we were working?

I reconstructed many of the scenes from Har 
Sin's past through interviews with his family 
and people who knew him from the refugee 
camp. I spoke with them through an interpreter 
and increasingly on my own, as their English 
improved. I spoke with resettlement workers and 
volunteers who became a part of Har Sin's life. 
And I spent many hours trying to communicate 
with Har Sin himself.

That was the most difficult. Early on, we'd sat 
down with him, opened a newspaper, and tried 
to get him to understand that we wanted to 
put him in the newspaper (we didn't try, at that 
point, to convey the nuances of online versus 
print).

We weren't convinced he understood.

The situation raised questions we initially didn't 
know how to answer, but that we hoped would 
clarify themselves over time.

And that is what happened. As Har Sin 
progressed in his literacy class, and as we 
spent more time with him, we developed a more 
streamlined way of communicating. We learned 
basic gestures, like job and school. We drew 
pictures, like chickens and trees, and we wrote 
simple words in my notebook, like food and 
soccer.

Over the months, communication improved, and there were moments when both Sam and I marveled at how quickly Har Sin 
was improving his formal skills.

There were also frequent reminders of the long haul ahead.

One afternoon, we walked into Apartment 7 expecting Har Sin to take us to a nearby park, where we were planning to watch 
him play soccer with a group of other young Burmese refugees. We wanted to see him interact with other people, and to 
find out how he was treated among his peers. A few days earlier, before leaving his apartment, we were sure we'd settled on 
those plans and had been impressed by our ability to decipher his gestures.

We were wrong.

A Silent Journey
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Har Sin browses through sign language books at a store in Mission 
Valley. Photo: Sam Hodgson.
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Har Sin had no plans to play soccer with others. He wanted to play with us.

It took five months to get the first definitive confirmation we needed that Har Sin knew we wanted to write about him. At 
a deaf social event in Mission Valley, a woman asked him if we worked for the "newspaper." Yes, he said, and we were 
writing a story about him. A second woman, who had hearing but also spoke sign language, interpreted his gestures. He 
understood, and so did we.

It was in those moments around other speakers 
of sign language that we saw Har Sin at his most 
enthusiastic at having an outlet for his thoughts.

The delight was evident even in moments of 
misunderstanding. The evening of our first visit 
to the coffee shop, Har Sin walked with us 
into a nearby bookstore. He led us to the sign 
language section, where he browsed through 
the picture dictionaries containing English words 
and their American Sign Language equivalents.

He came across a word whose gesture 
resembled the one for "go," a word he'd learned. 
But the word he'd found meant something else. 
He showed it to me, and explained in gestures 
that the word meant "go," just like we had 
"gone" to the coffee shop that evening.

No, I said. I took the dictionary from him, and 
flipped to the word "go." I showed it to him. 
"This is the word ‘go,'" I said. He looked. He 
saw the gesture for "go" and realized he'd made 
a mistake.

But he wasn't disappointed. He was thrilled. His eyes opened wide and he nodded feverishly. He used his fist to repeat again 
and again the gesture for "yes, yes, yes!"

He was ecstatic that I had understood him despite his error, and that, using the book in his hands, I was able to correct him. 
He realized the universality and structure of the tool — language — that he was acquiring. That structure had always been 
missing in his life. His attempts to communicate had always been hit and miss.

That moment in the bookstore was one of the most emotional of the many we shared with him.

The thrill of communicating, of knowing he could do so formally, had not worn off nine months after he'd first learned he 
could.

In the months ahead, we'll continue checking in with Har Sin, and updating you on the milestones in his journey. Every 
day is full of new discoveries, new progress. He wants to get a driver's license. He wants a job. He wants, perhaps most 
immediately, a girlfriend.

We still don't know how much progress Har Sin will make. There's no doubt it will be a long process, and we don't know how 
much he'll be able to learn, how proficient he'll become at communicating, having never learned to do so before.

But we're looking forward to finding out.

Please contact Adrian Florido directly at adrian.florido@
voiceofsandiego.org or at 619.325.0528 and follow him on  
Twitter: twitter.com/adrianflorido.    

A Silent Journey


