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Cathy Wipf uses an early news report of the cyclone that hit Myanmar as a teaching aid while tutoring a group of Burmese students in English at the Hillcrest Community Center on Friday afternoon.
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Cathy Wipf is glad her mother didn't live to see her nation devastated. Wipf's mother died two days before Cyclone Nargis struck Myanmar (formerly Burma), killing more than 30,000 people.

Wipf has lived for years in Frederick County, but maintains ties to her homeland. The cyclone tore the roof off the house in Rangoon that her mother had shared with one of Wipf's sister. She hasn't been able to contact another sister, but has heard she is safe.

Meanwhile, Wipf is doing what she has always done -- using her language skills to help others.

When she was a little girl growing up, her mother made her learn English. 

Wipf said she didn't like to speak the language, but later, when she took a job at the British embassy in Rangoon, she was thankful for her mother's perseverance.

"Mothers know best," Wipf said.

In 1998, fighting broke out between students agitating for democracy and the country's military government.

With the help of the British and other embassies, Wipf said she provided medical supplies to students who were shot.

Though she was not directly involved in politics, Wipf said she was followed and people who visited her house were questioned by the government.

"To make a long story short, I didn't want to live there anymore," she said.

She and her sister found jobs at the British embassy in Washington and moved to the U.S.

Wipf said their goal when they arrived was to help their family, the Burmese community here and their countrymen back home.

However, life as a single mother sidetracked her plans and for years she worked for a health insurance firm.

About a year and a half ago, Wipf remarried and no longer needed to work.

She said the Asian population, most of whom have legal status as refugees, is the fastest growing immigrant community in Frederick County.

She began translating and interpreting for Burmese immigrants in schools and in local hospitals.

Some Burmese and other Asians living here have trouble with English and are not accustomed to the health care system, she said. Many have health insurance through their jobs but avoid seeing a doctor or a dentist except in an emergency.

While working and volunteering in the community, Wipf met Elizabeth Chung, director of LIFE and Discovery, a nonprofit educational corporation.

Chung recently arranged for Wipf to tutor about 21 Burmese employees of RR Donnelley in English. Wipf's class meets twice a week for five hours at a new community center in the Hillcrest neighborhood.

Wipf said her students are eager to learn, and RR Donnelley has provided incentives for them to get better positions within the company as they become more proficient in English.

In the last week, Wipf has faced a more urgent mandate. Since the cyclone struck on May 3, she has been trying to put local Burmese immigrants in touch with their loved ones back home. Even with help from a sister who works in Burma for the United Nations, the task remains daunting.

Wipf is also working with Elizabeth Chung and local Burmese churches on a fundraiser for cyclone victims planned for mid-June.

And she still sees a lack of local Asians who can act as translators in health fields and the schools, Wipf said.

"I'm just a drop in the bucket, but if others add their drops, the bucket will fill up." 
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