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FORT WAYNE, Ind. — It was an emotional moment 
for Amanda Saw when Myanmar's top democracy 
leader walked onto the stage. 
 
"When she walked in, I felt like a child missing her 
mother," said 21-year-old Saw, a member of the 
Battle Creek Burmese community. "I could not stop 
crying." 
 
Saw was not alone. 
 
With pink flowers in her hair, Aung San Suu Kyi 
entered the Allen County War Memorial Coliseum in 
Fort Wayne, Ind., Tuesday morning, welcomed by a 
crowd of thousands, many refugees of oppression 
from the military junta in their Southeast Asia 
homeland. Many had tears in their eyes. Almost all of 
them gave her a standing ovation. 
 
"How do we protect ourselves?" Suu Kyi asked before 
the crowd. "We protect ourselves by strengthening 
our country." 
 
Suu Kyi spent 15 years under house arrest beginning 
in 1989 for opposing military rule in Myanmar, making 
her one of the world's most prominent political 
prisoners and a symbol of hope for many Burmese 
refugees in the U.S. Myanmar has been ruled by an 
oppressive military regime since 1988. 
 
Suu Kyi was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991. 
 
First speaking in English, the soft-spoken but 
assertive political figure addressed the crowd mostly 
in Burmese as she advocated for education, tolerance 
and democracy in Myanmar. Her audience was 
diverse, ranging in all ages and ethnicities. Many 
attendees donned traditional Burmese attire. Some of 
the crowd chanted Suu Kyi's name throughout her 
speech. 
 
Suu Kyi asked the Burmese people in the United 
States to continue to take pride in their birthplace. 
"We did not think that you have separated from us 
because you have become citizens of another 
country," she said. "We know that you are still 
connected to us and still part of our country. We do 
not separate or discriminate between people who are 
different." 

More than 40 members from the Battle Creek 
Burmese community attended Suu Kyi's speech. 
"You probably go to country or rock concerts and see 
American Idol and things like that," said 17-year-old 
Riia Kuk. "For us, this is the only time we can go see 
our hero." 
 
More than 1,200 Burmese people now live in the 
Battle Creek area, said Martha Thawnghmung, 
director of the Burma Center in Springfield. 
Thawnghmung moved to the U.S. when she was 8 
years old. 
 
"I didn't get to grow up in Burma," she said. "But to 
see someone so selfless, so dignified and so sure 
about what it is she's trying to achieve — it's 
inspirational." 
 
Suu Kyi's Fort Wayne appearance was part of her 17-
day U.S. trip. She traveled to Washington, D.C., last 
week, where she was presented with the 
Congressional Gold Medal she was awarded in 2008. 
 
Suu Kyi was released from house arrest in 2010 and 
gained a parliamentary seat in April. Her release led 
the U.S. to normalize diplomatic relations with 
Myanmar and allowed U.S. companies to start 
investing in the country again. The administration is 
now considering easing one of its remaining 
sanctions, a ban on imports. 
 
"She is our hope," said Saw, who left Burma about 
two years ago. "Our hope to change our country and 
our hope to bring back all the good things to our 
country, including politics and economics. And also 
freedom." 
 
With Suu Kyi's work, Saw said, she may be able to go 
back home one day. 
 
The Associated Press contributed to this report.  


