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Abbreviations used in this Manuscript

ACNS=American Council for Nationalities Services
Agent Orange = A toxic herbicide sprayed by the U.S. military during the Vietnam War to
defoliate jungle areas and expose enemy forces)

ARVN =Army of theRepublic of Viet Nam

ASOC =Air Support Operations Center

BOQ =Bachelor Officer Quarters

CCP=Chinese Communist Party

CDEC = Combined Document Exploitation Center

CIA =Centrad IntelligenceAgency

CORDS= Civil OperationsFor Rural Development Services

CPO =Civilian Personne Office/Officer

DAO = DefenseAttaché Office

DMV = Department of Motor Vehicles

ESL = EnglishasaSecond Language

GVN = Government of South Vietnam

HO = Humanitarian Operations

ICU =Intensive Care Unit

IRCC = Indochinese Resettlement & Cultura Center

IRS=Internal Revenue Service

LDS= Latter-day Saints

MAAG- Military Advisory Assistants Group

MACYV =Military Ass stance Command, Vietnam

NFLSVN = National Liberation Front of South Vietnam

NVA = North Vietnamese Army

PHOENIX =A United States OrganizationinVietnam

POW = Prisoner of War

SAM =Atypeof missileused by theViet Cong

TET =Viethamese New Year

USAID =United StatesAid

USARV = United StatesArmy Vietnam

USMACYV =United StatesMilitary Assistant Command Vietnam

VC=Viet Cong/Vietcong

Viet Minh (abbreviation of Viet NamDoc Lap Dong Minh Hoi or National Alliancefor
Viet Nam Independence)

VN =Viet Nam/Vietnam

VNAF =VietnamAir Force

VOLAG =Voluntary Agency
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LETTER TO MY CHILDREN

Front Row: Natalie Tran, Audrey Tran, Katie Sternberg, Katherine Tran and Jett (JT) Kendrick

Second Row: Elliot Tran, Jennifer Sternberg, Tina Nguyen, Nicole Nguyen, Oliver Tran, Rebecca Wong

Third Row: Christopher Nguyen, Hoa Sternberg, Ann Tranlong, Ha Wong, Nga Tran, Hai Nguyen

Fourth Row: David (Phuong) Tran, Anh Tran, Michael Wong, Ming Wong, Nhon (Peter) Tran, Tom Sternberg,
Elizabeth (Bich) Chau-Tran, Vanessa (Van) Tran, Jakob Holm, Kevin Kendrick, Stefanie (Thuy) Kendrick, Lap Wong,

Ngoc Anh Tran, Pang Nguyet Wong (hidden), Abby Hung, Trung Tran (Picture taken August9, 1998)

My Dear Children,

At saventy-fiveand plagued with medica problems; | know | do not havemuchtimeleft with youinthisworld.
| feel  angoingtodiesoon. Itisal right. Peoplehaveto dieat onetimeor another. | havelived alonglife.
Inmy oldage, | fill haveyour caringmother; | ill havealargefamily of many children, in-laws, and grandchildren
who il lovemein spiteof my shortcomings. But beforeleaving thisworld, | want towritethisletter telling you
alittlebit about thetimeand lifeof your forefathers, the circumstancesunder which | grew up, how you were
brought up in thisworld, and most importantly, how you weretaken to thispromised land of God, Freedom
and Democracy.

Because of thelong war, which spanned my entirelife, and the misfortunesthat followed melong after our
family cameto the United States, | wasunableto do alot of good thingsfor you, and | apologizeto you for
that. Tosomeof you, | waseven considered not agood father. In hindsight, the only onegood thing | wasable
todofor youwasto takeyou out of Vietnamin thefinal daysof thewar and bring you to this God-promised
land so that you could enjoy thefreedom that would surely be denied to you in Vietnam and becomethe men
and women you aretoday in thisfree and democratic society. When the communi stswere about to conquer
South Vietnam, | gambled the biggest gambleof my life—giving up your threeyoungest sblingsto an orphanage
so they could be baby-lifted out of Vietnam. Thanksto God, our Heavenly Father, we were able to get
together againasanintact family.



Recently, I’ ve had the chanceto talk with my brother Tri who cameto San Josefrom LosAnglesto seemefor
thelagt timein March 2006. Wetaked alot about you, your childrenand about hischildren and hisgrandchildren.
Weworried that theremight be very difficult timesahead of you because sociol ogists predicted that by theyear
of 2030, therewill beat |east 300 million Americanslivinginthe United States. When we havethat many
peoplelivinginour nation, lifeeventualy will become very difficult economically. Wefelt we should let you
know what to expect, why you are here, where you come from and who your ancestorsare. Following his
advice, | started writing thisletter totalk toyou alittle bit about Vietnam and the circumstances under which
you emigrated to the United States. Some of you might not find timeto read the entire book, which took me
fifteenyearstofinish, sol will summarizeitinthis|etter.

OUR FATHERLAND

Our fatherland islocated in Southeast Asiaon apeninsulajutting out of thelargeland massthat containsthe
following countries: ChinaintheNorth and Ceylon (now Sri-Lanka) intheNorthwest, India, Laosand Thailand
intheWest and Cambodiain the Southwest. Because of itsstrategic location, Vietnam has been thetarget of
many foreigninvasionsby surrounding countriesand finally by Francein the Nineteenth Century and Japanin
the Twentieth Century. Inbrief, our fatherland was subjected to one thousand years of Chinese domination,
onehundred yearsof France coloniaismand thirty-fiveyearsof genocida war brought to bear uponit by the
Super Powers of the Twentieth Century. During thereign of theseforeign powers, your ancestorsmany a
timeshad courageoudly stood up and broken the yoke of davery to regain freedom and independencefor our
country.

Gulf of
Tonkin

DME (Demitaried Zons)

South China
Sea




In need of new land to feed the growing Viethamese popul ation, your forefathers al so conquered the Cham
Kingdomand, inthe process, annihilated itsentire popul ation. But your forefathers ambition did not end there.
They continued to move southward and occupied thel ower portion of Cambodia, the M ekong Ddlta, assmilated
itspeopleand renamed it Nam Viet (Southern Vietnam). Asrecently as 1979, Vietnam also waged awar
againgt Cambodiaand occupiedit for fifteenyears. Gloriousasthey were, these aggressionsand occupations
have resulted in the Nghiep Chuong (bad consequences), which al of ushaveto bear. Asmy posterity, you
cannot avoid this Nghiep Chuong.

ANCIENT HISTORY

Your children’schildren probably will know more about the history of Americathan the history of Vietnam
becauseit isarequired subject they haveto learn and know by heart in order to graduate from high school.
Againintheuniversity, they will havetolearn about thefounding of America, itsconstitutions, its system of
government, etc. They probably will learn more about the discovery of Americaby Christopher Columbusin
1492, theimmigration of the Puritansto Americato avoid religious persecutionsin their countries, thecoming
toAmericaof Africansto serveasdavesfor American daveowners, thecoming toAmericaof Irish, Itaians,
Chinese, Japanese, Hispanicsand other immigrant groups during the past 200 years. Four hundred yearsafter
the discovery of America, thefirst wave of Viethamese refugees came to Americaafter thefall of South
ViethaminApril 1975. Sincethat date, wave after wave of Vietnamese refugees set foot in Americamaking
thiscountry thelargest Vietnameseimmigrant community in theworld (1,300,000 plus according to the 2000
Census).

The past 200 years of thefounding of Americawereindeed ahistory full of events—someglorious, likethe
American Revolution against Great Britain, and sometragic, likethe Civil War between the North and the
South of the United States. Theseeventsareindeed worthy to be studied by our posterity. But it saddensme
agreat dedl to seethat my great-great-grandchildren, whilerightfully concentrating their effortsat studying the
American history, will likely tend to forget the Vietnamese history that beganin 2,879 B.C. If weadd 2007
years of the present erato that, the history of Vietnamwill be 4,976 yearsold.

Four thousand nine hundred and seventy-six yearsago, therewereagroup of peoplewho called themselves
theLac Viet, part of theBach Viet Tribes, living under thereign of King An Duong Vuong on apieceof land
caled XichQuy. TheLac Viet peoplelivedinthe Yantse River Valey with many other tribes. At that time,
China, under the Qing Emperor, tried to assmilatedl of thetribeslivingin China, but wasnot ableto assmilate
theLac Viet Tribe becausethe Lac Viet people werevery stubborn and independent. They had traditions,
customsand aspoken language entirely different from other tribes. Thelanguagethey spokewasthelanguage
we speak in Vietnam today. Part of their custom wasto tattoo body partsin order to avoid sea mammal
attacks. They also painted their teeth black and kept them strong by chewing arecanutsand betels.

In2,179 B.C., refusing to be assimilated by the Chinese people, the Lac Viet went south and settled inthe Red
River Valley, establishing their first kingdom called VVan Lang under thereign of King Hung. TheVan Lang
Kingdom enjoyed 1,290 years of peace and prosperity, but peace ended because the Chinese Empire never
let go of the Lac Viet peoplewhom they considered apart of China. They decided to colonizeVan Lang by
sheer force. They succeeded in subjecting the Van Lang people under their domination for one thousand
years. The Chineseoccupation beganin 111 B.C. and endedin 939A.D., but during the onethousand years
of Chinese occupation, the people of Van Lang had many atime rebelled against the Chinese. The most
notoriousof theserebellionswerethe onesled by thetwo sisters, Trung Trac and Trung Nhi, King Ly Nam De,
King TrieuViet, King Ma Hac Deand the Phung Hung Movement. Eventhough their rebellionssucceededin
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regaining Vietnam independencefor only short periodsof time, their indomitable spirit remained seethinginthe
heart of the Vietnamese people.

In the year 939 there was a Vietnamese hero by the name of Nguyen who succeeded in surrounding the
Vietnamese people around him, and he finally kicked the Chinese out of Vietnam, setting up aperiod of
independencefor Vietnam from 939 until 1855. For over 900 years, our forefathersturned their backsagainst
the South China Seasin the east to fight the enemy coming from the north. Turning their backsto the South
China Seaswas not agood strategy, for in 1887, France camefrom the seawith an armadaof several ships
and thousands of soldiersto attack Vietham. France colonized Vietnam for over eighty years, butin 1945, the
Vietnameserevolted againgt France and defeated it in 1954.

For your benefit, | will repeat one moretimethe namesof our forefatherswho vaiantly fought theforeignersto
keep our nation independent, lessyou forget them. DinhwasDinh bo Linh, amember of the peasantry who
used cane breaksasflagsto train hisarmiesto pacify the country controlled by the twelve Vietnamese war
lords. Lewasthefamily of Le Dai Hanh. Ly wasthe nameof Ly Cong Uanwho introduced Buddhismto
Vietnam. Tranwas Tran Hung Dao, the well-known general who twice defeated the powerful Mongolian
Army that attempted to conquer Vietnam. Howasthenameof Ho Quy Ly, thefamousVietnameserevolutionary.
The posterior Lewerethe Le Kings—one of whomwasLe Loi who for ten yearsfought the Chinesewith
nothing on hisback but the cotton cloth worn by peasants. Thereweretwo kingdomsof Nguyen. Theanterior
Nguyen consisted of the Nguyen Anh, or King GiaL ong, whose kingdom ended in 1945 asBao Dal, thelast
Nguyen King, abdicated for the benefit of anew independent Vietnam.

MOST RECENT HISTORY

Vietnam was colonized by Francein 1887 along with Cambodiaand Laossix yearslater. The Second World
War began in 1940. BecauseVietnam lay intheir path of aggression, the Japanese occupied Vietham from
1940to 1945, and subjected our peopleto agreat deal of brutality. In March 1945, the Japanese ousted the
French, declared Vietnam independent from French col oniaism and handed the administration of Vietnamto
Emperor Bao Dai. InAugust 1945, the A mericansdropped two atomic bombson Hiroshimaand Nagasaki,
ending World War 11. Taking advantage of thedownfall of the Japanese Empire, the Viet Minh (Vietnam Doc
Lap Dong MinhHoi - Nationa Alliancefor Vietnam | ndependence) took over the country led by the Japanese-
supported government of Bao Dai and declared Vietnam independent of Japaneserule. France, forever
greedy, tried to re-imposeitscolonid ruleon Vietnam again with the hel p of the British troopsin Cochinchina
(SouthVietnam), thereat that timeto disarm the Japanese troops. French soldierswerere eased from Japanese
concentration campsand started fighting the Vietnamese people. The Vietnamese peopl e, under theleadership
of Ho Chi Minh, fought back. ThisFranco-Viet MinhWar wasto last for nineyears. It ended in 1954 after the
signing of the GenevaA greement, which stipul ated that Vietnam wasto be divided intwo parts—theterritory
north of the 17" Parallel wasto be under the control of the Communist Government and theterritory south of
it, under the control of the French (and | ater the American-supported Nationalist Government). It wasalso
tipul ated that agenerd e ection wasto beheldin 1956 to determinewhich regime, nationdist or communi &,
the Vietnamese peoplewanted to have.

American-supported South Vietnam Prime Minister Ngo Dinh Diem refused to hold the general election,
claiming the people north of the 17" Parall el did not havethefreedom of choice. Asaresult, communist North
Vietnam began plotting invas onsof South Vietnam to reunify the country under itsrule. During aperiod of nine
long yearsof waging war againgt South Vietnam, thecommunistsfinaly succeeded in conqueringit onApril 30,
1975. Not wantingto liveunder communism, | took you to the United Statesof AmericaonApril 26, 1975,
soyou coulddl liveinfreedom.



RAISINGA FAMILY FROM 1954 TO 1975

You wereall born between 1954 and 1975. Ngaand Trung were born in Danang, but therest of you were
bornin Saigonwherel lived from 1960 to 1968 and again from 1972 t0 1975. From 1954 to 1975, welived
through the most difficult times of thewar and destruction in Vietnam—the most ravaging of whichwasthe
carnages of the 1968 Tet Offensive. During the Tet Offensive, Viet Cong troops attacked Phu Tho where our
family lived, so | had to moveyou to the Second Administrative Precinct inthe center of Saigon to avoid desth
inthewar-ravaged Phu Tho area. In 1972, | was sent to the United Statesfor professional training. Many of
my friendsinthe United Statestried to persuade menot to return to Vietnam, fearing that | might be caught and
killed by theNorth Vietnamese Army who, at that time, was pouring itstroopsacrossthe 17" Parallel and who
occupied one-third of our country. Inspiteof my friend spersuasion, | decided to go back to Vietnamto be
withyouduringthistimeof crisis. InApril 1975, ninedaysbeforethe NVA conquered Saigon, thelast lineof
defensefor South Vietnam, with your mother’sconsent, | gave up your youngest siblings (Phuong, Thuy and
Van) to an orphanage so they could be baby-lifted out of the country. Six dayslater, through thegrace of God,
our Heavenly Father arranged for anAmerican, Mr. McBride, at the USEmbassy, to helptherest of thefamily
emigrateto the United Statesviaone of those black flightsoperated by the USAir Force. Two months|ater we
werereunited with theorphan children. Our family waswholeagainand resettled firstin SantaRosa, sponsored
by the SantaRosaFirst Ward, SantaRosa Stake, Church of Jesus Christ of L atter-day Saints. During thenext
thirty years, wewere scattered all over the United States. Asyou can see, our lifewasnot easy for usduring
the period of fiercest fightingin Vietnam and thefirst fifteen yearsinthe U.S,; however, thereisno deathin our
family—only multiplication—and we should begrateful to God for that.

WHY AREWEHERE?

Asthefirst generation of Vietnamese Americansin thiscountry, you need to explain to your posterity why our
family ishereamong millionsof other Vietnameserefugees. Thereasonissimple: having lived through World
Waer 11 (1939-1945), the French-Viet-Minh War (1945-1954) and theAmerican War of Interventionin Vietnam
(1955-1975), and having seen what the Vietnamese communists had doneto your forefathers, and knowing
you could not haveadecent lifeif you remainedinVietnam under therule of communism, | decided totakeyou
tothe United States so at |east you could livein freedom.

Therefore, no matter how busy you are, try to find timeto ponder about the history of Vietnam, to discover
your rootsand toloveVietnam as| haveloved it. Throughout itshistory, Vietnam has enjoyed grest moments
of glory but also sad momentsof defeat. But worst of al, Vietnamiscurrently under thedictatoria communist
regime. ThecommunigtsinVietnam today have anideologica and political philosophy that isdifferent asday
and night from theworld inwhichyou areliving now. Why doesVietnam haveto suffer somuch? | think itis
because of the many mistakes our forefathers have made—the most serious of whichistheir penchant for
divisvenessand their past actsof wickedness. Individualy, theVietnamese peoplearegreat competitors, but
asanation they are sorely divided. Someoneoncesaid, “If a Viethameseisto compete with a Japanese
(supposedly the most intelligent people in the world), the Vietnamese always comes out a winner, but if
ten Vietnamese are to compete as a group with ten Japanese, the Japanese always come out winners.”
Thereasonissmple: asagroup, theVietnameseadwaystry to competewith oneanother first before competing
with the other group. Thisdivisiveness has been seen throughout the history of Vietnam from the day it
achieved nationa independencein 939A.D. till thisdate. Thisdivisivenesshasexisted not only in our society
but dsoinmany Vietnamesefamilies. For thisreason | warn you not to bedivisive.
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With regardsto thewickednessof our forefathers, thereareampleexamples. During the southward movement
in the Sixteenth Century to enlarge our country, our forefathers conquered Champa, annihilated all of its
people, and most recently they invaded Cambodia, creating alot of Nghiep Chuong (bad consequences) for

their posterity.
LOVEYOURBROTHERSAND SISTERS

| know that living in America, you cannot help from being influenced by its culture—one of whichis, by
responsibility, you arerequired to take care of your immediate family first and your extended family next. |
totally agree with that concept. Having said that, however, | cannot disagree with theteachingsof my own
father and mother with regardsto theissueof family relationships. They said, “ Adrop of pink blood isbetter
than a whole pond of water.” (Mot giot mau dao con hon ao nuoc 1a). “ Brothersand sistersarelikearms
and legs of a human body.” (Anh em nhu thetay chan). “ If your sistersarefalling, try to break that fall by
comingtother rescue.” (Chi ngaem nang). Speaking of family, | want to remind you that you a so have many
relativeswhoaredtill livinginVietnam, Franceand Taiwan. Try to communicatewith them asoften asyou can,
making sureeverybody isal right. If youdo this, your mom and | will ever be happy inthe spirit world.

HARMONY INTHE FAMILY

Harmony inthefamily isthekey to happiness. Inthefamily, disagreementsoften occur, but try to solvethem
inanamicableway. Husbandsand wives should respect each other. So should siblings. Daughters, including
daughters-in-law, should encourage your husbandsto be good husbands and good fathers. Sons, including
sons-in-law, should treat your wiveswith tenderness and absol utely should never use violence against your
wives.

BE FRUGAL

Asl said earlier, | expect lifewill bedifficult for your children and your grandchildreninnot solong afuture.
Teach themto befrugal. Houses, carsand furniture are necessitiesfor you. But only acquirewhat you need.
Do not try to compete with the Joneses and acquirethingsthat you do not need. Show your childrenthedark
sideof theworld—the unfortunate peoplein Africaand thosein Asawho do not have enough to eat because
of theravagesof war intheir countries. Try to do good to other peopleand they will do good to you. Having
livedalonglifeand having seenalot, I, for one, strongly believein thelaw of Nhan Quéa (cause & effect).
Always sow agood seed and you will be sureto have agood harvest.

BE GRATEFUL TOYOURADOPTIVE COUNTRY

In December 2005, | got thechanceto visit Phuong, Ngoc, Natalie, Audrey
and Katherine. When checking about the status of hischildren’seducation,
Phuong produced acopy of theessay written by Audrey Tran about lifein
Americaand thetrue meaning of theAmericanflag. AtthetimeAudrey
wrotethisessay shewasonly eleven-years-old. Basically shesaid that we
should all be grateful toAmerica. Since her writing pretty much covers
what | want to say, I’ mincluding it hereverbatim for your benefit:

Audrey Tran (2005-2006)




The American Flag — The symbol of Liberty and Goodness
By Audrey Tran (2005)

When | look at theflag, it fillsmewith pride. | amproud to be a Viethamese American and
live under the American flag because it is like the glue that holds all of us Americans
together, that confirms our beliefs of Freedom and Justice. To me, the flag means much,
much more than a piece of inexpensive fabric on a stick — it stands for our proud history
and our envied freedom.

The American flag is full of strong symbols though it has simple patterns. On the top left
hand corner, there are 50 stars on a blue background and 13 red and white stripes. The
stars stand for 50 states of today, including Hawaii and Alaska. The 13 red and white
stripes stand for the 13 original colonies. Red stands for courage and bloodshed; white
stands for freedom and liberty and blue stands for justice. If you put all the symbols
together, the flag symbolizes 50 strong states and red and white stripes stand for the
original 13 colonies deeply dedicated to the cause of courage, liberty and justice.

| am proud of this nation’s history and how far it has come to be the strong nation it is
today. America isone of the few nations that have a culture so diverse. There are Asians,
Europeans, Africans, Hispanics, Native Americans, Middle Easternersor in short, people
fromall around the world. You do not see so many different faces in Russia or India or
Australia. The United Sates of America had so many different customs and cultures; it
has become who we are: we are afree nation. Other countriesusually have only onetype
of religion that people are forced to believe in, but in the United Sates of America, we
may believe whatever we like, whether it is Catholic Islamic, Hindu, Buddhist or even
atheist. When we sit down at dinner and give thanks, | thank the Lord for a free nation.
Becausewe area* free land” many people want to come to the United Sates of America
and my family was one of the many emigrants that left their home to come to America.

They came here fleeing fromthe war between North and South Vietham and were [ooking
for a better life. When both of my parents cameto the* newworld” lifewashard for them
because they did not know how to speak English. My parents did not participate in a lot
of sports, because they did not have a lot of sports in Vietham or they were not able to
understand English fully. Asthey have been living in the United Sates for sometime now
and get used to the American language, they start living an average Vietnamese-American
dream.

Many people in the United Sates of America are like my parents. They come from a
different country, searching for a better life or fleeing from a violent war. That is what
America is all about. It is a new life for those who need it. A second chance for the
unfortunate ones. e stand proud today, with our different beliefs, customs, cultures, skin
colorsand all the things that make us a diverse nation.

Theflag isone of our most treasured symbols of the United Sates, asit will be alwaysand
for ever. | ambrimming with pride knowing that | ama free American living and growing
under the American flag and | may believe whatever | like. The flag not only stands for
Liberty and Justice, it also stands for us the people as well.
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GOD

Remember you arethe children of God and remember how God helped you inthefinal daysof thewar in
Vietnam. You may not remember thisbut inthe darkest final daysof thewar in Vietnam, you were baptized
into the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and after accepting the teachings of God inthistrue
Church, you have been hel ped by God to cometo thiscountry and become the men and women you aretoday.
Think about that and come back to the Church as| have. Calamitieswill comeinyour life, butif you depend
on God, Hewill give thewisdom and the strength to overcomethese calamities. | know it because | have
persona experiencesabout it. Beforeclosing thisletter, | wish you thebest of luck, and alot of blessingsfrom
God, our Heavenly Father.

Your earthly father



Prologue

Why | choosethetitle, Sonsand Daughters of The Smaller Dragon, for thisbook:

Throughout the history of Vietnam, the Vietnamese people have dways been referred to as Con Rong, Chau
Tien (sonsand daughtersof Dragon and aFairy). China, whichismuch morelarge and powerful with billions
of peoplelivingintheland massnorth of Vietnam, iscalled the Bigger Dragon, and Vietnam, muchsmalerin
sizeintermsof territoriesand population, iscalled the Smaller Dragon.

So, symboalically, weareadl the sonsand daughters of the Smaller Dragon. For thisreason, thetitleof this
book is Sonsand Daughters of The Smaller Dragon.

The Dragon

Of the four symbolic animalsthat are engraved and painted on many objects or otherwise represented in
Viethamese housesand public places, thedragonisthemost important (the othersarethe unicorn, thetortoise,
and the phoenix).

Thedragon, afabulousanimal of Sino-Viethamese mythology, isusualy shown with thehead of acamel, the
hornsof abuck, theeyesof ademon (protruding from its sockets), the ears of abuffao, the neck and body of
asnake, the scales of acarp, the claws of an eagle and the pawnsof atiger. Hanging from both sidesof its
mouthisalong barbel, and under the dragon’stongue thereis hidden aprecious stone. Thetop of itshead
showsadecorative protuberancethat isthe mark of intelligence, and along itsbackboneacrest of eighty-one
extralarge scalesrunsfrom the neck to theend of itstail.

Thedragon canliveunder
theground, inthewater or
in the air; it spits a
dangerouskind of vapor,
whichitcanturnintofire
or water at will.

Dragons are immortal.
There are not many, but
their number increases
because another fabulous
animal, a reptile (half-
lizard, half-snake), can
become a dragon at the
ageof 1,000 years.

In spite of itsfrightening appearance, the dragonisnot arepresentation of an evil spirit. Onthe contrary, both
in Chinaand Vietnam, the dragon has always been the symbol of nobility and power. It thusbecamethe
principleattribute of the Vietnamese emperor or Son of Heaven.

(After Thai van Kiem from Times of Vietham. Saigon, September 21, 1957). (Picture of dragon taken by
Vanessa Tran Holmon visit to Vietham in 1995)
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Preface

Before |l wrotethisbook, asort of personal memoirs, | discussed my book project with acouple of close
friendsand they came outright to discourage meto undertake such aproject. One of them, lawyer Thi Nguyen
said, and | quote,

You are a nobody in Vietnam; no one is going to read your book; so many books have been
written by well-known writers about Vietnam and yours, if completed, would be one too
many. It isbetter to use your sparetime to think of a way to make money and to survivein the
United Sates.

Thi wasright. | wasanobody inVietnam. | held noimportant positionin the South Vietnamese Government.
Thehighest rank | wasever ableto achieveinthemilitary wasthat of ajunior officer. Whatever high position
| was ableto achievein theAmerican system of government wasthrough pure personal efforts. But | did not
follow my friend sadvicebecause| wasby natureavery stubborn man, waysgoing agang theflow. Anyway,
Thi Nguyen waswrong on his second suggestion (that | should concentrate my sparetimelooking for way
to make money and to surviveinthe United Sates). Itistruethat | am not economically wealthy towards
theend of my life, but | havethe satisfaction of having done something right—I am alwaysableto answer my
grandchildren’squestions about their great-grandparents and their ancestorsthanksto the notes| kept about
them.

Itisnot my intention to write thisbook for public consumption, but for my children and my grandchildrento
remember their rootsand who their ancestorsare. It isworth noting that those who gave methe above advice
arenow dead, and | am suretheir children will not know athing about their lives before and after 1975. In
view of their misfortunes, | amglad | did not follow their adviceand, against all adversities—particularly
economic ones—I| awaysdid my best to find timeto write thisbook.

Thisbook isabout my family, theTRAN Family.

Againl say, | writethisbook because| want my children, their children and their children’schildrento always
remember their roots. Since coming toAmericain 1975, (except for my eldest daughter Ngaand, much later
after | started writing thisbook, Anh and Vanessa), none of my other children havevisited nor, | am afraid to
say, havehad thedesiretovisit Vietham, theland of their ancestry. Tothem, Vietnamisjust another far-away
country on theworld map.

Itismy fear that 100 yearsfrom now, my posterity will not havethedightestideawhotheir ancestorsare. My
fear isnot without areason. Today, amerethirty yearsin the United States of America, my own children, the
direct lineof the TRAN Family, havedready forgotten the namesof their grandparents, their uncles, their aunts
andtheir first cousins—Iet alonethe homes, thevillages, and thetownsin which they and their relativesonce
lived. | hopethat fromthisbook, they will go back to their family history, rediscover their rootsand will love
their ancestorsand Vietnam asmuch as| haveloved them. But aboveall, | want them to be proud of their
Vietnamese ancestors, without whom Vietnam, THE SMALLER DRAGON, could not have survived one
thousand years of Chinesedomination, one hundred yearsof French coloniaism, thirty-fiveyearsof genocida
war brought to bear upon them by superpowersof the Twentieth Century.

Presently, Vietham isacommunist institution, adopting and practicing aforeign political ideology that | and
million otherslike mehavergected. A politica ingtitution such asthiscannot surviveforever. 1t will collapsein
duetime. Throughout the history of Vietnam, politica regimes, not mandated by Heavens—or smply put , not
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of the peopl e, by the people and for the people—roseand fell. Despotic rulerscame and went, but Vietnam,
the country itself—itspeople, itsland, itsriver, itsmountains, itsricefields, itsfruit orchards, itscoastd lines,
itsnatural landscapes—never changed. For thisreason, | encourage my children and their posterity to havean
open mind towards Vietham, asacountry and asapeople.

| wanted to write thisbook along time ago but never have had the chance to do it. Economic hardships,
emotiona distressand cultural adjustment problemsarethemain reasonsfor thedelay. My family and | came
toAmericaat atimewhenit wasstill recovering from an economic recession dueto itslong, costly war in
Vietnam. Jobswere scarce, and getting ajob with adecent pay to raisealargefamily wasvery difficult for a
Vietnameserefugeewhom someAmericansstill viewed asthe cause of their socio-economic problems. Therefore,
during my first fifteen yearsin the United States of America, | was so busy working or looking for work to
support my family that | did not havethetimeto writethisbook.

Besidesthe above-mentioned economic difficulties, | also suffered from what the medical world today call
Post Traumatic Sress Syndrome, a depressive mood that American Glswho fought the war in Vietnam
knew sowell. Flashbacksof yearsof living dangeroudy in war-ravaged Vietnam, nightmaresof my family’s
dangerous escape from Saigon without four of my young children just daysbeforethe collgpse of Saigon, and
the constant guilt feeling of being alive and free while my close rel ativeswere being subjected to political
retaiationsby thecommunist regimein Vietnam kept torturing mefor along timeafter comingtoAmerica. The
mental torturewas such that | becameill.

It wasnot until 1991, when my economic
Stuationwasgetting better and my menta

health more stable, did | decideto move
to Monterey to beginwork onthisbook.
| had chosen Monterey becauseit offered
me the environment and the serenity |

needed for writing. | felt, inlovewith
Monterey when | visited her for thefirst
timein 1976 to give atalk to achurch
group about the state of the Vietnamese
refugeesintheUnited States. Itwaslove
at first sight. 1 was mesmerized by its
beautiful shorelinesand itsmagnificent
landscapes. Located onthe central coast
of California, approximately 125 miles
south of San Francisco, Monterey
Monterey - 17-Mile Drive Peninsulawas probably one of the remaining few placesin the United
States where natural charm and beauty had not been desecrated by
modern-day commercialized tourism. Thewater in her bay wasstill pureand limpid, the sandson her beaches
weredtill whiteand clean, and therolling foothillsthat ornated her landscapeswererichly greenand primitively
beautiful. Inbraggingto my friendsand acquaintances about the splendor of thisparadiseon earth of which|

wasfortunateto beapart, | alwayslikened Monterey to apure country girl whose pretty face had not been
smeared by cosmetic powder, rouge and other artificial products. | sincerely hopethat for the sake of the
blessed people of Monterey, shewould remain thisway for many yearsto come.

e T

Idedl asit wasenvironmentally, my Monterey book project wasn't without problems. Asl begantowrite, old



suppressed emotionsresurfaced. Inthe processof recounting my lifestory, | had to delveinto thedeep recess
of my past and had torelive every minute of it. Memoriesof war-generated destructionsand deaths, of my
solitary adolescence, of my family’sdangerous escape from Vietnam, and of my separation from my young
children during the escape, kept coming back to haunt me—so much so that | wasafraid to evokeand write
about them. Asaresult, during thethreeyearsof livingin Monterey, | wasableto completeonly fiveout of ten
chaptersintended for thisbook.

A brushwith deathin 1994 (1 had aliver operation and amost died of post-surgery complications) turned me
around. ltwasawake-up call of sortsfor me. Suddenly, | realized that | could not procrastinate any longer.
TheTRAN legacy would have beenlost forever. My childrenand their children’schildren would not know the
circumstancesof their presenceintheUnited Statesof America. Fromthat day on, | begantowritein earnest,
determinedto finish thisbook at all cost, andfinishit | didfifteenyearslater.

Thisbook isnot about statesmen or VIPswho were principleplayersduring my timeand lifeinVietnam, or
during the Second World War (1940-1945), the French-Vietminh War (1946-1953), and the USWar of
Interventionin Vietnam (1954-1973). Thisbook isabout my family and the grass-roots peopleof Vietnamlike
| am. Inwriting thisbook it isnecessary to invoke the socio-political background of thetimeand life of my
ancestorsand of my young adult years. The socio-palitical background of thesetimesand the namesof its
principa playersareauthentic. Someof theseprincipa playersaredtill dive. If theinvocation of their namesin
thisbook creates some persona embarrassment for them, then | am sorry. For the sake of authenticity, the
truth still must betold.

To thisdate, there are people who still believe that if the United States had come to the rescue of South
Vietnamin 1975, it probably could have saved Vietnam from collgpse. It isawishful and naivethinking indeed.
To me South Vietnam in 1975 waslike afoul—Co Tuong—game (Chinese Chess) beyond fixing. A new
game had to bereset and new playershad to befound. With thelossof South Viethamin 1975, anew game
wasreset aright, but unfortunately the old playersarestill there. Theold players| am talking about arethe
success ve Communist regimesin control of Vietnam after thewar in 1975 and former generalsand politicians
of theNationalist regime of South Vietnamin control of thiscountry from 1954t01975. Inorder for Vietnam
to haveatruly freeand democratic society, we haveto have new players. Who are these new players? They
areexactly theyounger generationsof Vietnam, your posterity and mine.

After finishing writing thisbook, | gave the manuscript to my friends and acquai ntances and asked themto
review it and comment onit. Most of them disagreed with what | wrote. Those who disagreed with mewere
theoneswho used to hold high positionsin the South Vietnamese Government and Armed Forces, who hoped
that someday inthe near future, they would be ableto return to and rule Vietnam asin theold days. They
sarcasticaly asked me,

Have you forgotten why you lost your country and were forced to live in exile?

No, I'll never forget it aslong asl live. But | do not want the scene of Gio tanh, mua mau (blood rainsandill
smdling wind) caused by war to start againin Vietnamjust becausethe greedy generdsandthe sdfish paliticians
of South Vietnam of old wanted it. The senselesswar between North and South Vietnam ended thirty years
ago. Many countriesthat either started or participated in these wars have come home and mulled over the
mistakesthey have made. They knew that grudge and enmity would not serve any purposes except to degpen
their salf-inflicted wounds. Thereforethey have chosen to reestablish their diplomatic relationswith Vietnam,
their former arch enemy.
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Thirty yearsisalong timetolook back and to ponder. That isexactly what | havedone. Withtime, | have
been ableto cometo termswith mysalf, removethefeding of hatred and animosity from my heart. Sincethe
end of thewar, | havevisited Vietnam, my fatherland, several timesand with each visit, | wasableto make
better peace with myself. | have seen Vietnam under anew light. Of course, it isnot aperfect society—
freedom of speech and religionisstill restricted and war slogans such as Tan diet ke thu (annihilate the
enemy), De cao canh giac kethu (heighten your awarenessagainst your enemy), still abound.

But thesearejust dogans. Currently, tens of thousands of young men and young women from Vietnam are
receiving their education in the United States and other free countriesin the West, and asaresult, they now
havethe chanceto be exposed to the freedom and democracy enjoyed by the people of these nations. Also,
hundredsof Viethamesede egationsin dl fiddsof expertise havevisited the United Statesevery year under the
USlInternationa Vistor Programto learn about the USway of life. I” ve gotten the opportunity to accompany
these del egations and have noticed changesin their perception of the United States. | am surethrough these
people, changesare ontheway.

Going back to the grassroots people of North and South Vietnam, they are the oneswho suffered the most
during the successivewarsin Vietham. From the deep south of the M ekong Deltato the northern border of
Vietnamwith China, they died by themillionsduring thewar—al inthefd se namesof freedom promul gated by
their leaders. With them nearly one hundred thousand Frenchmen, fifty e ght thousand Americansand countless
numbersof Koreansand Australianswereasokilled. In concluding thisbook, | cannot help thinking about
these peopl e, the subaltern officersand cadres of both North and South Vietham Armed Forceswhodiedin
order for ustolive. Totheseunsung heroes, | would liketo invokealinefrom an ancient Greek philosopher
who wrote The rewards of sufferings are experiences.

L et the experiences of the grass-roots people of North and South Vietnam be that in wars there are no
winners, only losers. L et their experiencesbetheguiding light of our livesso that through our strugglefor peace
from now on, therewill benowar inour lifeandinthelifetimeof our posterity. So, let uslivetogether in peace.

(written Winter 2005)
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CHAPTER ONE

BURNING THE WORD OF GOD

April 23, 1975, 4 p.m. Saigon time

| had been burning them for nearly ten hours, but thejob wasfar from over. Several hundred copiesof the S.
James Bible, the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, the Pear| of Great Price, and the Word
of Wisdom still remained untouched on the grass by the furnace waiting to be burned. It wasalready 4 p.m.
and | begantowonder if | could burnthemall by nightfall. 1nacoupleof hoursthemilitary curfew would be
enforced, and al outdoor activitiesmust stop.

Theburning of the L DS Church Holy Scriptureshad been dow and difficult. Without apaper shredder at my
disposition, | had built afireinthechurch’sold outdoor baptismal tank and used it asafurnace. Unfortunately,
the burning had not been going well. Thefireinthefurnacekept dyingin spiteof my effort to constantly revive
it. Therewasacombination of factorsthat madethefireinthefurnace short-lived. Onewasthat the mgjority
of the Biblesand the Books of Mormon werethick, hard-cover books—not easy to burn. The other reason
was, not wanting to arouse suspicion of Vietcong agents and peoplein the neighborhood that | wasburning
some sort of classified documents, | had tried to make thefirein thefurnace asinconspicuous as possible by
burning only afew booksat atime. Asaresult, after ten hours of continuous burning, | wasableto destroy
only half the number of Biblesand Booksof Mormon targeted for destruction.

The burning of the Biblesand the Books of Mormon had been ordered by the General Authorities of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints(LDS/Mormon) from Salt Lake City, Utah. Informed by the
United States Government that the NVA (North Vietnamese Army) and the NLFSVN (National Liberation
Front of South Vietnam), popularly known asVietcong or VC, planned to launch afinal assault on Saigon,
South Vietnam’slast line of defense, and to captureit by April 30" so that their troops could celebrate May
Day (theinternational Communist Labor Day) in Saigon on May 1%, the Genera Authoritiesof theMormon
Church were concerned that, if not destroyed immediately, these Holy Scripturesmight fall into the hands of
thecommunist forces, causngalot of politica troublesfor Vietnamese M ormon church membersand investigators
in South Vietnam.

Thereason for the Mormon Church’s concern wasthe Vietcong had long suspected it to bethe secret arm of
theU.S. Centrd IntdligenceAgency (CIA) anditsmissonaries, covert CIA agents. Usingdidectica materidism
reasoning, they theorized that being an American religiousinstitution, foundedinAmericaand led by an al-
American hierarchy, the Mormon church must be part of anetwork of military and civilian organizationsthe
USgovernment had set up in South Vietham to support itswar of aggression against North Vietham and the
NLFSVN, itsunderlingsinthe South. Asfor theAmerican Mormon missionaries, therewasevery indication
that they wereinVietnam to spy. Young, energetic, fluent in Viethameselanguage, they conducted missionary
work morelike spiesthan evangelists. For example, instead of openly preaching the Gospel of JesusChristin
their church halls, they choseto ventureinto Saigon neighborhoods, seeking to meet with peopleindividually.
What was being discussed during the meeting between these miss onaries and these peopl e, nobody knew for
sure. It could be discussionsabout the Mormon Church or it could beinformation about V C underground
activities. Onething theV C knew for surewasthat if history repeated itself—and they believed it would—the
roleof the Mormon Church and the M ormon missionariesin Vietnam today was not any different from that of
the French Catholic Church and the French Catholic Mission Etrangerein Vietnam in the late Nineteenth
Century. Then, France had used French Catholic missionariesto provide military intelligence on Vietham—
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intelligence which hel ped France successfully conquest Vietham in 1876. TheV C assumed that today, the
United Stateswas doing the samething. Therefore, they could not afford not to be suspicious.

Burning the Bible and the Book of Mormon, the Word of God! But that is a sacrilege.

| had protested the ideawhen Elder Nguyen Van The, the Saigon L DS Branch President, called on meto
performthistask. Seeing my frustration, he explained to methereason for the need to destroy vestigesof the
Mormon presencein Vietnam.

Our church members and investigators are under suspicion of collaborating with the Americans.
They would be in grave danger if we do not destroy the Mormon scriptures before the communists
conquest Saigon.

Onhisingstence, | had accepted the ass gnment but not without adeep feeling of sadnessand disappoi ntment.
So, early thismorning, assoon asthe military curfew waslifted, my son Trung and | had set out for the Mormon
mission compound on Thanh Thai Street to carry out thisunpleasant task. Trung had volunteered to come help,
and | was glad that he had in view of the huge volume of booksto be burned. We had started our day by
searching and gathering books, magazines, records, etc.—anything that bore the trademark of Mormonism.
We had particularly looked for records of baptism and notebooks contai ning namesand addresses of Viethamese
L DS church membersand investigators. To our dismay, we had found quite afew of them. The American
M ormon missi onaries had forgotten to destroy these records and notebookswhenthey left Vietnaminahurry
inearly April when the church ordered themto ship out of Vietnam immediately. | wasglad | had found these
recordsand notebooks. Innocent people could be held for questioning, putinjail or evenkilled for suspected
fifth-columnigt activities.

Thesearchfor the LDS Church’sHoly Scriptures completed, Trung was entrusted with the task of bringing
them to the furnace for meto burn. To my amused surprise, instead of dumping copiesof the Bibleand Books
of Mormon on the grasswhich wasjust aseasy, Trung had laid them down with care and had stacked themin
rows, face-up, library-styleasif they weretherefor peopleto comeby to pick up acopy, if they wished. At first
| wondered why he had gone to so much trouble doing what he did, knowing that nobody would comeby and
these booksweretherefor burning. It did not takemelong to figureit out. Apparently, my son had felt guilty that
he himself was contributing to the destruction of the\Word of God, the Word he had |earned at Sunday School
every week for the past four months, the Word that had promi sed him eternd life, peace and happiness. For him
it wasindeed asignificant promise because during hisentirelife he had known nothing but war and sorrows.

Looking at my first-born son, full of vitality and energy, at possibly thefinal hoursof hisexistence, | could not
help but fedl terribly sad and pained. For | knew at this precise moment 150,000 NVA and NFL SV N troops,
supported by tanks and canons, were surrounding Saigon and that, on asignal from Hanoi General Van Tien
Dung (pronounced Zung) at hisfield command post in Ben Cat Forest, thirty-five milesnortheast of here, this
mammoth forcewould unleash amassiveattack onthiscity of four million defended by acrumpling, disorganized,
poorly-equipped ARV N garrison of lessthan 60,000 men, not all of them combat troops. In my mind’spicture,
thisfina battlewasgoingto beruthless, fierceand bloody. Military and civilian casudtiesonthe South Vietnamese
sidewereexpected to be heavy. Would my family and | survivethisattack? | doubtedit. Evenif | did, | would
haveto face execution or long-term imprisonment for the crime of collaborating with theAmericansfor nearly
two decades. Collaboration with the enemy was something the VC would not tolerate. During their TET
offensveof Hue City in 1968 and again inthe Spring of 1972, they summarily executed threethousand men and
women charged with the crimesof collaborating with theAmericans, the GVN (Government of South Vietnam)
andthepolice.



Withthe Communistsasrulersof Vietnam, my family and | would not stand achance. My fatewas sedled and
members of my family would, if spared of the death penalty, become social outcasts—ie, they would be
classified assub-citizensof the Communist Regime. My young children would not be allowed to go to school
andliveanormal lifeaschildren of therevolution. Inview of my association with theAmericans, | might
deservewhatever punishment thecommunistshadin storefor me, but for my wifeand my young childrenwho
had not donethedlightest thing to harm the communist cause, savetheir blood rel ationship with me, any form
of punishment against them would begrosdy cruel and inhumane.

Trung must have seen the tears welling up in my eyesfor he soon put hisarm around my shoulders and
queezed them affectionately.

Dad, everything will beall right.

Trung' sthoughtful gesturemeant alot to me. It indicated that he had matured beyond hisage. At fourteen, he
aready behaved likean adult. Instead of going out to play to havefunwith friendsof hisageand doing things
teenagersnormally do, hechoseto stay hometo help hisfamily in every way that he could.

We gtarted the burning around mid-morning, expecting to finishthejob by noon, but asof thismoment, wetill
had alongway to go. It wasmy estimation that within the next three hoursuntil nightfall the number of books
we could burn was 150. Now | began toworry. Asif indifferent to my mounting anxiety, the moisture-laden
afternoon breeze occas onally scooped up the carbonized papersand black soot from the furnace and tossed
themaround playfully intheair.

Theburning of the Mormon scriptureswasthelast in aseries of precautionary actionstaken by theMormon
Churchintheclosing daysof April 1975. Sensing therisk facing itsmissionariesif they were captured by the
NVA andtheV C, the General Authoritiesof the Church had repatriated al of themto the United Statesand
hadissued awarning toAmerican saintsin Vietnamto keep alow profileand to avoid being seen at the Saigon
LDSmissonhome.

After theAmerican missionariesand the counsel orshad gone home, the Saigon LDS Branch now consisted
of only two hundred or so active Vietnamese saints|ed by aVietnamese presidency of threeelders. Branch
President Nguyen Van The; First Counsel or Nguyen Van Chinh, and Second Counselor Mai BaPho. Intheir
secular life, Nguyen Van Thewasan ARV N firgt-lieutenant; Nguyen Van Chinh, an army lieutenant-colonel
and Mai Ba Pho, ahigh school teacher. Yearslater, | learned that Mai Ba Pho was a communist agent
infiltrated into therank of the Saigon LDSMissionto spy onitsactivities.

The Gospel of the Church of Jesus Christ of L atter-day Saintscameto Vietnam unofficially around 1966-67
when theAmerican troops began to arrive hereto help South Vietnam fight the communist insurgents, known
astheViet Cong. Among these American troops, therewere quite afew Mormons. The maority of them
camefrom the state of Utah and the rest from pockets of M ormons scattered around the United States. In
thosedays, Mormon Glsdid not have ameeting place of their owninVietnam. On Sundays, they would hold
their priesthood and sacrament meetingsin non-denominational church hallsor in military barracksof their
unitsor in private quarters. It wasnot until severa yearslater that an official LDSMissionwasfoundedin
Saigon with the sanction of thethen A postle Gordon B. Hinckley of the Council of the Twelve. During oneof
hisvisitsto Saigonin 1966, Apostle Hinckley stood on therooftop terrace of the CaravelleHotel and while
gazing over thissprawling city of two million soulsspreading out under hisfeet asfar ashiseyescould see, he
received arevelation from God that the time had comefor Vietnam to have accessto the Word of God as
revealed in the Book of Mormon.
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After thishistorical moment, the Saigon LDS District wasofficially founded in Vietnam and in spite of afierce
war going oninthiscountry, young American missionarieswere sent to Vietnamto convert the Vietnamese
peopleto theMormon Church. For many years, theAmerican LDS missionariesand theAmerican L atter-day
SantsinVietnam, mostly membersof the USarmed forces, employeesof theUSEmbassy, USAID, USMACV
and other U.S. organizationsin Vietnam, were the backbone of the Saigon LDS District. Theformer, on
spiritual matters, and thelatter, onlogistical ones. Generoustithing by theAmerican saintshel ped pay for the
rent of amodern villaon Thanh Tha Street to serve asameeting placefor both American and Vietnamese
L atter-day Saintsand asliving quartersfor theAmerican Mormon missionaries.

TheMormon missionarieshad donetheir job well. Over afour-year period, they had converted closeto 200
Vietnamesefrom al walksof lifetothe LDS Church. OnApril 6, 1973, the Hong Kong Mission President
William Bradshaw brought thefirst four full-time missionariesto Saigon. On Sundays, large groupsof men,
women and children, military and civilian, American and Vietnamese, young and old, rich and poor, church
membersand church investigatorswould convergeonthe LDS Churchtolearnthe Gospel of JesusChrist, to
praisethe Lord and to givetestimoniesof their belief in the truthful ness of the Book of Mormon. The Saigon
LDSBranchwasdoing sowell that it could easily develop into award or even astake (the equivalent of a
Catholicdiocese), had it not been for theearly withdrawa of Americanstroopsand the premature silencing of
Ange Moroni’strumpet.

After theAmerican missionariesand most of theAmerican Latter-day Saintshad gonehome, therewasadeep
concern among the M ormon Church leadership about what to do with the remaining Vietnamese L atter-day
Saintsin Saigon. Thepolitical and military situation in South Vietnam wasdeteriorating rapidly after Military
Regions| and I1, north and northwest of Saigon, wereoverrun by theNorth VietnameseArmy. In an attempt to
savetheViethamese LDS, the President of the Hong Kong LDS Mission, representing the LDS Churchin
Southeast Asia, had made severd tripsto Vietnam to discusswith US officialsin Saigon about the possibility of
including Vietnamese LDSand their familieson thelist of high-risk personnel to be evacuated out of Vietham.
Inofficial U.S. parlanceat thetime, high risk personnel meant individualswho worked in sengitive positions
withthevariousU.S. intdligenceagenciessuch asthe C.1.A., the Phoenix Program, the Provincid Reconnai ssance
Units, the US Document Exploitation Center etc...Being amember of anAmericanreligiontechnicaly wasnot
high-risk, but officialsat the U.S. Embassy DefenseAttaché Office (DAO) in charge of the evacuation were
sympathetic and promised they would do everything they could to help.

Noticing the sounds of footsteps behind me, | turned around to see who was coming. It was President
NguyenVan The. Judging fromhislook, | knew hewasworried. At therate of only afew pagesat atime, he
knew that my son and | would not be ableto destroy al the church materialsbefore nightfall and, only God
knew if wewould havethe opportunity to do it again tomorrow, given the seriousness of the current military
gtuation. Asif to accentuate hisanxiety, several loud burstsof machinegun fireswere heardin thedirection of
Tan Son Nhut International Airport, afew milesaway. Themachinegun firewassoon followed by aseriesof
deafening explosonsof artillery shells. Eventhough theseexplosionsand gunfirewereroutineaffairsin Saigon
during theclosingdaysof April 1975, at thismoment they carried aparticularly frightening message: the NVA
and the Vietcong might enter Saigon beforewe could destroy al of theLDS Holy Scriptures.

L ooking at thisman who wasmy church leader and my brother inthespirit world, I could not help but fedl sorry
for him. Of late, the burden of respong bility on hisshoul dershad been overwhel ming. 1n meeting after meeting
with hiscongregation of Vietnamese L atter-day Saints, hewasbombarded with more questionsthan he could
answer. TheVietnamese Latter-day Saintswanted to know whether the LDS Church Headquartersin Salt
L ake City wasgoing to hel p evacuatethem out of South Vietnam beforethe communistsarrived. Throughlocal
grapevines, they had |earned that the Seventh-day Adventist Churchin Saigon, a soanAmerican religion, had



chartered aflight to evacuateits church membersto the United States of America, and they werewondering if
the LDS Churchwould do the samefor them. TheVietnamese L atter-day Saintswere panicked becausethey
felt they had been abandoned by their American brothersand sisters. All eight American missionarieshad
quietly left Saigoninearly April, without so much assaying “ goodbye” tothem. So had theAmerican Latter-
day Saintswho made up animportant part of the Saigon LDSBranch. They had |eft Saigon oneby onetogo
back to the sanctuary of the United States. Thelast Sunday, only oneAmerican Latter-day Saint attended the
sacramenta meeting—Jerry Whest, Presdent of theHong Kong Miss on, which had supervisory respongibility
of the South Vietnam Didtrict. Sensing thefear of Vietnamese L atter-day Saints, hetold Saigon saintsnot to
losefaith and that Father in Heaven would rescuethem in Hisown duetime. At the end of the sacramental
meeting, | persondly implored with Presi dent Wheat to communi catewith the Generd Authoritiesin Sat Lake
City to make sure my three young children be adopted by agood L DS family so they could grow upinthe
good environment of the Church and that | be notified of thefinal adoption.

AsPresident Theand | were assessing thetime needed to compl ete our burning task therewasabig commotion
on the street right outside the gate of the LDS Mission compound. Looking out, we saw agroup of mean-
looking Vietnamese men in camouflaged combat uniformstryingtorob aVietnamesecivilian. Thelatter was
screaming for help but nobody responded. From their uniforms, | could tell they were soldierswho had
probably deserted their unitsat thefront linesand had sought refugein thecity to avoid degth. After thefall of
Military Region| and 11, ARV N soldiershad deserted their unitsen masse. Intheclosing daysof April of 1975,
these desertersweretheterror of civilian populationintownsand citiesthey passed through. Still armedto
their teeth and operating in groupsof five or six, they blatantly robbed people, held up storesand terrorized the
civilian population asif they werecitizensof an occupied territory. Apparently indignant over their shameful
act, President The started towardsthe gate to have aword with them but | stopped him short. Hewasonly
invitingtroublefor himself.

Asthe chaos outside the Mission House subsided, my son and | went back to our burning task in earnest.
Therewas much to be done before sunset. President The then instructed me and my son to burn as many
Booksof Mormon aswe could whileit wastill daylight and to stop the burning atogether at dusk becausea
brightly-lit fireat night woul d attract the attention of underground Viet Cong agents. | gppreciated hisprecaution.
Toanordinary Vietnamese, the Saigon LDS church did not look likeachapel at dl. Architecturally, it did not
havethe conventional ook or the standard feature of achapel that Vietnamese were accustomed to. There
wasno high-rise steeple, no holy crossat itstop. The Mormon chapel wasjust aregular stuccovillawitha
largeliving roomin front and three bedrooms pluskitchen, bath and storagefacilitiesin theback. Theliving
room was used for Sunday school, sacramental servicesand other church meetings, and the bedroomsand
living quartersfor theAmerican Mormon missionaries. To any suspecting underground Viet Cong agent, this
villalooked morelike an office building or somekind of secret operations center than achurch. But the
concern of President Thewas not just about Viet Cong agents; he al so worried about the South Vietnamese
police. Sincethe LDS chapel waslocated only oneblock from the National Police Headquarters, it had been
thefocusof policeattention during the past few weeks. Knowing that theAmerican LDS Churchwasplanning
to evacuateits Vietnamesefaithful to the United States, they had set up atwenty-four-hour watch over the
LDSMission. Recently, peoplewho were coming inand out of the church werefollowed to their homesand
questioned about the M ormon Church evacuation plan. Thelast thing President Thewanted was membersof
hischurch getting into troublewith thepolice. For thisreason he had constantly reminded Vietnamese L atter-
day Saintsandinvestigatorsto keep alow profile and not to talk about the church evacuation plan to anyone.

After giving me afew moreinstructions on how to dispose of the charred remains of the burned books,
magazinesand church records, President Thewent back to hisofficeto wait by thetelephonefor wordsfrom
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the US Embassy asto when hissmall congregation of Vietnamese LDS could be evacuated. Ashewalked
away, my eyesfollowed hisfrail and stooped figurefor along timeuntil it completely disappeared behind the
church back door. It wasthisimageof himthat | remembered most vividly when | learned of hisincarceration
inacommunist reeducation camp deep in therain forest of South Vietnam.

Nguyen Van Thewasatruly great man. Physically small and otherwise unimpressive, hewasnonethelessa
tower of strength, aman of integrity and spirit. Hishandling of theL DS Church affairsinthefina daysof South
Vietnam wasareflection of hisnoblecharacter. Inthefina daysbeforethe collapse of South Vietham, while
most government officialsand army officerswerelooking after their owninterests, Nguyen Van Thehad shown
great carefor other people, particularly thosefor whom hewasresponsible. During thelast daysof South
Vietnam, he had chosento stay in Saigon until thelast minuteto help membersof hiscongregation get out of
Vietnam. That last minute had proven too costly for him—Saigon wasoverrun by theNorth ViethameseArmy
andtheViet Cong before he could catchthelast flight out of Vietnam. Oneyear after thefa | of South Vietnam,
inthesecurity of my homein SantaRosa, Cdifornia, | learned that the Communist Government of Vietnam had
arrested him and put himin prison. At thissad news, | was stunned, but not surprised. Asamatter of fact, | had
expectedit. What | later learned about the circumstances of hisarrest confirmed my expectation. What had
happened waswhen the U.S. Embassy Defense Attaché Officefinally reserved some seatsfor himand his
family inoneof theevacuationflights, he put hiswifeand two children onthe plane but had refused to go—not
until all membersof hiscongregation wereevacuated. Henever madeit. Likeacaptain of asinking ship, he
sank with the ship—South Vietnam and therest of the Mormon congregation.

| cameto know the Mormon Church through an American professor from Cornell University. Hisnamewas
Clift Barton from Salt Lake City, Utah. Hehad beenin Vietnam severa timesto conduct social and economic
studiesfor USAID. | had worked for him asaresearch assistant, on and off for six years, from 1965 to 1968
and againfrom 1973t0 1974. Clift Bartonwasvery fluent in Cantonese and Vietnameselanguages. Hehad
learned to speak Cantonese while serving hisLDS mission yearsin the British Colony of Hong Kong and
Vietnamesewhileworkingfor USAID inVietnam. But it wasn't hisfluency in Cantoneseand Vietnamesethat
impressed me. It was hisun-American way that did. Clift Barton was the opposite of everything | had
experienced about the Americansin Vietnam during my nineteen yearsof socia and professiona association
withthem. Hislifestylewasfrugal and conservative. For al thoseyears| knew him, | never saw him smoke
or drink alcoholic beverage. | never heard him use bad language even when he was upset. Unlike other
Americans, hetreated the Vietnamese peoplewith courtesy and respect, regardless of their social status. Clift
Barton’sbehavior was so intriguing that oneday | decided to ask him what made him so different from other
Americans. Hisanswer and our ensuing conversationswere quiteadiscovery for me. Of course, | had never
heard of the Mormon Church before, and the stories of the Book of Mormonwerequiteintriguing. After my
first exposureto thisAmericanreligion, Clift Barton and | spent considerabletime discussing the various
aspectsof the Mormon Churchwhenever wewereon field tripstogether. The morewediscussed hisréligion,
themorel becameintrigued. Curiousabout the Mormon Church, | had spent many hours reading books
about Joseph Smith and Mormonism. | had studied the Book of Mormon, goneover the LDS church’s130-
year history and analyzed dissertationsfor and against it with an open mind—at first neither believing nor
disbdieving, only curious.

| had never been aman of strong religiousinclination. Asamatter of fact, | had wayshad askeptical view of
religion and religiousleaders. Therewasareason for this. Throughout the history of Viet Nam, religion had
awaysbeen used asapoliticad armfor thosewho governed thiscountry. It wasthe French Catholic missonaries
that had hel ped France conquer Vietnam in the Nineteenth Century. Subsequently, it wasthe French Catholic
priesthood that wasinstrumenta in hel ping Franceimposeitsruthlesscolonid ruleupon the Vietnamese people.
To help the French effectively rule Vietnam, the Catholic Church created aclassof faithful, loyal followers



among membersof French-educated Vietnamese aristocracieswho, for themost part, have converted themselves
to the Catholic Church, not necessarily for soul salvation but for personal gain. Itisthisclassof Vietnamese
mandarinates and functionariesthat hel ped France rule Vietnam from 1887 to 1945. During the Franco-
VietminhWar from 1945 to 1953, being Catholic meant being non-communi st and peopl e sometimesrequested
baptismin order to avoid the suspicion of French 2meBureau's. Later, under the administration of President
Ngo Dinh Diem, whowas Cathalic, affiliation with the Catholic Church wasagateway to high positionsin his
adminigration. During hisreign of South Vietnam from 1954 to 1963, Diem had filled positionsof leadershipin
hisgovernment and in hisarmy with Catholicswho were sel ected not necessarily because of their talentsor
professional qualificationsbut because of their religiousaffiliations. And thispersonnel selection processwas
donethrough anetwork of Catholic priestswho, acting as power brokers, would recommend their protégésto
Ngo Dinh Diem'’sbrothers, namely Bishop Ngo Dinh Thuc of Vinh Long Diocese, Ngo Dinh Can, unofficia
advisor tothegovernor of Central Vietnam and Ngo Dinh Nhu, Diem’s senior advisor. After Ngo Dinh Diem
waskilledinthe Buddhist-led coup d etat in 1963, Buddhism in turn became asort of national religion and
Buddhist monks, inturn, had theupper handinall government affairs. Becauseof thismixing of church and state
affairs, rdigioninVietnam had lost itstrue meaning long ago.

Notwithstanding itstheology and doctrine, | was attracted to the Mormon Church for two reasons. One, the
Mormons| knew were, by and large, righteous, honest, clean and God-loving people. Their lovefor God was
genuineand their righteousnesswas manifested in their strict observance of God'slaw and their maintenance of
ahigh standard of morality intheir everyday lives. Theother reason, asfar asl knew, therewasasimilarity
between the M ormon and the Vietnamese societal and family structures. At thefounding of their religion, the
Mormons alwaysneeded alarge number of bodiesintheir familiesto do God'swork on earth and to expand
the economic base of their community, which become depl eted and attrited dueto their constant movement to
avoid harassment and plunder by rival religiousgroups. Throughout the history of their nation, the Viethamese
peoplea so faced many adversities. Alwayson the movein search of new land, alwaysstruggling for survival
againg natureand man-madedisasters, they, too, needed alargefamily and aclosaly-knit community to support
and to protect one another. On the spiritual plan, the Mormonslooked up to their patriarch asthe chosen
priesthood |eader through whom God'sblessingsflowed into their families. Likewise, theVietnamese el ected
their patriarch to bethe spoke person for their family in dealing with the variousgodswho controlled their lives
andtheir well-being.

Thefirst pair of Mormon missionarieswho visited my home on January 10, 1975, weretwo young Americans
named Anh Ca Leand Anh Ca Bang. InVietnamese Language Anh Ca meant Elder; Le and Bang were
Vietnamese namesthese eldershad chosen for themselves. Vietnamese namesusually carried ameaning. In
thiscase, Le meant respectful and Bang meant peaceful. The namesthat these two missionaries had chosen
were good names, pleasant to the ear and easy to pronounce. Thus, equipped each with apopular nameand a
working fluency in Vietnameselanguage, Elder Le and Elder Bang became an instant hit among my young
children. They wereddighted to seethesemissionaries. It wastheir first close encounter withtheAmericans. It
wasironicthat I, their father, had associated with the Americansfor nearly two decadesand yet they had had no
contact withtheAmericans. Therewasareasonfor this. TheAmericansin Vietnam, particularly thejunior
civilianadvisorsin provincial and district townshipswere, by and large, an arrogant bunch. Inthe United
States, their occupational skillsmight limit them to operating bulldozers, building roads or working assales
clerksin department stores, but inVietnam they wereall advisors, and because of thisbigger-than-lifetitle, they
usually took onahigh-and-mighty attitude, |ooking down upon the Vietnamese peopleand on their way of life.
Of course, | did not want my childrento have anything to do with theseAmericans. Elder Leand Elder Bang
wereadifferent kind of Americans. They were politeand respectful to usand to our neighbors. Welearned that
Elder Lewasfrom Farmington, New Mexico, and Elder Bang from Salt Lake City, Utah. Besidestheir proper
countenanceand behavior, what impressed methemost about them wastheir senseof duty and purpose. They
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werewillingto sacrificetwo primeyearsof their livesto do missionary work for their Church and then gohome
to pursuetheir personal lifegoa safter finishing their missions. Barely nineteen and twenty, they might not
know all the answers concerning the theol ogies and doctrines of their Church, but their youthful energy and
their passion for missionary work compensated for thelack of knowledge and experiences.

During their visitsto my home, Elder Le and Elder Bang taught my children the Gospel of Jesus Christ of
L atter-day Saintsasreveded inthe Book of Mormon. They taught my childrento sing songsglorifying God,
lovefor family and humankind—afar cry fromthehate-filled propaganda
songswhichmy children heard every day onstate-runradiosandtelevisons
They taught my childrentolove God, to respect their parentsand to keep
their body clean by abstaining from certainfoodsand drinks. Threemonths
after they cameto our home, dl inmy family were baptized into the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

| was so absorbed in my thoughtsthat | had not noticed the reappearance
of Presdent Theby my side. When | looked up at him, | detected atouch
of sadnesson hisface. Neither henor | were happy about having to burn
God's\Word. Inspiteof oursalves, wefdt it wasacowardly act, tantamount
to betraying God. We both felt very sad that the contemporary messages
from God, through Joseph Smith, had to be destroyed so prematurely. In
silence and sadnesswelooked at thered hot flamesin the burning pit as
they devoured pages after pages of God’ swritten Word.

Milton O. Harris - the Mormon

Missionary who brought the Then, inavery cam voicehetold mehe had just received word fromthe
Gospel to our family (Backof | \ySEmbassy DefenseAttaché Officethat therewerethree spacesavailable
Picture: “I Love you like my own . . . .
family” Anh Ca Le on oneof itsevacuation aircraftsand that he had sent an LDSfamily of
threetothemilitary airport to catch theplane. Heexplained, “ | had thought
about sending part of your family on that airplane but since there were seven people in your family |
thought it would be wise to wait.”

| told him | understood. Then, changing the subject of our conversation, he asked meif | had heard anything
frommy orphan children. It wasaquestion | wished he had not asked. A week before, my wifeand | had
negotiated with an orphanage whosewar orphans had been chosen for evacuationto the United Statesvia
the so-called Baby Lift Operation. We had begged the orphanageto include my son Phuong (ten), and my
two daughters Thuy and Van (agenineand six), onthelist of childrento beevacuated. Obvioudy, my children
were not orphans, but using fake birth certificates, we had been able to convince the peoplein charge of the
orphanage to accept them aswar orphans. We had asked the orphanage to allow usto keep our orphan
childrenfor afew moredaysto mentaly preparethem for the separation. OnApril 21st, 1975, on theday of
their departure, we had taken them to the orphanage, keeping our fingers-crossed that they would have asafe
journey toAmericaand agood caring family to adopt them. In sending my children away, it wasmy hopethat
they would haveabetter lifethan therest of usin the daysahead when the communistsbecamerulersof South
Vietnam.

Thedecisionto send them away had not been easy for meand for my family, particularly for Ai Chau, their
mother. We all knew that once welet them go, we would never seethem again. Apparently my orphan
children knew that too, for at themoment we said “good-bye” to them, we detected excruciating pain ontheir
faces. Yet, they dared not cry for crying would have betrayed their trueidentity. They were supposed to act
happy becausethey were going to have adoptive parentswaiting for theminthe United States. My children



did not cry, but they were sad, very sad. | have never forgotten the painful expressionson their facesasthey
looked at meand their mother and their siblingstearfully, their blurred eyestelling usthey did not want to go.
Inmy tempestuouslife, | had many atimeexperienced painsand sufferings, but what | felt on that day wasfar
more painful and far more agonizing than anything | ever had experienced before. For weeksprior to their
departure, | had explained to them that the communi stswere going to take over South Vietnam and that there
would beno futurefor them growing up inacommunist state, particularly when their father, wasaconfirmed
enemy of therevolution. | hoped that my children understood what | had said to them, but now, in retrospect,
| wonderedif they redlly did.

No, | haven't heard anything about my children, sincetheday | said “ good-bye” to them...
| don't even know if they have left Vietham as yet.

Asl uttered thesewords, | felt achill running up and down my spine. Sincetheday my childrenleft, | had been
worrying and fearful that something unfortunate might happen tothem. They could bearbitrarily bumped from
thelist of evacueesand dumped somewherein thiscity of four million without my knowledge. Inthechaotic
final daysof the South Vietnam, the hurriedly-organized Baby-lift Operation wasfraught with mismanagement
and mishaps. Becauseonly orphansfrom orphanageswith theright connectionswere selected to participate
inthe Baby-lift Operation, there existed afiercerivary between children organizationsand therewerethose
whowould not hesitate to usetricksto dump orphansfrom arival orphanagefromthelist of evacueesandto
replacethemwith their own. My other fear concerned my children’sphysica safety. InlateMarch, 1975, a
USAIr Force CA-5with hundredsof children on board crashed on aricefieldimmediately after take-off,
killing closeto 200 orphans. Even though USand GV N authoritiescategorically denied it, rumor persisted
that the hugeaircraft was shot down by enraged ARV N soldierswhofelt they were betrayed by their American
ally. Inthefina daysof South Vietnam, being children carried no guarantee of life protection. Thousands of
children werefound dead on evacuation bargesand shipsfleeing Danang when thiscity fell into the hands of
theNVA andtheNFLSVN inMarch 1975. They had died becausethey could not withstand the shoving and
stampeding of retreating ARV N soldierswho wouldn't hesitateto fight and tokill evenwomen and childrenin
order to secure aspacefor themselves on these evacuation seacraft.

Asif reading my mind, President Nguyen Van The gently cupped hishands on my head and gave mehis
blessing,

.. .By the authority of the Mel chizedek Priesthood which is bestowed on me, | command you to
go forward, to find your lost children and to be with them again.

Hisprayer had the power of awatershed, for suddenly | felt anincredible senseof relief in myself, afeeling
heretofore unbeknownst to me. For thefirst time since being separated from my orphan children, | nolonger
felt confused and despaired, and even though | did not know precisely what | wasgoingtodo, | feltl was
being urged to act, to go forward, to do something, anything, to find my children. For me, it wasastrange
phenomenon indeed, for normally | would not do anything without careful andlysisand planning. But now al
thislogic wasfar, far away frommy mind. Maybenow wasthetimel must seek God'shelp and | wasready
todoit through fervent prayers.

Asl turned around to say “ good-bye” to president Nguyen VVan The and thank him for hisblessing, hewasall
smiles. Apparently, he had seen the changein me, the change from anindependent, stubborn, strong-willed
individua who believed only in hisown strength when dedling with life problems, toahumbl e, resigned person,
willingto seek God'shelp.
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“Brother Nhon, gofindyour children!” Hesaid thesewordslooking straight into my eyesasif giving mean
order. “But. . .theburning. . .thechurch documents...?” Hewould not let mefinish. “Don'tworry, I'll
take care of it somehow. . . Go find your children. Your children are more important!”

Onthesewords, hefirmly offered hishand for meto shake, but instead of shaking hishand, | choseto embrace
him, for I wanted to borrow alittlefireand strength from this Godly man whowasfull of theHoly Spirit. | knew
| would need that fireand that strength to sustain mysdlf inthedifficult tasksahead—to help my family escape
from death and to be reunited with my lost children again.

Asl| made my way to the gateleading onto Thanh Thai street to go home, | turnedtolook at the LDS chapel
for onelast time, for | had thefeeling | would never seeit again. There had been many good and tender
momentsinthat chapel. Every Sunday inthe past four months| had taken my family to thisplaceto pray and
toworship our new-found God. It wasinthisHouseof God that | had found peace and security for thefirst
timeinmy turbulent life. “ Good-bye,” | found myself murmuring and waving at thischapd asif it werealiving
person. At that moment, tome, it was.

It was 7:00 p.m. when my son Trung and | left the LDS Mission compound. Werodeour bikesinsilencealong
side each other for the short distance home. A light rain had started falling and the streets were deserted.
Because of rumorsof animpending coup d’ etat, the curfew in Saigon had been lowered to 8:00 pm and not
too many peopledared venture onto the streetsfor fear of being arrested or shot at. Whileriding home, the
words of President Nguyen Van Thekept ringinginmy ear, “. . .Your children are moreimportant. . .Your
children are moreimportant. . .”

Did my children know that the only reason | had sent them away wasto secure abetter lifefor them? Did my
children know that | loved them more than anything elsein theworld, in spite of my seemingly cold and
detached attitude towardsthem?

Asl rode my bike home alongside my son Trung, these questions kept churninginmy head. Therainfell
harder now and my facewasall wet. Because of therain water, my son did not realizethat | was crying—
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crying for the missed opportunitiesto
show love and affectionto my children,
particularly to those who had goneand
might never come back. When | got
homethat night, | assembled therest of
my family inthelivingroomandtoldthem
| wasgoingtofind away totakethemall
out of Vietnam and to bereunited with
thelost children. | toldthemthat | did
not know exactly what to do but with
God'shelp | wouldfindaway. Didn’t
L ehi take hisfamily out of Jerusdlemto
embark on ajourney inthewilderness
six hundred years B.C. not knowing
exactly what wasin storefor himinthe
wilderness, except for histota faithinthe
Nga, Phuong, Trung, Hoa, Lap | LOrdGod. Equippedwiththistotal faith Lehi oncehad, | knew that theLord
Van, Thuy, Anh God would help meand my family toleave South Vietnam sound and safe.

T T
N




CHAPTER TWO

ESCAPE

April 24" 6 a.m. Saigon time
Cringed inside the doorway of the World Airways Boeing 727, Phuong, Thuy, Van and Hoa,
my little children, were frantically crying for help as the head elements of a huge mob
charged up the tail ramp of the aircraft and started pushing women and children off the
airplane. | had made several attemptsto surge forward to reach them and take them off the
airplane, but, like tidal waves, the huge mob had kept sweeping me backward farther and
farther away from my children.

The unruly mob, mostly soldiers, was extremely ferocious. They fiercely fought their way to
the aircraft, shooting anyone who dared stand in their path. Not even women, children and
their comrades-in-armswere spared of their demonic wraths. The badgeson their uniforms
indicated they belonged to the most elite battle groups of the South Viethamese Army: Trau
Dien (Crazy Buffalo), Hac Bao (Black Panthers), and Cop Bien (Sea Tigers). Friends and
foes alike considered them the toughest of the tough and the bravest of the brave. But, at
this moment, they were just cowards trying to run away from the North Viethamese Army
and, in the process, had fought helpless civiliansto secure a means of escape for themselves
on the rescue aircraft on the ground to evacuate women and children out of the war zone.

| had pleaded with these soldiers to let me come close to my children and take them off the
airplane, but they had ignored my plea and had beaten me savagely. In the end, to silence
my seemingly annoying plea to them, one of the soldiers had struck mein the head with the
butt of hisM-16rifle, sending me sinking to theground. Bleeding profusely, but still conscious,
| had called out to my children to quickly get off the aircraft and run for their dear lives, but
buried under the thousands of stampeding feet, | did not know if they were able to safely get
off the rescue aircraft.

| must havelet out avery loud scream, for Ai Chau, my wife, had runto my bed and tried to wakeme up from
my dream. Judging from my tear-wet, haggard and frightened face, sheknew that | had had abad dream. She
even had aninkling asto thetypeof nightmare| had had, for thevery first question sheasked was, “ It isabout
our orphan children, isn't it?”

OnApril 21, 1975, theday onwhich South Vietnam'sembattled President Nguyen Van Thieu resigned from
hisoffice, the orphan children were supposed to haveleft Vietnam on one of therescueaircraft, but wedid not
know that for sure. Operation Baby Lift wasasecret operation and we were not supposed to know the exact
date, timeand place of departure of our children. Because of thisshroud of secrecy surrounding Operation
Baby Lift, wewerecompletely inthedark asto their whereaboutsat all times.

Have our children left Vietnam as yet? If they have, where are they now? Are they being
placed in good foster homes? Arethey being well treated by their adoptive parents? Are they
being adopted together or separately? Are they healthy? Are they able to push the images of
their parents and siblings out of their mind and to go on living normally with their adoptive
parents?

31



32

Thesewerethequestionsthat had haunted usday and night sincethe day our orphan childrenleft. Wefelt they
weretoo small andtoo fragileto facelife by themselves. Our son Phuong wasonly ten, and our daughters
Thuy and Van werebarely nineand six. Wedid find some solacein thefact that Hoa, their teenage sister, was
with theminthisadventureto the unknown. But Hoawasjust eighteen, and how much could she hel pthem?
Hoa sbeing withthemwasnot by design, but by accident. On the day the children departed from the orphanage
for anundisclosed airfield, Hoahad beenthere
withtherest of thefamily to say “ good-bye’
to them. Asthe orphanswere being loaded
on the bus, a large group of people had
gathered aroundit--probably moreascurious
on-lookers than anything else. But the
American bus driver, out of fear that they
might hijack the bus, had tried to get al the
orphanson it asquickly as possible. Inso
doing, he had pushed Hoa onto the bus,
mistaking her for an orphanageworker. That
Hoawaswith theyoung children somewhat
alleviated our worries but could not totally
eraseour fear, particularly the ever-present fear that Picture taken in. mid April 1975 rig.ht before we
. . parted with our youngest children -
our children had never left Vi et_nam, that they were Back: Nga, Anh, Hoa, Phuong
being held hostage somewhereinthischaotic city of Front Thuy, Nhon, Van, Ai Chau
four million by hoodlumsinexchangefor anAmerican
promiseto providethem safe passage to the United
Statesof Americaor to other countriesof their choice. If thishappened, even Hoacould not defend them.

Therewasareason for our fear. During theinfamousretrest of the South Vietnamese troopsfrom Military
Region| in March 1975, soldiers of the Hac Bao (Black Panthers) Battle Group had shot their way onto a
commercid arcraft, which Ed Daly the philanthropist CEO of World Airwayshad sent to Danang to evacuate
women and children out of thewar zone. For al hisgood intentions, Ed Daly had failedin hismission of mercy.
When his planewas airborne, there were only two women and one baby on the plane; therest werefully
armed soldiersof the Hac Bao Battle Group.

No, it isn't about them; it is about something else.

| answered Ai Chau without looking at her. | had lied because| did not want to cause her any morefear and
anxiety than sheaready had. Ai Chauknew | had lied to her, but shedid not pressuremefor atruthful answer,
knowingthat |, too, wasaready ladenwith grief. Wesat in numbed silencefor what seemed to be an eternity,
each of usdeeply absorbed in our own desperatethoughts. Theninashaking voice, punctuated by sobs, Ai
Chau said: “ I cannot go on living likethis. I'd rather die than live without my little children. | regret
having agreed with you to send the children away. We should have kept them herewith us. If weareto
die, it is better for usto dietogether as a family.”

My heart sank to anew low when | heard thesewords. | knew that they werewordsof despair, putting feeling
over reason, and expressed at atime of utmost despondence, but her feeling wasn't entirely beyond rationality
if the code of relationship and honor in the Vietnamese culture was taken into account.

Inthefinal daysof South Vietnam, thethought of death by suicide, individually or collectively, had crossed the
minds of many people, usincluded, when faced with the question of what to do when the communiststook



over South Vietnam—slavery or death? And for many, death had been the choice. A non-commissioned
officer of the South VietnameseArmy, on learning of Saigon’scapitul ation to the communist forces, rounded up
hiswifeand childreninfront of South Vietnam'snationa flag and had gunned them down beforekilling himsdlf.
Ontheday Genera Duong Van Minh, thelast president of South Vietnam, ordered histroopsto lay down
armsand surrender themselvesto the North ViethameseArmy, an ARV N lieutenant-colonel had laid down at
thefoot of the Fighting MarinesMonument infront of Saigon Hotel DeVille, put themuzzleof hispistol tohis
templeand pulled thetrigger tokill himself. | wouldn't say their actionswereright or wrong; smply, that they
had chosen death over the shame of surrendering to thecommunists.

A stretch of uneasy silencefell between us, for wefelt awrong word, an unsubstantiated assumption, an
ambiguous guess, or adiscuss on asto what was happening to our children only served to deepen our fear and
anxiety. Then, suddenly Ai Chau turned to me, looked straight into my eyesand saidinanimploring but firm
Voice,

“You have worked for the US Government for nearly two decades; you have sided with
Americans, doing your best to help themfight their war against the communists. Should not
it be their turn to help you now? Don't be ashamed to ask for the American help. You have
been loyal to them; they should beloyal to you. Go to the USEmbassy to seek help fromthem
now beforeitistoo late! Please do it for my sake and for the sake of our children. . .”

For awoman of few words, Ai Chau’slong, assertive statement wasindeed phenomenal. Normally, shewas
cam and submissiveand never argumentative. Shemust havefdt that thiswasher last chancetosay itandto
say itall. Instead of answering her withwords, | nodded. Satisfied that | had understood her feelings, she
stood up and went into the kitchen to prepare breakfast and pack school lunchesfor the children who still
remained with us because they were anotch or two over the maximum age of ten alowed to participatein
Operation Baby Lift.

After Ai Chauwasgone, | thought long and hard about what she had said. The emotional distress she had
suffered sincethe orphan children’sdeparture had reached abreaking point. Shemissed her children so much
that shestayed awakeall night for severa nightsinarow. At med time, shewould not touch any food. When
sheheard voicesof smal children playing andlaughing infront of our home, shewould runto the balcony and
look out to seeif thosewere her children’s.

Theideaof sending the children away wasmy idea. Now it was my responsibility to act and to end her
suffering. Inthepast, | had been too proud to directly beg Americansfor help. But, for the sake of Ai Chau
and my other children, | would beg them today. Besides, asAi Chau had hinted, Americadid owe me
something.

April 25", 0800 hours, Saigon time.

When | left my residence (No. 244B, Nguyen Huynh Duc Street) to see Ambassador Graham Anderson
Martinat the US Embassy to plead with himto help meand my family get out of Vietnam, | wasarmedwitha
thick dossier. Thisdossier wasvouchering for my nineteen yearsof dedicated serviceto the United States
Government and my absolutefaithin God.

Thedossier | brought with me contained personnel action papersindicating the variousfunctions| had held
whileinemploymentwithMAAG MACV, USARV, CDEC, PHOENIX and other USorganizationsin Vietham
from 1956t0 1973. Some of thesefunctionswereinnocent but otherswere quite sensitive depending on the
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type of organizationsfor whom | had worked at thetime. For example, my job ascivilian personnel director
for USARV in Plelku, Nhatrang and Saigonin 1970-72, was purely
technical, but my involvement with MACV-J2, CDEC (Combined
Document Exploitation Center) and the Phoenix Program from1963
t0 1968 was politically and militarily sensitive. Also included in my
personnel dossier wereletters of commendationsby my former US
employersabout my loya and dedicated servicetoAmerica. Onesuch
letter of commendation camefrom Genera William C. Westmoreland,
Commander- in-Chief of theUSforcesin Vietnam. Thisdosser wasn't
much leverage for asking the US Ambassador to grant me and my
family safe passageto the United States of America, but that wasthe

only leverage| had. Besides, | had run out of optionsand alsofeltit | Defense Secretary, Robert McNamara

waswhat God told meto do. and General William C. Westmoreland

For the past six weeks, sincethefall of Military Regions| and 11, north and northwest of Saigon, | had traveled
thelength and width of what was|eft of South Vietnam in search of an escaperoutefor my family, but the
search had beenfutile. Escaping Vietham by land wasimpossible. To reach Thailand to thewest, onemust go
through Cambodia and Laos. Unfortunately these two countries were about to be, if not already, lost to
communist Khmer Rouge and Pathet Lao forces. To reach Malaysiaand Indonesia by boat was not only
dangerousbut inherently suicidal. Thewaters between Vietnam and these two countrieswereinfested with
sharksand marauding seapirates. Besides, my attempt to buy aboat for escape had failed.

With regardsto my former employersand colleagues, | had lost contact with al of them for over twoyears. |
had left MACV in 1973, when it was dissol ved to comply with thetermsand conditions of the Paris Peace
Agreement between Hanoi and the United States. After MACV wasofficialy deactivated, | had gonetowork
for agroup of American economists serving as consultantsfor South Vietham’sEconomics Ministry, but they
too had gonehome.

Theonly contact | now had with Americawasthe Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saintsin Salt Lake
City, Utah and afew American membersof thischurchwho, asessential staff of Saigon US Embassy, had to
remainin South Vietnamuntil thelast minute. | had known theseAmericansat church meetings, but our mutual
acquaintancewas superficial at best. Therefore, | had never thought of seeking their help to evacuate my
family out of Vietnam. | wastoo proud to do that.

With regardsto the official position of the Church of Jesus Christ of L atter-day Saintsvis-a-vistheissue of
evacuation, it had no formal, independent plan to directly involveitsalf inthe evacuation of itsVietnamese
church membersto the United States of Americaasthe Seventh Day Adventist Church did. However it did
have aninformal arrangement with the US Embassy’s Defense Attaché Office (DA O) whereby the latter
wouldreserveafew seatsonitsevacuation aircraftsfor Viethamese L DS church members, whenever possible.
Theseevacuation aircraftswere primarily reserved for Americansand their families. To me, thisarrangement
wasn't good enough. Under thisarrangement, to evacuate all 200 or so Vietnamese L DS church members,
churchinvestigatorsexcluded, DA O ought to have at |east one hundred flightsat itsdisposal. DAO simply
didn’t havethat many flights. Inretrospect, | wasright inmy cal culation. When Saigon collapsed onApril 30,
1975, only ten percent of Vietnamese L DS church members had been evacuated. Among those | eft behind
wasNguyen Van The (no relation to Nguyen Van Thieu), president of the Saigon LDSMission.

Around mid-April 1975, Cliff Barton, theAmerican professor who had initiated my family tothe LDS Church



and for whom | had worked asaresearch assistant for several years, suddenly re-appeared in Saigon. His
sudden apparition gave me hopethat somehow he could help meand my family out of Vietham, but that hope
was soon dissipated. During my meeting with him at the Mg estic Hotel the day after hearrivedin Saigon, in
responseto my request for help, he bluntly told methat he had committed himself to his Chinese business
partner and the reason for hiscoming to Saigon thistimewasto take hisbusiness partner’sfamily and their
antique collectionsout of Vietnam. Again, | wastoo proudtoingst. Inthefaceof death, aperson either acted
hisbest or hisworst. Onthat day, | acted my best. Without ahint of reproach, I calmly bid him farewell and
left, conducting mysealf with prideand dignity. Hislast adviceto mewhen we shook handswas:

“ The transition between life and death occurs within the twinkling of an eye. If the Vietcong
decide to execute you by shooting, death will happen so fast you will not even feel it ...
Besides, death will not separate you from your family; it will reunite you and your family
forever in heaven!”

It wasgrim and brutish advice, but it made good sense. If worse cameto worse, death might beagood way
of escaping pain, suffering and davery. That night, after al thechildren had goneto deep, Ai Chauand | stayed
up lateto discussaplan of death.

The scenethat | saw on Truong Minh Giang Street at 0800 hours on April 25" of 1975 was one of total
pandemonium. Trafficsnarledtoahdtinboth directions. Hornsblaring, cars, trucks, military jeeps, motorized
cycles, and motorbikestried to cut in front of each other while the men behind their wheelsangrily hurled
cursesand obscenitiesat oneanother. ANARV N officer in acombat-equipped military Jeep, evidently enraged
by thetrafficjam, pulled out hisgun fromitsholster and shotintheair threetimes, ordering thedriver of thecar
ahead of himto get out of hisway or be shot at. But the officer’ sthreat did not seem to work. Not that the
driver did not want to oblige. He smply could not movehisvehicle.

Sincetheday Americantroopsarrived in Vietnam, Saigon had awaysbeen acity of seriousvehicular traffic
problems. Taking advantage of theforeign exchange surpluscreated by the unlimited amount of dollarstheUS
Government had poured into Vietnam to support itswar expenses, Saigon import-export companieswiththe
sanction of corrupted South Vietnamese government officias, greedy for kickbacks, had imported al kinds of
vehiclesto Vietnam—sedans, cars, trucks, motorbikes—even though they were not needed itemsfor acountry
at war. WiththeViet Cong controlling most of the countryside, therewere no placesfor these cars, trucksand
motorbikesto go except withinthe city itself like antstrapped inside ajar turned upside down. Recently
Saigontraffic wasrendered worse by the sudden influx of military and civilian vehiclesfrom dozensof falen
citiesin Military Regionsl and 1.

Knowingthat | would never be ableto reach the US Embassy |ocated on Thong Nhat Boulevard, two blocks
from the Notre Dame Cathedral in uptown Saigon, in atraffic jam such asthis, | accosted amiddle-aged,
honest-looking man, sitting idly on apropped up Hondamotorbike on the curb of Truong Minh Giang Street
and asked himif he could give mearideto the US Embassy on the back seat of hismotorbikefor 500 dong
(theequivaent of oneUSdollar at that time). He nodded in agreement.

Thisman and hismotorbike was part of apublic transportation system, uniqueintheworld, called xeomor
hug-a-ride. It was so-called because the passenger in the back seat of the bike had to wrap hisarmsaround
thewaist of thedriver inthefront seat to steady himself whilethedriver weaved hisway around Saigon’s
narrow and crowded streetsat the speed of forty to forty-fivemilesper hour. Thismode of transportation was
very popular in Saigoninthedaysafter the American troops, thefal se source of South Vietnam’swealth, had
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withdrawn from Vietnam. For the unpretentious Saigonese, it wasacheap and fast way to get around town.
For operatorsof thiskind of transportation, mostly low-leve functionaries, school teachers, soldiers, students
etc., it wasan honest way to earn afew extradongsto makeendsmeet. When| visited Vietnamin 1989, xe
omwas still avery popular mode of transportation besides the cyclo (pedicab). Through this mode of
transportation, | had had the opportunity to converse with its operators—thistime mostly former ARVN
soldiersor NVA soldiersout of favor with the communist regime, workerswithout work, peasantswithout
land, farmerswithout farms. It wasthrough these peoplethat | had obtained first-hand information astolife
under communism after itsvictoriousconquest of South Vietnamin 1975. Without excusesto makefor thefall
of SouthVietnam, no Marxist ideology to defend for thefailure of the communist regimeto better their lifeas
it had claimed, theseindividualshad confided in methe sad truth of the vi ctorious conquest of South Vietnam
in1975. Promisesof alifeof independence, liberty and happiness under communism had not materialized.
Disappointed, many Vietnamese had opted to | eave Vietnam by boats, rafts or anything that could float.

During the xeomtrip to the US Embassy | had struck aconversation with thedriver. Hetold methat hewas
amalenurseat Cho Ray Municipal Hospital, that he did not use to do the xe om, but after the Americans
withdrew from Vietnamin 1973, hiswife had lost her job asanurseaid at the Long Binh USArmy field
hospital and he had to do the xe omto make ends meet.

“ Areyou originally fromNorth Vietnam?” | asked, noticing he spoke Viethamesewith anorthern
accent.

“Yes| am,” hereplied, “ my folkswere originally from My Trach Village. . .”
“ Did you say My Trach?” | interjected.
“Yes, My Trach, near the district town of Ke Sat in Hai Duong Province.”

“What a coincidence!” | exclaimed. “Inmy younger day asa sub-lieutenant, | used to station
there with the 20" Vietnamese Infantry.”

Encouraged by thisunexpected coincidence, hewent onwith hislifestory. Hisparents, liketheir grandparents
and great-grandparents before them, had been cultivating thericefieldsof My Trach Villagedll their life but
when the Franco-Viet Minh War came (that began in 1946 and lasted till 1953), My Trach Village had
becomeatarget of indiscriminate mortar shelling by both the French and the Viet Minh. It was so targeted
becauseit had been classified asavung xoi dau or rice/beansarea, aterm suggesting that the villagewas
sometimes controlled by the French and sometimes by the Viet Minh. Faced with these constant rains of
death, hisfolkshad left their ancestral villageand had sought refugein Hanol, aterritory under French control.
Whilein Hanoi, they had done odd jobsto survive. Thejunior Nguyen, the man who gavethebikeride, had
goneto school and had finished junior high. Hehad joined the Bao Dai’ sArmy at the age of seventeen and had
beentrained asamedica corpsman fighting a ongsidethe French Expeditionary Corps. Whenthe Frenchlost
the battle of Dien Bien Phu, it signed apeacetreaty with theViet Minh. Under the provisionsof thistreaty,
known asthe GenevaA ccord, Viethamwasdivided into two halves, with theterritory north of the 17" Parall el
under thecontrol of theViet Minh and theterritory south of it, under the French-supported nationaist government
of Bao Dai. Being Catholic, Mr. Nguyen and hisextended family had moved southin 1954 and had settledin
Ho Nal with other Catholic refugeesfrom North Vietnam.

“But now. ..” Mr. Nguyen never finished his sentence, but | already knew what he meant. . . .but now. . .
wherecan | run?



For theremainder of thetrip, hedid not utter another word, apparently feeling desperate and hopeless. For
the past threeweeks | had felt the sameway. When Mr. Nguyen dropped me off at the US Embassy, | paid
him 1,000 dongs.

April 25" 1975, 0900 hours, Saigon time.
In spite of the early morning hours, the crowd outside the gate of the US Embassy compound on Thong Nhat
Boulevard had already swollento severa hundred people. They al tried to get into the US Embassy and show
the US Embassy staff papersand documentsindicating they wereformer employees of the United States
Government. But the USMarineswho guarded the gate had refused to let themin. The Marineswereunder
strict orders not to let anyone through the gate
unless the visitor was accompanied by an
American officia from the Embassy. Eachtime
such a visitor and the American escort were
permitted through the gate, the crowd would surge
forward, frantically waving their papersto the
Marine guards, but the latter remained
unperturbed. Gently but firmly theMarineswould
push them back out of the gateswith their M-16
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crowd. They weretough, but not mean. - ! L

Former US Embassy in Saigon

Standing on the curb on thefar side of Thong Nhat Boulevard, |
surveyed the chaotic scenein front of the US Embassy with despair. 1t wasobviousthat | would never beable
to get into the US Embassy without aproper escort. Wherecould | find one? | did know someAmericanson
theembassy staff, but therewasnoway | could contact them. Whilel was unableto make any move, | saw an
ARV N generd incivilian clothesand hiswife, being escorted through the gate by anAmerican official. Onedid
not need to have the great mind of amathematician to know that thisARVN general had gonetothe US
Embassy for one reason and one reason only—to beg the US ambassador to grant him and hisfamily safe
passageto the United States.

| wassuddenly seized with anger. A genera of thearmy, on active duty, deserting histroopswhilethefighting
wasgoing on? Asunbdlievableasit seemed, thiswasexactly thevery thing anumber of senior officersof the
South VietnameseArmy weretrying to dointhelast daysof the Vietham War. Onthenight heresigned from
the presidency of South Vietnam, Nguyen Van Thieu, acareer army general himself, had come on national
television and had solemnly sworn to the Viethamese troops and peopl e that, even though hewas no longer
President of South Vietnam, hewould continueto fight the communiststo hislast drop of blood. Yet only four
daysafter he had madethissolemn declaration, he had deserted hisarmy and hispeopleby secretly fleeingto
Taiwan. A few dayslater, Air Marshall Nguyen Cao Ky, South Vietnam'sformer primeminister, piloted his
own helicopter and fled to aUS vessel anchored off the coast of South Vietnam. What made Ky’ sdesertion
all themoreironic wasthefact that afew daysbefore hisflight, he had gathered agroup of former Catholic
refugeesfrom North Vietnam before the Ba Chuong (Three Bells) Churchin Saigon and had noisily blasted
thosewho had fled the country to savethemselvesas* cowards,” apparently ingnuating that NguyenVan Thieu
wasoneof these. Had these generasdecided to retreat into the marquisto wage guerillawarfare against the
communist invadersfromthe North, could they succeed inreversing themilitary and politica Situationin South
Vietnam? Maybethey could or maybethey could not. But that waswhat duty and honor obliged themtodo
instead of running like micefroma house onfire.
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Thesight of aranking ARV N officer seeking refugein aforeign embassy made mefedl sick in my stomach.
Disgusted, | started towa k away but agtill but unmistakablevoiceinsde metold meto stay put. “ Bepatient,”

saidthevoice. “ Svallowyour pride.” At that precise moment, an officia limousinebearingan Americanflag
pulled up at the curbside near the spot wherel was standing. That thedriver of thelimous ne choseto drop off
hisVIP passengersat the curbsideinstead of driving them through the gate was beyond my comprehension.
Maybethedriver did not want to upset theangry crowd, or maybeit was God'swill. At any rate, agroup of
American VIPsdisgorged from thelimous neand started wal king towardsthefront gate of theembassy. Asif
being pushed by aninvisibleforce, | found mysdf falingin step with thisgroup of American VIPsthrough the
gate and into the embassy compound. Neither the Marinesat the gate nor the one at the security front desk
stopped me and checked my |.D. Because| had adarker complexion and was bigger than most Vietnamese,
the US Marine guards must have taken me for a L atino-American and amember of the US del egation.
Dressed in suit and tie with athick manilaenvelop under my arm, | surelooked like one. Onceinsidethe
embassy compound, the US del egati on went up the staircase and walked strai ght to the offi ce of theambassador
withmetrailing behind them. Suddenly, | realized that | had abig problem. If | kept following thedelegation
to theAmbassador office, my trueidentity would berevea ed, and | could bearrested and turned over to the
policefor questioning. The US Embassy in Vietham wasvery security sensitive, particularly after theVC
attack onitscompound duringthe TET offensive of 1968. Therefore, any unauthorized entry intoit wouldraise
seriousquestionsabout theintent of the perpetrator. The police could keep meinjail for monthsfor questioning.
What now? | had to think quickly. Asl wastrying to solvethisproblem, the American del egateswal ked by an
officewith asign on the door saying, Deputy Chief of Mission. | quickly fell out of line, walked to the door
and knocked. “ Comein,” ordered the voicefromwithin.

Theofficeof theNo. 2AmericaninVietnamas| saw it onApril 25", 1975, looked morelikean armory than
an office. Thefloor waslittered with boxes of ammunitions and grenades, combat hel mets, walky-talkies,
bullet proof vests, assorted handguns, M-16 rifles, and even Chinese-made AK-47s. Two menwereinthe
room, busy checking itemsonthefloor against their check-lists. One of themenwhom | later learned to be
Charged AffairesWolf Lehman rai sed hiseyesfrom hischeck-list and looked at me suspicioudly. From his
inquiring look, | couldtell hewastrying to remember when and where we had met. Unableto cometo any
conclusion, he suddenly asked mein aharsh almost rude voice, apparently annoyed for being disturbed.
“What doyouwant?” Inresponseto hisquestion| wasequally direct. “| came hereto-day to let you know
that it would not be in the best interest of the United Sates if the North Vietnamese and the Viet Cong
should captureme.” | paused briefly for thesewordsto sink in and then explained to him that | had been
working for theUS Government for nearly twenty yearsand during thoseyears, | had held somevery sensitive
positionswith the USintelligence community. “ | knew too much about CDEC operationsand thetorture
of VC prisonerscaptured by handlers of the PHOENIX Program, and it would be embarrassment to the
United Satesif my captorsforcibly mademetalk.” Having said thesewords, | handed my dossier to Wolf
Lehman. Whilel spoke, theother manintheroom listenedintensely. The Charged’ Affairesperused through
my dossier, occasionally lingered on pages containing information of interest to him and then matter-of -factly,
almost coldly, he returned the dossier to me. “ You sure have had some very sensitive jobswith us,” he
commented. “1 will put you on the evacuation list. Please leave your name and phone number, and we
will contact you when the evacuation startsrolling.” | left my name and phone number with him, thanked
himfor histime, and | ft.

Asl left theroom and walked toward the staircase, | heard quick footstepsright behind me. | turnedtolook.
It wastheman | had seen earlier inthe Charge d’ Affaires Office. Heintroduced himself as* McBride” and
said hewastrying to catch meto tell menot to go past the Marines Guard at the front desk on my way out of
the chancery. “ Mr. WolIf Lehman has called the security guard at the front desk and scolded him for



having sent you to his office without checking with himfirst,” said McBride, “and the guard is very
upset. Hewill arrest you and turn you over to the police if he catches you on the way out.” McBride
then told me he had heard my conversation with Mr. Wolf Lehman, had appreciated my dilemmaand was
willing to help meif | would accept hishelp. “ Of coursel would,” | hurriedly answered him.

“Then, wait for me at train crossing gate # 6 on Cong Ly Sreet at exactly 3 p.m. today. |
will take you directly to the peoplein charge of the evacuation. But, inthe meantime, follow
rm.”

Hethen led me out the embassy through the back gate.

April 25" 1975, 1215 hours, Saigon time.

Leavingthe USEmbassy, | took ataxi to go home. Thetraffic had lightened up some. People had either been
inarestaurant to eat lunch or at hometo catch ashort noon siesta, leaving most thoroughfaresin Saigon half
empty. With so many things happening to me so quickly and so unexpectedly within the past few hours, my
reactionsto them had been likethose of arobot. | had had neither thetime nor the mind-set to analyze them
and comprehend them. But now, relaxed and comfortablein theback seat of ataxi, | had thechancetoreview
the seriesof eventsthat had led me into the US Embassy, my encounter with McBride, my trespassing of a
foreignterritory that could put meinjail without trial for months. These eventswereindeed strangeto say the
least. That the del egation of American VIPshad gotten off their official limousine at the curbside near the spot
wherel wasstanding, giving metheonce-in-alife-time opportunity to minglewiththemandtofollow theminto
the embassy without being challenged by the Marinesmight beinterpreted asluck, but how could | definethe
unconditional helpthat Mc Bride had offered me—atotal stranger to him. Weretheseincidents pre-arranged
by God? Indeed they were. | could not explain them otherwise. Takinginto consideration thefact that South
Vietnam, inthe Spring of 1975, wasacountry in the process of being liquidated, ahell-hole so to speak,
where selfishness, deception, betrayal, treason were the prevailing practices of theday, it was strangeand
indeed heart-warming tofind peoplewho till had intheir heartsuncal cul ated kindness and genuine compassion
for others.

When | brokethe good newsto my wife and children, they were overwhelmed with joy. “ Doesit mean that
we are going to seethe orphan children?” they excitedly asked. “God willing, youwill,” | assured them.
My wifeand my children werevery closeto oneanother. Inmy lineof work, | sometimeswas separated from
them for monthson end, but they were never separated from one another. Therefore, the conspicuous absence
of the orphan childrenin our home had been agreat pain for them. Sincetheir departure, our home had been
likeafunera home.

| arrived at train-crossing Gate# 6 an hour earlier than scheduled. | wanted to make surethat | would not miss
Mr. McBrideif he were there abit early. But when three 0’ clock came and went and Mr. McBride was
nowhereto be seen, | began to wonder. Was Mr. McBride going to come or wasit another hollow American
promise? Hadn't theAmericansin Pleiku, Kontum, Hue, Danang, and Nhatrang promised their employees
they would never abandon them, but abandoned them they had when the communists marched into these
cities? How could | break thissad newsto my wifeand children? How could | tell them that their hopeto be
saved from death and to be reunited with the missing children wasjust afal se hope?

Asl wasjuggling with thesethoughts, ablack Citroen sedan pulled up at the curb side not far fromme. My
immediatereaction to the sight of theblack Citroenwasfear. Since French Colonid Time, black Citroenshad
been used by secret policeto arrest people. Why? | wasn't sure. Probably because being anon-marked
policecar, the Citroen had aninnocent look. Could thisbe one of them? There had beentoo many arrests
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lately dueto rumorsof another impending coup d’ etat. Ittook meafull minuteto realizethat the man behind
thewhed of the black CitroenwasMcBride. Hewasthirty minuteslate. But thanksto God, hedid keep his
promise. When | approached him hetold meto quickly get into therear section of the Citroen andtolielow
onthecar floor. Hethen threw ablanket over me. “1 don’'t want the Vietnamese guard at the check point
of the Phi Long Air Force base to know that you areinthe car,” hesaid. “Keep still until after | get
insidethe DAO Compound.” After making surethat everything wasin order, hedrovetheblack Citroenin
thedirection of Tan son Nhut Airport which also housed the VNAF Phi Long Air Force baseand theUS
DefenseAttaché Office.

The US Defense Attaché Office (DA O) wasthe offshoot of the Military Assistance Command, Vietham
(MACV), whichfor many years had been the nerve center of the USwar machinery inlndochina. 1n 1973,
MACV wasdeactivated to comply with thetermsand conditions of the Paris Peace Treaty, and DAO took its
placeto continue providing military assistanceto South Vietnaminitswar against the Viet Cong without the
direct involvement of UStroops. Between 1973 and 1975, the US Embassy’s Defense Attaché Officein
Vietnam probably wasthelargest of itskind intheworld at any time, war or peace. For thefirst eighteen
monthsafter the 1973 cease-fire, it had astaff of nearly 100 military officersand men, employed over 2,500
Americandvilians—moaostly wegponry and communi cationstechnicians—and 5,000 third-country and Viethamese
nationasto support itsmisson. TheNixonAdminigtration—andthefirs few monthsof the Ford Administration
after that—wanted to make surethat, through DAO personnel’slogistical expertise, the South Viethamese
Armed Forceswereamply supplied with the necessary military hardwareto withstand amilitary take-over by
Communist North Vietnam.

However, dueto factorsbeyond itscontrol, DA O had not been abletofulfill itsmission asoriginally intended.
For onething, “ Nixon proposed but USCongressdisposed.” Facing mounting oppositionto USinvolvement
with Vietnam by the majority of the American people, the US Congress had decided to write off South
Vietnam asabad investment and reduced itsmilitary aidsto South Vietnamto atrickle. At thevery end of the
war, after North Vietnam had conquered three-quarters of South Vietnam'sterritory, the USdid provide some
emergency military aidsto South Vietnamto helpit withstand North Vietnam'sinvasion. But thistoken military
aidwastoo little, too late, and served no other purpose except to proveto theworld that the USwould stand
by itsally tothevery end.

Toward theend of 1974, without adequate US aid, each South Vietnamese soldier had beenforcedtogoto
the battlefield with afew grenades and afew hundred rounds of ammunition on hisbelt. If heran out of
grenades and ammunition, he must use hisbayonet and his own xuong mau (bones and blood) to defend his
country.

No gasfor itsaircraft, no shellsfor itsartillery, noammunition for itstroops, South Vietnam was doomed
militarily. In 1974, Generd Bill Murray, DAO Chief, had seen thisequation clearly and had suggested to South
Vietnam President Nguyen VVan Thieu to truncate South Vietnam to adefensible size, but Thieuwould have
noneof it. Sincethe cease-firein 1973, hehad noisily promoted apolicy called Four NOs—NO territorial
concess onto thecommunists, NO political negotiation with the communists, NO tradewith North Vietnam
and NO recognition of the Communist Party. To depart fromthispolicy (anarticleof faithfor him) wastolose
face, and Thieu couldill affordtoloseface, particularly a atimewhen hisownintegrity, honesty and competence
asPresident of South Vietnam was being challenged by a Redemptorist priest named Nguyen Huu Thanh.
Unfortunately for South Vietnam, when Thieu finally decided to adopt the strategy suggested by Bill Murray
two years earlier—astrategy he now code-named Light Top, Heavy Bottom—26,000 ARV N soldiers, the
equivaent of threearmy divisions, had been put out of action. Worse, in hastily implementing thisLight Top



Heavy Bottom strategy, he had too hastily abandoned Pletku, K ontum, Phu Bon, Darlac, Quinhon provinces
inMilitary Region 11 and Quang Tri, Hue, Danang, Quang Nam, Quang Ngai, Binh Dinh, PhuyeninMilitary
Region|. Without proper tactical planning asaresult, hehad turned hisstrategy into adisaster and had rushed
SouthVietnamtoitsdeath inlessthan fifty-five days.

The US Defense Attaché Office was housed in amilitary complex located withinthe VNAF Phi Long Air
Force Base adjacent to the Headquarters of theARV N Joint Genera Staff. From 1968to 1973, thismilitary
complex had been thehomeof USMACV and USArmy Field Command and had been nicknamed Pentagon
East by theAmerican pressto emphasizeitsimportant rolein the Vietnam War. Now thisPentagon East was
being used asan office building of some sort, devoid of al outward symbolsof USmilitary glory and power.

McBridedrove medirectly to Dodge City where the evacuation processing center waslocated. Either by
tradition or vanity, all USmilitary installationsin Vietnam had to have an American name and Dodge City was
no exception eventhoughit wasjust arecreation center withabowling aley, aswimming pool, and acafeteria
for bowlersand bathers. M cBrideled me up arickety wooden staircaseto the evacuation processing desk on
thetop floor. Asl climbed the staircaseleading to the upper floor, | saw thousands of people camping onthe
ground surrounding the building waiting for their turn to be processed. Judging from their exhausted | ook, |
guessed they must have beentherefor days.

Theevacuation of American, third-country, and Vietnamese national swith politica and industrid tieswith the
United States of Americawas getting started late, much too late. Thereweretwo reasonsfor this. Onewas
USAmbassador Graham Martin believed the US Congress’ approva of hisrequested military and economic
aidsto South Vietnam to withstand North Vietnam invasion wasforthcoming. Hisbelief waswrong—dead
wrong. Themilitary and economic aidsnever came. Theother reason washe and his French counterpart had
been negotiating with Hanoi for apolitica settlement in South Vietnam, calling for animmediate ceasefireand
the establishment of atri-partite government which would include representativesfrom three magor political
factionssouth of the 17" Pardlel—the GV N (government of South Vietnam), the PRG (provisiond revol utionary
government) or Viet Cong, and theneutrdists. But Hanoi would have noneof it. Sincetheopening of its Spring
Offensive Campaignin March 1975, itsarmieshad successfully conquered Ban M e Thuot Province and had
won onal battlefieldsin South Vietnam. Hanoi had no intention to agreeto the politica solution proposed by
theAmerican and French ambassadors. However, adopting astrategy of vua danh vua dam (fighting while
negotiating), it had kept thetak opento camouflageitsred intention to completeitsconquest of South Vietnam
by military forceby May 1, 1975.

It was not until the second week of April 1975, after the NVA had already swallowed three-fifths of South
Vietnamterritories, did Ambassador Graham Martinformally adopt the plan of evacuation submitted to himby
DAO. Under thisplan the evacuation wasto be carried out in three phases:

Phase |: Immediate evacuation of non-essential American workers, contractors, business
people and their legitimate families by charter and commercial aircraft;

Phase Il: Evacuation of less essential Americans, third-country nationals and high-risk
Vietnamese by US military aircraft on their return flight to the United Sates after having
delivered military hardware to South Vietnam;

Phaselll: Emergency evacuation by helicopters of those who could not get to theairport in
time to catch their flights out of Vietnam.
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A bottle-neck soon devel oped after Phase| began. Not all Americanstargeted for evacuationin thisphase
wantedtoleaveViethamasscheduled. Many of them deliberately delayed their departure, trying tofigureout
away to bring their common-law wives, girl friends, andillegitimatechildrenwiththemtothe United Sates. As
aresult, when Phase Il began, therewasaglut of would-be evacuees at Tan Son Nhut Military Airport. To
further compound thisproblem, onlearning that the US Government had established an airlift to evacuate US
citizensfrom Vietnam, illega American residentsand military desertersin South Vietnam suddenly appeared
fromtheir hiding placesto catch afreeridehome. If third-country national sand high-risk Vietnameseand their
familieswereincluded, the number of evacueesunder Phasell wasnow well in excessof 10,000 people.

April 25" 1975, 1700 hours, Saigon time

Onceingdetheevacuation processing center, McBrideled medirectly to theman responsiblefor issuing travel
ordersfor would-be Vietnamese evacuees. McBridetold him about my extraordinary circumstances, took a
blank manifest from the man’sdesk, put my nameonit, signed it, samped it, and gaveit to me, saying, “ You
areall setto go.” Then McBride offered, “ If you want to leave now, | can personally take you to the
military airbase and put you aboard one of those evacuation flightsimmediately.” 1 told him | appreciated
the offer but | could not leave without my family. “ Thenfill out the names of your wife and children next
to yours on the manifest and try to get themto DAO as soon as possible,” he urged. He hesitated for a
moment and then said to me with an unmistakable sense of worry inhisvoice, “If | wereyou, | would take
that flight right now.” Did McBride know something that | did not? Wasthe NVA goingtolaunch afinal
assault on Saigon tonight? Wasthe USairlift going to be discontinued?

Yearslater, in studying thevariousaccountsof individua swith privy knowledge of the handling of DAOairlifts
inthefina hoursof South Vietnam, | understood why M cBride had urged meto leave quickly. Suspecting that
theincreased number of USmilitary and charter flightsinand out of Saigon on pretext of evacuating American
personnel from Vietnam werein fact tactical airliftsdesigned to bring military suppliesto South Vietnam to
strengthenitsfighting capabilities, Hanoi had decided enough was enough and had urged US Secretary of
State Henry Kissinger, co-architect of the 1973 ParisPeaceAccord, toimmediately put anendtotheairlift or
bear the consequences of massivemilitary assault on Saigon now, with or without American nationasinit.

Kissinger had taken Hanoi’ sthreat seriously and had pressured Graham Martin to speed up the pace of the
evacuation. But the problem now facing Graham Martin was by thethird week of April, therewere still about
2,000 Americansstranded in Saigon. These werethe oneswith Vietnamese common-law wivesand children
who had refused to leave earlier unlesstheir loved oneswere granted visasfor immigration to the United
States. To clear up thislast bottle-neck, Graham Martin had requested Washington to grant parol ee statusto
alienwivesand children of American citizensand hisregquest wasimmediately approved.

For itsbeneficid effects, thegranting of paroleestatusto alienrdativesof UScitizensin Vietham had created
anew problem. Assoon asnewsof paroleehit thestreetsof Hong Kong, Manila, Bangkok, Taipel, Singapore,
etc., Americanswith no family obligation or occupational commitment began svarminginto Saigonlikeflies.
Some cameto rescuetheir friends. Others cameto make money off wealthy Vietnamese familieswho were
desperateto get out of Vietnam. For certain prices, they would declarethat Nguyen thi Ha or Dao thi Tuyet
astheir common-law wives, and they cameto takethem out of Vietnam. Some Vietnamesewomen had to pay
tensof thousandsUS dollarsto theseAmericansjust to beofficially declared their wives, and, if thesewomen
had rel atives (parents, uncle, aunts, brothers, sistersor children), the price would be higher. Because of this
unexpected bonanza, the number of paroleeshad multiplied, causing an overflow of peopleat DAO and might
very well bethevery reason for which so many Vietnamese employees of the US Government—the oneswho
deserved to berescued the most—were |l eft behind when South Vietham fell onApril 30, 1975.



Asl wasabout to takeleave from M cBride to go homeand bring my family to DAO, ayoung Americanin
civilianattire,aCIA man, | supposed, stormed into the evacuation processing center and grandly announced to
McBridethat acoup d’ etat had just taken placein Hanoi and Le Duan—its pro-Chinese Communist Party
secretary, had just been replaced by a more moderate, pro-Soviet faction. According to him, Duan was
replaced because hishandling of the Spring Offensive Campaign wastoo bold and too venturous. Instead of
just occupying the highland of central Vietnam and stopping thereto set up aprovisiona government seet for
the Nationa Liberation Front of South Vietnam, Duan had pushed histroopsall theway to Saigon and the
Mekong Deltain an attempt to seize thewhol e of South Vietnamin onesweep. Hanoi Politburowasafraid
that such abold move could causethe USto cometo therescue of South Vietnam by reintroducing UStroops
to the South and dropping bombsinthe North asit had donein 1972. The CIA man went onto explain that
what it all meant wasthe NVA troops currently participating in South Vietnam’ stheater of operationswould
haveto pull back acrossthe 17" Parallel to North Vietnam.

Apparently elated over thisunexpected piece of information, McBrideturnedto meand said, “Thiscertainly
isgood news for you; maybe you don’'t have to leave South Vietnam after all.” | did not respond to his
remark. Politely, | bid farewell to himand hiscolleaguesand | eft, bewildered al the whileabout the naiveté of
theseyoung, good-hearted Americanswhen it cameto understanding politicsin Vietnam. Littledid they know
that in North Vietnam, political control was so tight that no coup d’ état was possible and that under the
communist system of government, leadership wasmonolithic and based upon the concept of collectivedecision,
individual execution. Thedecisiontoinvade South Viethaminthe Spring of 1975 wasacollectivedecision
by the politburo, and Le Duan wassimply the executor of thisdecision. It wasobviousthat the reported coup
d éat inthe North wasjust another fal serumor—yet, it had stirred fal se hopesamong American officialdom
inSaigon.

April 25", 1730 hours, Saigon time.

It was getting dark when | took leavefrom McBrideand hiscolleague. Coming downthestaircase, | noticed
the number of people gathered on thelawnsaround the evacuation processing center building had swollento
bursting capacity asbud oads upon bus oads of Americansand their extended families descended on Dodge
City tojointhecontingent of peopleaready therewaiting for their flight out of Vietnam. Althoughthiswasonly
Saigon’sDodge City, it could have been ascenelifted directly from aWestern moviefeaturing Dodge City of
Americainitspioneering daysof westward expeditions. Infamily groups, people camped out on every piece
of real estatethey could find—men and women, children and adults, soldiersand civilians. Like pioneersof the
America sOld West, they gathered hereto embark on an adventure that would take them to somedistant land
totally foreigntothem. Limited in English and without the skillsnecessary to competeinahighly industrial and
technologica country, these Viethamese woul d-be expatriateswere probably taking theriskiest adventure of
their lives, but, like meand my family, they werewilling to takethat risk. Asfar asmy family and | were
concerned, therisks of the unknown wasstill far better than the known risks of facing reprisalsfromthe
communiss.

Asl wasthreading my way through the crowd to get out of DAO compound, | heard some one calling my
name. | turned to look inthedirection of thecall. 1t wasTran Trung Tho, aclassmate of mine at the Quan
Thanh Military Officer School in Hue, Central Vietnam. Upon graduation from that school in 195, wewere
scattered all over Vietnamtofight thewar against the Viet Minh. | had not seen Tho sincethen. Of coursel was
gladtoseehim. Many of my classmateshad lost their livesinthewar against theViet Minh and later inthewar
against theViet Cong.

| learned that Tho had risen to therank of Lt. Colonel and was currently ontemporary duty at Tan Son Nhut
Airport Customs Servicesand that hetoo wastrying to get hisfamily out of Vietnam, but he had not yet been
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ableto obtain atravel order from DAO. His mentioning of the magic word travel order brought me back to
redity. Asif by ingtinct, my right hand moved to theinside pocket of my jacket wherel kept thispreciouspiece
of paper. It was till there. Knowing that | wasin possession of the very thing that Tran Trung Tho was
desperately longing for, | could not help but flash asmileat him. Perhaps, amutual assistance could be
arranged. | told Thothat | waswilling to includemembersof hisfamily onmy travel order if hecould usehis
officia position and hisclout asacustom service officer at Tan Son Nhut Airport to guarantee safe passagefor
meand my family through VNAF Phi LongAir Force base check-point to DAO compound. Hewasmore
than happy to accept the deal .

| needed Tho'shelp becausein order to get to DA O, which wasnested insidethe Phi Long VNAFAir Force
Base, onemust go through acheckpoint controlled by the VNAF military police. Eveninnormal times, this
checkpoint wasanightmarefor anyonewho wished to enter the baseto takeaflight out of themilitary termindl.
Inthename of security, all passengers, military or civilian, wererequired to submit their names, flight numbers
and final destinationsto the base security officer for security check afull forty-eight hoursbeforetheir flights.
Astheevacuation of Vietnamese rel atives of American citizensand high-risk Vietnamese national sgot under
way, thissecurity check became much moredifficult, evenimpossible, unlessthewoul d-be expatriateswere
willing to pay exorbitant sumsof tea moniesto the guardsat the Phi Long Air Force Base'scheckpoint. The
deal with Tran Trung Tho wasthat hewould use hisofficial vehicleto pick up my family and meat Train
Crossing Station #6 at exactly 1830 p.m. for asupposedly unhindered trip to DAO viaPhi LongAir Force
Basecheckpoint.

April 25", 1975, 1800 hours, Saigon time

My wifeand kidswereglad to seemehome. | had been out dl afternoon, and, not seeing mehomeat thistime
of day, they becamevery worried. They had plenty of reasonstoworry. Inthechaoticfinal daysof South
Vietnam, anything could happen to anybody any time: political arrest, kidnap, accidental death by crossfire,
armed robbery, traffic accident, etc. Briefly, | told my family about thelongwait for McBrideat Train Crossing
Gate#6, thequick acquisition of DAOflight travel order and permissionfor theentirefamily to beflowntothe
United Stateson one of the DA O evacuation flights, and theencounter with Tran Trung Tho. Then| instructed
themto hurriedly sneak out of the house one by onewith nothing but the clothesthey had onthem that evening
and to reassemble at Train Crossing Gate #6 to be picked up by Tran Trung Tho’s official vehicle. Asa
precaution, | told them they must act asnaturally as possible, pretending to take an evening walk down the
street.

My children did asthey weretold. My wifeand | werethelast onestoleave. To avoid suspicion from our
neighborsand from undercover loca police, weleft thelightsof our homeon. Whenwewerehdfway to Train
Crossing Gate #6, my wife suddenly stopped and told me she had forgotten animportant item at home, and
sheneededtogo back togetit. Eventhough| didn’tliketheidea, | reluctantly let her go. Intimesof crises,
it wasmy experiencethat thingsmight changefrom oneminuteto the next, and family membersshould dways
becloseto oneancther. WhenAi Chaufinadly joined usat Train Crossing Gate#6, | asked her if shehad gotten
what shehad gonehomefor. Instead of saying“ yes,” sheproudly showed methefamily abumsof theTRAN
andthe CHAU families. Theadbumscontained the picturesof our parents, our unclesand aunts, our brothers
and ssters, our children at their various stages of growing up. Yearslater, shetold meshewould never haveleft
thosefamily picturesbehind for anything intheworld. | wasglad shehad not. Thepicturesintheseabums
wereto becomethe permanent features of the Tran’sand the Chau’ sgenea ogica documents.

With Tho'sofficial vehicle, wewent though the Phi Long Air Force Base checkpoint without incident, but as
we proceeded towards DA O compound, apolice vehiclethat wason our tail sSinceleaving theentrancegate,



signaled usto pull over. | immediately understood. The policedid not want to accept tea money fromusin
plainview of other people. Two policemen approached our vehicle and checked everyone'sidentity. They
singled out L ap, my twenty-year-old adopted son, and ordered himto get out of thevehicle. They weregoing
to detain him because hewastrying to leavethe country whilewithin the draft age. Technically Lap could not
bedetained for any reason. Hewasin possession of avalid draft deferment, but no amount of reasoning could
persuade these two policemen to change their minds, particularly when they were determined to exact tea
money from us. | whispered to Tran Trung Tho, asking himto check their price. Two million dong wasthe
asking price. After somehaggling, they agreed to accept oneand ahaf million dong (at that timeoneUSdollar
=700dong, sotheasking pricewasroughly theequivalent of 2,100 USdollars). After monieschanged hand,
wewere allowed to proceed to DAO.

| had no problem at the gate of DA O compound. | showed my travel order totheMarineguard, and helet me,
my family and Tho'sfamily inside the compound without incident. Once safely insside DAO compound, |
began counting and identifying membersof my family, making surethat nobody wasmissing. Thismight sound
alittleabsurd to peoplewho had never lived inacountry at war that such aroll call wasnecessary, but it was
somethingthat | dwaysdid after aViet Cong artillery attack, arunfor bomb shelters, and apoliceraid. Life
inwar-torn Vietham was so full of the unexpected that no one knew for surewho was present and who was
missing from one moment to the next. As| madetheroll call this evening, something snapped. It was
poignantly obviousthat four of my childrenweren't with us. They supposedly had been flown out of Vietnam
four daysago viaOperation Baby Lift. Four daysago, eveninmy wildest dream, | could never havethought
that therest of uswould makeitto DAO, thefirst stepin our journey to freedom.

Wherewere my young children when the
rest of us were here? What if my
children were being held up by mobs or
werekilled or trampled upon like those
hel pless children found dead on barges
and cargo ships when refugees from
Danang were unloaded at debarkation
points in Cam Ranh Bay, Vung Tau
Seaport and Phu Quoc Island? What if
they never left Vietham? | started asking
myself these questions. | turned to look
at my wife. From her sad look, | knew
shewasasking hersdf thesamequestions.

As communist troops shelled Saigon, U.S. helicopters
evacuated thousands of loyalists, some from a
downtown rooftop.

By thetimewearrived a Dodge City that evening,
the place overflowed with people. They were
everywhere—on the courtyard, around the
evacuation processi ng center, inthe cafeteria, on
pool sides, and inthe bowling alleys, which had been cl osed to accommodate people waiting to be evacuated.
| went straight to theflight booking desk, showed my travel order to the USair force sergeant and registered
thenamesof peoplein my group—twelve namesaltogether. Because Tran Trung Tho had the samelast name
asmine, | listed himasmy brother and hisfamily membersasmy cousins. Theair force sergeant |ooked up at
me and casually remarked, “ You have quite a sizeable family, haven’'t you?” But he stopped hisremark at
that, gpparently fully awarethat thesize of my family wasrdatively smal compared tothethirty and evenfifty-
member families he had seen before. | nodded. “What would bethetime of our flight?” | asked him. “1t
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would be a littlewhile,” the air force sergeant said noncommittally. Then spreading out amap of DAO
compound on hisdesk, he pointed to methe spot where my family and | should be present when called to
board the shuttlebusfor thetrip totheairport.

| immediately went to the spot indicated onthemap. It wasacordoned off areawith astedl fenceagood thirty
metersoff the side of the main building that housed the evacuation processing center. Therewasan openingin
the steel fence, asort of gate opening onto an unpaved road. Thegatewasheavily guarded by USMarines.
Onthefar side of thegate, severa empty USmilitary buseswere lined up ready to pick up passengersand
ddiver themtowaiting aircraft. Not wantingto misstheroll call for boarding, | took my family toasmall area
near the cordoned-off walkway and camped therefor thenight. Exhausted, | laid down onthegrass, trying to
recuperatefrom an event-filled, emotion-draining day. Thefirmament over mewasexceptionaly beautiful at
dusk. It wasfilled with bright scintillating stars. Occasionally oneof them would shoot acrossthe sky leaving
behindit ablazingtrail like sparksfrom fireworks. To me, the shooting starswereresplendent, but they had a
sad connotation. When | wasakid, my mother used to tell methat when astar dropped off from the sky, it
meant that ahuman being had just |eft thisworld prematurely. If thisweretrue, then the shooting stars| saw
tonight might very well bethe soulsof someyoung soldiersof the North and South Vietnamese armieswho had
just been killed inthe battle of Xuan Loc or Tay Ninh at thewar’s 25" hour when their livesflash by them.

Whentheair force sergeant at the booking desk told meit would bealittlewhile before our next flight, that
“littlewhile” turned out to beawhol e night wait, which wasall themoreagonizinginview of thefact that andl
out assault on Saigon by the NVA and the NFL SV N wasincreasingly imminent. By dawn of April 26", the
number of Americansand their families had gone down considerably. The names of American personnel
announced on the public address system for
boarding had become fewer and fewer, at therate
of one American per fifty non-American names.
L ooking around Dodge City, | noticedtheremaining
evacueesweremostly Vietnamese and third-country
nationals. Thechangeintheevacuees make-up
caused me agreat deal of concern, bordering on
fear. | knew that Hanoi would careless about the
evacuation of non-American nationas. It patiently
waited for thecompleteevacuation of dl Americans
from Vietnam before launching afinal assault on
Sagontovictorioudy concludeits Spring Offensive
Campaignonceandfor dl. Inhindsight, | wasfully
justifiedinmy fear. On 27" of April 1975, Phi Long
Saigon1975 | VNAFAIr Baseand DAO cameunder heavy NVA air and artillery bombardment, putting
anendtodl evacuationsby fixed wingsaircraft fromitsrunways.

During thelong wait for boarding, my wifekept urging meto go back to Saigonto fetch my father and bring him
to DAO so he could be evacuated with us. *You will forever feel guilty if you do not try to rescue your
father now,” shehadtold me, but I had decided against her suggestion. Firstly, | did not want toleave my wife
and children unattended intime of crisis. The painful experiencesof my earlier separation from my young
children still weighed heavily on my conscience. Secondly, if | went back to Saigon, therewasno guarantee
that | would be ableto returnto DAO compoundintimefor my flight. | wassurethat my father would readily
forgivemeif heknew of thedifficult Situation | wasin. 1t wasadecisonthat would haunt metherest of my life.
My father died asorrowful desth on March 9, 1978--lessthan threeyearsafter | had left him. Uponlearning



of hisdesth, my first reactionwasthat if | had takentherisk of going back to Saigon to fetch my father, bringing
himto DA O to be evacuated with meto the United States, he could havelived alittlelonger. | never forgave
myself for not having takenthat risk.

Finally thetime came, and thanksto God, nonetoo soon. At 0600 hours, April 26, 1975, the namesof people
inmy group werecalled for boarding. Alongwith other passengerswewere madetoformasinglelineaong
the cordoned-off walkway |eading to waiting buses parked on the far side of thefence. “No firearms, no
opium, no oversized luggage; only small carry-on bags were allowed,” belched the air force sergeant
handling the busboarding. Upon thisannouncement, | saw aflurry of activitiesontheboarding line. People
hurriedly opened their suitcases, kept their essential belongingsand discarded therest. | aso saw Tran Trung
Tho'ssixty-five-year-old father-in-law and his care-taker daughter getting off theboarding line. Tholater
explained to methat the old man was opium-addi cted and was afraid that he could not procure opiuminthe
United Statesto satisfy hisaddiction. The passengerswerethentold to movea ong and board their designated
busoneby one. Thepassengersdid asthey weretold--dowly, slently, resignedly. Intheir robotic movement,
they looked morelike zombiesthan human beings. Undoubtedly, they were saddened by overwhelming feglings
of guiltand anxieties. Atleast| was. How | could | not fedl guilty when my immediatefamily and | wereable
to escapeto freedomwhile my father and my relativeswere condemned to alife of davery under communism?
How could | not feel sad when | knew that on the Thanh Minh, the annua Tomb-Sweeping Day, | would not
behometo tidy up theresting place of my beloved mother?How could | not fedl anxiouswhen | did not know
what wasin storefor meinthat distant land called the United States of America?

Asthebuscaravantook uson afind runto thewaiting aircraft, | looked out the buswindow, trying to register
inmy mind for thelast timethefamiliar morning scenesof Saigon: street vendors hurrying along crowded
streets, their merchandises hung from both sides of their shoulder poles, open-air restaurantsfull of people
enjoying their Pho or morning beef noodle soupsand dripped coffeesat tables placed along street sidewalks,
hondas and motorized cyclos zigzagging along crowded thoroughfares at dizzy speeds. Therewasnothing
extraordinary about these scenes, but they werethe scenes| had knownall my life, and | knew | wasgoingto
missthem very much onceleaving Vietnam.

From DAO, thebuscaravan took usdirectly tothetailgate of aUSAir Force C-141. Surroundingthetailgate
of theaircraft wasasquad of armed Vietnamese military security personnel. For asplit-second moment, |
thought the sky wasgoing to collapseon us. Werethese soldiersgoingto deny Lap’sboarding? If they were,
| wouldn't have enough money | eft to buy hisfreedom. It wasahopelesssituation. | quickly shovedintoLap's
shirt pocket al themonies| had on me, whispering into hisear that if he could not makeit thistime, | would
personally figureaway to get him out of Vietnam later. Asthe male passengersstepped off thebusandfiled up
thetail ramp of theaircraft, the soldiers checked their identitiesone by one. A couple of menweredenied
boarding. Lapwasnot oneof them. Luckily for Lap, the soldierswereonly after military desertersand not
aftercivilians.

After all the passengershad boarded the aircraft, theflight crew quickly closed the aircraft tail ramp, not
wanting the Vietnamese soldierstolay handson their human cargo. Ontheaircraft, it wascombat loading all
theway. Women and children were alowed to sit on two rowsof flip-down canvas benchesaong theside
wallsof theaircraft while male passengersweremadeto Sit cross-legged onthefloor inrowsof fifteen or more
acrosstheaircraft aide. Passengerson each row werethentied down acrosstheir lapsby along canvasstrap.
It wastheway cargo was secured on thistypeof aircraft. Ten minutesafter the boarding, theaircraft lifted off
fromtherunway withabigroar. Then, and only then, did | know for surethat my family, or rather half of my
family, were safely out of thewar zone. | closed my eyesand thanked God for Hisprovidence. For the past
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fifty-fivedays, | had doneeverything humanly possibleto savemy family fromalifetimeof davery, if not death,
and | had failed miserably. Injust oneday, with God'shelp, | wasableto achievewhat | could not infifty-five

days.

Suddenly, | heard astaccato of machinegun fireawfully closeto my ears. | opened my eyesand saw theair
force sergeant gunner training and shooting hismachine gun wildly at sometargetson theground. | later
learned that he was shooting at the ground bel ow because somebody had opened fire on the aircraft. |
wonderedwhoitwas. A Viet Cong sniper or adisgruntled ARV N soldier who felt he had been betrayed by
America?

After two hoursof flight, wearrived at Clark Air Basein the Philippines. The Philippinesauthority refused to
let usdeplaneevenfor food, water and the necessary relief of body wasteson the groundsthat wewereillegal
immigrants. After refueling, our plane continued onto Guam wherewearrived at 0700 hours, 26"April 1975.
Aswewere assembled intherefugee reception area, | made aquick head count of my family. Thereweresix
of us: Ai Chau, Lap, Nga, Trung, Anhand myself. Wewereall there except for Hoa, Phuong, Thuy and Van.
Of course, | washappy that, in Guam, at least half of my family wasfree of communist domination but the
orphan children’s absence was a stern reminder that happiness was not complete until | found them and
brought them back into our fold. Trying tolocatethem among the US population of over two hundred million
would not bean easy thing to do, but | surewasgoingtotry.

My family and | were assigned temporary quartersin an athletic gym at the Guam Navy Base. About three
hundred field bedshad beenlaid out in the gym to accommodate arriving Viethamese refugees. Sncewewere
among thefirst groupsof refugeesto arrive at the navy base, wewerefreeto chooseour living quartersinthe
gymto our liking. We selected acorner section of the gym wheretherewasat |east some sense of privacy.
Therewas one common latrineand shower facility for men and onefor women. Therewasno comfort at the
gym. But thiswasan item of least concernto me. My immediate concern wasto locate my orphan children.

Sinceadl refugeesat Guam Navy Basemust pick up their food at acentral field kitchen set up at oneend of its
football field, | planted Lap, Trung and Anh all day long at aprominent spot near the entranceto thefield
kitchen fromwherethey could easily seethe orphan childrenif they appeared onthe chow line. Ontheother
hand, Ai Chau and Ngamadetheround of therefugees' tent city every day asking peopleif they had seen any
group of orphansany time and place during their exodusfrom Vietnam. | mysalf went to therefugeereception
areadaily to broadcast messageson its PA systemto let our orphan children know that we had arrived onthe
island and desperately needed to hear from them. In spite of our search efforts, our missing children were
nowhereto be seen or heard of. Asdays passed, anxiety and fear degpened. Ai Chau was so worried about
themissing children that she became hopel essy depressed. Shewasbeginning tolosedeep and appetite. At
night when every onewasasleep, | would often see her kneel down at thefoot of her bed praying to God and
probably to her ancestorsto help her find the missing children. During the day, when not making theround of
therefugees’ tent city to search for her missing children, shewould stand outside the gym for hours, her
unseeing eyestransfixed on thedistant horizon asif waiting for her missing childrento cometo her. Ai Chau's
pitiful mental state pained meagreat dea. Thedecisionto send theyounger children away asorphanswas
basically my decision. But now, | begantowonder if it wasaright decisionat all.

Asapillar of my family intimeof crises, | had tried to remain calm and optimistic, hoping that my optimism
would somehow placate Ai Chau’ssorrows. But | wasnot alwayssuccessful. To my optimistic guessthat the
orphan children must be somewherein the United Stateswith their adoptive American parents, shewould
remark, “What if they never left Vietnam?’ Of course, | had no logical answer to that remark except to



assure her that | would do everything in my power to locate the missing children and to bring them back to her.
But dowhat? Stranded onaremoteidandinthemiddle of nowhere, out of touch with the outsdeworld, what
could | possibly do?

Four daysafter arrivingin Guam, | wrote my father inVietnam aletter telling him wheremy family and | had
been during thelast few days. Intheletter | begged him to forgivemefor not having taken himwith mewhen
| fled Vietnam. | also explained to him my concern about our missing children and asked him to go by our
house on Nguyen Huynh Duc Street to seeif Hoa, Phuong, Thuy and Van werethere. Therewasaremote
possihility that, unableto catch aflight out of Vietnam with the other orphans—and | prayed to God that that
was not the case—they might return to our home on Nguyen Huynh Duc Street waiting for usthere.

My letter never left Guam. When | went to the base post-officeto mail theletter, | wastold therewasno mail
serviceto Saigon. “Saigonisnomore,” said the postal clerk.

The North Vietnamese Army tanks and troops had stormed the Doc Lap (Independence)
Palace and forced the South Vietnamese Gover nment to surrender unconditionally.

Newsof thefall of Saigon struck melikelightning. Ever sincethelossof Military Regions| and |1 in South
Vietnamtothe NVA troopsin March 1975, | knew that therest of the country would fall any day, but news of
thelossof Saigon onApril 30, 1975 was neverthel ess shocking and painful beyond description. Tome, this
fateful day should not have happened asit had. Too many people had needlesdy died for thisday. At theend
of WorldWer 11, if France had not attempted to use military forceto re-imposeitscolonia ruleonVietnam; if
the United States of Americahad not been so obsessed with the communi st containment policy and the so-
called domino theory meaning that if South Vietnam fell to the Communist Bloc, therest of South EastAsia
would asofall; if leaders of thefreeworldin 1945 had not been so myopicintheir view that Vietnam was
nothinglessthanacommunis sateingtead of anation struggling for independence, two mgor warsin Indochina—
the Franco-Viet Minh War and the USWar of I ntervention—coul d have been avoided, thelivesof millionsof
French, Vietnamese, Americans, Koreans, Australians, and Cambodians could have been saved, and arch-
enmity between North and South Vietnam could have been spared.

With no possihility of gettinginformation about my missng childrenfrom
my father inVietnam, | turned to other organizationsfor help. Thefirst
organi zation that came to my mind wasthe Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints. | remembered that during our meetingswithAmerican
LDSin Saigonto discussaternative plansof escapefor Vietnamese
Mormonsfrom Vietnam, we were advised that no matter wherewe
ended upintheworld, weshould try to contact membersof theMormon
Churchfor help. Sincetheonly member of the Mormon Church | knew
for suretoexist intheUnited Statesat that timewas Spencer W. Kimball,
President of theLDS Church, | immediately called himfor help. Having
noAmerican money onme, | called him collect. | believed | heard the
SAt Lake City telephoneoperator asking meif | meant to talk to Spencer
W. Kimball, President of the LDS Church, or someone el se by that
name. “Yes—thepresident,” | said. Thetelephonerang, went silent
for amoment then avoice cameontheline: “I amPresident Kimball’s
President Spencer W. Kimball personal secretary. The president instructed meto ask you if there
isanything we can helpyouwith.” Thereupon | briefed him about the

49



50

generd stuation of theMormon Missionin Saigon, thearriva a Guam of twenty or o Viethamese Mormons,
andfinaly | told him about my orphan children, asking the Church to help locatethem. President Kimball’s
personal secretary assured methat help for the Viethamese Mormonswas on the way and that on behalf of
President Kimball, hewould ask the LDS Social Servicestolook into the case of my missing children andto
start the search for them right away.

Thenext day, the bishop of aGuam LDSward, accompanied by aUS Navy commander, cameto visit the
exiled Vietnamese Mormons. Hewasloaded with giftsfromlocal church members: clothes, towels, soap,
tooth brushes, toothpaste, and snacks. Some of the giftswere carefully wrapped with label son them saying,
“A small present but a lot of love” or “We love you” or “Welcome to Guam Island.” The Vietnamese
Mormonsweregrateful. Thegiftscould not have comeat abetter time. Mot of the Vietnamese Mormons
did not have any change of clothes. My family did not. Fleeing Vietnam inahurry, wedid not take anything
with usexcept for thefamily photo abum.

After my telephone conversation with President Kimball’s personal secretary, | felt much better about our
missing children. Although| could not explainit, | had thefedling that our missing childrenwerediveandwell.
| couldn’t wait totell Ai Chau about thispresentiment. “ Remember how God has hel ped us escape Saigon
when we thought we would never be ableto makeit?” Thenwithafirmvoicel added, “Wehaveto trust
the Mormon God; the Mormon God will help us find the children, | am sure of it.” She nodded in
agreemen.

Guam, May 2™, 1975

Onthisday, my family was ordered to be shipped to one of the refugee centersin the continental USfor
resettlement. There werethree of them on the main land—Camp Pendletonin California, Fort Chaffeein
Arkansas, and Indian Town Gap in Missouri. My family and | were sent to Camp Pendleton, aUSMarine
training center in Southern California. The Vietnamese refugeeshad no choice asto wherethey might go. If
they were put on an airplane destined for Fort Chaffee, it was Fort Chaffeethey would go. But | wasgladwe
were sent to Camp Pendleton, and, fromthere, most likely to acounty or townshipin Cdiforniafor resettlement.
During my professional traininginthe United Statesin 1972, | had had the chanceto visit Californiaand had
liked its pleasant weather and its beautiful scenery, but aboveall | liked itsgreat Feng Shui. Californiawas
bordered on thewest by the Pacific Ocean, ontheeast by the SierralNevadaMountain Range, and between
the ocean and the mountai n range was an open valley—the San Joaquin VValley—that ran from Sacramento to
Fresnowherethewind moved freely all year round. Thesedementsof nature convergedin Cdiforniacreating
amost propitious Feng Shui for theinhabitants of thisgreat state. Nowonder it was called the Golden State.

Thetwelve-hour transpacific flight waslong and tiring, particularly for meand for my wife, but the children
seemedtoenjoy it agreat deal. When the planeglidedinto the sunlight, they would excitedly point out to each
other clustersof soft, white, cotton-like clouds afloat bel ow them. They had never seen cloudsbelow them
before. Inwar-torn Vietnam when they looked up at the sky to study the clouds above them, it wasnot to
enjoy their beauty, but rather tolook for signsand sounds of incoming Viet Cong SAM missilesand artillery
shells. Perhapsanother reason for their excitement wasthey fully expected to bereunited with their younger
sblingsuponarrivingintheU.S. | knew | would haveahard timeexplaining to them why theorphansweren’'t
thereto meet them. Looking at my children aged twelveto twenty, | could not help but feel how lucky they
were. Definitely, they wereluckier thantheir parentsand their grandparentswho, intheir entirelife, had known
nothing but war and hostilities. In the United States of America, my children would havethe opportunity tolive
in peace, to pursueahigher education, and to achievetherr life goa sthey could not possibly haveinwar-torn
Vietnam. If they worked hard—and | was sure they woul d—they would become successful and would



achievewnhat |, their father, had not been ableto achievein alifetime. Carried away by thisoptimistic dream,
| even entertained theideathat, perhaps, they could also providefor meand for my wifein our old agewhen
we becametoo old and too weak to work. For the past twenty years, because of war, | had not been ableto
do any long-term planning for my children. Sometimes, | did have dreamsfor them, but those dreamswere
quickly shattered by the harsh, ever-present redlities of war—hospitalsfull of civiliansmaimed by mortar and
artillery shells, dead soldiersbrought homedaily in ponchos, etc. Therewasnowar inAmerica, andthefuture
should indeed be good for my children.

Wearrived a the El ToroAirport in Southern Cdiforniaat 0800 hrs. May 2, 1975. Thefifty degreesFahrenheit
at El ToroAirport might beniceand comfortablefor Californians, but for usrefugeesfrom SouthernVietnam
where the temperature never went below sixty degrees Fahrenheit, it was cold, very cold. Peoplewere
quivering and shaking likewind-stirred treeleaves. Luckily, wedid not havetowait very long on thetarmac.
Assoon asall therefugeesdeplaned, they were put aboard half adozen military busesfor the short rideto
Camp Pendleton. Thebusridefrom El ToroAirport to Camp Pendleton on the Golden State Freeway wasa
delightful, thrilling experiencefor usasthelandscapeswe saw along side the freeway were so contrasting to
our own war-ravaged country. There were no barbed wired fences alongside the freeway, no military
checkpoints, no concrete-block houses bedecked with machineguns, no charred remainsof buildingsdestroyed
by bombsand artillery fire. Therewasan auraof peaceand security, thelike of whichwehad never experienced
intheworld wejust left behind.

“Americaisreallyaparadiseonearth,” Ai Chau suddenly commented. “ Itreallyis,” | said. But for how
long? | kept the second thought to myself, not wanting to shatter her vision of aparadise-like existencein
America. Degp downinmy heart, | had apresentiment that Americawas going to have sometroubled times
ahead. Thereason for my presentiment was, in my view, theway the UShad conducted thewar in Vietnam
wastoo brutal, and sometimesthisbrutality wasuncalled for. The My Lai massacre by members of the
Americandivisonwasbut asmall example of such brutality. Too many innocent people had been killed.
Infamous statements such as, “We will bomb them (the Vietnamese people) back to the Sone Age!” by
General CurtisLemay, USAIr Force Chief, at the beginning of the Vietnam War, and “ It is necessary to
destroy acityinorder to saveit,” by an unidentified USArmy Mg or whose troopsweretrying to recapture
Ben Tre City after it had fallen into the hands of the Vietcong, reflected awar strategy that did not takeinto
account the differentiation between enemy combatantsand innocent civilians. For theseindecent and genocidal
waysof conducting thewar by theAmerican military establishment in Vietnaminthe Sixties, | wasafraid that
theAmerican people, mysalf and my family included, would suffer somekind of wrath from God intheyearsto
come. This presentiment might be nothing more than apersonal pessimistic feeling of amanwho washborn
under an unlucky star and whose entirelife had had so many broken hopesand dreams.

Whenwearrived at Camp Pendleton, it was obviousthat the camp wasn'’t ready yet to recelivethe tens of
thousands of Vietnamese and Cambodian refugees coming from Guam, Wake |dlandsand the Philippines at
therate of acouple of thousand aday. Marines Corpsengineerswereworking feverishly from dawn to dust
to clear undergrowth and scrubsto set up tentsfor refugees. Eventually eight tent citieswere set up. My family
wasassigned to Tent City #1. Again we shared the tent, latrine and showerswith severa other families. My
family shared thetent with two other Viethamesefamilieswho weloved dearly. Yearsafter wemoved out of
Camp Pendleton and settled in different geographica areasthroughout the United States, we still corresponded
and frequently talked with one another on the phone. A young son of one of thefamilieswe met inthe camp
later became aM ormon missionary and was assigned to San Leandro in the San Francisco Bay areanear our
home, and we had the chanceto visit with him quite often.

For the refugees, Camp Pendleton, Fort Chaffee and Indian Town Gap meant a step closer to being with
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mainstreamAmerica. From these campsthat served as processing centers, they would be matched up with
thelr sponsors—American families, and church and charitabl e organi zationswho were kind enough to take
theminto their fold, carefor them and gradually nurturetheminto socia and economicindependence. These
sponsorswererecruited by the so-called Volags or voluntary agencies. Therewere eight such Volagswith
satellite officesin Camp Pendleton to recruit sponsorsfor Indochinese refugees. They werethe US Catholic
Conference, the Church World Services, theAmerican Councilsfor Nationalities Services, theHIAS, the
LDSChurch, etc. It wasworth-noting that LDSinvolvement in Volag activitieswastheresult of my telephone
call to President Spencer W. Kimball of theLDS Churchin Salt Lake City, Utah. Upon learning of theexodus
of refugeesfrom South Vietnam, the LDS Churchimmediately took on the responsibility of sponsoring and
providing social service support for the Indochineserefugees. Except for the LDS Church, all other Volags
received funding fromthe US Government for handling the resettlement of refugeesunder their care. Federal
government agenciesa so set up officesin Camp Pendleton to handled | administrative aspectsof theresettlement
process. FBI screened refugeesfor past criminal activities. Immigration and Naturalization Servicesissued
|.94sto refugees, proving they wereimmigrantslegally admitted to the United States, and Socia Security
Adminigtrationissued socid security numbersfor each and every refugeefor taxation purposesbeforethey | eft
the camps. Speaking of taxes, contrary to vicious specul ationsin those days by anti-immigrant groupswho
spread falserumorsthat refugeesfrom Indochinawere exempt from taxes, thetrue fact wasrefugeesfrom
Indochinadid haveto pay taxesfor every dimethey earnedjust like any working Americans.

My family and | requested sponsorship by the LDSVolag, and our request was accepted. Dueto the huge
number of refugeesto be processed in Camp Pendleton, there was a seri ous bottle neck on the government
side of the processto rel ease refugeesfrom the camp. Prospective A merican sponsors, angered by theslow
pace with which the familiesthey sponsored werereleased from the camp, had writtento or called their
representativesinthe US Congress complaining about theinefficiency of US Government servicesin Camp
Pendleton, caus ng great tens on between these good-hearted Americansand US Government representatives
inthecamp.

My family and | stayed in Camp Pendleton for over amonth waiting for our turnto be processed. During this
period of time, | volunteered towork for the L DS Volag, hel ping LDS socia workerswith administrativework
inmatching up refugeeswith their sponsors. My basi ¢ duties consisted of documenting written and phone
requests by would-be sponsors, answering their questionsregarding Vietnamese traditions and customs,
pronunciation of Vietnamesenames, typica Vietnamesefoodsand what were considered taboosto aViethamese.
It was heartening to seethese well meaning Americansgo out of their way to rescuethe Vietnamese refugees,
to treat them with kindnessand to try to maketheir lifein Americaapleasant one. Theattitude of theseLDS
sponsorswasin such contrast with the attitude of theAmericansin Vietnamthat | could not help wondering if
theseAmericans had come from the same country and the same culture.

L DS sponsorshipsweremostly collective, either by award or astake. Normally an LDSward bishop or an
LDSstakepresident would call and request sponsorship on beha f of theentireward or stake. Becausethey
took carefor therefugeesthey sponsored collectively, using collective resources, they had better quality
sponsorship. Refugees sponsored by the LDS normally found work right away. 1 did.

Oneday whilemanning the phoneat Pendleton LDSVolag office, | received acal fromapersonwhointroduced
himself asBishop Douglas M. Scribner of the Santa RosaL DS First Ward, Santa Rosa Stake. After some
inquiriesof therefugee sponsorship program, Bishop Scribner indicated that hisward would liketo sponsor a
Vietnamesefamily. “ Do you prefer asmaller or larger family?” | asked the good-hearted bishop, explaining
tohimthat aVietnamesefamily normaly rangedin szefrom six to ten membersand sometimestwelveif grand-
parentswereincluded. Bishop Scribner said the size of thefamily did not matter and that if the LDSVolag



could send him afamily whose head of household spoke some English, he could ahaveajob waiting for him.
| then asked Bishop Scribner general information about SantaRosa, itsgeographical locationand climate. The
last piece of information was very important to usVietnamese refugees because, coming from atropical
climate, few of uscould physicaly bear the extreme cold of someregionsin
the United States.

| learned that Santa Rosawas | ocated approximately fifty milesnorth of San
Francisco, had apopulation of about 50,000 people and aclimate not too
hot in summer and not too cold inwinter. For educational facilities, Santa
Rosahad acity college and astate university nearby. Employment wise,
Santa Rosa had three mgjor employers. Hewlett Packard Company, State
Farm Insurance Company and Government of SonomaCounty. Itwasan
ided resettlement areafor any Vietnameserefugeefamily, and | must admit
that | wasvery much tempted to accept Bishop Scribner’sresettlement offer
right thenand there. However ethica consideration prevented mefromdoing
0. | thought to mysdlf that it would beimproper for me, who worked at the
LDSVolag office, to usethisinside information to benefit myself and my
family. So| started asking other refugeefamiliesif they wereinterested inresettling
in SantaRosawith ajob prospect for the head of household. Tomy surprise
noneof themwereinterested. My next step wasto discussthe matter with the
lead L DS social worker at Camp Pendleton, and he told meto go ahead and accept Bishop Scribner’soffer
for resettling my family in SantaRosaif | felt good about it. Of course, after alengthy talk to my God, | felt
good about it. Theother reason | had chosen Santa Rosaover other resettlement offerswasajob. Since
leaving South Vietnam, | had spent many deeplessnightstrying to figureout how | wasgoing to feed my family
and provide agood education for my children. My family and | had left Vietnam empty-handed with nothing
morein our possession than the clothes on our backs. We had to rebuild our lives, and theonly way todoiit
wasthrough hard work. Before SantaRosa, | was offered resettlement in beautiful San Clemente, but | had
turned it down because there wasno job prospect there.

Bishop Douglas M. Scribner

Whilewaiting to beresettled in SantaRosa, | continued the search for my missing children, but wedid not have
towatch for them on the chow lineday in day out any more. The search had taken on amore sophisticated
method. At my request, theAmerican Red Crossat Camp Pendleton had entered the names of my childrenon
anational search network for missing persons. Soall | could do waspatiently wait. My wife still worried
about the missing children very much, and shekept talking about them al thetime; but instead of despair, she
was more confident that God would reunite the children with her. Whilewaiting for news of my missing
children, my family and | witnessed amajor event that occurred to thesmall Viethamese LDScongregationin
Camp Pendleton.

Around mid May 1975, wereceived apersona visit from President Spencer W. Kimball of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints! He had flown down from Salt Lake City “. . . to bewith you in thismost
difficult timeof your life.” For theViethamese L DS refugees—thetired, the poor, the tempest-tossed, the
wretched refuge from awar-ravaged shore, the huddled massesyearning to be free—thevisit from aProphet
of Godwastruly ablessing. Through aninterpreter (I waschosenfor thischoicejob), President Kimball gave
theViethamese LDSatak full of loveand empathy. Without actualy comparing themwith thefate of theearly
Mormons, hetold them that during theearly daysof the Church, membersof hisfamily had been chased from
placeto place, and a onetime had to seek refugein Mexico. He counseled theVietnamese LDSto havefaith
inFather in Heaven, and he promised that if they lived arighteouslifeaccording to thewill of God, they would
have happinessand successintheir newly-found homehereinAmerica Heencouraged themto study English
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as the first step in becoming
independent. In the mean time, he
would instruct LDS Church
Authoritiesacrossthe United States
to provide them support and help
them achieve these goals. Our
meeting with this holy man only
lasted for onehour, butit had alasting
effectonus. | criedtheday President
Spencer W. Kimball died. | feltlike
| just lost my own father.

The Vietnamese adage, Phuc bat
trung lai (Blessingsnever comein
pairs), proved to be wrong in my

LDS Refugees met by President of LDS Church. family’scase. After many daysof heart-felt talk with
Nga, Nhon, Ai Chau and Anh shaking hands with God, | finally received newsof my orphan children.
President and Sister Kimball (Picture in Church News)| Nt long after the visit of President Spencer W.

Kimball, | wasinformed by theAmerican Red Cross

that my missing children had been found safe and sound in a Catholic convent at Mount Angel, Oregon.
Needlessto say, wewere overwhelmed withjoy. My wifeand kidsimmediately asked if they could drop by
Mount Angel and seethe children right away, having no ideahow big the United States of Americawas.
Patiently | explained to them that Mount Angel, Oregon, was about 1,500 kilometersfrom Camp Pendleton,
and getting there by car would take approximately twenty hours. Overcomewithjoy, | told my childrenthat
their little brother and sisterswereliving happily on ahill surrounded by angels(Mount Angel) and that they
wereingood hands. Judging by their smiling faces, | knew they wered| excited about my fairy tale. Itisworth
mentioning that my children had beenfound at theright time, for if they had been found afew weekslater, they
would have been placed for adoption by an American family. What it all meant to uswas oncethey were
legally adopted, wewould not be ableto know wherethey were, who their adoptive parentswere—at least

not until they reached theage of eighteen.

So when the children were found and
parentage was established, the adoption
process stopped.

Within a week of their finding, my
orphans were flown to San Clemente
and brought to Camp Pendleton for the
reunion with us. Needlessto say, the
reunionwasvery emotional. My eldest
daughter Nga and my wife cried
uncontrollably. Now that my family was
reunited, my happinesswas compl ete.
All we had to do now was to wait for

Reunion with our lost children
Nhon, Phuong, Thuy, Hoa, and Van

our turn to be processed and be sent to
our home sweet homein SantaRosa. Thewait had been long but
not boring. | mysalf had plenty todo. Onweekdays, | would goto
theL DSVolag officeto help LDS socia workersto recruit Soonsors



and match them with Vietnamese refugees who wished to be sponsored by the LDS Church. On Sundays,
therewere Sunday school and sacramental meetingsto attend. We conducted our meetingsin our owntents.
L atter-day Saintsfrom nearby wardsand stakes cameand joined usat these meetings. For lack of furniture,
we sat on our own sleeping canvas cotsto recelivetheliving bread and water and listen to the teachings of
church authoritiesfrom nearby wardsand stakes. The placeinwhichwe met and praised the Lord God was
humble, but it was, nonethel ess, full of theHoly Spirit. | couldfedl it. Besides, | did not think our Father in
Heaven would mind our humble place of worship.

Speaking of family reunions, not everyonewasasfortunateas| was. Many refugees had been separated from
their loved onesduring their last-minute escape from Vietnam—wivesfrom husbands, children from parents,
brothersand sstersfromtheir siblings. Many of them had no ideaif their loved oneshad | ft Vietnam or had
falen duringtheir escapes. It wasavery sad situation. Unableto withstand the pain of separation, some of
theserefugees had requested the US Government to send them back to Vietnam. Many peoplethought these
refugeeswere out of their minds, but having beenintheir shoesbefore, | understood what they werefeeling,
and | truly empathized with them. Especially tragic wasthe case of Captain Tien of the South Viethamese
Army Cavalry Corpswith whom | had become acquainted during my first two weeksat Camp Pendleton. In
1974, Captain Tien was sent to Fort Knox, United Statesfor training. Before histraining was compl eted,
South Vietnam collapsed and his country, hisarmor corps and hisunit wereno more. All of asudden, he
became of man without acountry and without afamily. Hisinstructorsand counselorsat Fort Knox advised
him to seek political asyluminthe United Statesand start anew lifein thiscountry asacivilian, and they
promised to help him get ajob. But he had decided against their advice and had requested to go back to
Vietnaminstead. Intears, hetold methat the Viethamesetradition of tin (loyalty) to hisfamily forbadehimto
remainintheUnited States. Hewent on to say that he knew as soon as he set foot in Vietnam, hewould be
imprisoned by the communists, but hewould rather facethis sad prospect thantolivetherest of hislifewitha
guilty conscience.

Thesixty or so South Vietnamese refugeeswho had requested repatriation werelater sent to Guamwherethey
boarded the Vietnam Thuong Tin and set sail for Vietnam. | later |earned that upon reaching Vietnam, all of
these volunteer repatriateswereimmediately incarcerated by the Vietnamese Communist Government onthe
groundsthat they were sent back to Vietnam to spy on the Viethamese Communist Regime.

My family wasreleased from Camp Pendleton on June 2, 1975, exactly one month after we arrived inthe
United States mainland, but for sometechnical reason, my namewasnot onthelist of thosereleased fromthe
camp that day. Let go of my wife and kidswho did not speak a word of English in thishuge country? No
way! | must find away to escort themto Santa Rosa with or without per mission of the camp commander.
Haveyou ever heard of arefugee on AWOL (absencewithout leave) ? Thiswasexactly what | decided to do.
So| carefully worked out aplan of AWOL. The planwent something likethis:

Day One: | would slip out of Camp Pendleton with my family

Day Two: | would stay with them for one day in Santa Rosa to make sure that everything

was OK in their new home.
Day Three: | would return to Camp Pendleton and wait for my turn to be released from
the camp.

| proceeded with the plan without incident. On the day my family left Camp Pendleton to beresettled in Santa
Rosa, | accompanied themto LosAngelesAirport, purchased around trip airlineticket for mysalf (ticketsfor
my wifeand kidswere prepaid by the LDSVolag) and flew with my family to San Francisco wherewewere
met by thewel coming committee of SantaRosaL DS First Ward. Sincewe and our our hostshad never met
before, wewereto recognizethem by thered rosesthey wereto wear on thelapelsof their coats. Thered
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roseswere unnecessary. We recognized them right away even without thered roses. A natural chemistry
between spiritual brothersand sisters prompted usto recognizethem immediately.

During thedrivefrom San Francisco Airport to Santa Rosawe passed through San Francisco and crossed the
Golden Gate Bridge onto Highway 101. My wife and kids used hand signal s to communicate with our
sponsors. The* wows™ my wifeand kidsexclaimed when seeing the grandeur of the Golden Gate Bridgeand
thebeautiful scenery on both sides of Highway 101 seemed to haveworked well intermsof communication.
When they werenot talking, using hand signals, they sang songswhich were popular bothin the United States
andVietnam—songssuch as* FrereJacques.” After oneand one-haf hoursof ajoyful ride, wearrived at our
new homein Rincon Valley, SantaRosa, Cdifornia. Bishop Scribner gave methekey to openthe door of our
new home, which turned out to be the door to one pleasant surprise after another. Displayed acrossthewall
of our living roomwasalarge banner with thefollowing wordswrittenonit: Chao Mung Gia DinhHo Tran
(“Welcometo the Tran Family”). | later learned that the banner wasthework of Tuyet and Jim Ebright, my
former colleague at MACV Translation
Divisonin Saigonin 1962 and 1963. During
our first few daysin SantaRosa, Tuyet Ebright
cametovist my family regularly, showing my
wife which market to go to in order to buy
food, how to shop in asuper market, how to
read the prices on food items, etc. Since
supermarketsdid not existinViethamandthe
way theAmericanspurchased groceriesinthe
United Stateswasquitedifferent fromtheway
wedidinVietnam, Tuyet Ebright’'scoaching
wasabighdp. Foringance, my wifelearned
that we did not bargain the price in an
American grocery store. We were very
: £ grateful to Tuyet Ebright and her family and
Lake Sonoma just outside of Santa Rosa, CA remained their friendsever since.

Theliving room of our apartment had asofa, alow coffeetable, two arm chairs, ablack and whitetelevision
set. Thedining room had along dining tablewith ten mismatched chairs. Therewerethree bedroomsin our
apartment: Onemaster bedroom for me and my wife, one bedroom for our boys and one bedroom for our
girls. Thebedroomswerefully equipped with bedsfor everyone. With afamily aslargeasmine, thefurniture
industry in SantaRosamust have had agood businessin June 1975. Until | started working and earned money
to pay rent, rent for our apartment for thefirst two monthswas paid for by donationsfrom our brothersand
sstersof the SantaRosalL DSFirst Ward. They also donated clothing, towels, cooking utensilsand Chinaware.
But of al thecommaoditiesthat weremade availableto our family, what pleased Ai Chauthemost wastherice
cooker. Apparently our brothersand sisters of the SantaRosaFirst Ward were keenly aware of thefact that
ricewas stablefood for Vietnamese, and that they could beinrags, walk barefoot, eat off thefloor, but they
could not operate without arice cooker! Wewould forever remain grateful to our brothersand sistersof the
SantaRosaL DSFirst Ward for their thoughtfulnessand their lovefor our family.

| waswrong in assuming that Camp Pendleton Military Authority was not aware of my AWOL. When |
returned to Camp Pendleton on day three, | wasimmediately summoned to the G2 Section of the camp for
interrogation.



Did you sneak out of Camp Pendleton to establish contact with Viethamese communist agents
located in the United Sates? Were you part of a spy network for the communists? What were
your missions?

Thesequestionswereasked for formality’ssake, for thegood old Sergeant who interrogated meknew full well
that | wasno Mictor Charlie (acronym used by American Glsto call theViet Cong), and that thereason | had
accompanied my wife and kidsto SantaRosawasto provide asafety net for them. The good old Marine
sergeant accepted my explanation at face value, closed the espionage case and | et me go—»but not without
first giving measternlesson regarding the need to observediscipline, law and order inthe United States.

| finally left Camp Pendleton on July 2, 1975, just intimeto celebrate the United States | ndependence Day
with my family and with our brothersand sistersof the SantaRosaL DS First Ward. Bishop Scribner, my
sponsor, had written to hiscongressman, Honorable Don Clausen, to complain about my delayed releasefrom
Camp Pendleton. | did not know if my delayed departure from Camp Pendleton Refugee Camp wastheresult
of an administrative backlog or something | had donepoliticaly. | knew thismuch: during the height of the
Vietnam War, | had written aseriesof controversid articlesfor the Viethamese Dong Phuong (Eastern) Daily
inSaigon, criticizing USpoliciesand war doctrinesin Vietnam—yparticularly the senseless body count system
used by the USmilitary establishment to gaugethe successof itsmilitary operationsin Vietnam. Suchasystem
had resulted inincreased indiscriminate killings of innocent, non-combatant civilians, women and children. |
had decided to writethis series of articlesafter having seen with my own eyesmany young children, even
babies, with maimed and bloodied bodiesin Can Tho Genera Hospital. Many of thesechildren had lost their
limbsandtheir eyes, othershad their facesdisfigured by bomb and artillery shrapnel, and il othershad their
bodiesbadly burned by incendiary bombs. It washeart-rending to see children so young, so innocent having
to suffer so muchinawar so senseless.

| left Camp Pendleton to join mainstream America, full of dreamsand expectations. | wasgoing to havea
goodjob so | could earn adecent incometo support my family. My children were going to have agood
education and most certainly abetter futurethan their parentsand their grand-parents. | had decided that no
matter how hard lifewasfor meinthe United States, | wasgoing to makeit. Therewasno reasonwhy |
couldn’t. | spokefluent English. | had had twenty years of experience working for the US Civil Servicein
Vietnam, attaining arespectablerank of GS-13. It wastruethat | wasarefugee, animmigrant, analiensoto
speak. But Americawasaland of opportunity whereahuman being wasjudged not by hisnationality, skin
color or religiousbdief, but by hisknowledge,
skill, talent and hard work. | believed my
family and | would be OK.

In my dream, | did not envision the
unexpected.

Northern California Coastline
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CHAPTER THREE

THE ANTERIOR TRANS

Tran Van Minh (Grandfather)

My grandfather, Tran Van Minh, wasbornin 1875in
Quang Binh, Central Vietnam during the reign of
Emperor TuDuc. Hisfather and grandfather were
origindly fromHue, thecapitol of theNguyen Dynasty.
To escape persecution by the anti-Christian Emperor
TuDucand hiscourtesans, my great-grandfather, who
was a devout Catholic, had to move hisfamily to
Quang Binh, an obscure city about three hundred
kilometersnorth of Hue. Partly to protest Emperor
Tu Duc'sreligious persecution and partly to protect
himsalf and hisfamily from thewrath of the Nguyen
kings, my great-grandfather changed hisfamily name
fromNGUYEN to TRAN. Asaresult, by thetime
my grandfather wasbornin Quang Binhin 1875, he
borethefamily nameof TRAN instead of NGUY EN.

Emperor Tu Duc, following the footsteps of his
forefathers, Emperors Minh Mang and Thieu Tri,
adopted agtrict policy of anti-Chrigtianity, usngharsh
measures to punish foreign missionaries and
Viethamese Chrigtians. Tu Duc viewed Christianity
asaperversereligion, corrupting the heartsand minds
of hissubjects, and Christian missionariesamenace
to hiskingdom. Hebelieved that forelgn missionarieswere agents of western nations sent to Vietnamto spy on
hiskingdom and to preparefor European nationsto descend upon and occupy Vietnam asthey had donein
India, the Philippines, Indonesia, China, and Malaysia. In 1851, heissued an edict banning all Christian
miss onariesfromVietnam under penalty of death and required that Vietnamese Christians be branded ontheir
left cheekswith thecharacters TaDao (infidels).

During hisreign, of theforty or so French Catholic missionariesin Vietnam, two were executed, and hundreds
of Vietnamese priestsand tens of thousands of Vietnamese Catholicswere put to death inthe most barbaric
manner. Foreign missionarieswho desisted hisedict and continued to prosalyte Viethamesein the Christian
fathwerebeheaded or drowned; Viethamese priestswere cut in haf inlength and stupid Vietnamese Chrigtians
suffered harsh punishmentsincluding death and confiscation of family property uptothreegenerations.

Tu Duc could not have chosen aworsetimeto carry out hisanti-Christianity policy. Upon learning of the
persecution of French missionaries, French Government PrimeMinister, JulesFerry, under pressurefromthe
French Catholic Misson Etrangere (Foreign mission) and Frenchindustridists immediately sent an armadaof
navy vesselsand severa thousand troopsto Southeast Asiato attack Vietnam on the pretext of protecting
Frenchmissionaries. Of course, onecan arguethat their motivesfor such an attack wasa soto exploit Vietnam's
mineral and agricultural richesand to expand foreign marketsfor French manufactured goods. France's



determination to colonize Vietnam was best il lustrated in aspeech addressed to the French Congress by
French PrimeMinister JulesFerry:

Colonial policy isthe daughter of industrial policy.

After decadesof fighting the Vietnamese people, in 1887, French expeditionary forcesfinaly completed their
occupation of Tonkin (North Vietnam), Annam (Central Vietnam) and Cochinchina (South Vietnam) along
with Cambodiaand Laossix yearslater. After having beenfirmly
incontrol of theseregions, the French consolidated themintoa
French union called Indochina. Since most of the old-school
Mandarins of the Nguyen Dynasty resigned or wereforced to
resgnfromther positionsfor being unfit for themore sophisticated
and more dynamic French administration, the French Colonial
Government of Indochina proceeded to create anew class of
Vietnamese civil servantsto help them govern Indochinaat the
lower levelsof their adminigtration. Therecruiting of thisnew class
of avil servantswasdonethrough French and Viethamese Catholic
priestsand trained by French administrators.

Young sons and daughters of loyal Viethamese Catholicswho
had survived the Nguyen Dynasty’ sreligious persecution were
thefavorite onesin thisrecruitment process. My grandfather,
being the grandson of adevout Catholic who had been executed
for hiding aFrench miss onary whilethelatter wasbeing pursued

by Emperor Minh Mang’s henchmen, was thus chosen to be

trained and to serveinthe new French Colonia Administration.

My grandfather’sgrandfather had suffered the most cruel and

barbaricform of punishment for violating Emperor MinhMang's

anti-Christian policy. Ontheday of hisexecution, theexecutionersthrew himinavat of bailing oil that killed
himinstantly. My grandfather studied French and becameacourt officer of Quang Binh Province.

1886 Map
Indochina under French Colonial Rule

The specid treatment bestowed upon my grandfather by the French Mission Etrangerewasaquick economic
fix for my grest-great-grandfather, for by thetimehearrivedin Quang Binhfrom Hue, hebecamesofinancidly
destitute that he could not afford to send his sonsand daughtersto schooal, |et alone aFrench school, because
all of hispropertiesin hisnativevillagein Hue had been confiscated by the Nguyen Kings. But for thisspecial
treatment by the French Colonia Administration, my grandfather had to pay adear price. Duringtheso-called
classstruggle movement launched by theViet Minhin 1950-1953, the Viet Minh accused him and hisancestors
aslackeysof the French colonidistsand, even though my grandfather had been dead for years, TheViet Minh
People Court convicted him posthumously, calling names and addressing him asthang Minh, aderogatory
mode of addressreserved for peopleof low socid status. They aso urged thevillage peopleto urinateon his
grave.

My grandfather had four children: TranVan Binh (1897), Tran Van Kinh (1900), Tran Thi KimYen (1905),
and Tran Thi Kim Oanh (1910). My uncle Tran Van Binh was sent to a French school and attended The
University of Hanoi where he graduated with adegreein pharmacy. My father also attended aFrench school
and graduated with adegreein accountancy. My aunts, Tran Thi Kim Yen and Tran Thi Kim Oanh, received
their education at aFrench school reserved for daughtersof French colonsin Indochina
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Tran Van Binh (Uncle)

My uncle Tran Van Binh, the pharmacist, upon graduation from Hanoi University, operated apharmacy in
Quang Yenwhere he prospered. Asoneof thefew French-educated Vietnameseinthemedical fiddinVietham
at that time, my uncle Binh waswell respected by the French authoritiesand the Vietnamese peopl e of Quang
Yen. However, hedid not livelong to enjoy thefruit of hisachievements. Hedied before reaching the age of
forty. Heand hiswife had no children of their own, so they adopted my eldest sister Tran Thi Khiem astheir
daughter. After my uncle' sdegth, hiswifewent to Huetojoin her family, and my sster Khiemwent back tolive
with her biological father and mother - our parents.

Tran Thi Kim Oanh and Tran Thi Kim Yen (Aunts)

My aunt, Tran Thi Kim Oanh, renounced al appea sof theworld and entered aconvent to becomeanun and
ateacher. Withregardsto aunt Tran Thi Kim Yen, after graduating from high school, shemarried Mr. Vo Van
Que, apalitician and apublic work engineer from awell-to-do family in Quang Ngai Province. When sheand
her husband, Mr. Vo Van Que, visited their childreninthe United Statesin 1974, South Vietham fell and she
and her husband never got the chance to come back to Viethamto live out their old agesthere.

Tran VanKinh (Father)
My father married Vo Thi Chau, afamousHat Boi (classical thegtre) actress. My mother wasavery beautiful
and talented actress; therefore, she had many followers, but my father, being ahandsome and generouscong
tu (prince-like persondity), had gained my mother’sfavor.
My mother dropped all of her followerson thewayside
and married my father. They eventualy had eight children:
Trong, Khiem, Thao, Thuan, Nhon, Nghia, Le, and Tri.
My brother number six, Nghia, diedin hisinfancy. My
father, worked for the French Indochina Treasury
Department as an accountant in Quinhon until 1945, All
of uswere born in Quinhon, the city where my father
worked until hewasfiredin 1945 by the Communist Viet
Minh. In Quinhon, lifefor us, the Tran family, was better
than good. My father was afunctionary for the French
Provincial Administration, and assuch made good money
and provided well for hiswifeand children. Hischildren
all went to private schools. For those of uswho finished
high school—and if continuing educationwasnot available
in Quinhon—hesent to out-of -town school sintheimperid
city of Huefor further education, regardlessof costs.

My father valued learning and intellectudlity; therefore, he
awayschosethe best schoolsfor hischildren’seducation.
We all went to expensive private schools. He sent my
elder brother Tranvan TrongtoaFrench Christian Brother || :
School in Hue and, after graduation from that school, he sent him to a | VoThiChauand Tran VanKinh
French technical school to study engineering. In 1944, my brother Trong My Mother and Father
graduated with an engineering degree. After ashort stint with Viet Minh

Southern Res stance M ovement (Nam Bo Khang Chien), my brother Trong went back to Quinhon to help my
father moveour family to Yen Dai Village, Nghi Loc District, NgheAn Provincewhere he contracted typhoid
and died at theage of twenty-three. SinceYen Dal Villagewasarura areawhere educationa opportunitiesfor




hischildrenwerevery limited, my father became very obsessed with the question of how to provide hisother
children with ahigher education after my brother Trong’s death. Whilewaiting for these opportunities, he
alwaysreminded and encouraged us, hismalechildren, towork hard at learning. At med shewould tell usthat

... wealth and riches can be taken away fromyou by natural or man-made disasters,
but education and knowledge cannot be taken away from you.

But my father had aproblem with implementing hisdream. The country wasat war (Franco-Vietminh War
1945-1954), and hisimmediate concern wasto protect hisfamily from the dangersof war.

During the early stage of the Franco-Vietminh War, my sister Khiem volunteered to servein one of the Viet
Minh propagandateams sent to the countryside to urge peopleto join the various patriotic organi zationsin
order tofight the French colonialiststrying to re-imposetheir colonia ruleon Vietnam again after World War
[1. Inthebeginning of theViet Minh Revolution, the peoplein Vietnam regarded Ho Chi Minh asapatriotic
leader and thetrue champion of the cause of national independence. Littledid they know that thisman had his
own agendaamed at turning Vietnaminto asatel lite of the Communist Empireled by the Soviet Union. “ Give
me an ideology and a group of zealouscadres, and | will ruletheworld,” histeacher, Lenin, oncetold him,
and hefollowed it to theletter. Theideology that Ho Chi Minh used was national independence, and cadres
wereyoung energetic peoplelike my brother Trong and my sister Khiem and thousands of other youth their
age. Thusequipped with an appedling ideol ogy, zeal ous cadres, Ho Chi Minh succeeded inralying the people
indl of Vietnamto hiscause.

The people of Quinhonwould do anything that Ho Chi Minhtold them to do. My family was no exception.
Although my father wasfired by the Viet Minh from hisjob asan accountant at Quinhon Treasury Department
for having served in the French Colonial Administration, he never complained about it. Onthe contrary, with
patriotic zedl, heurged hiswifeand childrento actively participatein the various patriotic movementsinitiated
by theViet Minh. At hisurging, my mother donated al of her gold jewe ry—her gold wedding ring included—
to the Gold Week Fund set up by Ho Chi Minhto collect gold donated by the people of Vietnam, alegedly to
help buy weaponsfor Viet Minhtroopsto fight the French pirates. Studentsof Vietnam history later confirmed
that the gold Ho Chi Minh collected during the Gold Week was in fact used to bribe commanders of the
Chinese Kuomingtang Army in North Vietnam at thetime to disarm Japanese troops, so that they might not
interferewith Ho Chi Minh’seffortsto annihilate Vietnamese Quoc Dan Dang (Kuomingtang ) leaderswhom
he considered athreat to hispower.

Trong (brother)

When thewar broke out between the French and Viet Minhin 1946, my elder brother Trong volunteered to
jointheViet Minhforcesto fight the Frenchin Nam Viet, theformer Cochinchina. Inmy mind'seyes, | still
could seehim standing on theroof top of asouthbound train departing from Quinhon Railway Station heading
for Cochinchinawaiving abig red flag and shouting dogans, “ Chong giac Phap” (“ Fighting against French
Pirates’), and“ Gianh Doc Lap” (“Regain Independence’). To me, thisimagewasthat of ahero, and | was
very proud of my brother.

Khiem (sister)

With no less patriotic zeal, my elder sister Tran Thi Khiem volunteered to servein Viet Minh propaganda
teams. Asapropagandacadre, shewould go fromvillagetovillagein Binh Dinh Provinceto promotethe cause
of Nationa Independence and to encourage peopleinthe countrysideto join the various patriotic organizations
set up by the Viet Minh to fight the French invaders. In 1975, Khiem emigrated to the United States,
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resettledin Salem, Oregon, where she attended the Willamette University and later the University of Oregon
and graduated with amaster’ sdegreein specia education. Thiswasquitean achievement, considering thefact
that at thetime shewent back to school, shewasfifty-fiveyearsold and had thirteen children to carefor. She
became heavily involved in helping disabled and deformed Vietnamese children of post-war Vietnam. Todo
her work, shehad to fly back and forth between the United States and Vietnam, escorting deformed children
from Vietnam to the United States, nursing them and caring for them until they had received the necessary
physical therapy and gotten well. When thiswasdone, shewould escort them back to Vietnam and start the
processal over again with anew batch of deformed children to betreated in children’shospitalsin Oregon,
USA. Although | disagreed with my sister on somefamily issues, | really admired her for what shedid for
humanity.

Thao (brother)

My older brother Thao and hischildren till liveinVietnam. | recently learned that Chuong, one of hissons,
had received ascholarship from one of theuniversitiesin Australia. Thisnewscameto measasurprise
because the Vietnamese Communi st Government seldom accorded children of former servants of the Nguy
Regime (puppet regimeof South Vietnam) thisprivilege. However, not al of hischildrenwerethat lucky. His
first son, Tran van Tin, died of asthmain 1978, and hisdaughter Tam, adoctor, committed suicidein 1986
because she could not withstand the verbal abuses heaped upon her by communist cadres. Thiswaslikeguilt
by association because her father, Tran van Thao, had onetimeworked for theAmerican Imperialistsduring
theVietnamWar. Of al my brothersand sisters, Thao wasalittle eccentricin hisperception and outlook on
life. Hislineof thinking was sometimesirrationa and strange, to say theleast. Asan example, whileworking
for theAmericans, he considered them imperialists. So when theAmerican and Vietnamese CORDS (Civil
Operationsfor Rural Development Services) staff of Region 1V and Phong Dinh Province embarked ona
bargeleaving Can ThoonApril 29, 1975, beforethiscity fell to thecommunists, hewould not makeany move
tojointhem even though hewasin aposition to do so for having worked at the Can Tho Police Department
Advisory Teamfor ten years. | guessed that hiswife, Loi, had advised him against throwing hislot with the
Americans. Hiswifeused to beatraveling nurseand, assuch, often went to areas controlled by the Viet Cong.
Inretrospect, | believe shewasadeepcell Viet Cong agent.

Thuan (sister)

My sister Thuan, seventy-five yearsold and widowed, now livesin Houston, Texas. It was Thuan and her
husband Hoang Van Lieuwho took care of my father and my mother intheir old agewhenthey lived in Bao
Locand, inlater years, in Saigon before North Vietnam conquered South Vietnam. For their servicestomy
father and my mother, | remained grateful dl my life. When Lieuwasdtill dive, | oftenvisited himin Houston,
Texas, whenever | could. Hishealth was getting worse with each visit. First helost hisbalance and was
confined to awheel chair; then helost his speech and communicated only by written words. Thelast timel
visited himin 2000, helost hismind. It waspainful to say “ good-bye’ to him after each visit. Asif feding that
each of my vistsmight bethelast one, hecried, looking at mewith unseeing eyes. It washeart-rendingto see
tearscome down hiswrinkled facewhen | last said “ good-bye’ to him. Lieudied on October 13, 2001.

Le(brother)
My younger brother, Le, died of cancer on June4, 2001. When communist North Vietnam conquered South

Vietnamin 1975, Lewasarrested and sent from onereeducation (sanitized term for prison) camp to another
in North Vietnam where he described, “ lifewaswor sethan hell.” While being incarcerated, he had to do
hard labor from dawn to dust, cutting trees, clearing forests and planting cropsfor theViet Cong. Inthe
evening, instead of allowing prisonersto rest, the communistsforced them to attend communi st doctrine and
self-critique sessions during which prisonershad to publicly confessto their fellow prisonersand communist



cadresabout the crimesthey had committed whilein the service of the Nguy South Vietnamese Government.
If they ran out of crimescommitted by themsalves, they had to confessimagined crimesto satisfy thedemand
of communist cadres.

For tenyears, day after day, month after month, year after year, Lehad to conformto thisschedule. Manutrition
and hard labor had exacted aheavy toll on my brother. When hewasfinaly released in 1985, hewasa
decrepit old man to the point where| could not recognize him during my vist with himinVietnamin 1989. Le
used to bearam-rod straight, intelligent and skillful artillery officer of the South Vietnamese Army. For his
military skillsin defending Kontum against the NVA assault onthiscity in the Spring of 1972, hewas promoted
totherank of Mgor onthebattlefield. He had hisgolden oakleaf (therank of Mgjor) pinned onthelapel of
hiscombat uniforminthefighting field by none other than South Vietnam’sPresident NguyenVanThieu. As
anofficer, Leexcelledin theknowledge and application of military tactics, but helacked the skill necessary to
dischargethefunction of an administrator. Because South Vietnamwasat war, al provincechiefsand district
chiefswerereserved for military officersappointed by Divisional Tactica AreaCommanderswhowereinturn
appointed by Regional Corps Commanders. Therewere certain prices attached to these appointments. Le's
appointment to the position of District Chief of Kontum wasno exception. Therefore hehad to find money to
pay back to the people who had appointed him to thisposition. It wasan unofficial system deep-rooted in
Thieu’ sadministration and armed forces. A few yearslater, | learned that Lewas being accused of corruption
by anationd assembly representative from K ontum Province. Hewas subsequently removed asthe K ontum
District Chief, but in early 1975, hewasre-appointed to the position of District Chief of Tuy Hoa, PhuYen
Province. When Tuy Hoaand therest of Military Region 11 collapsed afew months|ater, hefled Tuy Hoa.
When | met Lein Saigon afterwards, he complained to methat he had never had the chance to recoup the
money he had paid to the person who had appointed him to this position.

When South Viethamfell in 1975, hewasimprisoned and suffered the consequences of hispreviouslifewith
the South Vietnamese Government. When I met himin 1989, after hisreleasefromthe Viet Cong prisons, he
wasashadow of hisformer past. Histeethwereall gone, hishair wasal white, and hisspeechwasdurred. He
told methe Vietnamese communists had tool ed to perfection their formsof punishment of South Vietnamese
political prisoners. Using acombination of physical hardshipsand undernourishment, they had turned South
Vietnamesepalitical prisonersamost into zombies, unableto control their own minds. Some prisonersdid not
even know whento urinate; therefore, they had to dwayswear apair of pantswith apermanent opening where
their reproductive organswerelocated so that they might not wet their pants.

Tri (brother)

My younger brother Tri livesintheLosAngelesarea. All of hischildren are doing okay except for Chuong
who died at ayoung age. Tri isatalented, educated man with deep rational thinking. Hehad abachelor’s
degreein philosophy and wasacertified secondary education teacher in Vietnam. Asaformer captain of the
South Vietnamese Army, hewas sent to aViet Cong prisonfor afew years. After hisreleasefrom prison, he
and hisfamily escaped to Malaysiaby boat and were admitted to the United Stated in 1980. Now at theage
of sxty-nine, he'sretired but livescomfortably with hisretirement pension.

Aunt TranThi Kim Yen

Aunt TranThi KimYendiedin 1978, and her husband, Mr. Vo Van Quediedin 1983. It wasAunt Yenwho
had cometo my rescuewhen | waswithout afamily and without support in Hanoi in 1949. She supported me
and cared for mefor threeyearswhilel wasgoing to Pellerin School in Hue. Aunt Yen and her husband were
deeply involvedinlocal politics. Atthetimel lived with them, Mr. Vo Van Que refused to cooperatewith Mr.
Phan Van Giao, the Governor of Central Vietham. Heviewed Phan Van Giao asapuppet of the French. He
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belonged to agroup of intellectualscalled trumchan (covered in blanket), meaning peoplewho chose not to
cooperate with thegovernment. Hewent back to work only after Ngo Dinh Diem became primeminister and
South Vietnam wastruly independent. Aunt Yenand Mr. Vo Van Quehadfivechildren: Lien, Phan, Hiep, Hao,
Da.

Lien (cousin)

Lienwas sent to Paris, Francein 1948 to study music at the famous French Conservatory of Musicin Paris
and becameawel |-known pianist there. Shewasmarried to Vinh Noan, amember of the Royal Family. Vinh
Noan studied cinematography and in 1952, directed thefilming of the movie, Chung Toi Muon Song (“We
Want ToLive’), amoviedepicting scenesof Viet Minh peopl€’ scourtsduring their classstruggle movement
inViethamintheearly Fifties.

Phan and Hiep (cousins)

Phan and Hiepweresent to the United Statesin 1953 to study engineering. Hiepand | had alot of memories
together. Werodeto Pellerin School together. Although hewasmy first cousin, hewaslike my own brother.
When| went to the United Statesfor professiond trainingin 1972, | went to Chicago to visit with him. By then,
hewasmarried and had two children.

Early Yearswith My Grandfather in Yen Dai Village

At the beginning of the French Viet Minh War in 1946-47, to fight the French who had the superiority in
military equipment and tactical mobility, the Viet Minh had resorted to guerillawarfaretactics. Oneof theearly
tacticsthe Viet Minh applied wasthe so-called Tieu Tho Khang Chien (Scorched Earth Resistance). The
Viet Minhrequired peopleliving inthe urban areasto |eavetheir homes, burntheir housesand poison their
wellsso asto deny French expeditionary troopsall sourcesof life support whenthey arrivedinthecity. Asa
result, my father had to movehisfamily to Dap Da, asmal littletown, thirty kilometersnorth of Quinhon, and
findly toYen Dai Village, Nghi Loc District, NgheAn Province, agood 1000 kilometersfrom Dap Da, tojoin
my grandfather there. | still remember that trip very well asif it happened yesterday. We put our necessary
bel ongings on one ox-driven cart and walked over 1000 kilometersfrom Dap Dato Yen Dai becauseadll of the
bridgeslinking these two places had been blown up either by the French or theViet Minh. After morethan
two monthsof hard travel, wefindly reached Yen Dai Village, exhausted but intact. My grandfather received
uswithopenarms. Helet ususethelarger part of hishome, retaining only asmall room and areception area
for hissmdl family.

Duringtheyearsl livedinYenDai Village, | grew tolovemy grandfather agreat ded. My grandfather wasatdl
andlargeman. Hisstaturewasthat of aquan vo (military officer) rather than aquan van (civilian Mandarin),
which hewas. During thetimemy grandfather retired andlived in Yen Dai Village, thevillagersconferred an
honorific Mandarintitleto him and called him Cu Huong Minh. Hisbrother-in-law adsowasbestowed thistitle.
Both heand hisbrother-in-law, CuHuong Trao, werevery well respected by thevillagers. My grandmother
had died afew yearsback, leaving my grandfather avery lonely man. So hethoroughly enjoyed us, hislittle
grandchildren. Inthelate afternoon before sunset, hewould gather al of usaround himinthe courtyardinfront
of hishouseandtell usstories—somefairy talesand somered. Onestory hetold usthat still sticksin my mind
even today wasthat of apoor, old Viethamese woman who had been arrested by French policefor selling
goodson the street of a French upscal e downtown without an appropriate permit. 1nher younger age, this
poor, old woman wasthe common-law wife of aFrench non-commissioned officer and had two children with
him. When the French soldier went home to France, he took the two children with him and the poor old
woman lost track of her children. In her old age, having no support, she had to sell goods on the street to
support hersdf. Selling goodson thestreetsin upsca e French quarterswas against thelaw; therefore, shehad



to appear in court for pleaand sentencing. Before sentencing, the French judgewho presided over her case
wanted to hear thereason why shedid not obey thelaw. Intears, shetold him her lifestory. Thereupon, the
French judge recessed the court, took her into hischamber and embraced her, telling her that hewasone of her
sonsand promised hewould take care of her from then on. Apparently, the French non-commissioned officer
had told his sonsthat they did have abiological mother in Vietnam and they should try to locate her and do
justiceto her. Thelesson | learned fromthisstory isthat human beings, no matter in what corner of theglobe
they areborn, arebasically good. It wasthisstory that inculcatesin methe belief that human beingsarethe
sameeverywhere.

Whenever, my grand father went to Nghi Loc District Administration Officeto receive hismonthly retirement
pay check, heawaystook mewith himand gave metreatsof banh chung (ricecake), chexanh (greentea),
and Xa Doai oranges, so named becausethesekind of sweet and fragrant oranges could only begrownin Xa
Doal Village, about ten kilometersnorth of Yen Dai Village. Somefarmersfrom other regionshad tried to graft
these orange trees and plant them on their soil, but the oranges they produced were not as sweet and as
fragrant asthosegrowninXaDoai.

After my grandmother’sdeath, my grandfather remarried and sired ason named Phuc, sevenyearsmy junior.
Because hewasmy grandfather’sson, | hadto call him*“Chu” (uncle). | didn’t likethismode of addressas
Chu Phuc was several yearsmy junior. However, because of hisrank inthefamily, | had no choice but to
addresshimas® Chu.” My father and my mother disliked theideaof my grandfather taking asecond wife;
therefore, therewasalot of tension between my grandfather’ s second wifeand my parents. Eventualy, to
have peace, my grandfather, his second wife and Chu Phuc moved out to another house, giving my father full
control of hisownhome. | wassaddened by thefact that my grandfather no longer lived with us, and whenever
| could, | would visit with him at hisnew home. | did not mind these visitations except that to go to my
grandfather’snew home, | had to go through awooded areawith adense growth of very tall eucalyptustrees.
That wooded areawas so deserted that thevillagersof Yen Dai rumored that it wasthefavoriteroute of the
Am Binh (ghost armies) and warned methat anytime| heard strong windsrustling thetop of the eucalyptus
treesinthat wooded area, | should run for my dear lifeor risk being carried away by the AmBinh. | did not
know how truethisstory was, but every timel went to seemy grandfather and wasin that wooded area, | just
ran with or without the strong wind rustling the eucalyptustreetops. My grandfather diedin 1950. | did not
havethe opportunity to attend hisfuneral becausein 1949, | dready wasin Hanoli, the French controlled area,
onthe oppositeside of the Franco-Viet Minh conflict.

Thehomevillage of my grandfather was poor, very poor—probably the poorest villagein all of NgheAn
Province, whichitsalf wascong dered themost destitute provinceindl of Vietnam. BecauseNgheAn Province
was so poor, for generationsit becamethe breeding ground of protests, riots, rebellionsand revolutions. Nghe
Anwasthebirthplace of Ho Chi Minh and quiteafew other communist revol utionarieswho later on became
leadersof theViet Minh and the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. Yen Dai Villagedid not have many cultivable
ricefields. Two-thirdsof thevillage was covered with dry, sandy land, good only for growing yams, tapioca
and ca phao (Chineseeggplants). Except for ashort time during therice harvest season, thevillagershad to
eat ricemixed with yamsor tapiocafor staplefoods. Asfor condiments, they used pickled chinatomatoesor
boiled yam leavesdipped in nuoc mam (fish sauce) or mamruoc (preserved shrimp pastes). During therainy
season, to supplement their diet, thevillagerswould goto their ricefieldsto tacklefishwith their bamboo reels
or to collect conruoi (snails), which floated in abundance ontheir ricefieldsafter aheavy rain storm. Thecon
ruoi mixed with battered eggswould make agood omelet.

Afterayear livinginYen Dal Village, my father’scash savingswere diminishing to apoint wherehehad tofind
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away to make money to keep hisfamily afloat. At first, with the consent of my grandfather, hetried to exploit
my grandfather’ suncultivated land, but that didn’t work so he started to operateapig farm. Inthosedaysin
Vietnam, pigswere fed with wine dregs mixed with mashes and slices of bananatrees. Thedregswere
derived from our home-made distilled ricewine, and masheswere collected from rice husking, and banana
treeswere cut from my grandfather’sorchards. My father sold the distilled wine to wine merchantsand kept
thedregsfor pigfeeds.

My father, being acity dweller and awell-paid civil servant al hislife, never thought about investinginland.
Evenif hehad, it would not have been any good becausein Yen Dai, hisfather’shomevillage, theland was of
poor quality. Asmentioned, itsricefields produced only one harvest ayear. Because of the poor quality of
their land, the peopleof Yen Dai never had had enough riceto eat. Therefore, they atetheir steamed ricemixed
withyamsamost al year round. Not wanting to be abovethevillagers, we sometimes ate steamed rice mixed
withyams, athoughwedid not havetodoit. Asamatter of fact, | liked thistypeof rice. | wasglad | found
itinChu Tung, Taiwan. On my frequent tripsto Vietnam from 1989 to 2002, | dways stopped by Chu Tung
areafor afew daysto eat thisspeciaty ricemixture. Thistypeof riceisconsidered to beadelicacy by therich
peopleof Metropolitan Taipe City.

The peopleof Yen Dai Village were so poor that they were often referred to asDan Ca Go (wooden fish)
people. According to an old folklore, once upon atimetherewasamanin Yen Dal Village who was so poor,
but so hospitable, that whenever heinvited hisgueststo stay for dinner, he served themredl fishwhile contenting
himsdlf with amake-believefish made of carved wood. With each shoveof riceto hismouth, hewould pick
up the carved wood-fish dipped in nuoc mam (fish sauce) with hischopsticks and suck on thefish saucefor
taste, leaving thewooden fishintact.

My father and mother finally acquired aconcessionto providefood servicesfor aViet Minh Cadre sTraining
School inVinh City. Businesswas good, but it was hard work for my mother. Because she had to feed over
200 cadresat any meal—Iunch or dinner, shehad to cook rice and other foodsin large quantity, using gigantic
cauldronsand vats—ajob repeated by my wifewhen our family rana“Mom and Pop” restaurantin Salem,
Oregon, tosurvivethehardtimes
within our first ten years as
refugees inthe United States.

Mau (third cousin)

After thefirgd summerinYenDal
Province, we had to go back to
school. SinceYen Dai had only
elementary school education
facilities, my brother Thaoand I
| had to go to Vinh City Junior
High to study. It was quite a
| disancefromYenDai Villageto
| Vinh City, probably nolessthan
| tenkilometersroundtrip, andwe
walked all the way every day.

Vietnam Countryside in 1995 Joining usinour daily walk wasmy third cousin, Mau. SinceMaulivedon
Picture taken when Vanessa thenorth sdeof thevillageand | lived onthe south side, early inthemorning

(Tran) Holmwas there ona before sunrisewewould meet at aplace called Quan Banh, apoint west
work assignment.




of YenDai Village, right at theintersection of Route National (RN) #1 and the provincia road leadingto Cua
Lo, asmall fishing village and abathing resort on the east coast of NgheAn Province. From there, wewould
walk together to our school inVinh City. Thewalk waslong, but | enjoyed every minuteof it. Thericefields
west of RN #1 onthe oppositeside of my village stretched out asfar asour eyescould see. Field handswere
already onthericefieldsworking and, depending on the season of the year, they were either plowing or
seeding their ricefieldsor harvestingrice. For me, acity boy, the scene of menworking on thefieldsbehind
oxen-drawn ploughs, of farmersplanting or harvesting rice, or little boysriding on water buffaloes backswas
captivatingly exatic.

When | wasin eighth grade, my father decided to send meto aprivate Catholic boarding school in Duc Tho,
HaTinh Province. | hadtoleaveYen Da and my cousin and friend Mau for the new school. When | went back
to Yen Dai for my summer vacations after graduating from Dau Quang Linh School, | learned that Mau had
escaped theViet Minh zonetojoin hisparentsin Hanoi. 1n 1956, | accidentally raninto him one day when|
boarded aVNAF DakotaC-123for aflight from Saigon to Danang. The plane piloted by himwasaloan to
MACYV to useasamilk run, transporting American personnel and food suppliesfor itsvarious advisory
detachments throughout South Vietnam. | was then working for the USAdvisory Group at the Second
Infantry Divisonin Danang. 1n 1960, | learned that he vol unteered to join the South Vietnamese commandoes/
spiesand was parachuted into North Vietnam. He has never been heard of ever since—presumably dead.
Why Mau volunteered for such adangerous mission was beyond my comprehension. It could be patriotismor
it could behislovefor adventure. But | thought it was more because of his passion for vengeance. Hisfather
was abducted and killed by the communist Viet Minhin 1952, and Mau’'s intrusion of North Vietham was
probably caused by hisburning desireto avengethedeath of hisfather.

Atthispoint, | would liketo comment alittle bit about the passion for vengeance of the Vietnamese people
when someoneinoneof their familieswasunjudtly killed or whenthehonor of their family wasunduly blemished.
Students of Vietnam wars—the Franco-Vietminh War (1945-54) and the US-Vietham War (1955-73)—
often wondered why the Viethamese communist guerillasand troopswere so determined to fight the French
andtheAmericansagainst al odds. When ordered to go to abattle, particularly onethey must win, someViet
MinhandViet Cong soldierstied their anklesto apiece of mortar or artillery, determined tofight to their death.
During the Vietnam War, American military commanders sometimes captured youthful Viet Cong prisoners,
fourteen to sixteen-years-old, often assuming out loud that the Viet Cong and North Viethamesewererunning
out of fighting men. Littledid they know that theseyoung ladswerefighting to avengethe deaths of their fathers,
uncles, older brothersand sisterswho before them had died defending their countries against foreign troops
invading their Fatherland. Mau’ svoluntary missioninNorth Vietnam might have been motivated by thisfegling
of revengefor thedeath of hisfather.

After conquering South Vietnam, the communists, out of hatred and vengeance, incarcerated hundreds of
thousandsof South Vietnamesemilitary officersand civilian cadresin gulag-type prisons, subjecting themto
harshest physical and mental punishments. So, when these South Viethamese prisonerswere rel eased and
then emigrated to the United States, they in turn took revengefor their prison mistreatment by fomenting
aggress veanti-communist actionsagai nst the current communist regimein Vietnam. | cannot helpwondering
whenthisviciouscircle of hatred and vengeanceisgoing to end.

Maternal Grandfather in Saigon

Going back to 1954, when | cameto Saigon to join my parentswho had just arrived from Inter ZonelV
controlled by theViet Minh, welivedin thehome of my maternal grandfather and hissonwhomwecalled Cau
Tu(materna uncleNo. 4). My maternal grandfather used to beavery richland owner, but when my materna
grandmother died, hewasvery depressed so hetook up gambling and lost al of hisproperties. Inhisold age,
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hehadtordy onhissonand daughtersfor aliving. By thetimewecametolivewith him, hefdl into suchadate
of depression that hetook to drinking and talked to himself all day. That made my mother very sad, but there
wasn't much we could do about it except to carefor himand let him know that weloved him dearly.

Two yearsafter my father and my mother immigrated to the South, my number two sister, Tran Thi Khiem, her
husband, Duong Dinh Cuong, and her two young children asojoined usinthe South asdid my sister number
three, Tran Thi Thuan, her husband Hoang van Lieu, and her two young children. Because of these new
arrivals, my father had to moveto ahouse on Nancy Street in Saigon to accommodate everyonein thefamily.
When my siblingsfirst joined usin Saigon, none of them wereableto find work to support themselves, somy
father had to work doubly hard to keep our family dive. Welived frugally, but we were happy.

Political History: Itseffect on our family

It sworth mentioning that at that time, Saigonwasvery chaotic. Ngo Dinh Diem, aVietnamese patriot had just
been appointed Prime Minister of South Vietnam with the backing of the United States, which took over the
responsibility of protecting South Vietnam where Franceleft off. AsPrimeMinister, Diem had tofaceof lot of

oppositionfromdifferent religious/political groups. First, therewasthe Binh Xuyen group led by Bay Vien, a
French protégé. Binh Xuyenwasagroup of armed river pirateswho ran opium densand gambling housesin
ChoLon, asster city of Saigon, and practicaly controlled theareaonthewest sideof Saigon-Cholon River.

They were protected by the French Administration and, under theregime of Bao Dai, were given two most
important cabinet postsin Bao Dai’ sadministration: TheMinistry of Interior and the Police. Thentherewas
the Hoa Hao religious sect led by General Nguyen Van Soai. The HoaHao Sect wasareligious/political

group with itsown army and alarge number of adherents. They controlled the entire Hau Giang (M ekong
Delta) Region. Thethirdimportant religious sect wasthe Cao Dai, which a so had it own army and controlled
theentireregion northwest of Saigon with headquartersin Tayninh City. All thesethreerdigiousgroupswere
anti-communist and anti-Viet Minh. Therefore, during the First IndochinaWear, the French had relied onthem
to get rid of the Viet Minh and provide security for theregionsunder their control.

Ngo Dinh Diemwasareformer and hewanted noneof this. To Binh Xuyen, theHoaHao and the Cao Dai he
offered tointegratetheir armiesinto the Vietnamese Nationa Army, whichwasbe ng set upwith fundssupported
by theUnited Sates. The Binh Xuyenturned downtheoffer. They saw Diem'’soffer asaploy to undercut their
authority. They openly chalenged Ngo Dinh Diemand started fighting the Vietnamese Nationad Army, cregting
alot of insecurity for the people of Saigon and Cholon. Ngo Dinh Diem’sArmy, led by Colonel Duong Van
Minh, fought back, and it did not take long for the better-organized and better-trained Vietnamese National
Army torout them out of Saigon and Cholon and push them back into the marquisof Rung Sat wherethey |ater
joined theViet Minhto fight the US/Vietnamesetroops until thewar endedin 1975.

Generd TrinhMinh Theof the Cao Dal Army joined theVietnamese Nationaist Army and hel ped Diem fight
the Binh Xuyen. Unfortunately, hewaskilled in the battle at Tan Thuan Bridge. Rumorspersisted eventothis
datethat Trinh Minh The'skilling was prearranged by Ngo Dinh Diem for fear that he might beathreat to the
PrimeMinister’sauthority. Likewise, General Nguyen Van Soai of the HoaHao Sect alsorevolted against
Ngo Dinh Diem, but hewas captured and condemned to death by the Viethamese Government. Leadersof the
CaoDal Sect weremore cooperativeand let their army gradudly integrateinto theVietnamese National Army.

Onelast challengeto Ngo Dinh Diemwasfrom Vietnam's Chief of State, Bao Dai, who wasaFrench protégé.
Hewas educated in France and appointed by the French to the post of Chief of State of Vietnamin 1949.
Although Chief of State of acountry at war, he resided not in Vietnam, but rather in France. Hisprime
ministers, mostly French protégés, ran the country for him. Sowhen Ngo Dinh Diem was appointed Prime



Minister of Vietnam at theinsistence of President Eisenhower, hefaced alot of oppositionfromBao Dai’s
followers. Onesuchfollower wasnoneother thanthe Chief of Staff of the Viethamese Nationd Army, Generd
Nguyen Van Hinh. Thelatter wasaFrench citizen and agraduate from France's St. Cyr Officer Academy.
Ngo Dinh Diem removed him from the position of Viethamese Army Chief of Staff and ordered himto leave
South Vietnam for France because of hispolitical tieswith France, Binh Xuyen, HoaHao and Cao Dai. But,
instead of relinquishing his power, Nguyen VVan Hinh openly defied Ngo Dinh Diem’sorder. Roaming around
Saigonwith hisHarley Davidson, he belligerently demonstrated to Diem that hewould not obey Diem’sorder.
However, under mounting pressure from the United States of America, Francefinally persuaded General
NguyenVan HinhtoleaveVietnam. It wasinthischaotic politica Stuationthat my father and hisfamily lived
in Saigon City from 1954 to 1956.

With South Vietnam pacified and Bao Dai, Nguyen Van Hinh, Binh Xuyen and HoaHao out of theway,
President Ngo Dinh Diem of the First Republic of Vietnam took drastic stepsto reorganize hisgovernment and
to deal with two most important issuesfacing hisRepublic. Thefirstissuewasto not hold agenera electionas
caledfor by the GenevaAccord of 1953, which Diem claimed South Vietnam did not sign. The secondissue
wasto rid the Viet Minh elementsthat choseto stay behind in South Vietnam, supposedly to sabotagethe
general eectionif onewere held and to promoteinsurgency against the South Vietnamese Government if a
genera eectionwasnottobeheld. This, Diem dealt with arather heavy-hand. He started anational campaign
called To Cong (denouncing the communist). Onthefirstissue, Diem made clear to the North Viethamese
delegation, which arrived in Saigon in December 1956 to hold talkswith the government of South Vietnam,
that therewould be no general el ection because peopleinthe North, under the control of the communists,
would not havethefreedom of choice. A largegroup of demonstratorsorchestrated by Diem gathered infront
of theMagjestic Hotel on Tu Do Street (now called Dong Khoi ) wherethe North Vietnamese were staying
and threatened to do physical harmtothem. The South Vietnamese police had to escort the delegation tothe
arport for aflight home.

With regardsto the second issue To Cong, it wasfair gamefor anyone who wished to take advantage of this
campaign to settle old personal scores. More often than not, people denounced their neighborsand their
former persond enemiesascommunist agents. Many innocent peoplewereunjustly putinjail. | thought it was
very much likethe anti-landlord, anti-bourgeois movement the Viet Minh had used inthe early Fifties. The
problem with Ngo Dinh Diem’s To Cong movement was he relied too much on his chosen leaders at the
hamlet, village, district and provincelevel swho were appointed to these positions at the recommendations of
hisbrothers—namely, Bishop Ngo Dinh Thuc of Vinh Long, Ngo Dinh Can, theunofficia governor of Central
Vietnam and Ngo Dinh Nhu, hissenior advisor. The more communist agentsthese henchmen denouncedin
their areasof control, themorerewards, either monetary or promotional, they received from Ngo Dinh Diem.
Cases of denouncement abuses abounded. So much so that students and membersof South Vietnam’'selite
society beganto oppose Diem. Truedementsof the Viet Minh deegpcellsbegan to promoteinsurgency and, in
retaiation, planned acampaign of assass nation of Diem’smen at the hamlet, villageand district levels. Asthe
insurgency became moreand more violent and widespread, President Kennedy started toincreasethe size of
MACYV advisory groupstotrain Vietnamesetroopsinthefight against insurgents. Theinsurgency started out
inthefoothill and mountainousregionsand gradually spread out to thelowlands.

During thisperiod of time, | accidentally met with Mr. Chau, afriend of my deceased brother Tran Van Trong.
Mr. Chauwas leader of achapter of the Dai Viet Political Party (Great Viet), led by Nguyen Ton Hoan, who
later became PrimeMinister of South Vietnam under the Military Revolutionary Council. Mr. Chau convinced
metojointheDai Viet Party and put mein charge of an organizationd cell. Hesent meto Tuy Hoainthewake
of the Atlante Operation with the mission to contact membersof the Dai Viet party inthat area. One of the
reasons | accepted Mr. Chau’'s assignment was that | started seeing Ngo Dinh Diem as a despotic and
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authoritarian leader who ran the country with atight-fisted hand. Mr. Chau’ swasacasein point. Although Mr.
Chauwasinstrumental in helping Ngo Dinh Diem’saccessto the presidency of the First Republic of Vietnam
by organizing popular support for him againgt pro-Bao Dal and pro-French eements, Ngo Dinh Diem ordered
hissecret policetokill Mr. Chau around 1957. After my mission wasaccomplishedinTuy Hoa, | returnedto
Saigonandwent into hidingintheprovinceof ChauDoc for awhilewith agroup of Dai Viet membersunder
the protection of General Lam Thanh Nguyen, |eader of areorganized HoaHao Sect inthe Chau Doc area.

In 1955, my father wasreinstated to hisold job with the Treasury Department and wastransferred to Dalat
City asDeputy Chief, Treasury Department there. At hisrequest, | accompanied him and my mother to Dalat
to set up ahousehold therefor them. Dalat wasabeautiful city and the weather wasniceand cool. It was
called theland of Hoang Trieu Cuong Tho (Land of the Roya Family). Asamatter of fact, Emperor Bao Dao
had a vacation homethere where he spent most of histimewhen not in Paris, France. People could access
Ddat City either by air, by road or by train. My father choseto travel by train when hejoined hispost in Dalat.
Duringthistraintrip, | met with ayoungAmerican who worked for the USEmbassy in Saigon. We conversed
inthe Englishlanguage and the American encouraged meto apply for work with the American Embassy or
other American agenciesbecause of my fluency inthe Englishlanguage.

After having successfully dealt with the problems created by Nguyen Van Hinh, Binh Xuyen, HoaHao and
CaoDai, Ngo Dinh Diem beganto reorgani ze hisgovernment. Heused anationd referendumto et the people
of South Vietnam decideto choose either him or Emperor Bao Dai as Chief of State of Vietnam. Ngo Dinh
Diemwonthereferendum by alanddide. That waswhen the First Republic of Vietham wasofficialy born.

South Vietnam enjoyed ashort period of relative peace after the First Republic of South Vietham wasborn,
but not for long. In 1961, agroup of parachutist troopsled by Colonel Nguyen Chanh Thi revolted against the
Diem Government. Therevol ution failed and Nguyen Chanh Thi and hisassociated revol utionariesfled to
Cambodia. Becauseof histight-fisted reign, acoupleof yearslater, two South Viethamese pil otsbombarded
the Independence Palace where Diem and hisbrother Nhu'sfamily lived. Diem survived the attack but
seemed toignorethe South Viethamese discontent with hisadministration. He continued to oppressthe South
Vietnamese peopl e, but the biggest mistake he made wasto oppressthe Vietnamese Buddhistsby refusing
themtherightstofly their Buddhist flagsat the Vien Hoa Dao (Buddhist Religion Mission Center) and to have
an equal statuswith the Catholic religion of which Diemand hisruling party werefervent members. Diem's
refusal to obligeBuddhists' demandsled to open protests by Buddhist monks. Their form of protest was self-
immolation. Inthose daysaBuddhist monk would proceed to abusy intersection in downtown Saigon, pour
gasolineupon himsalf and strikeamatch to set himself afire. | myself waswitnessto suchanincident. Itwas
frightening, but Buddhist monkscontinued to protest the Diem Administration usng thisform of self-immolation.

Atthat time, MadameNgo Dinh Nhu, sister-in-law of President Ngo Dinh Diem, wastraveling inthe United
Statesand, instead of showing any concern about the self-immolation by Buddhist monksand without trying
to appease them with kinder words, sheridiculed them and called them to commit actsof self-barbecue. The
anger of the South Vietnamese popul ation grew, and the South Vietnamese Armed Forces, led by General
Duong Van Minh and other military leaders supporting the Buddhists, revolted against Diemand killed him
while he was being transported in an armored personnel carrier to the headquarters of the Revolutionary
Movement. Three monthslater, agroup of young general officersled by General Nguyen K hanh staged
another military coup d' &at, puttingtheolder generdsunder housearrestin Daat, and set up anew government.
Several successive coups d’ état wereto follow, the most daring of which wasled by Air Force General
Nguyen Cao Ky and Army General Nguyen Van Thieu who set up the Second Republicin South Vietnam.
Because of repetitive coupsd’ état, division commanders of the South VietnameseArmed Forceswere more



concerned about being ousted by other military commandersthan about the deteriorating military Situation of
the country. Asaresult, theViet Cong (Viethamese Communists) increased their activities of insurgency.
Attacksagaingt South Vietnamese and UStroopswere moreoften and bolder. Oneexampleof such an attack
wasTheTet Offensveof 1968 whentheViet Cong S multaneoudly attacked dl mgjor citiesin South Vietnam—
theUnited States Embassy in Saigonincluded. During thisgeneral offensive, the Vietnamese Communists
occupied one-third of South Vietnam, overrunning Dong Ha, Hue, and Quang Tri. Thefact that theUS
Embassy at the center of Saigon was attacked marked aturning point inthe US Congress support for South
Vietnam.

Dueto constant attacks by the Viet Cong, my family lived in avery chaotic and dangeroustime. Viet Cong
SAM missileslandedin Saigon, Can Tho, and other mgjor citiesdaily. After the 1968 Viet Cong attack against
the US Embassy, the US Congress saw the equation clearly—South Vietham wasuntenable. Therefore, it
began to take action—writing off South Vietham asabad investment. It started to negotiatewith Hanoi to end
thewar inVietnam and completely withdrew itstroopsfrom South Vietnam. TheUSexit policy wasformalized
by the 1973 ParisAccordinitialed by Henry Kissinger and Le Duc Tho. TheParisAccord of 1973 called for
completewithdrawd of dl USand North Viethamesetroopsfrom South Vietnam, followed by the establishment
of atri-partite government composed of el ementsof the National Liberation Front of South Vietnam (Viet
Cong), elementsof thenationalist government, and d ementsof the so-called neutrdist groupsin South Vietnam.
Nguyen Van Thieu protested the framework of thedrafted ParisAccord and ordered hisdelegationin Paris
not to signtheaccord. And asdetailed inthe previous chapter, President Nguyen Van Thieu, by not having an
appropriatetactical plan and by hastily abandoning theentire Military Region | and alarge part of Military
Region 1, and aboveal, by abandoning his subjects, the grassroot people of theseregions, violated hisoath
asHead of State and plunged South Vietnamtoitsdeathinlessthan fifty-five days.

My father diedin Saigonon March 9, 1978, nineyearsafter my mother’ sdeath and threeyears after theNorth
Vietnamese conquest of South Vietnam. When my father died, my brother Tran van Tri wasat hisdeath bed,
and he heard my father calling my namerepeatedly asif wanting to say something to me. After my father’s
death, Tri wrotemealetter and said that he did not understand why my father had called my namerepeatedly
beforehedied. Tri did not understand why, but | did. He probably wanted to explain to methat thereason he
sent meaway in 1949 was so | could haveabetter lifethan living in thecommunist regime. That | could not
achieveabetter life dueto the premature death of Nguyen Vinh Lan wasamatter of fate, and hewassorry for
that. Hedid not haveto explain. | did the same thing twenty-six yearslater when | sent away my three
youngest children to an orphanage so they could be baby-lifted to the United Statesand have abetter life. It
was good luck and good fate that | did not losethem forever and was able to be re-united with them. When
my father died, | wasten thousand milesaway from hisdeath bed, living thelife of arefugeein SantaRosa,
Cdlifornia, with my family. My father’sdeath marked the end of thelast member of theAnterior TRANSand
the beginning of the Posterior TRANS, starting with meand my children asthefirst TRAN generationinthe
United Statesof America
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE POSTERIOR TRANS

THE FATHER: NHON (TheBenevolent)

Boyhood: 1932-1945

| wasbornon February 22, 1932, inasmall coastal townin Centra Viet Nam called Quinhon. | wasthefifth
child of afamily of seven siblings. My parentsnamed me Nhon, possibly because | wasbornin Quinhon, but
morelikely becauseit was part of aseriesof namesmy parentshad already reserved for their children—names
that were supposed to carry ameaningin Vietnamesetraditiona virtues. Trong (Respect), Khiem( Humble),
Thao (Generosity), Thuan (Harmony), Nhon (Benevolence), Nghia (Just), Le (Right), Tri (Knowledge).

According to the Vietnamese horoscope, | wasborn under thesign of aRooster (Dau). With thisbirthsign,
and particularly my birth hour, my destiny had been set for better or for worse. It could not be changed—sol|
wastold. I wasnever to becometoo rich or too poor. No matter how hard | worked and no matter how much
money | made, thefortunel created would find itswaysdown thedrain either through natural or man-made
disasters. Ontheother hand, | never wasto becometoo destitute. | wasto reach the pinnacle of glory and the
shame of defeat many timesduring the course of my life. Many atime | wasdown, but never was| out. My
horoscope also told methat like arooster scratching soil for food, | had towork hard all my lifefor aliving,
and, most unfortunately, | wasnot to have ahappy life, but wasto remainlonesomeadl my lifealthough | was
acharming and attractive person. That wasmy destiny and, to my sorrow, | found it to betruefromtheday |
washborn until thisday.

| wasborn asickly child—so sickly that my parentshad to hireananny just to take care of me. Although my
nanny had her own name, everybody in my family called her Vu Nhon (Nanny Nhon). VVu Nhon was about
fifty-years-old when she cameto my family to carefor me. | wastoo young to know anything about Vu
Nhon'sfamily. All | knew wassheloved medearly and wasvery protectiveof me—likeaguardianangel. She
alwayswanted nothing but the best for me, whether it wasatoy, food or clothing. At meal times, against the
protest of my brothersand sisters, shewould pick out the best food for mebecause, after dl, | wassickly and
needed to bewel| fed. When evenings came, shewould personally put meto bed, tell me abedtime story and
lullabyemeto sleep in her bed. The stories shetold me at bedtime were normally parable and moralisticin
nature. Onesuch story that | remember till thisday was about the consequencesof disoyalty. The story went
likethis

Afarmer had for neighborsapair of venomous* ranluc” (green serpents). Theylivedin
the hedge near his home. The pair of ran luc seemed to be very attached to each other
and were always seen together. But one day the farmer saw that the femal e serpent was
with another male serpent. Angry over the conspicuous infidelity of the female serpent
for having an affair with another male serpent, hekilled her instantly with the shovel he
had in his hand. Later that night as he was in bed about to go to sleep, he saw the
husband serpent approaching his bed, ready to bite him and ready to inject venomous
poison into him. Thereupon, the farmer told the husband serpent that the reason he
killed his wife was because she was unfaithful to him. After hearing the farmer’s



explanation, the husband serpent, instead of attacking the far mer, spit a piece of precious
jade onto the farmer’s bed as a token of gratitude to him. Thanks to this piece of jade,
the farmer became rich and wealthy for the rest of hislife.

Themeaning of thisstory wasto never be disloyal to your better half—*1f you sow thewind, you will reap
thewhirlwind,” wasthe message of the many bedtime stories\VVu Nhon told me every night.

VuNhon never |eft mea one—not eveninmy own home, asif fearing that my brothersand sisterswould bully
mein her absence. On her day off, shewould go to Quinhon market place and join agroup of women her age
tolistentothetalesof Kimvan Kieu or Luc van Tien or other Vietnamese classical poemsrecited by apublic
story teller for asmall fee. Onthesetrips, shewould alwaystake mewith her to make sure that nobody would
harm meduring her absence. When | was seven-years-old, to the delight of my brothersand sisterswho had
grown jealous of the attention | received from Vu Nhon, my parentsterminated her services—apparently
decidingthat | nolonger needed apersonal nanny. | wasso attached to Vu Nhonthat when sheleft me, | cried
for weeks. Tome, Vu Nhon was morethan ananny. Shewaslikemy second mother. Atthetime, | loved her
morethat | loved my own mother. When sheleft, half of my soul wasdead, and the other half wasnumb. That
wasthefirst pain of separation | sufferedin my life—onewhich forebode many othersto comelater duringthe
courseof my life. Inaway, these separations played animportant rolein theformation of my character, oneof
whichwasthefear of having any close attachment to anyone. That explainsmy seemingly coldnesstowards
friends, associates and even my own family during the course of my life.

When | wasborn, my family enjoyed aperiod of great happinessand rel ative prosperity. Asstated earlier, my
father worked asamiddle-level functionary for thetreasury department of the French Administration of Quinhon
Province. Assuch, hemadeagood salary and provided well for hiswifeand hisseven children. Heowneda
roomy house near the beach of Quinhon, an automobilethat he used to transport hisfamily for long weekend
excursionsout of town, and aman-pulled rickshaw that he used every day to go towork. Hewaswell off
enoughtosendall of hischildrento French private schools. If higher education wasrequired for hischildren, he
would send them to the Imperia City of Hue, which was consdered Vietnam's best educational center. My
father wanted his children to receive the best possible education regardless of costs. It wasin Huethat my
eldest brother Tran van Trong obtained hisengineering degreein 1944, which, for aVietnamese under the
French colonial regimeat that time, was quite an achievement.

Even though World War |1 wasraging in the Pacific Region, lifewasrelatively peaceful for usin Quinhon,
except for the presence of Japanesetroopsin town, which attracted American bombingsand strafings nearly
every day. Thanksto the collaboration of the French Petain Administration with Japan, Vietnam enjoyed a
period of peaceful occupation by the JapaneseArmy—at least inmy littletown. Under an agreement between
the Petain Administration and Japan, the Japanese allowed France to continueitscolonial rule of Vietnam.
Although heavy pressurewas exerted at the highlevel of French administration, thispressurewasnot felt inour
little town of Quinhon. My father continued to work under the supervision of aFrench official. During this
period of time, | attended primary school, grades onethrough six, at Gagelin, aprivate Christian Brother’s
Schoal. At theend of the school day, | would go to the beach to swim and play with my friends. Onweekends
and holidays, withthealowancel got from my parents, | would go to seeacowboy movieat theloca movie
theater or leave on weekendsto acamping trip with the grown-ups—usually with my older brothersand their
friends

Lifeinthelittletown of Quinhonwasgenerally cam and uneventful. Thebiggest event that ever happenedin
our littletown waswhen abig whal e washed ashore, which occurred once every coupleof years. Whenthis
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happened, the fishermen of Quinhonwould organize abig funeral for the dead whale—afunera whichwas
more solemn and more ostentatiousthan that of therichest man or womanintown. Severa monkswerethen
invited to thetempl e (that was built near the spot where the wha e had been washed ashore) to pray, expecting
that the soul of the dead whaewould protect them from the dangers of the seas. The other big event wasthat,
gartingin|941, Decoux, the French Resident Genera of Indochina, in order to takethemind of theVietnamese
peopleoff theshame of France' sdefeat and occupation by Nazi Germany, organized many sport events—the
most popular of whichwasbicycleracing. Onceayear, participantsin this sport would race on designated
routesthroughout the town of Quinhon. Such an event wasvery exciting for usresidentsof Quinhon.

But lifesuddenly changed for theworsefor me and for my family when the Japanesetroopsinvaded Vietnam
and Quinhonin1941. Today, inmy mind'seyes, | still seemeasalittleboy standing by theroadsidewatching
with awe, mixed with fear, as columnsof grim-faced, mean-looking, fully-armed Japanese soldiersmarched
past Gagelin School onthe day they descended upon Quinhon. When the Japanese troops occupied Quinhon,
they established anavy base on apromontory called Cau Daon the east side of Quinhon, bordering the South
ChinaSea. CauDawasthefavoritefishing spot for resdentsof Quinhon. My family usedto gototheretofish
because of the abundance of fish. No sooner did wedrop thebait in the ocean than afish would be found
dangling at theend of it; that wasa most certain, based on our experience. But when the Japanese established
their navy basethere, they denied all accessto Cau Da, and that wastheend of our family’sfavorite pastime.

Because of their presence at Cau Da, American war planes cameto attack this Japanese navy base almost
daily. The Gagelin School waslocated not far from the Japanese Cau DaNavy Base; therefore, during these
air attacks, students of Gagelin School had to runfor bomb sheltersnearly every day. Fromtheseshelters, we
could seeAmerican planesmaking their bombing and strafing runs on the Japanese Navy Base and Japanese
anti-aircraft guns shooting back, forming clustersof black flaksaround the American planes. During these
Americanair attacksand Japanese counter-attacks, | fervently prayed to God that the American planesmight
not be hit because deep down in my heart | hated the Japanese with apassion. They were mean to the
Viethamese people. They wereworsethan the French colonialistsin termsof ferocity and abuses.

OnMarch 9, 1945, in acoordinated military campaign nationwide, the Japanese attacked the French all over
Vietnam and subsequently placed Vietnam under their military control. | till remember thenight of the Japanese
attack onthe Quinhon French military garrisonvery well. Atthetimeof thisattack, my father wasn't home. He
was having acard gameat hisfriend’shouse, but hewas so concerned about hisfamily’ssafety that heranall
theway home, which wasagood twenty blocksaway. It wasarisky run. My father wasvery tall, and the
Japanese patrolling the streets could have taken him for aFrench man trying to escape and could have shot
him. But thanksto God, hegot homeall right that night.

After theMarch 9" attack, to appease the Vietnamese peopl e, the Japanese declared Vietnam independent
and handed the administration of Vietnam to Emperor Bao Dai, who then appointed Tran Trong Kimtoform
agovernment cabinet in order to run the country’saffairs. Therewere alot of debates, privately at least,
among my father’scircle of friends about the true meaning of the government change after March 9, 1945,
between French and Japanese authorities. Therewerethose who thought that the change was good because,
after al, the JapanesewereAsians. Supportersof Japaneserulewerethe oneswhofelt proud of thefact that
anAsian country had soundly defeated the Imperial Russian Baltic Fleet in 1905 at the historic Battle of
Tsushimaand had succeeded in overthrowing awestern colonialist power fromVietnamin 1945. But there
werethosewho viewed the so called Greater East Asian Co-prosperity Spherewith mixed feelings. They
weretheoneswho felt that theindependence granted to Vietnam by the Japanese wasjust acover-up because
themastersof Vietham werestill the Japanese. My father wasamong thisgroup. Referring to the Japanese
rule, he oftentold hisfamily that it was old winein a new bottle. Hismisgivingswereright.



Soon after the Japanese handed independenceto Vietnam, they demanded that Vietnam furnishthemwithrice,
coal and other commoditiesto support their war effortsagainst theAllied Forces. Even beforethetake-over,
the Japanese pressured the French administrators of Vietnam to confiscate therice produced by the Vietnamese
for Japanese soldiersintheir war againgt theAllied Forcesinthe Pacific. Becausethe amount of rice produced
in Tonkin and Northern Annam was not enough to feed the local population, they normally relied onthe
suppliesof rice produced in Cochinchina(southern part of Vietnam); but because of French confiscation of the
rice produced in the South beforeit reached Tonkin and the northern part of Annam, many of the peoplein
these areasdied of sarvation. Conditionswereappalling. Peasantsfrom the countrysideflockedintothecities
begging for food, which thecity peoplecouldill afford to share becausefood, particularly rice, was so scarce
and so expensive. Asaresult, wholefamilies of peasantsjust died. City streetswerelittered with dead corpses.
Every morning cartswent round and round to pick up dead bodiesthat had been reduced to skin and bones
for burial inmassgraves. It was estimated that between the end of 1944 and the autumn of 1945, at least two
million Vietnamese peoplein the northern part of Vietnam died of famine.

But the Japanesereign of terror did not last long. OnAugust 10, 1945, after two atomic bombswere dropped
on Hiroshimaand Nagasaki, the Japanese surrendered to the Allied Forces, putting an end to World War 11.
TheViet Minh (also known asNational Alliancefor Vietnam) led by Ho Chi Minh, took advantage of the
Japanese Empire’ sdownfall. Hisranks seized power from the Japanese-supported government of Bao Dai
and declared Vietnam independent. Emperor Bao Dai, aFrench protégé, aplayboy, but apatriot at heart,
abdicated his throne stating, “1’d rather be the citizen of an independent country than the king of an
endaved nation,” and at theinvitation of Ho Chi Minh, hebecamethe supreme advisor of the new Vietnamese
Government led by theViet Minh. Littledid Emperor Bao Dai know that the Viet Minh had itsown agenda,
whichwasto turn Vietnaminto acommunist statewithin the satellite of the Soviet Union Communist Bloc.

After World War 11, the world entered a period of peace, but peace was not to be for Vietham. France,
forever greedy, would not | et VVietnam go free and independent. Withthe help of the British troopswhowere
assigned (by theAllied Forces Far East Command) thetask of disarming the Japanesetroopsin the southern
part of Indochina, the French tried to reclaimitscolonia ruleon Cochinchinafirst, and from therethey would
spread the colonia ruleall over Vietnam. Using the motto “divideto conquer,” Francedeclared Cochinching,
acolony of France, and set up Nguyen van Thinh asits segregationist governor. With the sanction of the British
Government, French prisonerswere rel eased from Japanese concentration campsand, armed by Britishtroops,
waged awar against the Vietnamese peopleto reestablish their colonia ruleon Vietham. TheViet Minh fought
back and started the First IndochinaWar against the French in December 1946, awar which wasto last for
nineyears.

The Franco-Viet Minh War was genocidal and costly. Intermsof human fatalities, French forces suffered
98,000 deaths and hundreds of thousandswounded. Intermsof financial losses, it cost France stax payers
elevenbilliondollarsand four billionin American aid towardsthe end of thewar. At the beginning of thewar,
theViet Minh Army, muchinferior inarmament, retreated to itsbasesin the mountainousregionsof North and
Central Vietnam andinthe marquisof the Dong Thap Muoi and Rung Sat Regionsin the South. It fought the
French practically with bamboo spears and assorted weapons of World War |1 vintage. However, startingin
1949, withthecommunistsinfull control of China, theViet Minhreceived alot of military aid from Chinaand
Russiaviathe Chineseroutesand began open conventional warfare against the French. Better-equipped and
organized, Vo Nguyen Giap’'sArmy began to conduct military operationson alarge scale against the French
from theddltasintheNorth, Central and South Vietnam. Vo Nguyen Gigp'sArmy became so powerful that the
French wereforced to retreat to defensive positions protected by a series of bunkersand frontier poststo
control themovement of Giap'sArmy. By 1953, the French Armed Forceswerelosing ground and started
negotiating with theViet Minh for peacein Indochina.
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Becausemy father wasafunctionary with the French Colonia Regime, hewasforced toresignfrom hisjob by
theViet Minh after it took over the administration of Quinhon City, and our family had torely onmy father’s
savingsto subsist. But, instead of feeling bitter about it, my father, likeeverybody € se, was so enthused about
Vietnam’sindependence under Ho Chi Minh, that heencouraged membersof hisfamily to do everything they
could to support theindependence movement led by the Viet Minh.

Hedlowed my eldest brother Tranvan Trong tojoin the Nam Bo Khang Chien (Southern Viet Nam Resistance
Movement) against the French at the start of the First IndochinaWar. With his permission, my eldest sister
Khiema sojoined amobile propagandateam, traveling fromvillagetovillagein Binh Dinh Provinceto encourage
peopleinthecountry sideto actively participatein thevariousrevol utionary organizations set up to implement
therevolutionary programsinitiated by theViet Minh. My mother waslocal chairwoman of the Gold \Week
movement organized by Ho Chi Minhto collect gold and gold jewelry allegedly to help theViet Minh's
fledgling army to buy armstofight the French colonidists.

Petriotism ran high among the people of Vietnamin 1945. For the cause of national independence, they were
ready to sacrificeeverything they had, eventheir very basic amenities. Our family continued toliveinthearea
surrounding Quinhon for awhile, but whentheViet Minh started to implement the so-called Tieu Tho Khang
Chien (scorched-earth resistance) movement inthewar against the French (asdescribed earlier), our family
aswell asothersin Quinhon vacated the area. WWe moved from placeto place to avoid being caught in thewar.
Finaly my father decided to movehisfamily to Dap Da, alittletown abouit thirty kilometersnorth of Quinhon
City. Although my father and mother wereworried about the safety of our family, | thoroughly enjoyed the
timewewerein Dap Da. Therewasalot of open space near our refugee home, so | could fly kiteswithout
being restricted by the narrow spacein Quinhon City. Ontop of this, whilelivingin Dap Da, | could livethe
fantasy of acowboy galloping on horseback just as| saw himinthemovies. Thereweremany horsesgrazing
thegrassthat grew in abundancethere. Theowner of these horseswaswillingto allow metorideoneof his
horsesaslong as| kept my eyeson them and informed himif thehorsesran away. During theday, | would
jump on oneof the horsesand gallop him around the open space asareal cowboy. Thefact that therewasno
saddle on the horseto steady my ride caused meto fall down from the back of the horse quite afew times.
Nevertheless, thisdid not dampen my enthusiasm for horseriding. Inthelongrun, | learned thetrick of
steadying mysalf on horseback evenwithout asaddle, and | thoroughly enjoyed my horseriding fromthen on.

Teen Age Years: 1945-1949

For the safety of hisfamily, and probably tired of moving around, my father finally decided that it wastimefor
hiswifeand small childrento go north to hisfather’shomeinYen Dai Village, Nghi Loc District, NgheAn
Provinceintheso-called Lien Khu 1V (Inter-zone V), the second most important Viet Minh base after the
\iet Bac Chien Khu (northernmost Viet zone) bordering China. My grandfather wasglad to seeussafeand
sound after along and difficult journey. Hewaswilling to sharehishomewith us. Heowned alarge house built
of Go Lim(ironwood), so called becauseit was so sturdy and so strong that no termites could destroy it.

TheYen Dai villagerswere poor, but they lived ahappy |ife—probably becausethey were not aware of any
other lifebeyond the boundary of their village. During the summer monthswhen the steady Laowind (gio
lao)—so cdled becausethewind originated from Laos—blew inan easterly direction fromthe ChaineAnamitique
to the South China Sea, the villagerswould makekitesaslarge aswater buffaloesand fly them high into the
blue summer skieswherethey would remain the entire summer months. Attached to their kiteswerelarge
bamboo flutesinto which the Lao wind would steadily blow, creating abeautiful symphony al day and dl night
and dl summer long. Therewasamaninthevillagenamed Tao whowasvery good at making kites. Hemade



kitesfor meand helped mefly themhighintheskies. Kiteflying and making ricewinewith Tao'shelp wasthe
happiest timeof my life. War wasstill far away and | enjoyed theworry-freelife, not relizing that it wasnot so
for my parents.

After afew years, my father’sfinancia stuation wasgetting better, and he could start sending hischildrento
private schoolsagain. My brother Thao and | were thus sent to aboarding junior high school located in Duc
Tho Digtrict, HaTinh Province. The school’ snamewas Dau Quang Linh. It wasfamousfor itsbest educationa
systeminthetri-provinceareaof Nghe-Tinh-Binh (Abbreviation of NgheAn, HaTinh and Quang Binh Provinces)
at that time. There, my brother Thao and | were placed under the special supervision of aCatholic priest
named Father Vuong Dinh Ai, who later becamethe peopl € srepresentative at Vietnam’s National Assembly
until hewas ninety-three. Father Vuong Dinh Ai allowed usto livein the so-called Nha Chung, a sort of
Catholic seminary under hissupervison. My brother Thao and | boarded in thisNha Chung whilereceiving
our education at Dau Quang Linh School. | enjoyed my time herevery much. Besidesschoolwork, | had a
lot of thingstodo. | wasachoir member of thechurch at aloca parish. | dso participatedin Dau Quang Linh
School theater program where, right before summer vacation, we performed amedley of musical showsand
theatrical playsfor the population in the surrounding area. Because| wasnot aseminarian, | enjoyed less
restrictionsthan other nha chung boarders. | did not haveto study catechism and do bible studies as other
boarding seminariansdid, and intheevening | wasfreeto do whatever | wanted.

Onweekends, | would accompany other students, mostly intheir senior or junior years, on boating tripson
nearby Han River. Theseboating tripswereusually conducted in the evening on moon-lit nights. Studentsin
thesenior andjunior yearswereolder than |, and they used these boating tripsto court girlsliving on both sides
of theHan River. Courting girlswasnot my objective because | wastoo young. | accompanied these senior
studentsat their ins stence because they said they needed my help. Asachoir member, | had abeautiful Snging
voice, and they needed my singing to attract the attention of their girls. | didn’t know how much my singing was
hel ping them, but | enjoyed these boat tripsvery much. Onmaoon-lit nights, rowing softly up and down theHan
River, | hadthefedling that | wasgliding into the skiesfor, at thefarthest point whereyour eyescould see, the
river seemed to blend with the skies. Thisfeelingwasall the morereal thankstothelyricsof thesong | sang
during these boat trips. Thelyricssaid, “ The bright moon light touchesthewater of theriver and makes
the sky and the earth become one...”

Because Dau Quang Linh School only provided junior high education, | only stayed therefor acoupleof years.
Uponfinishingjunior high, | returned to Yen Dai Villagein 1949, but not for long. At that point intime, my
parents had abig education plan for me. Therewasthen ayoung man named Nguyen vinh Lanfromawealthy
family in Quynh Luu, avillage about fifty kilometersfrom Yen Dal Village. Nguyen vinh Lan had proposed to
my eldest sister Tran thi Khiem. Hetold my parentsthat he was going to Hanoi, acity in North Vietnam
controlled by the French, and from there hewould go to Franceto study. Andwhen hefinished hisstudy in
France, hewould come back to Vietnam to officially marry my sister. Asatoken of the seriousness of his
proposal, hewaswilling to take one of my parent’s sonsto accompany him to Hanoi and then to Francefor
study. For yearsmy parentshad been waiting for an opportunity likethis. Of course my parentswerewilling
tooblige. Sincefather thought | wasthebrightest of their sons, | was sel ected to accompany NguyenvinhLan
onthistrip.

OnJduly 14, 1949, two weeks after |eaving Dau Quang Linh Junior High, Nguyenvinh Lanand | set out from
YenDai Villagefor Hanoi and France—ajourney that turned out to bethe most tragic of Nguyenvinh Lan'slife
and mine. How tragicwasit? Well, it ended in the death of Lan in Hanoi beforewe could even goto France.
Wetraveled by bicyclefrom my homeinYen Dai Village, stopped by Quynh Luufor Nguyenvinh Lanto say
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“goodbye’ to hisfamily and to pick up Buu Luong and hisnewly-wed wifefor thetrip. Buu Luongwasa
member of theVietnameseroyal family who wasrecently released from prison for counter revolutionary
activities. Buu Luong camefromawedthy family in Hue City, Centra Vietnam, and hisfamily was supposed
to finance Nguyen vinh Lan’sand my education in France. From Quynh Luu we proceeded to Thanh Hoa City,
usingal kindsof tricksand disguisesto avoid Viet Minh control checkpointsaong theway. At my request, the
group stopped by the Franciscan monastery for meto visit my younger brothers, Le and Tri, who were
seminariansthere.

Needlessto say, thegoodbyevisit wasvery emotiona becauseLeand Tri werethelast membersof my family
who | wasabout to leave behind in my quest for further education. We stayed in Thanh Hoa City for oneday
and then proceeded to Phat Diem, Bui Chu Province, whereagroup of freedom fighterswould hel p usescape
to Hai Phong, aseaport under French control. Because Phat Diem wasafreedomfighters zone, accessto
it by road or waterwayswas closely checked by the Viet Minh security forces. We chosethewaterway, partly
becauseweweretired of traveling by bicycle and also because peopletraveling by waterway were mostly
merchantsand traders, and Nguyen vinh Lan and Buu L uong could easily disguisethemsalvesasone of those.
To makethedisguiselook rea, they purchased some merchandisein Thanh Hoaand carried it withthemto
Phat Diem. But of al the peoplein the group who had the most problemswith the Viet Minh security cadre
wasme. | did not have alaisser-passer or passport. At check-points and on the boat, the Viet Minh public
security peoplewanted to know why | did not haveavalid passport. InVietnam, under theViet Minh control,
peoplewho traveled out of their places of residence must possessapassport. Nguyenvinh Lan had totell the
policethat it was summer vacation, and he wanted meto accompany himto seealittle bit of theworld. For
reasonswhich were hard for meto understand, the Viet Minh police accepted hisexcusesand let me go.
Nguyen vinh Lan had probably paid them sometea money. Wefinally reached Phat Diem. Asprearranged,
weentered the free zone of Phat Diem by getting into acertain storefront, exiting itsback door and getting
ourselvesinto thediocese of Phat Diem and out of the control of theViet Minh authorities.

Insidethe Phat Diem free zone, we boarded at atransit housewaiting for the chanceto catch aboat in order
tofleeto Hai Phong. Onenight, about four weeks after we had arrived in Phat Diem, wewere ushered out of
thefree zoneand into the hold of adeep-seafishing boat that set sail to the seathevery samenight. Therewere
quiteafew passengerson thefishing boat. They too werein search of freedom. Once at sea, wefelt freeat
last, but our troublesdid not end there. The second day at sea, we encountered abig typhoon. All we could
dowasto pray to God Almighty to protect our boat from being sunk and usfrom being drowned in the deep
ocean. After the storm, we encountered sea pirateswho infested the seas between Phat Diem and Hai Phong.
Because our boat was better equipped, wewere ableto escapethe seapirates. We survived the storm and the
seapiratesonly to beintercepted near Hai Phong by aFrench patrol boat. We had no troublewith the French
because Nguyen vinh Lan and Buu Luong both spoke fluent French. They explained to the French boat
captain that we were refugeesfrom Phat Diem and we needed French protection. In 1949, the French were
encouraging the peoplewho fled the Viet Minh Zoneto return to the French-controlled area; so the French
patrol boat captain was helping usasmuch ashecould. The French boat towed our boat to the port of Hal
Phong for questioning. Convinced that weweretruly refugeesfrom the communist regime, French authorities
released us, and we boarded at atransit house owned and operated by the organi zation of freedom fighters of
Phat Diem.

After staying at thistrangit housefor aweek, Nguyen vinh Lan, the Buu L uong and | moved to Hanoli, ready for
thetripto Paris, France. Buu Luong and hiswifejoined hisfamily in Huewith promisesthat hewould speed up
the process of getting passportsfor Nguyen vinh Lan and meto goto France. Wewaited for amonth in Hanoi
and finally got the necessary papers. Unfortunately, two weeks before we wereto board aplanefor Paris,



France, something terrible happened to Nguyen vinh Lan. Because of the cold weather inHanoi, | washaving
cold symptomsall thetime. Nguyen vinh Lanwasvery concerned about my hedth, so heawaysmade sure
that there were enough cold medicinesat homefor me. Oneday wewereout of medication, so hedecided to
goto aneighborhood pharmacy to buy somefor me. Herodehisbikefor ashort distanceto the pharmacy. It
waslateafternoon and wasraining very hard. After getting theflu medication from the pharmacy, Nguyenvinh
Lanrode hisbike back home, but he never madeit. Ontheway home, hewashit by aFrench military truck.
Hewasimmediately transported to Phu Doan hospital in Hanoi where hewas diagnosed and treated by the
hospitd medicd interns. What the medical internsfailed to diagnose was Nguyen vinh Lan sustained aserious
spleenrupturethat, without immediate surgery, would causehimto bleed to deathinternally. Thiswasexactly
what happened. Hedied ten hoursafter being brought to the hospital.

Atfiveo clock inthemorning thenext day, asif knowing that hewasgoing to die, Nguyen vinh Lan suddenly
woke up from hisdeep. Calling the name of hisfiancé and then turning over to me, hesaid, “Nhon, if | die,
whoisgoing to take care of you?” Having said that, he convul sed violently and gave out hislast breath. |
accompanied Nguyen vinh Lan to the hospital morgueto say “ good-bye” tohimfor thelast timeand walked
back to our rented apartment—thelondiest kidintheworld.

After Nguyenvinh Lan'sdeath | lost contact with Buu Luong, our financier, and becamehomeless. A friend of
Nguyen vinh Lan, agentleman named Mr. Nhan, took me under his care and taught me how to makealiving
by repairing bicycles. Though poor, Mr. Nhan had abig heart. He could not afford to provide mewith an
education, but hecould givemefood, shelter and atrade. | lived with Mr. Nhanfor awhile, then, by astroke
of luck, my father’ssister Aunt Yen, known as Co Tham, in Hue somehow |learned of my soresituationin
Hanoi. Sheimmediately arranged for meto goto Hueto beunder her care. After arrivingin Hue, Aunt Yen
sent meto Pellerin High School, where| studied until | graduated in 1951.

Adulthood: 195I-1953

| went directly from ateento an adult. Because of the circumstancesof war, | never lived and enjoyed the
tender yearsof adolescence. 1n 1950, therewasafiercewar going on between the communist Viet Minhand
the French Union of Indochina, whichincluded Vietnam, Cambodiaand Laos. Military officerswerebadly
needed by the Vietnamese Government’ sfledgling army to command troopsin thewar against theViet Minh;
therefore, it started an active campaign to recruit high school graduates
tojointheregional officer training schoolsin Hue. | disliked war and
soldiering, but not wanting to be a financial burden to my aunt, |
immediately applied to be acadet at the Quan Thanh Regional Military
Academy. Upon graduation from Pellerin School and after passing the
Quan Thanh Military Academy admissionexam, | wasacceptedto bea
cadet at the academy. After ayear of crashtraining, | becameacareer
military officer withtherank of aspirant.

Something important occurred to mewhilel wasat themilitary academy.
Therewasabeautiful young half-French/haf-Vietnamesegirl living not
far fromtheacademy. Her namewasHoai Nam. When | first met her, |
wasimmediately attracted to her. At first sheignored me. After all, she
belonged to awed thy aristocratic family, and | wasjust amilitary cadet
withanuncertainfuture. However, | did everything | couldto attract her
Nhon van Tran attention. Because her homewaslocated near the military academy, on
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weekendsor whenever my platoon wastraining intheareanear her home, | dwayslingered around her house,
trying to strike up aconversation with her and to expressmy lovefor her. My patience and effortsto court her
paid off. Sheconfessed to meoneday that sheloved metoo and promised to marry meafter | graduated as
an officer from the academy. The most difficult obstaclein therel ationship between Hoal Nam and mewasher
mother. She disapproved of our relationship, considering | was unworthy of her daughter, but Hoai Nam
persisted.

After graduating, | was assigned to the Reserve Officer Academy in Thu Duc, Cochinchina, asamilitary
instructor. Hoal Nam and | wroteto each other for sometime; then, theloveletters stopped. What ought to
happen, happened. Back homein Hue, Hoai Nam'’smother forced her to marry ahigh-ranking military officer
whosefamily was much more compatibleto hers. | found thisout when onleaveduring TET from Thu Duc.
Although | understood that she had to obey her mother, | could not hel p feeling depressed and heart-broken.
Her lovefor me, inaway, filled the emptiness of my lifebecause | wasthen ayoung man without afamily.

Heart-broken from my first loveloss, | returned to Thu Duc Reserve Officer Academy and requested a
transfer to afighting unit. My request for atransfer wasimmediately approved. The combat unit | was
transferred to wasthe 60" Infantry Battalion located at Quang Trung Training Center. The 60" Infantry
Battaionwasaunit recently integrated into the Vietnamese Army from the Cao Dai Sect. | had toreceivebasic
training before being sent to the battlefield in South Vietham. Dueto some command disagreement with the
battalion commander, who rose upinrank inthe Cao Dai Army and therefore had little knowledge of military
tactics, | requested transfer to the 20" ARVN (Army of the Republic of Viet Nam) Battalion in Central
Viethamwherel participated inalot of military operations north of Hue.

Eventhough | wasbusy every day fighting thewar with theViet Minh, | washappy with my assgnment tothe
20" Battalion becauseits headquarterswerelocated near my relatives’ home. It wasalso throughthemilitary
operationsconducted by the 20" Battalion that | began to seethetrue nature of the Franco-Viet MinhWar. It
wasawar full of indiscriminating destruction with no regard to thecivilian population. | still remember aday
whenwereturned from amilitary operation and two French non-commissioned officerschallenged each other
astowho wasthe best sharpshooter. For targets, they chosetwo field handsworking in thefield about two
kilometersaway from them. They shot but missed thetargets. However, thisincident instilledinmean
indeliblefeding. Still commanded by French officersat the battalion commandleve, theFrench seemedtobe
interested in only onething—destruction of dl Vietnamesevillagesthey suspected of collaboratingwiththeViet
Minh, whether their suspicionwaswell founded or not. At oneof those operations conducted inthevicinity of
Hue, the French G-2 Officer found rice stocked in agranary. From the amount of ricestored inthegranary |
knew that it belonged to afamily, but the French G-2 ins sted that the rice must be destroyed, and he ordered
metodojust that. Of course, | refused the order and that cost me. A black mark wasentered in my personal
file. Disgusted, | requested transfer out of the unit. Around that time, the ARV N wasforming somenew air-
borneunitsand it asked for volunteerstojoin the parachutist troops. Looking for adventure or moreprecisely,
looking for away to continue punishing myself for the death of Nguyen vinh Lan and the separation with Hoal
Nam, which had become aconstant mental torturefor me, | volunteered.

In 1952, | went to Hanoi to join the parachutist troops. | received parachutist training at Chem, an airborne
training school about fifty kilometersfrom Hanoi. Because of my poor hedth, | wasfound unfit tobeaparachutist.
| wasthen transferred to an ARV N Battalion in the sub sector of My Trach, sector of Ke Sat, Hai Duong
Province. Because My Trach Sub Sector waslocated in the middle of an areaunder the control of the Viet
Minh, thefighting there wasthefiercest betweenmy battalion and the Viet Minh. Asplatoon |eader, | had to
lead my platoon outside My Trach post at night to lay ambush against the Viet Minh troops. Clasheswith the



Viet Minh troops often occurred. Sometimeswekilled the Viet Minh troops and sometimesthey killed our
soldiers. But, asif protected by some super natural being, | waswounded, but not killed. If not onambush, |
had to lead my platoon to escort battalion suppliesfrom Ke Sat to My Trach. Thissupply routewasinfested
withmines. These mineshad to be defused beforewe could usethe supply route. Defusing mineswasthe most
difficult task. Thesetaskswereusually performed by combat engineer troopson loan from Ke Sat Military
Sector. When combat engineer troops were not available, we used the most primitive methods of mine
defusing to get our suppliesthrough. Wewould walk aherd of water buffal oes ahead of our supplies. If there
weremineson theroad, they would detonateand kill the buffal oesfirdt.

Lifeinacombat zonewasnofun. | hadto face death constantly. | had seen many of my fellow soldiersget
killed by enemy mortar and artillery attacks. To detect the Viet Minh mortar and artillery emplacements, the
battalion commander set up watchtowersaround the post, and onthe Viet Minhfirst artillery attack, soldiers
manning thewatchtowerswould a ert the duty officer of the post, who then reported thel ocations of theenemy
artillery emplacements, and then requested fire support from Ke Sat Military Sector. Therole of the duty
officer wason arotation basis. When performing thistask, | had to makethe round of watchtowers, making
surethe sol diers manning these watchtowerswerevigilant and wide awake. It was sometimesinteresting to
talk tothese soldiers. From thesetal ks, | learned that human beings, regardlessof their socid andracia status,
had the same basi ¢ needs. family, love and peace. Inaconversation with asoldier in awatchtower onenight,
hetold methat he missed hisfamily very much—that if it had not beenfor thewar wewerein, hecould have
had acouple of children, but now heremained childlessand under the Vietnamese customs, being childless
wasvery bad. He closed histhought with along sigh asif wishing that thewar would end right then and there
so hecould go back to hishomeand fulfill the dream of hisfamily.

Conversationslikethisawaysbrought my mind back to my persond stuation. Degp downinmy heart, | hated
thearmy, becausetherewastoo much atrocity and killing generated by it. | remembered my father had aways
told methat thearmy wasthe*“last thing you consider doinginyour life.” But contrary to hisadvice, | had
volunteered tojointhearmy because| felt guilty over the death of Nguyen vinh Lan and because| needed to
support mysalf. Now that | had joined the army and participated in many combats and had seen many desaths,
| regretted having doneit. | remembered evento this date how afriend of minewaskilled when the mortar
fromwhich hewasfiring exploded inthe mortar tubeand killed himinstantly. Inarush to counter attack one
of theViet Minh assaults on our post, he dropped the mortar shell inthe mortar tube head first instead of tail
firgt, resultinginthemortar tube explosionkilling all the men around him. War was not romantic and glorious
aswesaw itonTV. Inarea war, you hadtokill or bekilled. | had killed many of theenemy soldiersinorder
not to bekilled by them. However, whenyoukill people, evenlegaly, you cannot hel p but fed part of yourself
beingkilled. That washow | felt about war. Sol couldn’t wait until my timeinthearmy wasup and to get out
of it. Thanksto God, that time camein 1954, when, after their military defeat at Dien Bien Phu, the French
signed apeace agreement with the Viet Minh. The peace agreement between theViet Minh and Francecalled
for thepartition of Vietham into two halveswith thedemarcation line set at the 17" Parallel. Theterritory north
of the 17" Parallel was controlled by the Viet Minh and the territory south of it was under the control of the
Nationalist Government supported by Franceand later by theAmericans.

Under one of the provisionsfrom the GenevaAgreement, people abovethe 17" Parallel could move south,
and peopl e from the south could move northif they wanted. My father and mother had already moved south
in 1952 and choseto livein Saigon where my father wasreinstated in hisjob with the treasury department
there. | washappy to rejoin themin Saigon after my dischargefromthearmy. Asacivilian, | worked at odd
jobsand went back to schoal. | loved foreign languages and concentrated all my time off work on learning
English. My eveningwork onforeign languages paid off handsomely. In 1956, | landed ajob asan English/
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Vietnameselanguagetrandator for the office of PrimeMinister Ngo Dinh Diem (actudly, it wasan officerun by
the CIA in support of the Diem Government). Later that sameyear, the US Military Assistance Advisory
Group offered meajob asan interpreter for itsadvisory detachment in Danang. The pay washigher, sol
accepted the offer and moved to my new assignment in Danang City, Central Vietnam.

It wasworth mentioning herethereason | was so successful in getting my proficiency in English languagewas
thanksto the support of Nguyenthi Mai, my first wife. Shenot only provided mewith her emotional support,
but a so her financid support. She owned ataxi company, and welived comfortably with incomefrom her taxi

operation business. Shemoved to Danang and lived with mefor awhile, but she had to go back to Saigonto
take careof her taxi business. Nguyenthi Mai and | weremarried for threeyears, but we had no children. |

had both good and bad memorieswith Nguyenthi Mai. Thegood memorieswerethat sheloved medearly,
and wehad alot of unforgettable souvenirstogether. The bad memorieswith Nguyen thi Ma werethat shedid
not want meto moveto Danang, and shekept pressuring meto leavemy jobin Danangtorgjoin her in Saigon
wherewecould live off the proceeds of her taxi business. Very much career-oriented, | did not want to do that
so what ought to happen, happened. We agreed to adivorce, for we could not continueto livein two separate
households.

In Danang, | wasvery busy with my new job for the USAdvisory Detachment to the Regional Directorate of
Building and Congtruction of the First Vietnamese Military Region. My job cong sted of trand ating documents,
mostly construction specifications, from Vietnameseinto English for the USAdvisory Engineer Detachment.
Thisdivision wanted to make sure that construction specificationsweretechnically correct and pricing was
appropriate because all new construction work for the Viethamese Army wasfunded by the US. Besides
trand ation work, | a so accompanied US engineersto actua construction sitesto ingpect construction work
being done by Vietnamese contractors.

Construction sites were spread out the length and width of Central Vietham from Dong Ha up North to
Quinhon down South. | also served asaninterpreter for the Director of Building and Construction andtheUS
Engineer Advisory Group attached toit. Cultural misunderstanding often occurred between thesetwo entities.
USofficersoften took an easy-going attitude approaching these meetingswith aninforma way but contrary to
thelr counterparts, the Vietnamese officerswere aways strict and formal. For example, whenan American
officer wanted to summon hiscounterpart to gpproach him, he normally wagged himwith afinger, pamfacing
up. IntheVietnamese custom, you only do thiswhen summoning adog. TheViethamese officersfelt very
offended and angry. Then | had to jump in and explain to the Vietnamese officersthat that was the way
American people summoned someone, eventheir superiors. Thedog-wagging Sgnwasonly oneaspect of the
cultura differences. Another wasintheir proposed planfor constructing new barracksfor anARVN unit. The
Vietnamese engineersawaysincluded the construction of aflagpoleor animposing entrance gateto the unit of
anew barrack. TheAmerican engineerssaw thisconstruction aswasteful and unnecessary—not understanding
that inanideol ogica war between communist North Vietnam and nationalist South Vietnam, theflagpolewas
morethan just a concrete block of cement with aflag fluttering on top of it—it was the symbol of the
nationalist spirit for which they fought communist North Vietnam. Discussions of the value of theflag pole
normally ended up in animpasse, and the Vietnamese Army normally had to foot thebill for constructing the
flag pole. Whilein Danang, | was so busy with my work that | had notimefor anything else, let donefeeling
lonesomewith my newly-found bachel orship. However, astimewent by and work becameroutine, thefeding
of lonelinessbegan creeping up on me. It wasduring thistimethat | met Ai Chau, my wife.



Ai Chau (My Wife) and Lifein Danang

Ai Chauwasabeautiful woman at agetwenty-five. At thetimel met her shewasworking asasalespersonfor
atextilestorein downtown Danang. To court her, | often pretended to buy sometextilesat the storewhereshe
wasworking and talked to her whenever shewas not attending to other customers. Because of my frequent

visitswith her at thetextile store, the store owner was not happy
andthought | interfered with her work. Asaresult of my unwelcome
vigits, the store owner subsequently fired her. | knew it wasmy
fault that shelost her job, so | told her | would take care of her.

| was attracted to Ai Chau because she was a beautiful woman
withthefeatures of aEuro-Asian, muchlikeHoai Nam, my first
love. But aswe came to know each other more, | found in Ai
Chaumany qudlitiesthat Hoal Nam did not have—qualitiessuch
assmple-mindedness, unpretentiousness, loyaty and animmense
capacity for loveand caring. Six monthsinto our relationship, we
got married. Around that time, she got word that her mother in
Saigon was dying, so she had to leave me and go to Saigon to
takecareof her mother. But her mother had died beforeshearrived

in Saigon. Shefelt very sad about it. Added to her sorrowswas , ‘
I o ANANG

thefact that her brothers and sisters forbade her to go back to
Danang. Somehow they learned of Ai Chau’srelationship with
me, who was of Vietnamese descent. The ChineseinVietnam at that time

Ai Chau, my wife

werevery racist when it cameto rel ationship between Vietnamese and Chinese nationals, much inthe same
way that whitesin the Deep South of the United Statesviewed Blacksin the Fiftiesand Sixties—though not to
such an extreme extent. When Ai Chau went to Saigon to visit her dying mother, shewasintheearly stage of
pregnancy withmy child, and her family wanted her to abort thefetus. She did not want to do that, so shefound

away to get back to Danang.

My first child, the onewho was supposed to be aborted, was born August 28, 1958. We named her Tran thi
BichNga. Shewasachild of love. When Bich Ngawasborn, | wasparticipating inawar gameexerciseas
aninterpreter with the USAdvisory Team of the Vietnamese 2™ | nfantry Division, north of Hai Van Passnear
Phu Bai Hue, agood seventy-five milesnorth of Danang. Upon newsof Bich Nga'shirth, | drovefrom Hue

to Danang to bewiththem. | wasvery excited
about being afather for thefirst time, so at the
end of each workday inthewar gameexercise,
| drovehomejust to bewith my new-born child.

Lifefor usin Danang wasbetter than good. My
sdary as a MACV employee was high by
Vietnamese standards, and because | worked
forthe2™ Infantry Divison, themilitary garrison
authority in Danang allowed metolivein a
military housing compound reserved for officers
of the2™ Divisonandtheir families Thehousing
compound wherewelived was|ocated across
the Danang River fromthe 2™ Infantry Division
Headquarters. Soit wasvery convenient for me
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to just walk to the Danang riverbank, take a sampan and get ferried across the river to go to work at the
division headquarters. At theend of each day, Ai Chau and | would walk along the riverbank and enjoy the
sght of small wooden boatsgliding up and down theriver driven by boatmen and women who tactfully twisted
their oarsto push their boat forward, creating small waves of whitefoam in thewake of their boats. It was
smply beautiful and | missed that scenery very much when | moved to Saigon City in 1960.

Dananginthelate Fiftieswasasmall
townwhereeverybody knew everybody
else. | had quiteafew acquaintancesand
friends there. On weekends, | either
visited with them or took my family to
Son Cha (China) Beach for a swim.
Unlikethe beachesinthe United States,
thewater at Son ChaBeach wasnever
too cold for aswim. Onweekends, we
would goto aChineserestaurant or to
aVietnameserestaurant that specidized
in Bun Bo Hue (Hue beef noodle soup)
to enjoy thefoods.

Whileworkingin Danang, | witnessedthefirg US
casudtiesin Vietnam. 1n 1958, aUS milk run
DC3onloanto USMACYV by the ViethameseAir Force crashed into the mountain on the east end of the
ChaineAnamitique. Therewereno survivorsinthecrash. A UScolond and aUS sergeant werekilledinthe
crash. Other interpretersand | of the 2™ Infantry Division were called upon to man theradio station at the US
Advisory Group BOQ in order to monitor the progress of the search. The search went on for two days. On
the second day, the search team found the crashed plane.

Viethamese Coastline (picture taken in 1995)

Whileworking for the USAdvisory Groupin Danang, | also witnessed therise of the Viet Cong insurgency
program. Reportsof South Vietnamese Government cadreskilled at the hamlet and district levels started
streaming in steadily to the 2™ Infantry Division Headquarters. The senior advisor of the USAdvisory Group
tothe 2™ Infantry Division wasvery concerned about thisso headvised hiscounterpart who wasthedivision
commander to start taking more aggressive action against the Viet Cong by conducting more reconnai ssance
patrolsand more penetration into the junglesto intercept NVA troops coming down the Ho Chi Minh Trall
fromtheNorth. AsViet Conginsurgent activitiesincreased, Vietnamese Nationa Army pacification activities
asoincreased. Troopsof the 2™ Infantry Division began amoreaggressive offensive, laying more ambushes
and conducting more patrolstointercept Viet Cong troops.

| had somefirst-hand experience participating in these types of operationswhileworking asaninterpreter. In
1959, | was ordered to accompany theAmerican advisor to the 5" Infantry Regiment, 2" Infantry Divisionon
areconnassancemissionto Post #6—an ARV N outpost located inthedeep forest near the Vietnam-Cambodia
Laosborder triangle. The reconnaissance mission wasconducted by the 2™ Battalion. 1t took usawholeday
to get from Danang to Post #6. We arrived at thelast lowland outpost of Thuong Duc by noonand fromthere
wewalked along mountaintrailstherest of theday. The mountaintrail to Post #6 was covered with thick
canopiesof forest vegetation that grew intothreestrata. Thefirst stratum consisted of saw grass, bushes, vines
and smal| trees. Adol escent treesformed the second stratum. Thethird stratum consisted of old big treesover
100 feet high. Whenwalking onthetrail intheforest wenever saw the sunlight. Weonly saw it when bresking
outonadearing. Itwasanendlessobstaclecoursewalking ontralsinthethick forest of the ChaineAnamitique.



We descended amountain side only to climb up another, fording streams and creeks, but the most difficult
obstacleswereinsects—namely, blood-sucking leeches. Somehow they managed tofind their way insdemy
clothing, onto my chest, into my pants, biting my flesh, and bloating themselveson my blood. TheAmerican
advisor and | had to stop several timesduring thistrip to get rid of them, which wasadifficult task to say the
least. If | tried to pull theleeches off my body, they would break. The only way to get them off wasto spray
themwithinsect repellent or burnthemwiththelit end of acigarette. In spite of frequent checksand actions
against theseinsects, when | arrived at Post #6 in the evening, there still were someleeches on my body, and
soldiers of the Post #6 helped meto finally get rid of them. After staying at Post #6 for two nights, our
reconnai ssance unit returned to Danang using the sametrailswe had come up the previous day, but thistime,
on advicefrom soldiersof Post #6, | wrapped up my body with clothestighter—even wore hand gloves—so
that my body would not be exposed to these blood-thirsty insects.

After Post #6, | thought long and hard about staying in Danang. With my second child, Tran Quoc Trung,
coming in December 1959, | couldill afford to risk my lifein combat operations, which were part of my
assignment, so | requested atransfer to Saigon. Therequest for transfer wasapproved, and MACV assigned
meto work first with the USAdvisory Group of
the Central Directorate of Building and
Construction (engineers), then at the main
trand ation division located in downtown Saigon.
| worked there for three years, and due to my
excdlent work at theMACV trandationdivison,
| was chosen to be the personal interpreter for
Mrs. Westmoreland, wife of the commander of
theUSMilitary Ass stance Commandin Vietnam.
Atthat time, Mrs. Westmoreland was organizing
agroup of Vietnamese Grey Ladiestovisit and
do socia work for Vietnamese soldiers families,
and | wasrequired to accompany and translate
for her and wives of high-ranking officersof the
Army of the Republic of Vietnam.

Mrs. Westmoreland and [
(picture taken in New Orleans in 1997)

Moveto Saigon in 1960

When | moved from Danang to Saigonin 1960 towork for the Directorate of Building and Congtruction, there
werealot of changesin my extended family. My father wasreinstated in hisjob with thetreasury department
and wastransferred to Daat to work for thelocal treasury department there. My sister Khiem, through family
connection, landed ajob as personal secretary for Colone Nguyen Ngoc Le, chief of National Police. Lieu,
the husband of my sister Thuan, al'sojoined my father asaclerk for the Daat Treasury Department. Sowhen
| arrivedin Saigonwithmy family, | wasvery much by myself. Welivedinarented gpartment in Cholonand
thenin Phu Tho on the outskirtsof Saigon near my work place. Whileworking at thisnew job, | witnessed two
important eventsin South Vietnam. Thefirst one wasthe coup d’ etat by the paratroopersled by Colonel
Nguyen Chanh Thi. The coup d’ etat failed and Nguyen Chanh Thi and hisassociatesfled to Cambodiawhere
they remained until the 1963 Revol ution which deposed Diem by theArmed Forces of the Republic of Vietham.
The second big event was the bombing of the Independence Palace where Ngo Dinh Diem and hisbrother
Ngo Dinh Nhulived. Diem and hisbrother survived the bombing attack but, in retaliation, resumed hispolicy
of oppressionwithanew level of intengity, particularly against thosewho opposed him. Asaresult of thetwo
attemptsagaingt hislife, hetrusted no oneexcept hisown brothers, namely Ngo Dinh Nhu, Bishop Ngo Dinh
Thuc of Vinh Long, Ngo Dinh Can of Hueand their cronies.
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Chu Ai Chau, my wife

Tran Quoc Trung, Chu Ai Chau, Tran thi Bich Nga

| worked at the Directorate of Building and Congtructionfor two years,
then was transferred to the main MACV Translation Department
located in downtown Saigon. Because of my work asatrandator, |
was promoted to therank of GS-12 and put in charge of the MACV
G2 Document Exploitation Center at the beginning of 1963.

Anh, Trung, Nga, Hoa, Lap

Back: Nga, Hoa Front Van, Thuy

Anh, Trung, Van, Ai Chau, Phuong, Nga, Thuy




Nga, Ai Chau, Van, Phuong, Nhon - 1973
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Toward the end of 1963, with no opposition from President Ngo Dinh
Diemwhowaskilledinacoup d etat |ed by theArmy of the Republic of
Vietnam, and with thetacit approva of the US Government, the USArmy
took alarger roleinthewar against the Viet Cong insurgency inthe South
and the Communist Regimein the North. Documents captured by unitsof
the USArmy werethen delivered to the Combined Document Exploitation
Center for analysis. Asthepersonin charge of the center, | devel oped my
organizationa skillstothefullest. Thecenter wasorganizedinto two groups.
Onegroup wasrespons blefor analyzing the captured documents, making
agist trandation of their contents, listing items captured and forwarding
themto G2-USARV (USArmy Vietnam) for consideration. If interestedin
thegist summary of the captured document, the G2 -USARV would send
them back to the center with request for full trandation by thetrandation

group of the Center. Ngo Dinh Diem
President of South Vietmam

While at the Document Exploitation Center, | had the chanceto read and

analyzethe captured Viet Cong documents. Slowly but subconscioudly, | begantoredlizethat even withthe
support of over 500,000 UStroops, themilitary regimeof the nationalist government in the South could not
winthewar against thecommunist regimeinthe North. Why? Studying thehistory of Vietnam from 300 years
B.C. totheyear of 939 of thefirst millennium, | noticed that many atimeVietnam had revolted against the
Chinese occupiers, kicked them out of the country, gained itsindependence but only for short periodsof time.
Thereasonfor thiswasVietnam'sruling partiesfailed toinclude and protect theinterests of the grass-roots
peoplewho congtituted the base of Vietnam’ssociety. One such examplewas Trung Trac and Trung Nhi, who
were often compared to Joan of Arc of France, and are so revered to thisdate by women bothin Vietnam and
oversess. Butif oneisto study thecircumstancesof Trung Trac and Trung Nhi’srebellion against the Chinese,
onewould seethat their rebellion against the Chinese was basi cally to avenge the death of Thi Sach, Trung
Trac' shusband and amember of thelocal chieftainsand feudal lords. Thi Sach had been killed by the Chinese
tofrighten theVietnamesefeudal lordsand locdl chieftainsinto submissiontotheir rule. The Trung Trac and
Trung Nhi sstersruled Vietnam for only lessthan threeyearsbefore the ChineseArmy came back and forced
them to commit suicide. Vietnam was once again dominated by the Chinesefor roughly athousand yearsuntil
939 D.C. whenitfinally regained itsindependence asanation. During these thousand years, many rebellions
against the Chinese yokewere conducted militarily and politically, but only when it was conducted with the
help of the grass-roots people, wasit successful. Among theserebellionsfor independence, onemust mention
thevictoriesof the Tay Son brothersfrom Binh Dinh Province, One of the Tay Son brothers, Emperor Quang
Trung, was ableto defeat the Chineseinvadersand push them back out of Vietnam.

With regardsto the current South Vietnamese Government, it existed basically to protect itsinterestsand the
interestsof itsalied friends. The pronounced objectives of the South Vietnamese Government were freedom
and demoacracy for the South Vietnamese peopl e, but littlewas doneto insurethat freedom and democracy for
the peopleat the bottom of Vietnamese society. Oppress onsabounded, and many programswereimplemented
against theinterestsof the grass-roots people. Onesuch program wasthe Srategic Hamlet, which forced the
peopletoleavetheir homesand landsand liveinthe so-called strategic hamlets. Although strongly supported
by the US, the Strategic Haml et Program failed miserably. Aided by Viet Cong propaganda, peoplelivingin
strategic hamlets protested against the program and sought to come back to their landsand their homes. This
program might have succeeded if it had not been for the deceit and corruption of itsenforcers.



Deceit and corruption could be exemplified by Colonel Pham Ngoc Thao, Chief of Ben Tre Provinceand a
protégéof Bishop Ngo Dinh Thuc of Vinh Long Province. Pham Ngoc ThaowasaViet Conginfiltratedinthe
rank of high government officia sof South Vietnam. Aschief of Ben TreProvinceand oneof their own, theViet
Cong left hisprovince alone. At thetime, inthe eyesof the South Vietnamese Government, it was considered
themost pacified provincein South Vietnam. Thereason the Viet Cong left Ben Tre Province untouched and
pacifiedtotheliking of South Vietnam’sauthoritieswasso they could useit asan intelligence collection point
aslong as Colonel Pham Ngoc Thao, one of their own, remained chief of that Province. After Pham Ngoc
Thaowasdiscovered asaViet Cong agent and removed aschief of Ben Tre Province, theViet Cong beganto
attack it without mercy. It wasbrutdly attacked by the North Vietnamese Army during the 1968 Tet Offensive.

Politicsis perception. People both in North and South Vietnam (with the exception of afew US hand-picked
leadersin the South), percelved the presence of large numbers of American troopsin the South and constant
indiscriminate bombardment of North Vietham and also in the countryside of South Vietnam by USWar
planes, asan attempt to subject Vietham under their occupation, just like the French had donetotheminthe
Nineteenth Century. 1t wasaround that timethat theNational Liberation Front of South Vietnamwasborn. Its
leadership cons sted of the cream of the crop in South Vietham—doctors, lawyers, and students. They rdlied
behind the Front with the secret support of North Vietnam, and finaly succeeded in overthrowing thegovernment
of South ViethamonApril 30, 1975.

| worked at the Document Expil oitation Center for threeyears. Disheartened by what | perceived aswrong
politicsand wrong war management, | resigned fromit in 1965 and joined the Rand Corporation asafree
lanceresearch assistant for Professor Clift Barton of Cornell University. At that time, the Rand Corporation
conducted aproject for USAID to find out why Viet Cong (V C) cadresand troops had such astedl spirit and
determination to fight theAmericansat all cost, even when the oddswerenot intheir favor. | spent ayear
interviewing captured V C cadresand troops. What | |earned from theseinterviews confirmed my belief that
the United States and South Vietnam could not winthewar.

Captured V C documentsand interviews of V C prisoners of war reveal ed that North Vietnamese troops and
Viet Cong sent to the South viathe Ho Chi Minh Trail had high morale and great determination to fight the
Americans, whom they considered as occupiersof South Vietnam asthe French had beeninthe Nineteenth
Century. Therewasonly oneobjective onthemind of theV C cadresand troops. completeindependencefor
Vietnam. Recorded intheir notebookswere storiesof how they constantly faced death whiletraveling onthe
Ho Chi MinhTrail or roaming themarquisin South Vietnam and wereforced to live and fight under extremely
difficult conditionsand hardships. They were subjected to constant bombardment by American B52sand
incendiary bombs; yet, their morale and spirit were never dimmed or shaken. How could onewin an opponent
with anunwavering and indomitable spirit likethat? Inthe history of humanwarfare, moraleof thefoot soldiers
wasthebasic strength of any army. It wasthanksto the strength of thefoot soldierswho pulled artillery pieces
to hillocksand mounta nssurrounding thevaley of Dien Bien Phu that hel ped Vo Nguyen Gigp, commander of
theViet Minhforces, to defeat the French at thehistoric battle at Dien Bien Phuin|953. It wasthisindomitable
spirit of the oppressed Vietnamese peopl e that helped Emperor Quang Trung to win the war against the
Chinese at Dong DaBattlein the Eighteenth Century. The Americansand the South Vietnamese generals
seemed to haveforgotten thelessonsof history.

Intheir frustration for not being ableto bring North Vietnam toitsknees, theAmericansoften complained that
they wereforced to fight awar “ with their handstied behind their backs’ and that the Viet Cong and Vo
Nguyen Gigp'sArmy werelikegooks—they never stoodin oneplacetofight. TheAmericansdid not haveto
wait long for the Viet Cong to stand up and fight. In 1967 Giap’'sArmy concentrated asizableforceto attack
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theAmericaninstallation at Khe Sanh. The battleraged for months, and the fighting at Khe Sanh was so
intense that the American press nicknamed it the second Dien Bien Phu. Littledid they know that the Khe
Sanh Battlewasjust adiversionary of Gigp'sreal intention, whichwasthe TET Offensive of 1968.

TET OFFENSIVE 1968

It was supposed to be the most sacred and celebrated day of theyear in Vietnam, but it wasnot the casein
1968. Eventhoughthey had agreedto silencetheir gunsduring TET, on January 30, 1968, the second day of
TET, the Viet Cong launched a coordinated attack on more than one hundred towns and citiesin South
Vietnam. In Saigon, they focused their attacks on the US Embassy, the | ndependence Palacelocated on
Thong Nhat Street, the headquartersof the Joint General Staff of theArmed Forcesof the Republic of Vietnam
near Tan Son Nhut International Airport, the Saigon Navy Base, and the Saigon Radio Station. Theseattacks
took Saigon Government and the USMACV military command by surprise, for unknownto them, despitethe
promised ceasefire by theViet Cong for thethree daysof the Lunar New Year, the Viet Cong had amassed
men and wegponsof dl kindsinto Saigon and other citiesin South Vietnam and had prepared aradio broadcast
inciting the populationin South Viethamtoriseup and to helpthem topplethe South Vietnamese Government
and to forcethe Americansto withdraw from South Vietnam. It was an ambitious undertaking and Giap had
used 120,000 of histroopsto achievethismission. Giagp had underestimated the power of the USand South
Vietnamese Forces. When the battle was cleared, 50,000 North Vietnamese troopswerekilled, compared to
4,000 South Vietnameseand 250 Americans. Their military assault across South Vietnamin 1968 wasnothing
morethan apinprick, but their psychological impact wasenormous.

TheViet Cong attack of the US Embassy and Independence Palaceright in the heart of Saigon City wasthe
straw that broke the camel’sback. The searingimages of US marinesdecimated at the US Embassy battle
in Saigon wereflashed livein every American home. TheAmerican peoplehad had enough. For yearsprior to
the Tet Offensive Campaign, the US military command in Saigon had continuoudly bragged to theAmerican
peoplethat thewar against theinsurgency was being won, but thefact that the Viet Cong could strike at the
very heart of Saigon, powerfully belied that claim. Even though Vo Nguyen Giap and Hanoi politburo knew
that the Spring Offensive of TET could not liberate South Vietnam in one sweep because of the military
presence of the United States, they knew that timewason their sideand thethat Tet Spring Offensivein itsalf
would cresteapsychol ogica shock to theAmerican peopleandtotheworld. They wereright intheir assessment.

After the TET Offensive, theAmerican peopl € sopposition to theVietnam War intensified and reached an dll-
time high. Faced with such opposition, the United States President, Lyndon B. Johnson, wasforced to think
serioudy about negotiating with Hanoi toend thewar in Vietnam. Asthefirgt step, heannounced that American
bombingswaould belimited to theareasjust north of Quang Tri, asmall town borderingthe 17" Pardld, hoping
that Hanoi would interpret his gesture as an offer of the American intention to engagein peacetalks. But
Hanoi, forever determined to conquer South Vietnam, continued to send moretroopsto helpitsmilitary arm,
led by the Front for Liberation of South Vietnam. But Hanoi had made onebig mistake. Duringthe TET Spring
Offensive, they occupied Huefor twenty-five days. During that time, they searched house-to-house, looking
for South Vietnamese police officers, civil servants, their relatives, and the so-called collaborators of the
Americanimperiaists. When the North Vietnamese troops withdrew from Hue, no lessthan 3,000 bodies
werefound in massgraves, shot, beaten to death or, in someinstances, buried alive. The searing images of
civilianskilled during the North Vietnamese occupation of Hue hardened the attitude of the South Vietnamese
middleclassand those who by necessity had to work for the South Vietnamese Government for aliving. After
Hue, tothem, aprolonged war seemed moreattractive than the prospect of peacethat could get them daughtered



by theViet Cong at atwinkling of aneye. 1t wasthisattitude, sustained by fear of retaliation by the communigts,
that prompted them to throw their lot with the Americans and the South Vietnamese Government for the next
sevenyearsuntil South Vietnam collapsed in 1975.

When the Viet Cong attacked Saigon on January 30, 1968, my family and | werelivingin PhuTho onthe
outskirts of Saigon wherethefighting wasthefiercest. Duetoinsecurity reasons, | had to move my family
closer to the center of Saigon. | had afriend who owned alargehomelocated in the center of Saigon City in
the 2" Digtrict, so | had to contact himto seeif heagreed to let my family takerefugein hishousewhilethe
fighting wasgoing onin Phu Tho. Onthe second day after the Viet Cong attack, despitethefighting that was
still going on, | went to hishouse by foot, agood five kilometersfrom Phu Tho, to explorethispossibility. As
| walked from Phu Tho to Nga Sau Circle, the streetswerefilled with dead bodies—hundreds of them. | was
lucky that soldiersof the South Viethamese Armed Forcesor the Viet Cong did not shoot me. | finally reached
my friend’shouse, and he agreed to let my family occupy half of hishouse. On that sameday, | moved my
family asrefugeesin my own city. After moving to my friend’ shouse, | was contacted by Professor Clift
Bartonto do aninterview with Viet Cong prisoners captured during the Tet Offensive of Saigon. Hehad a
contract with USAID to find out why and how they
wereableto enter and attack Saigon. What | found
out through these interviews stunned me. With
regardsto shipment of armsand military hardware
to Saigon prior to their offensive campaign, “ It was
apiece of cake,” said one of the Viet Cong cadres.
All theViet Cong heeded to do wasto hideweapons
intrucksor bargestransporting agricultural produce
to Saigon and bribe Saigon policewho weremanning
the various highways and waterways leading to
Saigon City.

Returning to my persona Situation, 1968 wasayear
that | had to makeachoice. | now had afamily of
Trung, Anh, Phuong - about 1971 | ten peopleto feed andthe cost of my children’seducation was
at anal timehigh. All of my school agechildren attended private
schools. Now | must make the decision of whether to throw in my lot with the South Vietnamese Government
anditsAmerican aliesor to stay outsidethering. | decided | would continueto do what | had been doing for
thelast sixteen years—to work for theAmericansin astrictly technical and non-political field. Through some
acquaintance, | was introduced to the USARV Civilian Personnel Office and was hired as a personnel
management-employeereationsspecidist for the Can Tho Civilian Personnd Office. Itsfunctionwasto serve
all Viethamese civilian personnel employed by USARV unitsand Cordsintheentire Military Region IV—
stretching from My Thoto CaMau.

Whilein Can Tho, my family and | were pretty much shielded from the ravages and destruction of thewar
except for thescarescaused by daily SAM missileslandinginthecity. But thehorrorsof war did not sparethe
rural areas surrounding Can Tho. It was during thetimemy family and | lived in Can Tho that my daughter,
Thuy, got involved inaminor bicycleaccident. Shehad only minor injuriesbut till had to betreated at the Can
Tho General Hospitd. Itwasherethat | saw with my own eyesthefull extent of the horrorsof thewar in South
Vietnam. Artillery bombings by both the Viet Cong and the South Vietnamese Armed Forces, notably the
ASOC (Air Support Operations Center), located at the IV Military Region Headquarters, caused alot of
havocinthe countryside surrounding Can Tho. Artillery and bombing victimsbrought to the hospita wheremy
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daughter wastreated were mostly women, children, and babies because they could not run fast enough to
escapetherain of firedropped onthem. It wastruethat during thefirst IndochinaWar betweentheViet Minh
and the French, | had seen many deaths and many victimsof war, but most of them | had seenwere soldiers.
Thevictims| saw at the Can Tho General Hospita werenearly al civilians—mostly children—even babies.
Themost horrific sightsweretheir maimed bodies, their limbscut off, or their facesdisfigured by incendiary
fires

But thewar deathswere not limited to what | witnessed at the hospital. While employed with the Civilian
Personnel Officeof CanTho, | had to deal with casesof desth of many Kit Carlson Scouts—Vietnam'sNavy
Sedls. TheKit Carlson Scoutswereralliersfrom the Viet Cong ranks. They were now employed by theUS
Navy baseat CaMau. Becausethey wereformer Viet Cong, they werefamiliar with the placeswhere Viet
Cong cadreand troopslikely used for hiding places. So, the USNavy Sea Command would employ these Kt
Carlson Scoutsto help find Viet Cong hiding locationsand destroy them. Thejob of theseKit Carlson Scouts
wasVvery dangerous, and often deaths occurred. When deaths occurred, it wasmy duty to processtheir death
benefits. Previoudy, thisduty fell uponAnthony C. Hall and Kent Ditmer, the CPO and hisass stant respectively.
Because| had beenwell trained in my job aschief of the management-empl oyeereations section at Can Tho
CPO, | hadto personally processthese cases. When | took over thisresponsibility, therewasabacklog of fifty
death casesto be processed. | flew twiceamonth to CaMauto get my job done. It wasaheart-rending job.
| had to interview families of the dead and have them look at the picturesto make surethey werethe authentic
ones. Thepicturesof the dead Kit Carlson Scoutswere horrendously gruesome. Besidesthefatal wounds
that caused their deaths, their bodieswere severely maimed asthe Viet Cong wanted to exact revengeontheir
didoyal former comrades. Althoughit wastough work, | thoroughly enjoyed the beauty of the scenery at the
southernmost tip of my country.

Because | performed my job well as chief of the Can Tho CPO Management-Employee Relations, | was
promoted to GS 12, the second highest rank bestowed upon aVietnamese. Around that time, the Vietnamization
programwasafoot, not only onthemilitary sidebut also onthecivilian side. | wasthen promoted to GS 13 and
wastransferred to Pleiku to becomethefirst Vietnamese CPO for the 2™ Military Regioninthehighlandin
1970. Plelkuwasthefrontier of South Vietnamterritory. 1t waswherethe headquartersof South Vietnam’s
2" Military Tactical Area (2" Corps) waslocated. It was al so an important military depot areaof the 2
Corps. It wasalso the Headquartersof the First US Cavalry. Because of itsstrategic significance, the Viet
Cong used SAM missilesand artillery to attack it daily. Before could procuremy own housingin Pleiku, | had
to live on an American base BOQ and wastherefore under constant bombardment from Viet Cong artillery
shellings. My persona safety wasgetting alittle better when | found my own housinginthecivilian quarter of
thetown.

After just oneyear working in Pleiku, | wastransferred to NhaTrang to alarger civilian personnd office. In
NhaTrang, my career took off sky-high. Inaway, | wasthe showcase of the success of the Vietnamization
programonthecivilianside of the USwar effortsinVietnam. Although many American civilian co-workers
envied my position and felt jeal ousof my rise, little could they do to change the mind of thecivilian personnel
director who was on the staff of the USARV Commander in Saigon and the Senior MACV Advisor tothe 2™
Military Region. Astheareacivilian personnd officer, | supervised two Americansand about thirty Vietnamese
employees. | must have done agood job because right after the Saigon Area CPO, the largest and most
important CPO in South Vietnam, wasvacated, the USARV Command appointed meto that position. Now |
had theresponsibility of providing personnd servicesto morethan 10,000 people serving thevariousAmerican
agenciesin Saigon, including al non-military US organizationssuch asUSAID and CORDS(Civil Operations
For Rural Development Services). My recommended CPO training in the United States of Americawas
approved after | wastransferred to Saigon CPO.



With the help of theAmerican advisor totheMinistry of Interior, it took mejust afew daysto get my passport,
andonApril 6, 1972, | wasprepared and ready to makethetrip. | wasvery excited about the chance of being
trained inthe United Statesamong thetop-notch civilian personnel officersworld-wide. My planelanded at
TravisAir Force Base, and | wasmet by Mr. Thorn, aformer American employee at the Saigon CPO. He
drovemeto hishomein Folsom, Cdifornia, for thenight. Because | had plenty of timeto spare, hetook methe
next day to San Francisco to enjoy aday of sight-seeing. Needlessto say, | wasall excited about therichness
and the sense of peace | encountered on my first day inthe United States. It wasastark contrast towhat | was
used to seeing in South Vietnam. There were no charred buildings on both sides of the freeway, no watch
tower, no barbed wires, or no
security check points. Thefreeway
from Folsomto San Franciscowas
simply too wide—four lanes of
traffic on each side of thefreeway
onthe stretch near San Francisco.
The highlight of my visit to San
Francisco was the Golden Gate
Bridge and Chinatown. In
Vietnam, | had heard alot about
the Golden Gate Bridge, but there
was nothing comparedto actually
ridingonit and standing at theend
of the north side of the bridge
looking back towards San
Francisco—thecity shining brightly
inthebeautiful Soring morning sun.
We had [unch in Chinatown and the question that stuck in my mind was, How comethese Chinese could stay
hereand prosper while | amstuck in my war-torn country? A fleeting ideaof immigrating to the United
Sates, evenillegdly, started crossngmy mind! But it wasjust afleeting ideathat never dweltinmevery long.

Unfortunately for me, the day wastoo short because | had to report to my training center that waslocated at
Warrenton, Virginia, about thirty milesfromWashington, D.C. Hereagain, | wascontinually amazed at the
materialistic comfort enjoyed by the American people. Eventhelowest paid workersinthe United States
enjoyed more possessionsthan the upper classin Vietnam. During my stay at Warrenton, | often conversed
with ayoung American who served asabusboy withinthe cafeteriaat Warrenton Army Post. Evenwiththe
sdary of abushboy, hewasableto purchasethelatest model automobile, which | knew | would not be ableto
purchasewith thesavingsof my entirelifework. Thiscould happen only inAmerica. Inthefirst week at Camp
Warrenton, | was contacted by my former bossAnthony C. Hall and wasinvited to hishousein Alexandria,
Virginia, for theweek-end. Ontheoccasion of my arriva at hishouse, hisdaughter drove down from New
York tovigtwithus. | wasvery honored. Uponlearning that shehad drivenfrom New York City to Washington
D.C. by hersdlf at night, | wasamazed at how safe people could bein the United States. From then on, my only
dream and objectivewas,

One day my family and | would come to America and live in freedom, peace and
abundance.

| was ableto achieve my dream but it wasunder an entirely different set of circumstances. Three
yearslater, my family and | wererefugeesto thiscountry. . .
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Aspart of the CPO training program, | was sent to Atlanta, Georgia, to observe how aCPO operated inthe
United States. | wasvery well treated by my colleaguesat theAtlantaarmy post. Hereagain, | wastotally
surprised at theway aCPO inthe US operated. 1naway, the operation wasmuch simpler than that of aCPO
inVietnam. At leadt, it did not haveto deal with the complicated process of compensating aVietnamese
employeeif heor shewaskilled whilein employment with an American army unit. WhileintheWashington
D.C. areg, | wasvisited by Mr. Nguyen, aformer Viethamesetrandator at MACV trandationdivision. Mr.
Nguyen emigrated to the United Stateslegally asan immigrant after working for so many yearsfor theUS
Government. When visiting with me, hetried to persuade meto stay inthe United Statesand legalize my
immigration statuslater. It wasavery tempting persuasion.

Inthe Spring of 1972, during my training inthe United States, North Viethamesetroops poured acrossthe 171
Parallel into South Vietnam and occupied Dong Ha, Quang Tri and Hue. Inview of this, all my friendsand
acquaintancestried to convincemenot to return to Vietnam for fear | would becaught inthewar, but | resisted
because my family and children were dtill inVietnam. Eventhough | am often viewed by othersasan egoistic
and self-centered person, when the chipswere down, my family alwaystook precedenceover al other things.
It wasthe samethought process that took placethreeyearslater when | wastempted by Mr. McBridewho
took meto SaigonAirport and urged to get on awaiting C30 to escape South Vietnam onApril 25, 1975.
Then, | had chosen to stay behind to rescuemy family instead of saving my own skin.

When my CPO training was completed, | went to Chicago to visit with Hiep Vo and hisfamily. Hiep Vowas
my first cousin, son of Aunt Yen (who cameto my rescue when | wasby myself in Hanoi) and withwhom |
went to Pellerin School. Hehad goneto the United Statesto study engineering. By thetimel met himin 1972,
heaready had graduated from college and worked for an engineering firm and waswel | established in Chicago.
Needlessto say, my visit with hisfamily wasvery exciting. | had not seen himfor over two decadesand there
wasalot of catch-upto do. | took hisfamily to aChineserestaurant owned by Bob Smith, my colleague, who
used to manage the CPO in Quinhon. We had alavish meal, but when | wasready to leave and pay for the
medl, Bob Smith refused to accept my money, stating that it wasan honor to treat me and my cousin during my
stay inthe United States. When | visited Hiep Vo in Chicago, the North Vietnamese Army had occupied Hue
and theterritoriesnorth of it. Concerned about my safety, Hiep Vo advised meto stay oninthe United States
and assured methat hewould persondly seetoit that my immigration statuswas cleared, and he al so promised
togetajobfor me. Hesaid,

“What good isit for you if you go home and are arrested by the Viet Cong. In prison or
possibly death, you would not be able to help your family! If you stay in the United
Sates, you will have the chance to make money and send home to help your family!”

Therewasalot of senseinwhat hesaid, so | delayed my departurefor Vietnam aslong as| could, waiting for
better newsfrom South Vietnam. After about two months, | learned that the US and South Vietnamese Forces
had repulsed the North Vietnamese Army out of South Vietnam. That waswhen | decided to go home. Before
going home, | received aninvitation from Bob Smith to spend sometimein Hawaii. He owned ahomein Oahu
and worked for the CPO there and said hewould arrangefor meto returnto Vietnam from Hawaii. To back
up hisinvitation, Bob Smith sent meaone-way airlineticket to Hawaii. | had read abook about Hawaii by
JamesA. Michener and had been fascinated by thisidand and the peoplethat populated it. So off to Hawaii |
went.

Ontheplanerideto Hawali, | sat near an American lady who started the conversation by asking mewherel
camefrom. Whenshelearned that | camefrom South Vietnam, shestarted giving mealectureontheimmorality
of theVietnam War, telling methat the maj ority of the American peoplewere opposed to thiswar and that the



US Government could not ignoretheir oppositionsany longer. She even predicted that the United States
would haveto withdraw itstroopsfrom Vietnam asearly as Spring 1973. Apparently, shewasavery well-
informed person. Shedid not encourage meto defect but shedid give aclear and comprehensive picturel
could not otherwise obtainin South Vietnam whereinformation regarding national security wasoften controlled
by thegovernment, and evenintheAmerican milieuwherel worked, information wasawaysexaggeratingly
upbest.

| wasvery confused about theinformation shegaveme. So, whileinHawaii, | wasnot inthemood for enjoying
the beautiful landscape of Hawaii. | spent most of my time onitsbeach wondering what to do.

Shall | stay or shall | go? Shall | abandon my job in Vietnam or remain in the United
Sates and be a nobody here?

AsHiepVosaid, | could get ajob hereto support myself and send the money hometo support my family. The
job 1 wasgoing to get until my immigration statuswas clear was probably amanual job, but it was no doubt
worth athousand timesthe pay | got in South Vietham. During my soul searching on the beaches of Hawaii,
foremost in my mind was not theissue of financial survival, for | knew | could makeit. | had doneitin my
younger yearsin Hanoi, but it wastheissue of family togethernessthat weighed heavily onme. Asl said
earlier, when the choi ce had to be made between my personal safety and my family welfare, my family took
precedence.

Inmy desperateandysis, | remembered the difficultiesfacing measayoung man twenty yearsago. Then, | had
enlisted inthearmy to support myself. Why not now? | could enlistinthe USArmy and becomealanguage
specidist. Thefact that my primary language was Vietnamese and | spoke English fluently could be of great
servicetothe USArmy inVietnam. Whilein Vietnam, | had met many L atin Americanswho were sent to
Vietnamtofightinthewar. Many of them had told methey werenot UScitizensbut by enlistinginthe USArmy
asvolunteers, they could become US citizens after theend of their timeinthearmy. Maybel could dothe
same. If the USArmy sent meto Vietnam asaUS soldier, the Viethamese Government could not do anything
about it, and when my tour of duty inVietnam wascompleted, | could clammy family asdependentsand they
could goto the United Stateswith me. | had known a couple of language specialistswhileworking at the
trand ation department for MACV. So oneday | decided to show up at an army recruitment officein Hawaii
and volunteer to enlist inthe USArmy asalanguage specialist. Therecruiter looked at my passport and my
visaand told methat | must change my visastatusfromavisitor to the United Statesto that of animmigrant
before he could consider my request for enlistment. So theenlistment inthe USArmy wasout asaway to stay
legdly inthe United Statesand to bring my family to the United States. Out of options, | finally decidedto go
hometo my family no matter what!

| went hometo Vietnamtoward theend of 1972 to find everybody in my country inasubdued mood. Lifewas
getting moreand moredifficult. American presence started to dwindle and American enterprises started packing
up and going home. Theloca economy wasinashamble. The Saigon CPO wasno more. So | went towork
for ReutersNewsAgency, listening to Hanoi radio broadcaststo detect itsintention with regardsto theon-
going peacetaksin Paris. Fromlistening to Radio Hanoi, | learned that the communistsinthe Northwere
much weakened by constant American B52s bombing and the heavy casualtiesinflicted upon their troops
during the 1972 Spring Offensive, and it required sometimeto replenish their forces. Their army wasnot only
smaller, about one-fourth the size of the Thieu’ sArmy, but also lesseffective and exhausted. Theterritories
they controlled in the South were apatchwork of unpopulated areas, rendered desol ate by Agent Orange.
North Vietnam economy was depl eted as Chinese and Soviet military aid was drastically reduced. The
communistsin South Vietnam had to ded withthe USinvasion of Cambodiawherenearly al of their ammo
and supply depotswere captured by US and South Vietnamese armies.
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Whilethe Paris Peace Talkswere going on, the North Vietnamese delegation, led by Le Duc Tho, in protest of
USand South Vietnam occupation of Cambodia, walked out of the negotiating table. The United States
President, Richard Nixon, determined to bring them back to the conferencetabl e, used B52sto bomb Hanoi
City, something that the United States had not done before. International ly, the Chinese and the United States
relationswere getting better. Sure enough, the North Vietnamese del egation resumed peacetalks. Findly the
two sides, North Vietnam and the United States agreed to end the war. According to the provisions of the
peace accord, the United States must withdraw al of itstroopsfrom Vietnam and the North Vietnamese
troopsmust bewithdrawn from South Vietnam. They also agreed on theformation of acoalition government
in South Vietnam. The Paris Peace A ccord encountered fierce opposition from South Vietnam President
Nguyen Van Thieu. Heworried that once the Americans departed from South Vietnam, his country was
doomed militarily and would bevulnerableto North Vietnamese military take-over.

After alot of arm-twisting from Washington, President Nixon personally guaranteed to Thieuthat the United
Stateswould cometo therescue of South Viethamif Hanoi attempted to conquer it. Thiswasaccomplished
by demonstrating to Thieu that recent heavy bombingsof Hanoi had badly ravaged North Vietnam physicaly
and psychologically, and that under these circumstances, Hanoi wasin no position toinvade South Vietham for
alongtimeto come. Assured of Nixon'spromise, Thieu agreed to signthe Paris Peace Accord. The United
Stateshad achieved itsgoals—bring homeall of its POWsand troops. Nixon declared he had achieved peace
with honor. Hanoi also claimed that it had achieved peace—at |east in the skiesover North Vietnam. After
bringing homeall of itstroopsand POWSs, the US Congress passed alaw prohibiting the President of the
United Statesto unilaterally useair strikesover Indochina. Sowhile North Vietnam waslicking itswounds
resulting from the 1972 Spring Offensiveand rebuildingitsmilitary forces and itseconomy, thesituation inthe
South remained relatively quiet for acoupleof years.

But as US troops began to draw down in South Vietnam, Thieu's army became overextended defending
positionsonce held by the UStroops. With Russian military aid picking up after the USforceswithdrew from
South Vietnam, the communistsprepared for afina offensive of South Vietnam. Inthe North, civilian|aborers
were conscripted to build ahighway linking North Vietnam with the M ekong Dl tain the South, dicing through
deep junglesand high mountains. Hanoi relentlessly prepared for afinal offensive of the southto reunify the
country. Using the highway it had built, the communistsin the North rolled down trucks—day and night—to
channel troopsand weaponsto the South without fear of air attacks. TheVietnameseArmed Forcesdid not
haveB52s. They built apipelinerunning fromthe Northto thetown of Loc Ninh, about seventy-fivemiles
north of Saigon. They even set up aradio network to alow itscommandersin the South to communicate
directly withtheir superiorsin Hanoi. Ittook thecommunistsinthe North only two yearsto completetheir
preparations. And by the end of 1974, the stage was set for them to launch the Spring Genera Offensive of
1975.

By thistime, theeconomic and palitical Stuationinthe South beganto unravel. When theAmericansleft South
Vietnam, they took al of their dollarswiththem. Jobsdisappeared. Those most affected werethe poor people
whose economic surviva depended largely on the American Gls—workersat US bases, peoplewho catered
to the GI’sneeds such asrestaurant owners, bar girls, launderers, tailors, barbers. Toward the end of 1973,
therewereno lessthan two million people out of work. Because of insecurity intheir villages, these people
could not go back to their homesto do their traditional farm work for aliving. They hung around townsand
citiesinwhichthey had takenrefuge. Inflationrosedragticaly, erodingincomeeven more. Thevast mgority
of peoplefound it harder and harder to make endsmeet. Inthiseconomic crisis, the peoplewho suffered the
hardest werethefoot soldierswho had to bear the brunt of thefighting. Rich and well-placed people could
buy draft deferment for their sons, but not the poor people. Inthepreceding years, the soldiers moraleand
fighting spirit had been surprisingly high, considering the corruption andindifferenceof their leaders. But now,



whilethey had ahard time surviving, their leadersindulged themselvesin alifestylefull of luxuriesand
extravagances. Their leadershlatantly engagedinillegal activities, knowing that they would not be punished by
Thieu, whose position was precarious, asheneeded to havethelr support.

The mafeasancereached thehighest level sof government. Four-Star Genera NguyenVinh Nghi, commander
of the4" Military Region (M ekong Delta) wasacasein point. He pilfered tens of thousands of small armsand
sold most of themto the Viet Cong. Though Generd Nguyen Vinh Nghi wasaprotégéof NguyenvanThieu,
the president wasunableto protect himany longer and had tofirehim; but instead of indicting himfor thecrime
he had committed, Thieu gave him another assignment to command troops on thefront linein Xuan Loc.
Nationa Security Advisor Genera Dang van Quang, Prime Minister Genera Tran Thien Khiemand even
Thieu' swifewereaccused of involvement in herointraffic, but remained untouched becauseof their closeties
with Thieu.

Thesituation in Saigon went from bad to worse, but the hardest blow to Thieu wasthefall of Richard Nixon.
Thieu had relied on Nixon’s promiseto cometo hisrescue with renewed military aid and renewed bombings
should the communistsstart to gain the upper hand. But with Nixon'sfdl, themoodin Americashifted. Weary
of theexpensvewar inVietnam, The United Stateswas determined to leave behind itsobsession with Vietham
and moveonto other priorities. Responding to the American mood, the United Stateswasno longer willingto
givethehard-earned Americantax payers money to the corrupted generasin Saigon. Even beforeNixonwas
out of office, Congressvoted to ban al American bombingsin Indochinato make surethat Americawould not
be drawn back into the conflict. To provethat it really meant business, Washington started to scale back the
annual military aid to Saigon. The new US President, Gerald Ford, not wanting to beinvolved inwhat he
perceived as”Nixon'sWar,” wasnot prepared to bail out Thieu and hisentourage of cronies.

WiththeAmerican military aidsdragticaly cut, soldiersof the South VietnameseArmy now had tofight apoor
man’swar. They now went to the battlewith just afew grenadesand acouple of hundred roundsof ammunition.
South VietnameseAir Force helicopterswere not flying because of shortage of spare partsand fuel. Thesame
wastruewithmilitary vehicles. Artillery barrages preceding military assaultsweresilenced because of shortage
of artillery shells. Thiswasdemoralizing becausethe Vietnamese Army had been trained to fight thewar the
rich man’'sway—theAmerican way—relying heavily onfriendly air and fire support and the unlimited use of
ammunition.

It wasagainst thiseconomic and military background inthe South that the Hanoi politburo put together itsplan
for the Spring Genera Offensive of 1975. According to thisplan, itsimmediate objectivewas not to take over
South Vietnamin 1975 in one sweep, but to take advantage of itsmilitary success and then take over South
Vietnamin 1976. However Hanoi politburo left open the option of total conquest of South Vietnam if the
success of its 1975 Spring Offense campaign permitted. First, toward the end of 1974, the communists
attacked Phuoc Long. Thiswasan unimportant province headquartered forty-five milesnorthwest of Saigon.
The purpose of thisattack wasto test whether the United Stateswoul d reenter thewar and support the South
Vietnamese Government with massive B52sbombingsasit had done so many timesin the past to savethe
Saigonregime. When Washington did not respond, Hanoi knew that fromthen on, al it needed to worry about
wasthe Saigon regime. SaigonAir Forcedid not have B52s. The communi ststook Phuoc Long in January of
1975.

Based on themilitary successin Phuoc Long, Hanoi began massivetroop build-upsto attack Ban me Thuot
withtheintention to establish agovernment seat for itspolitical and military armin South Vietnam—theNationa
Liberation Front of South Vietnam. In February 1975, Generd Van Tien Dung was gppointed new commander
of thecommunist forcesin the South. Hearrived in hisfield command post west of Ban me Thuot, thefirst
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target of hiscampaign. Ban me Thuot waslocated about 150 milesnorthwest of Saigon. Histroopsattacked
Ban me Thuot on March 10, 1975, and overran thetown in lessthan aweek.

After thefall of BanmeThuot, Thieu assembled histrusted advisors to discusshisnew strategy called Light
Top Heavy Bottom (see Chapter Two—Escape) and asked for their advice. But asusual, his advisors,
Genera Caovan Vien, Chief of the Joint Generd Staff, Generd Tran thien Khiem, PrimeMinister, and Generd
Dang van Quang, National Security Advisor, had no questionsand deferred to Thieu to make thedecision.
Thieu explained to them hisplan to abandon the northern most regionsin Military Regions| and I1, reasoning
that these regionswere densely forested and sparsely populated and of little value to South Vietham. The
troopsthat were now deployed in these regionswoul d be redeployed to Saigon and the Mekong Deltain
order to protect them and to rout out the communist forces hidden there. At the end of the meeting, he
instructed hisadvisors not to leak out theinformation to anyone, particularly the Americans. Why not the
Americans?Nobody knew. Thieu probably wanted to avengeAmericafor abandoning him. Thegenerasdid
asthey weretold.

Thieu’'sLight Top, Heavy Bottom strategy began with the abandonment of thetownsof Pleiku and Kontum
inMilitary Region |l (onceahugeAmericanlogistica baseinthe Central Highlands) inMarch 1975. Because
therewas no advance planning when the retreat began, chaosimmediately setin. When theregular troops
pulled out of thetownsof Pleilku and Kontum, membersof themilitiaand thecivil defenseforcesa soleft their
poststo savethemsavesand their families. Frightened civiliansand familiesof soldiersalsofled. Intheir flights,
they hopelessly mixed with columnsof theretreating armies, rendering them incapabl e to defend themsalves
against communist anbushesand artillery shelling. Casuatiesin theretreating column were so high that the
Saigon pressdescribed it asthe” Convoy of Tears.”

But the problemsdid not end there. Following the abandonment of Pletku and K ontum, other townsof Hue,
Danang, Quang Nam, Quang Ngal, Tuy Hoa, Nhatrang, Quinhon, Phan Rang, Phan Thiet wered so abandoned.
Therewasnothing that Thieu and hisgenerals could do to stop thereceding tides. Thieu'sstrategy had failed
miserably inexecution becauseit wasn't carefully planned in advance and was executed intotal secrecy with
theintent not to involvethecivilian population. Asthe history of Vietham had it, whenever anationa strategy
falledtoinvolveitsgrass-rootspeople, it was alwaysdoomed for failure.

With the collapse of Military Regions| and |1, my thoughts now focused entirely on finding away to get my
family out of Vietnam. Thanksto my yearsof working with Reuters, | waswell connected with theforeign
press, and throughit I had accessto information about the security conditionin Vietnam better than the news
printed in the government-censured local press. With the North Viethamese Army and the Viet Cong fast
approaching Saigon, it wasnolonger amatter of If, but How soon they took Saigon. | knew that oncethey
arrived in Saigon, therewould be ablood bath, and because of my association with theAmericans, | would
bethefirst oneto be soaked inthisblood bath. | didn’t mind dying—but what about my family? So | decided
totry toget away out of Vietnam for my family.

My brother Le, who wasin the military, could not move around very much, so he urged meto go to the
Mekong Deltaand try tofind out if we could buy aboat that could accommodate my family and his. Sotothe
Mekong Deltal went. For thefirst two weeksof April 1975, | shuttled between Saigon and the seaportsnear
Can Tho and Rach Giato check on the price of asea-going fishing boat and reconnoitered the possibility of
escaping South Vietnam from these seaports. But, to my consternation, other peoplein Saigon also had the
sameideaaswe had, and the price of aboat for sale soared sky-high. To ensure that aboat could be made
availableto us, wemust put down adeposit of severa thousand dollarsin order to keep thedeal going. When



| informed my brother Leof the sale condition, hehesitated. What if the boat owner took the deposit, sold the
boat to somebody el se, and disappeared?\Wewould |ose not only our deposits, but a so our means of escape!

Inthosedaysin South Vietnam, deal slike the one offered me were often broken because of human greed.
Besides, my brother Le, likemost other middle-class South Vietnamese, thought that South Vietnam was not
going to succumb right away. They believed that United States had invested too much money and too many
livesin South Vietnam to smply abandonit, and that it would come back to hel p the Saigon regime onemore
time! They reasoned that the current Situation waslikethe onethat happenedin the Spring Offensive of 1968
and 1972 againgt South Vietnam—the United Stateswould s mply wait for the communiststo concentratetheir
forcesinthe South and then use B52sto annihilatethem! But, better informed by reliablesources, | refusedto
believeinthisscenario.

By theend of thesecond week inApril, 1975, Thieu and hisnephew, Hoang Duc Nha, Minister of Information,
were so preoccupied withtheir own survival, that they paid little attention to what wasbeing printedin thelocal
press. Sothelocal presswasgetting bolder and printed stories of women and children being daughtered while
trying to escape Hue and Danang, the two important northern most citiesin Military Region I. Of course, the
news of blood bath in these cities only deepened my concerns. What if the North Vietnamese came and our
children were separated from us? How could we protect them?

Thetak among the middle-class peoplein Saigon now was, “ Areyou going and how?” By thethird week
of April, I was very much resigned to accept my fate and left it to God, my Heavenly Father, to decide.
Ordinarily, | had not been avery religious man but in thelast few months, having nobody elsetotalk to and
trust, | put my lifein God'shands. Through thegrace of God, my family were put onaUSAIir ForceC-410n
April 26, 1975, and were evacuated to Guam and then to the United States mainland (see Chapter Two—
Escape). Wewent to Marine Camp Pendleton for processing and resettled in SantaRosa, Cdifornia, sponsored
by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, SantaRosaFirst Ward, Santa Rosa Stake, to beginanew
life
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE NEW LIFE

My First Fifteen Yearsin the United Sates (1975-1991)

| wasreleased from Camp Pendleton and arrived in SantaRosaon July 2, 1975, just in timeto celebrate
| ndependence Day with my family and our new brothersand sistersin the SantaRosaL DS First Ward. | was
full of hope and determination to make my dreamsin the United States come true—thedreamsthat | had
nourished for most of my adult life. My dreamswerevery simple—adecent payingjob and agood education
for my children. On the 5" of July, right after the holiday, | presented myself at thelocal Hewlett-Packard
Company to be processed for employment. Theonly job that wasavailableto meat that timewasthat of a
stock clerk. The pay wasnot much, only $2.75 an hour, but | waslucky to havethat job. The United States
was undergoing aminor economic depression after thelong drawn-out war in Vietnam. Counting overtime, |

made about $550 amonth after tax. Therent of the gpartment inwhich my family lived cost $275.00 amonth,
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but wedtill had $225.00 for tithing, food and
other expenses. It wasavery tight budget,
but | thought we could survive.

At firgt, thanks to the generosity of our
brothersand sistersof the SantaLDSFirst
Ward, wereceived freerent for an gpartment
inRincon Valley for thefirst two monthsand
wealso received somefood fromtheLDS
Bishops warehousein Oakland. But after a
while we had to procure our own food
because the food we obtained from the
Bishops' warehouse was American food,
mostly canned foodsand not suitablefor our
traditiond diet. Becauseof this, wewereshort
of money all thetime, but everyonein the
family started chippingin. On Saturdays, my
wifeand children werelooking for work by
picking up walnuts and strawberries for a
commission. | remember thefirst few dollarsthey
made picking up walnutsand strawberries. Itwas
only $35.00, but they were very proud of it
becauseit camefromtheir ownlabor. To celebrate the extraincome, my wifebought abig turkey for thefamily,
and that wasthebest turkey | have ever tasted in my thirty yearsliving in the United States.

The Trans in Santa Rosain 1975:
Back Row: Hoa, Nga, Christy Scribner, Ai Chau, Lap
Front Thuy, Van, Phuong, Anh, Trung

Wewere poor, but wefdt protected living within the community of our LDS SantaRosaFirst Ward. All of our
medical needswere provided pro bono by Dr. Sullivan (our primary physician) and Dr Bingham (our dentist).
Dr Sullivan wasnot yet amember of the Church, but hiswifeand childrenwere activemembers. However, Dr
Sullivanwasvery inclined towardsthe Church of Jesus Christ of L atter-day Saints. When away from Santa
Rosa, | learned that Dr. Sullivan wasin the bishopric of the SantaRosa Sixth Ward. Dr Bingham, our dentist,
wasavery active member of the SantaRosaL DS First Ward. Later he became Santa Rosa Stake President.



Dr. Binghamwasvery attentive, not only to our medical needsbut aso our emotiona needs. Knowing that my
wifewas Chinese by birth and had no acquaintance with any Chinese nationalsin SantaRosa, heintroduced
oneof hisclientswho was Chineseto my wife so they could converseintheir nativetongue. Eventhough Dr.

Bingham thought nothing of thisgesture, weremained grateful to himfor doing that. The Slamsand the Taylor
familiesand other brothersand sistersin the SantaRosaFirst Ward, trueto the spirit of the brotherhood and
sisterhood prevalent inthe LDS Church, also provided usal ot of care and help. They donated clothesand
other commoditiesfor our comfort. | wasparticularly grateful to Brother and Sister Combs, our visiting teechers.

Eventhoughthey livedin Glenn Ellen, asmall town about twenty milesaway from our home, they never failed
tovisitwithusat least oncea
week. Another family who
loved us and cared for us a
great dedl wasthe Scribners—
Cecile Scribner in particular.

Douglas Scribner was the
Bishop of our ward, and | ater
became Santa Rosa Stake
President. Therewere many
other members of the Santa
Rosa LDS First Ward who
helped us a great deal

Spiritually and tempordly, and
| wish| couldremember dl their
namesand mention them here
to express our gratitude to
each and every one of them. |

want al of themto know that it
wasther loveandtheir carethat
sustained us during the hard
times we encountered during our first

1975, Santa Rosa, California -- Lap Wong and Hoa Wong
were baptized into the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints ) .
Back: Nga, Nhon, Lap, Hoa, Ai Chau, Anh, Trung coupleof yearsinthiscountry.
Front Thuy, Van and Phuong

But outsidethe protective environment of
the SantaRosaL DS First Ward, lifewas not without problemsfor us. We had to face constant discrimination
fromtheultra-conservative peopleof SantaRosa. For somereason, theAmericanshereviewed the Vietnamese
refugeesasthe cause of their soresituation. In 1975, therewerealot of unemployed peoplein SantaRosa,
andtheloca economy wasway down. Asaresult, they turned their blame upon the Vietnameserefugees, who
they viewed astheroot cause of their economic problems. Thisblame could bedirect or indirect. For example,
beforel got my own car, | had to use the public transportation system to get around. At thetransit station in
downtown SantaRosal often heard remarksthrown into my face—remarkssuch as,

“Why don't they go back to their own country?” or “Those damn Vietnamese refugees!”

Firg, | ignored theseremarksknowing they weretheviewsof just asmall group of discontent peoplerendered
bitter because of the economic depression they werefacing asaresult of thelong and costly war in Vietnam.
But when the di scrimination started touching my children, wereacted. Oneday, my sonAnhwaswaiting at the
bus stop near our homein Rincon Valley. Hewanted to usethecity busto get around, but the city buson that
routesmply ignored him and did not stop to pick him up. Thebusdriver probably thought hewasjust anAsian
kid and smply bypassed him. Weimmediately filed acomplaint to the management of the city buscompany.
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The management gpol ogized, and from then on, no moreincidentslikethat occurred. My sonLagp dsoreceived
quiteafew discriminatory remarks—sometimesphysicd thrests—when waiting for thebusridein downtown
SantaRosa. It wasso unfair that whiletheAmericanswerein Vietham, they upset our social order, killed our
people, caused destruction and havoc al over our country, yet we had treated them well asguests. Yet when
wewereintheir country, they mistreated usand explicitly made usfed unwelcome!

These pictures appeared in the Santa Rosa Press Democratin 1975. The first picture is Nhon Tran and the second
is Phuong (11), Ai Chau and Anh (12) showing their first garden triumph. In the article Nhon speaks of his first
several months in Santa Rosa: Nhon speaks with pride of the refugee families in Sonoma County. “We are respon-
sible people. To accept government assistance to us, is begging. We don'’t like to do that...” He has taken on the role
of organizing the refugee families here. He counts 12 families, averaging five to six people each, that have settled
here. “It is very expensive to live here,” he says. The small three-bedroom duplex in Rincon Valley squeezes in
Tran’s family of 10. Yet the head of the house is respectfully left alone in the living room with a visitor. Two
children come home from school and knock on the front door before entering...”We still cook Vietnamese style,”
says Tran. “Several families go together and shop in Chinatown once a month...”

After thefirgt year in SantaRosa, the problem facing menow wascloser tohome. Thesmal sdary | madewas
far too short to support afamily of ten. More often than not, | dwaysvolunteered towork overtimein order to
earn extramoney to support my family. Working overtimerequired that | had to get up at 3:30inthemorning
to start work at 4:30 am. Without transportation, | had to ask one of my American co-workersto givemea
ridetowork. | wasparticularly grateful to aco-worker named Tony who always helped mewith theearly
morning ride. Later, Bishop Scribner gave me hisfamily car, abig Pontiac station wagon, and the car helped
solvethe problem of trangportation. | had been driving acar sincel was seventeen-years-old; therefore, | had
no problem passingthe DMV drivingtest. But | did have aproblem knowing my way around. When| first
drove my own car, not knowing theway, | ssmply followed themunicipal bus, which stopped at abusstop
near my homein Rincon Valey, till | reached my workplacethat waslocated ontheother sdeof town. Inthis
way, when the bus stopped, | stopped. When it moved, | moved. Unfortunately, the busrouteto my work
place had many stopsand definitely was not the shortest way from my hometo my workplace. Thereforeit
took mealot of time, and the car used more gasolinethan it should havetaking meto my work place. When
| confided my driving problem to my co-workers, they laughed their heads off, and one of them volunteered to
guidemewhilel drove my car towork. After that, | did not haveto follow the busanymore.



Unfortunately, transportation wasnot the only problemthat | had to face during my first year in SantaRosa.
When my children started school, they had alot of problemsunderstanding their lessonsfor lack of English.
Therefore, | had to tutor them every night, and | did not usually go to bed until after midnight. So getting up at
3:30inthemorning to beready for the day’sovertimework, | had roughly three-and-a-half hoursof deep
every night. A long stretch of insufficient deep beganto exact aheavy toll onmy health. After ayear in Santa

] Rosa | fell sick and wasdiagnosed ashaving
symptomsof anervoushbreakdown. Thedoctor
recommended that | should be off work and
rest, but | refused to take hisadvice becausel
needed to work to support my family.
Eventually, | becamemedically incapacitated
and wasgrounded for disability.

Luckily, around that time, my wifegot apart
time job at the Sonoma County Kitchen to
preparefood for school children. Thejobdid
not pay much, but it hel ped. After ayear in Santa
Rosa, my grown-up children had to give up
school and start working to hepthefamily. Lap
worked for Jetronics, asmall company doing contracting
work for Hewlett-Packard, asan assembler, and Hoaa so
worked for Hewlett-Packard asan assembler. A year later,
Ngagot ajob asanight janitor for alocal JC Penney Store,
and Trung washired to work first asan assembler and then
after graduating from Santa Rosa Junior Collegewithan
ASDegree, hewasemployed asatechnician at Hewlett-
Packard Company, wherehetill istoday onthe payroll of
Agilent Technologies, Inc., a spin-off company from
Hewlett-Packard.

But likeAmerican children, whenmy children got their jobs,
) they wanted to beindependent of their parents. Except for
o Y )\ Nga, who did not graduate from high school asyet

A Pageant, There is Liberty, was performed by members of and choseto stay with us, L.ap and Hoamoved and

the LDS Santa Rosa, California Stake. Our family performed, gtarted living ontheir own. Soin spiteof theextra
representing some of those who had come to Americaseek- | 1NCOMe that supposedly was there to help us, the

ing liberty. Pictured: (Back) Gary Parkin, Ai Chau, Nhon, [ family got very little help, and we had ahard time
(Second Row) Nga, Trung, Anh, (Front) Phuong, Van, Thuy, | - making ends meet, for, in addition to food and rent,
Craig Scribner my smaller children needed clothes. For thefirst year

in SantaRosa, al they got for clothing were used clothes donated by members of the SantaRosaL DS First
Ward. Therewas nothing wrong with the used clothes, except they did not fit the small sizesof my children.
Besides, likekidstheir ages, they wanted to havetrendy clothesliketheir friendsat school. | first recognized
their needswhen Phuong, my son, kept begging meto buy him apair of sport shoesbecausethe pair of shoes
hewaswearing to school wasworn out and out of date. He also wanted askateboard likehisclassmates. It
pained meagreat dea feeling unableto satisfy hissmpleneeds. It wasaround that timethat Phuong had to
undergo amedical procedurethat wasvery physically painful to say theleast, and | promised himthat if he
could undergo the procedure without too much complaint, then | would buy him new shoesand askateboard
and ahamburger ontop of it. It worked—Phuong underwent themedical procedure without any complaint.
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Ai Chau and Nhon

Gina Scribner, Nhon, Anh, Trung, Van, Nga (holding Jimmy Scribner,
Thuy, Hoa, Christy Scribner, Phuong (sitting in front) - 1977

Nhon Tran Family in
Santa Rosa, California,
and Utah
1975-1977

Trans in Utah visiting Cecil and
Lucie James (Cecile Scribner’s
parents) - abt. 1977

Phuong, Ai Chau, Thuy, Trung,
Cecil Nhon, Lucie, Jerilynn Jensen
and Joyce Ridge
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In 1977, to earn extramoney for our family, my wife decided to go to Salisbury, Baltimore, onthe East Coast
of the United Statesto work in asoup kitchen owned by therelative of Tran Trung Tho, whosefamily | had
hel ped evacuateto the United Statesback in 1975. After shewasgone, my family wasinamess. Not that my
children did anything wrong like getting into drugsor anything of that nature, but they lacked thetender care of
their mother. Also, therewerethelittlethingslike cooking, cleaning, and preparing lunchesfor the children,
etc., which | wasnot skilled enoughto provide. Finally,in1978, | hadto call her to comeback to SantaRosa
totakecareof thechildren. Thiswaswhen | got apromisefor abetter payingjobin San Jose, Cdifornia. The
reason | took thejobin San Josewas| wanted to break through thewall of poverty surrounding meand my
family in SantaRosa.

It wasaround that timethat | received newsof my father’sdeath. My brother Tri wrote mealetter describing
indetail how my father had died, and heimplored meto help thefamily | had left behind. How could | help
themat atimewhen my ownfamily had financia problems?That waswhen | decidedtotakeY klongAdrong's
job offer. Y klong wasthen Deputy Director of the Indochinese Resettlement & Cultura Center (IRCC). He
encouraged meto cometowork for him and said hewaswilling to pay me $1,000 amonth to start. It wasnot
much, but it was at | east $350 more than what | was making at the Hewlett-Packard Company. Theonly
problemworkingin San Jose and living in SantaRosawas | had to commute once aweek over adistance of
over 100 milesbetween thesetwo cities. In spite of thisproblem, | enjoyed my work at IRCC, Inc. because my
job dealt with peopl€'slives, and thework | performed at IRCC wasmorein tunewith my training and what
| had been doing in Vietnam—serving people.

Whilein San Jose, | witnessed an unprecedented influx of Indochineserefugeesinto the United States. After
threeyearsof oppressivecommunist rulein South Vietnam, the Vietnamese peopl e started to | ook for freedom
and abetter life on the shores of other countries. Among these freedom seekers, thelarge majority were
Vietnamese Chinese. They were blatantly kicked out of Vietnam by the new Vietnamese Government. The
United States, along with other countriesintheworld, out of compassion, waswilling to openitsborderstothe
boat people. There were no less than 3000 boat people streaming into San Jose for resettlement every
month. Sincel had experiencein resettling refugeeswhileworking a Camp Pendletonwith LDSVolag, | was
assigned to match up sponsorsand the newly-arrived boat people. | took my job serioudy. Thedesireto help
refugees now became an obsession. In 1978-79, World Vision operated abig boat on the South China Sea
between the coast of South Vietnam and theislands off the coast of Maaysiato hel p rescue boat peoplewith
problems such as shortage of food, lack of fuel or trouble reaching the shoresof Malaysia. So, on behalf of
IRCC, | teamed up with aWorld Vision representativein Pittsburg, California, toraisefundsto help sustainits
rescue operationsin the South China Seas.

Because of large numbers of boat people coming to the United States, not only to San Jose but also to Santa
Rosa, and faced with thisnew problem, the Catholic Charity of SantaRosasent word to methat it needed my
help. In1979, | came back to SantaRosaand worked in the refugee resettlement program for the Catholic
Charity of SantaRosa. But being avery conservative community, the Santa Rosa Catholic Charity only
accepted asmall number of boat peoplefor resettlement. Whilel understood the reason why Santa Rosa
Catholic Charity wasconservativeinitseffortsto help therefugees, | disagreed withits philosophy because of
my burning desireto help my compatriots. So | quit working for the Santa Rosa Catholic Charity and set up my
own agency asan auxiliary of theAmerican Council for Nationdities Services ACNS) headquarteredin New
York. ACNSwasoneof theorigind nationd voluntary agencies(Volag) sponsoring refugeesof dl nationdities
coming to the shores of the United States. TheACNSinitially provided mefundsto set up anACNSbranch
officein SantaRosa. After amonth, it started sending methefirst batch of Vietnamese, Cambodian and
Laotian refugees. Now | threw my full support to the cause of therefugees. My organization immediately
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applied for grantsfrom the State of Californiato conduct ESL and vocational training for the newly arrived
refugees. My application was approved for over $100,000 for the calendar year of 1980.

| hired two Americansto help assist me to run the program, and | also hired teachers to teach ESL and
vocationd ESL for thenewly arrived refugees. | did not wisdy investigatethe backgroundsof thetwoAmericans
and their sincerewillingnessto help the refugees. So they took advantage of their positionsto sow discord
among the refugee community under my care. Seeing the State grantscomingin large sumsthey furtively
conspired to edgeme out of ACNSand take over the organization. To dothis, they enlisted the support of the
L aotian and Cambodian refugeesto makeal kindsof unfounded accusationsagainst meand my organization,
basi cally complaining that by thevery nature of my ethnicity (Vietnamese), it would betoo controversid for me
to run arefugee organization like the SantaRosaACNS, stressing that the organization needed a*“ uniter”

instead of a“divider.” But beforethey could accomplishtheir god, | contacted the Chairman of the Board of
my organization and exposed their plansto him. With hisconsent, | fired thetwo Americanswho conspired to
topple me. There were no specific charges—just the fact that | was Viethamese and there were alot of
L aotiansand Cambodiansthat formed the refugee community in SantaRosa.

Thereason | wasthe cause of such controversy wasthat, traditionally, the Cambodiansand the L aotiansdo
not likethe Vietnamese. Their animosity toward the Vietnamese dates back centuries ago when Vietnam
conquered their land inthe Mekong Delta, and during thefirst IndochinaWar, the Viethamese many atime
crossed over theViet Nam/Laotian border tofight the Viet Minh who took refugein Laos. The conflict with me
in SantaRosadragged on until 1981, when | decided enough wasenough, and it wastimefor meto moveon
withmy ownlife. Although | had the support of my staff and of the Vietnameserefugees, | resigned from
ACNS and decided move on and do something el se.

At that time, therewas a Chinese Restaurant for salein Salem, Oregon. The asking pricewas $20,000. | did
not havethat kind of money, so my wife had to sell her jewelry, and we borrowed money from friendsto
purchasetherestaurant. It took ussevera weeksof hard work to preparefor therestaurant opening day. With
thehelp of my childrenfrom SantaRosa, werenovated thewhol e building, replacing the carpetswithtilesand
repainting the fagade of the building with a
brighter color. A Salem newspaper reporter
noticed our hard work beforethe opening day
and ran an article about our soon-to-be-opened
Vietnamesefamily restaurant in Salem, Oregon.
In away, it was free advertising. We made
preparationsfor therestaurant all toowell, but |

must admit that welacked experienceinbusiness
management. The opening day of therestaurant
was a disaster. Having never been in the
restaurant business, we bought and prepared
too much food for the opening day, making sure
that all ordershby our clientelewerefully met.

It rained hard on the opening day of our restaurant, and
wewere ableto sell only ten percent of thefood we
had purchased. Ninety percent of thefood that was purchased and prepared had to hethrown away. Besides,
we had not made acompletefeasibility survey of the people of Salem. To our sorrow, wefound they were
mostly meat and potato people—not really interested in exotic foods. Sowebarely survived for thefirst

Thuy, Van, Phuong, Ai Chau in Salem, Oregon




106

threemonths. But gradually, our business started pi cking up because our restaurant featured foods not found
anywheredsein Salem. Our restaurant wasoperated strictly by our family. My wifewasthe chief cook, menu
planner, chop boy and practicaly every jobinthekitchen. My two youngest daughters, Thuy and Van, served
aschay ban (tablerunners), taking ordersfrom the customers and teaching them how to use chopsticksand
how toroll rice paper done by themselves over the dining table when they ordered aspecial dish called
“barbecuebeef.” | acted ascashier for therestaurant. On Mondays, the day our restaurant was closed, |
drove my wifeto Portland, Oregon, to purchase vegetables and other oriental foodswe needed for theweek.
Weweredoing quitewel| for thefirst two years because our restaurant was clean and our food was cheap and
exotic. Repeat customersreceived specid invitationsfrom usto come back onceamonthto our restaurant for
aspecia meal so gorgeousthey could not refuse.

In 1983, the restaurant wasreally successful beyond our expectation, but we had to close it because our
daughter, Thuy, had to go to college. We sold the restaurant and moved on. My wifereturned to SantaRosa
and worked as chief cook for the Toan Restaurant. With her help and her cooking expertise, the Toan
Restaurant succeeded beyond itsowner’sexpectations. Even though her pay wasminimal, Ai Chauwasable
to help thechildrenfinancially when help was needed.

Phuong (David) graduated from Portland State University of Oregon with adegreein accounting. Upon
graduation from the Portland State University, heworked for the Internal Revenue Servicein San Jose. After
four years, hewas promoted and transferred to Portland, Oregon, whereheisstill working asan auditor for
thelRS. Phuong married Ngoc, the eldest daughter of Mr. Tranlong, theformer dean of the business school
and political science school at the University of Dalat, Vietnam. His sister Thuy, also one of the orphan
children, graduated from the same university asher brother with abachel or degreeinArt Design. After gradution,
sheworked for Freemont Bank until 2005, when shewaslaid off dueto reductioninworkforce at the bank.
Van, our youngest child, went to San Jose Statefirst, and, after getting her bachel or degree, went to Osaka,
Japan, to work as an English school teacher. When she got back from Japan, she continued her higher
education at Thunderbird, TheAmerican Graduate School of International Management in Glendale, Arizona.
Because nothing el sewasavailablefor me, | went towork for Cal Neva, asmall casnoin Reno Nevada, asa
vault clerk. | did not want towork for acasino but that wasthe only job availableto meat thetime. Besides,
| needed to earn some money to
support myself and to pay mortgages.

In 1985, while working in Reno,
Nevada, | was contacted by Mr. Vu
van Loc, Director of the reactivated
I ndochinese Resettlement and Cultural
Center (IRCC) in San Jose. Mr. Vu
van Loc put mein charge of the ESL
programfor newly-arrived refugees. He
also designated me to write grant
applicationsfor other programsrun by
IRCC. Itwasarewardingjobinterms
of intellectud development. Duringthe
years between 1985 and 1988, | was

ableto obtain grantsfor IRCC in excess of Serator Bob Dol with Poter T on Between 1985 and 1953
L . enator Bob Dole with Peter Tranvannhon. Between an
$1,000,000. Tosurvivefinancialy, IRCChed during one of Peter’s delegation trips to Washington D. C. as part of

torenew itsgpplicationfor grantsevery yesr. IRCC’s work for the refugees.
Sometimesthe grantswere approved and




sometimesthey were not, depending on the availability of fundsfor human services. When agrant was
approved, | rejoiced exceedingly, but when an application for agrant wasrejected, | wasvery depressed.
Somehow | felt persondly responsiblefor thewell being of theIRCC staff. Mr. Vuvan Loc, dso known under
the pen nameof Giao Chi, wasaformer Colonel inthe South ViethameseArmy. Hewasmoreinterestedin
the cultural aspect of IRCC than other aspects of the program.

Hewasdeeply involved in the organization of the TET festival every year in San Jose. Hetriedtosetupa
museum, collecting documentsand artifacts of former ARV N veterans and pictured histories of thetragic
exodusesof Viethamese boat peoplefrom Vietnam between 1978-1982. Whilel admired hisendeavor inthis
field, | thought it was moreimportant to think of the present state of the Vietnamese refugeesin San Jose,
particularly with new waves of former membersof the South VietnameseArmed Forcesand their families
coming to San Jose under theH.O. (Humanitarian Operations) Program. Aslate comersto the United States,
these H.O. refugeesfaced all kindsof problems. But the biggest problem wasthat they felt the United States
and those refugeeswho had cometo the United States before them owed them something. They werethe
oneswho spent yearsin reeducation camps (prisons), and they felt, rightly or wrongly, that they should receive
gpecia treatment. Asacourt interpreter, | often hadtointerpret for theyouth of these newly arrived Viethamese
who had to appear in court charged with drug trafficking. To me, the current generation of Vietnameseyouth
wasmoreimportant than the museum, and | often suggested to Mr. Vu van Locto apply for grantsand to start
servicesfor theVietnamese youth in the San Jose area, but he did not want to do that. | even volunteered my
grant-writing servicesfor these programsif he needed me, but, likeformer officialsand officersof theold
South Vietnamese Government, hedid not feel comfortableengaging in new ventures.

So towards the end of 1988, | quit IRCC and joined afishing company in Houston, Texas. Thefishing
company | worked for owned along-linefishing boat that it intended to send to Trinidad and Tobago inthe
Caribbean Seafor fishing operations. Upon joining thefishing company in Texas, | wasput in chargeof its
marketing department. Theboat was operated by aTrinidadian captain and assisted by acrew of Viethamese
fishermen from Beaumont, Texas. Bad luck befell the boat named San Martin De Poreat the beginning of the
operation. Starting out from the Gulf of Texas, heading for the Trinidad and Tobago, itimmediately ranintoa
hurricane that almost sank the boat. Running out of food and fuel, it limped itsway to the port of Santo
Domingo, Dominican Republic. Sincel wasthe only oneinthe company with avalid US passport and
willingnessto go, the company sent meto Santo Domingo to rescuethefishing crew. Therel purchased food
and other necessitiesfor them and sent them on to Trinidad and Tobago. But en route they ran into another
hurricane and had to stop at theidland of Luciain the Caribbean Sea. After the hurricanewasover, the San
Martin De Porewent onto Trinidad and Tobago, but the misfortunes of the Vietnamese crew did not end
there. Because noneof the crew had avalid US passport, the authorities of Trinidad and Tobago kept them
under housearrest at the Port of Spain. Again | wassent totheir rescue. Withthe help of alocal agent who had
connectionswith high level authoritiesin the Port of Spain, wewereableto obtain therelease of thefishing
crew from housearrest and finaly started to do long-linefishing inthe Caribbean Sea.

Inthegulf port of Texas, theVietnamesefishermen had the benefit of radar warningsabout coming hurricanes,
but they did not have such warningsinthe openwatersof the Caribbean Sea. Asaresult, theViethamesecrew
of thefishing boat did not dareto venturetoo far from the Port of Spain. Because of that, their long-linefishing
wasunsuccessful. No significant amount of fish wascaught. At that time, the company | worked for ranintoall
kindsof financid difficultiesbecause of the operating cost of theboat. Fuel and payment for thefishing crew
ranwell over the projected budget of the company. Worse, not enough fish were caught. Onthefirst night out
fishing, all the bait was eaten by sharks. Asaresult, no fish were caught. So we decided to send the boat to
Barbadosto try the watersthere. We stayed therefor acouple of months, then moved the boat back to San

107



Juan, Puerto Rico, hoping to have better luck there. But because the San Martin De Pore moved around so
muchinthe Caribbean Sea, the USDEA stopped it whileit wastraveling from San Barbadosto San Juan. The
DEA practically tore apart the boat for signsof drug trafficking but it found none. So the San Martin De Pore
continued itstrip to San Juan. Dueto thefailure of the company to pay for the mortgage of the boat, the boat
wasfinaly repossessed by the bank in San Juan. That wasthe end of my career with thefishing business. |
eventually went back to San Jose and went to work for the Vietnamese American Council, my own agency.

Setting up the Vietnamese American Council,, | applied for agrant from the Department of Health and Human
ServicesinWashington D.C. inorder to relievethe Vietnamese people without job prospectsin San Joseand
send them to Reno, Nevada, where they could work in low paying jobs whileretaining their health care
benefits. Dueto my proposal, | wasgranted $160,000 for the program. The government rel eased $40,000
for my organization to start the program. But dueto thelack of interest of thesejobless peoplein San Jose,
who preferred to remain on welfarerather than work, the program fol ded beforefurther rel ease of government
funds.

Tosupport mysdlf, | began towork for themunicipa court asaninterpreter. Thework for themunicipa court
was part-time because | was not acertified court interpreter asrequired by the Santa ClaraCounty judicia
system. | immediately gpplied for certification, whichrequired metotakeatest by the State of Cdifornia. This
test wasrequired to determinewhether | was capable of doing interpretation for the courts. After months of
learning the specific language of the courtsand the various court proceedings, | took thetestin 1991inLos
Angelesand passed. Equipped with the certification, | officially began to work for the Superior Courts of
SantaClaraCounty. But therewas not enough work there, so | only worked whenever they needed me. |
found work by closely following casel oadsfrom beginning to end.

Court proceedingsworked likethis: A defendant first had to appear in court for arraignment. Then heor she
would reappear again before the court acouple of weekslater for pleabargaining. At the pleabargaining
session the defendant could either plead guilty to the chargesagainst himor her or chooseto betried by jury or
by ajudge. After thetrial, which was normally set four weeks after the pleabargaining, came the phase of
sentencing. Following thisprocedure, | could haveinterpretation work at |east four times per each defendant.
If acasewasabit complicated and required further study by the defending attorney, it could be continued for
severa timesand my work thusmultiplied. That | had work for the courts during my beginning yearswas
thanksto my good friend Thi Nguyen, aformer lawyer from South Vietnam and aninterpreter for the court. He
wasawayskind enough to share hisworkload with me. Thi Nguyen died in 2000, but | want hischildrento
know that | will dwaysbegrateful tohimfor hisfriendlinessand generosity.

Basicdly, thosewerethe eventsthat occurred inmy first fifteen yearsin the United States. They weredifficult
tosay theleast. Except for thetimel worked for Mr. Vuvan Loc, | never made enough money to support my
family and wasawaysin search for abetter paying job, which didn’t comearound until the beginning of 1991.

My Second Fifteen Years In The United Sates (1991-2005)

Atthebeginning of 1991, theAT& T Language Line Servicesin Monterey needed afull timetel ephone-based
Vietnameseinterpreter so| gppliedfor it and got hired immediately. Sincethelr interpreterswere mostly recent
immigrantswith questionablelanguage skills, my being acourt interpreter certified by the state certainly wasa
plusfor them. After being hired by the AT& T Language Line Services, | moved to Monterey withmy wifein
1991. Onereasonfor taking thejobin Monterey wasso | could use my freetime (when not interpreting) to
writethisbook. Monterey wasanideal placefor writing. It wasfor John Steinbeck. My wifeand | livedinan
apartment on the second floor of abuilding about one block from the seashore. | was hypnotized by its
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Scenery in Monterey caused me to be inspired to write
of my homeland, Vietham.
These two pictures of Viemam taken in 1995 by Van (Vanessa) Tran.

beautiful shorelinesand magnificent foothills. Thewater in her bay wasstill pureand limpid; thesand on her
beacheswasdtill whiteand clean; and her rolling foothillswererichly green and primitively beautiful. When out
of inspiration, | smply walked on the sandy beaches, and inspiration would comeback to measif by magic. It
had other benefitsaswell. | could stand on the bal cony of my agpartment and gaze over theyear-round ornate
green grasson thefoothillssurrounding the M onterey Community College, and memoriesof South Vietnam,
my homeland, would come back and inspiremein my writing. Theinspiration wasinstantaneous becausethe
scenery of thislustrous green grassalways reminded me of homewhere greenricefields spread out asfar as
the eye could see and where storks could fly to their destination without having to stop en route (Co bay
thang canh).

Unfortunately, | was so busy working and writing thebook that | did not have thetimeto thoroughly enjoy the
beautiful scenery likel wanted to. Besidesmy work with AT& T Language Lineand my writing thisbook, |
also kept working for the courtsin SantaClara County just to keep my foot inside the door because | wanted
the court administratorsto know that | wasalwaysavailablefor them when they needed me. In order to make
myself availablefor the courts, | had to arrange my time so that after finishing work withAT& T, | could be
ready to cometo San Jose. Under thisarrangement, thetimetowork for AT& T had to be the graveyard shift
sowhen| got homefromAT& T at 6:00am., | could set out for San Joseto betherebeforenineo’ clock inthe
morning. Thisoverloaded work schedulefinally took atoll onme.

INn 1994, | was hospitalized for anervous breakdown syndrome. But when the hospital staff subjected meto
other tests, they found out that | had more problemsto worry about than just anervous breakdown—they
found out that | had aseriousliver abscessthat required immediate surgery. Thesurgery wasavery complicated
one. The abscesswaslocated deep insidemy liver, and the surgical instruments could not reach it without the
surgeon having to dissect my liver—aprocedurethe surgeon felt too dangerousfor me. Soinstead, hereached
inand plucked it out with hisfinger. After heremoved the abscess, the surgeon closed my stomach and told my
son Phuong that he had two choices. Thefirst wasto operate the second timeto make sure other organswere
not affected, and the second was to give more medications, hoping that thiswould save me from further
infections. Dueto my weak physical condition, the surgeon told Phuong point blank that if | had to undergo
another operation, given my present physica condition, therewasno guaranteethat | could surviveit. Sohe
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left Phuong to decide which onewasthe next step for me. After consulting with hismother and siblings,
Phuong decided that application of medicationswasto bethe solution.

After theoperation, | waskeptinthel CU for threedayswherel wasplaced under tight observation by severa
physicians. My fever wasdangeroudly highinthe | CU and continued to be high after | wastransferred out of
thelCU tomy hospital bed. My lifewasthen hanging by athread. Each morning, the surgeon and several
other doctorswould be at my bedside checking the progress of my illness. The high fever stayed withmefor
two weeks, and there wastalk among the doctors at the Monterey Community Hospital to transfer meto
Stanford University Hospital. Intheir professiona opinions, thefacilitiestherewerebetter suited to treat my
illness. Then, asif by amiracle, thefever started going down, and my personal physician cameto seemeone
day to congratulate mefor being out of danger. From then on, healwaysreferred to meas*the manwith nine
lives”

After staying at the Monterey Hospital for amonth, | went home, having lost approximately 100 pounds.
Gradually, my health was getting better, and that waswhen my children suggested that | should livein San Jose
wheretherewasabetter salection of hedthfacilities. Itisworth mentioning that when | wasinthe hospital and
it seemed that my illnesswasterminal, all my children cameto Monterey from placesasfar north asBoise,
Idaho and Portland, Oregon, to say “farewell” tome. It wasstrangethat during thisbrushwith desth, | did not
fedl fear of death.

After two months of convalescence, | went back to work full-time for the Santa Clara County Superior
Courts. In 1997, the US Department of State called me and asked me to accompany and interpret for Mr.
Nguyen Huy Thiep, awel known writer from Vietnam, during hisvisit tothe United States. Interpreting for
Mr. Nguyen Huy Thiep was not easy. Asawriter he often used abstract concepts in his speeches. For
example, when mentioning aman’'sjourney inlife, he often comparedit to aboat adrift inthemiddlieof ariver.
Theman on the boat had to make adecision to get ashore, but the difficulty he had to face wasto know the
Ben Thuc (theright port of call) fromthe Ben Me(thewrong port of call). Because of my good servicesfor
the State Department, they gave me severa interpreting assignmentsfrom 1997 through 2002 for the new
Vietnam. Asaresult, whenever | could, | would makeatripto Vietnamto learn their new vocabulary and
phrases.

| had approximately fivejobswiththe US State Department every year. When not working for theUS State
Department, | worked full-timefor the Superior Courtsof SantaClaraCounty. Thework for superior courts
wasexactly theoppositeof thework performed for the Sate Department. Asaprofessonaly-trainedinterpreter,
| was required to interpret the specific judicial terms the judges and attorneys were saying in the court
proceedings, but these specificjudicia terms presented aproblem for Vietnamese defendantswho were not
used to court terminologiesand court proceedings. Therefore, | had to paraphrasewhat wasbeing said by the
judges and the attorneysin simple Vietnamese language that uneducated Vietnamese defendants could
understand. | worked full timefor the Superior Courts of SantaClaraCounty for ten years, but towardsthe
end of 2004, | suffered astroke and had to resign from the courtsand live solely on my socia security and
retirement pensions.

Thereareseverd characteristicsof lifeinretirement: You havealot of timeand not enough activity. You do not
havefriendsto interact with you anymore because you have thetime, and they don’t. From afat income
generated by your work, you suddenly find yourself having to make do with thelimited income from your
retirement. Thefirst few monthsafter retirement, | felt very depressed. But gradually, | got used to it and
learned to accept what was avail able to me and be happy withit. Another plusin retirement was| could read
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1989

Back Row: Hong Bich Hoa,
Phuong Tran, Lap Wong,
Nhon Tran, Jacques Wong
(Be), Hong Duc Hop, Hong
Duc Hung, Anh Tran

Middle Row: Pang Nguyet
Wong, Hong Bich Thu, Van
Tran, Thuy Kendrick, Ai
Chau, Hong Duc Nguyen,
Tung Bui, Tuong Van Bui,
Trung Tran

Front Row: Tom Sternberg,
Jennifer Sternberg (baby),
Nga Tran, Ann Tranlong,
Jimmy Hong, Hong Bich
Lien, Hoa Sternberg, Ngoc
AnhTran
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Family Pictures Between
1984 and 1994

Ai Chau, Christy Scribner, Nhon
1994 - Santa Rosa, California

Trung,, Thuy, Nhon, Van, Ai Chau, Phuong, Anh, Hoa, Nga
Phuong’s wedding - June 11,1988




alot and becamemoreinvolved with church activities, sowhat | [ost inthefriendship with my fellow workers,
| found in fellowshipping with membersof my church. Would the retirement income be enoughto sustain my
wifeand meinour old age? Totell thetruth, itisn’t great, but my wifeand | surviveour old ages. Thehighlight
of our retirement was being ableto occasionally visit our grandchildren, which wetried to do whenever we
could.

My wife got involvedin anautomobileaccident that broke her feet in severd places, so she definitely could not
gotoVietnam aswe had planned in 2006. Asfor me, the question waswhether | should leave her by herself
and go to Vietnam wherel still had ason Dung and three grandchildren. It wastruethat my other children
could possibly help take care of their mother whilel wasaway, but my children herearevery busy with their
work andtheir families, so| wasnot sure how much help they could give. To complicatethe matter further, my
wifewasa so diagnosed with an advanced stage of liver dysfunction (her liver functionsat twenty percent
capacity), whichwould require her to havedidyss. With diayssshe could not go anywhere. So my adviceto
my childrenisthat if they can do thingstogether with their wivesand children, do it now, beforeitistoolate.

ComingBack ToTheChurch

What happened to me after SantaRosa? Financially, | wasdoing alittle better, but spiritually | wasamess.
Remember the Bible story about the prodigal son! After my drift away from God, my Eternal Father, lifewas
hell for me. | never found amoment of peace and happinessin my spiritual life. Still stubbornand hard-
hearted, | did not turn to my Heavenly Father for help, but fortunately for me, my Father in Heaven never
abandoned me. Inamysteriousway, He alwaysreminded methat | wasalways one of His precious sons,
however prodigal my lifewas, and that He had saved meand my childrenin 1975 so that we could livetherest
of our livesto glorify Hisname. On many occasions, heindicated to methat if | decidedto haveHishelp, | must
knock at the door of Hishouseand ask for it. How do | know that | am one of Hisprecioussons? | know
because, when | wasaway fromHim, | never lost faith in Him, and Heaways created occasionsfor meto be
closeto Hishouse. Onmy businesstrips, Heaways created opportunitiesfor meto passby Hishouseasif to
remind methat Hewasawaystherefor me. Nevertheless, burdened with guilt feelings, | dared not enter His
housefor fear Hewould reject me. Now, in retrospect, | seehow wrong | was. | realize now that that fear of
being reg ected wassmply afeeling created by the enemiesof God to luremeaway from Him. But fortunately
for me, my Heavenly Father never rgjected me. Out of lovefor me, Hewaited for meto makethefirst move
s0 He could embrace me againin hisarms. And He ultimately prevailed.

Towardsthe end of 2001, two missionaries, intheir search for investigators, accidental ly knocked at the door
of my home. Their sudden visit poignantly reminded me of thetwo missionarieswho had cometo my homein
Saigon twenty-eight yearsearlier and had taught me and my family thetrue gospel of the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saintsand converted usto Histrue church. Fromthisvisit, | immediately recognized that
God had finally shown me signsthat He had not abandoned me and that it wastimefor meto returnto His
churchagain. Throughthemissionaries encouragement, | came back to church and humbly begged of my
Father in Heaven to pardon meand to allow meto be His son again, no matter how undeserving | was.

TheBayshore Branch (Vietnamese) of which | wasamember, wasawonderful branch. Itsleadership, President
Woft, First Counselor Loi Leand Second Counselor Toi Bui, werevery loving and understanding when |
attended thebranch. They gradually led me back to the LDS Church. The other membersof thebrancha so
demonstrated ahigh spirit of fellowshipping. What amazed methe most wasthe spirit of thefaithfulnessand
dedication of new membersof the Bayshore Branch. Itisworth noting that they werevery young intermsof
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age and membership, but their faithfulness and
dedication tothe churchwerevery mature. Thiswas
particularly true of the former presidents of the
Bayshore Branch Relief Society: Sister Lan Quach
who died in 2004, Sister Kim and the present relief
society president, Sister Lan Pham. Their spirit of
serviceto other membersof the Bayshore Branch
was manifested in their sincere desire to help not
only usbut a so other membersof thechurch. | was
particularly touched by the spirit of sacrificeand
serviceof Elder Toi Bui, thesecond counselor of the
Bayshore Branch and later president of the branch.
By their enduringfaith, thesebrothersand ssershave
set agood examplefor meto emulate.

Shortly after | came back to the Church, | was
blessed to be called to the position of second

December 14,2002 - Nhon and Ai Chau sealed counselor of the Bayshore Branch and afterwards| was
in the Oakland Temple (Church of Jesus Christ cdledtobepresident, wherel servedfaithfully for some
of Latter-day Saints) time before being struck down by a serious stroke

towardstheend of 2004. Inmy calling to the position of
Branch President, | wasfortunateto havethe dedicated support of Brother Brian Hartley, who died of aheart
attack in 2005, and brother Dung Tiet, first and second counsel orsof the Bayshore Branch, respectively. After
thestroke, | wasrd eased from the branch presidency and Brother Dung Tiet became president of the Bayshore
Branch. Under Brother Woft'spresidency, | wasblessed to be sed ed for eternity with my wifein the Oakland
Temple. After being rel eased from the Bayshore presidency, | had the chanceto read alot about the history of
L DS Church—an opportunity | did not havewhen joining thechurchin March 1975.

I’ ve had the chance to read the Restored Church of Jesus Christ of L atter—day Saints, agift from Brother Toi
Bui. Thegift could not have come at abetter time. From thisbook, | learned alot about the early days of the
Church—from thetimethe Prophet Joseph Smith received instruction from our Father in Heaventofind the
hidden location of the brass and golden plates, which contained the history of the Nephite and the Lamanite
peoplefrom 600 B.C. and to trand atetheminto the current English language. Thishistory iscalled the Book

of Mormon.

Theimmediate effect of reading thisbook wasmy strengthened faith in our Heavenly Father and in Histrue
church. It showed methat He had aclear plan of salvation for me; whereasother churchesdid not. Fromthis
book | also learned how the early saints had been driven from Nauvoo to Salt L ake City, and with the many
sacrificesthey had made during thisexodus, how they still remained faithful to theteachingsof theleadersof the
Church. Inreading thisbook, | got the chanceto comparetheir many trialswith the many trialsmy family
suffered during the escape from South Vietham. Inmy mind, the early saintsof the Church of Jesus Christ of
L atter-day definitely had suffered perhaps even moretraumasthan we had. Another miraclea so happened
during my retirement. A book entitled When Faith Endures, written by none other than Thevan Nguyen, the
former Saigon Branch President and the man who had cupped hishandson my head and blessed metogoand
findmy lost children, fell into my handsin 2005. Thisbook told the story of hisincarcerationinacommunist
prison after thefal of Saigonin 1975 and of hisenduring faithin Heavenly Father, whoin duetimehad rescued
him and reunited himwith hisfamily in Sat L ake City. Thisbook had avery positiveimpact onme. Whenever




| feel aweakening and waveringinmy faithin Heavenly Father, all | need to doisto read that book. | have
read it fivetimesfrom cover to cover. Thereare many examplesinthisbook that tell of theblessingsyouwill
receivefrom Father in Heavenif you haveenduring faithin Him. | wasparticularly touched by theexamples set
by membersof theformer Saigon Branch during their lifeunder communism—such asthefathful saint, Brother
LevanKha. Hehad hiddeninthecloset of hishometo blessand receive the sacrament of the holy bread and
water without fail for yearsafter the communists banned meetings of church membersof the Saigon Branch.
Thisexperiencewasjust too much for me. When | read this passage, tearswere brought to my eyes—I was
unbelievably touched by theenduring faith of our brothersand sistersof theformer Saigon Branch.

Most of my brothersand sistersof theformer Saigon LDS Branch havedied, including Sister Cong Tang Ton
Nu Tuong Vi, Saigon Branch Relief Society President, but someare till aliveand haveresettled in various
partsof the United States. | wasfortunateto meet someof themin Salt Lake City in 1976, andinthe San Jose
Bayshore Branch—namely, Sisters Que, Hong Hanh Dao and Chan Dao. | am very touched by the spirit of
enduranceinther faithto the Church. | amnow trying to get intouch with Brother Thevan Nguyen, but sofar
| have not been successful. Recently, | sent aletter to David Lynn Hughes who co-authors When Faith
Endures with Brother Thevan Nguyen. | hopel will beabletotalk to Brother Theagain and thank himfor the
blessng hegavemeinthefina daysof South Vietham—ablessing that set in motion eventsthat lead my family
out of Vietnam and caused usto find our lost children that we all might bereunited.

| am grateful to God who has given me so many blessings, eveninmy old agewhen| still havealargefamily of
clean children and grandchildren. By clean| meanthey haveall theingredients necessary for aready-made
member of theMormon Church. Asfar as| know, they do not smokeor drink, and they livecleanlivestaking
careof their small (and not-so-small) children. What ablessing!

My wish now isthat my children will becomeactiveagaininthe Church of JesusChrist of Latter-day Saints, as
their mother and | did. | hopethey will remember that it was Father in Heaven who brought them hereto the
United Statesin 1975 and hel ped them become the men and women they are today—men and women full of
blessings and happiness. They must remember that without Father in Heavens' help, they would still bein
Vietnam, living alifeof destitution.

Although nothing has happened yet, deep down in my heart | know that Heavenly Father will bring them back
tohisChurchinduetime, likeHehasdonefor hisother children. Inmy old agel keep praying thiswill happen.

December 1995 - Ai Chau, Nga and
About 1997 - Elliot Tran, Ai Chau and Nhon Nhon with Bella Scribner (baby)
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Nicole, Justina and Christopher
Nguyen with Lora Scribner

December 1995 - Trans and Scribners - Santa Rosa
Christopher, Nhon, Ai Chau, Bella Scribner (baby),
Justina, Nga, Nicole on Gina Scribner’s lap, JT on Thuy’s
lap, Lora on Van’s lap, Doug Scribner

In 1997, the Santa Rosa California Stake presented a

pageant featuring the Tran van Nhon family and their

miraculous escape from Vietham and their reuniting
with their orphan children.

Trung potrayed the role of
The van Nguyen, Branch
President of Saigonin 1975

Leftto Right
Rebecca Wong,

Katie Sternberg,
Michael Wong,
Jennifer Sternberg,
JT Kendrick,

Elliot Tran,
Benjamin Scribner

Anh Tranand
HoaSternberg
1997

Thuy Kendrick-199
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The Trans and Scribners Celebrating the Viethamese Tet New Year in San
Jose, CA with the Bayshore Branch of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints -- 1 February 2003

.

JT Kendrick and
Hunter, Benjamin and -
Danny Scribner

Thuy Kendrick,
Nga Tran, and
Gina Scribner

Below:
Nga, Justina, Nicole
Nguyen

Thuy Kendrick

Christopher (17)
and his mother,
NgaTran

Popping plastic
packagingin
order to make
firecracker
noise!

Justina and Nicole |[&
(Nga’s), Bella, Danny,
Benjamin Scribner,
JT (Jett-Thuy’s),
Hunter Scribner
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CHAPTER SIX

THE TEARS OF A MOTHER

Aswe age, the old waysbecome morevivid in our minds—moreimportant. Old customsnever leaveus;
however, our children develop alovefor the customsthat surround them. Thiswasthe casefor usand our
own children. They left theland of their birth at very young and impress onable agesand wereforced to accept
anew land and culture. Nevertheless, the possibility that her children might not love the old waysof Vietham
like shedid, on many occasions, caused tearsto cometoAi Chau. | believeevery parent who reachesold age
shedsthesekindsof tearsover their children. Cultural differencesare not theonly cause of thesetears. It'sa
part of lifeasone growsold—asmother and father let go of their children so the children can havethe same
freedom that they had to maketheir own choices.

Ai Chau

Whilewelivedin Monterey , wewereisolated from family and friends. Our family nolonger livedinclose
proximity tous. ItwasTET Qui Dau, thefirst day of thefirst month of the Year of the Rooster. 1t wasaday
onwhich al of her children were supposed to come home, but none were able to come. She was very
disappointed. Sincegrowing up and having their separate householdsin America, fewer of her children came
hometo visit her to pay homageto the Tran ancestorson thisVietnameseNew Year Day (asVietnamese social
customandtraditionrequired). On previous TETS, they had used different excusesfor not coming homeevery
time. Her younger children, who weregrestly influenced by American ways, had flatly told her that they were
not interested in Vietnamese holidays. They had said, “ America already hasits own New Year holiday.
Why do we haveto observe the Vietnamese New Year holiday in America?” Her older children who were
morefamiliar withthetraditionsand ritualsof TET had not been so blunt. They had cited jobs, businessor
conflicting socid plansasexcusesfor not lwayscoming home. Their conflictswerereal. They had sent her a
season greeting card and somelucky moniesin ared envel op, assuming that thissymbolic gesturewasmore
than enough to pleasetheir mother. Of course, Ai Chau had not been pleased. Asfar asshewasconcerned,
her children could bebusy with their lives—family, work, socia functions—all year round, but they must set
asdeoneday during TET to come home—to kowtow beforetheancestral altar and to pledgetheir alegiance
totheTranancestors. InVietnam, thetraditional TET visit to the ancestral home had awaysbeen observed
by the Tran and the Chau men and women, generation after generation. ToAi Chau, therewere no excusesfor
not observing thisage-old family tradition. In her mind, the Tran children could not cease being Vietnamese
smply becausethey werelivinginAmerica

It had now been eighteen yearssince Ai Chau and her children had escaped South Vietnam viaablack flight
operated by the DefenseAttaché Office (DAO) of the Saigon U.S. Embassy—only fivedaysbeforethe North
VietnameseArmy and the Nation Liberation Front of South Vietnam had madetheir final assault on Saigon. It
was one of those flightswhere human cargo was shipped out of Vietnam clandestinely. Thishuman cargo
cons sted of individualswho had had close collaboration with theAmericansin Vietnam and whoseliveswoul d
be greatly endangered if captured by the NVA andthe NLFSVN. Likethe Jews, the Hungariansand the
Cubansbeforethem, they werealowed to enter the U.S. as paroleesof the United States Government. Inthe
rush of their escape, Ai Chau and her children had not been abl e to take anything with them except for the
family abumand the clotheson their back. L essthan aweek earlier, Ai Chau had disguised her three youngest
children aswar orphansand had placed them in aCatholic orphanagefor evacuationtothe U.S. Shehad paid
alarge sum of money to acorrupted Vietnamese official at Saigon City Hall and had himissuefasewar orphan



certificatesto her children and then, using these fal se certificates, she had bribed their way into the orphanage.
Ontheday of their evacuation, Hoa, her eighteen-year-old daughter who had been visiting her orphaned
siblings, was evacuated with them by accident. Hoahad been mistaken asan orphanageworker.

Thedecision to send her young children away with practically no chance of seeing them againwasindeed a
difficult and painful decision.

“It was like flesh being torn off from my own body,” she had later confided to me.

But sheknew of no other way to save her children from hateand reprisal from the new Vietnamese communist
regime. Her fear wasn't without reason. The communistshad long had a history of abusing and persecuting
enemiesand potential enemiesof their ideology. After itsconquest of Chinain 1949, the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP), under theleadership of Mao Tze Dong, had launched one bloody campaign after another torid
Chinaof eementsit considered undesirable: Kuomintangs, rightists, landlords, bourgeoi ses, and fence-sitters
(individualsnon-committed to their causes), etc. To ensurethe purgewas complete, the CCPhadincluded the
wives, childrenand relativesof itsvictimsinthelist of undesirableelements. Betweenitsanti-Kuomintang,
anti-rightist, anti-bourgeois, anti-fence-sitter campaignswhich beganin 1949, and itsbloody Cultural Revolution
which ended in 1977, Mao and his CCP had put to death over twenty million Chinese. The Vietnamese
Communistshad donelikewisein Vietnam from 1950 to 1952. During the height of the First IndochinaWar,
to find scapegoats for their economic setbacks caused by along drawn-out war against the French, the
Vietnamese communist |eaders had imitated their Chinese mastersand had |aunched abloody anti-bourgeois,
anti-landlord campaignwhich, inlessthan threeyears time, had put to death over 50,000 Vietnamese--many
of whomwereinnocent victims. Thenumber of deathswould have been higher had not Truong Chinh, Vietnam
Communist Party Secretary at thetime, admitted hisown mistake and discontinued the campaign.

For Ai Chau (who was of Chinese descent but born inVietnam) and her family, escaping South Vietnamin
1975 wasamatter of life-and-death. For the past eighteen years, whileexiledinthe U.S., Ai Chau had studied
theAmericanlanguage and had | earned enough of the American waysto function properly inAmerica, but she
had never wanted to becometotally American theway her children had. She had continuedtolivetheold
Vietnamesetraditionsand to faithfully observethe old Vietnamese codes of ethics her father had taught her
when shewasayoung girl. A fundamentalist Confucian, her father had raised her inthetraditionsof Tu Duc,
TamTong and Nhan, Nghia, Le, Tri, Tin—the Four Virtues, Three Dutiesand Five Standards of Conduct—
expected of aViethamese woman. The Four Virtues were Hard Work, Pleasant Appearance, Proper
Soeech, and Good Character. The Three Duties were Duties to Father, to Husband and to Sons. The
Five Standards of Conduct were Kindness, Dutiful ness, Righteousness, Lear nedness and Trustwor thiness.
Her father had a so taught her to alwaysobserve socia customsand traditions, emphasizing that thesewere
required to govern the conduct of peoplein the same way the cosmic system was needed to regulate the
movement of Earth, Sun, Moonand Stars. Deviationsfrom thissystem, she had been told, would upset the
natural order of thingsand would bring chaosand even catastropheto people'slives. Ai Chau had faithfully
followed her father’ steachingsall her life, and she had tried to passthem on to her children by education as
well asby example. Inher mind, shehadfailed. Towardstheend of her life, shehad lost her childrentothe
Americancivilization. InAmerica, her children had considered her Confucian ethical codes outdated and the
Vietnamese customsand traditions unsuitable to their American lifestyle. They had cherished andrevereda
new set of values, which the variousAmerican institutions had incul cated in them—val ues such aspersonal
freedom, economic success, career opportunity and financial security. Butinredlity, they asolivedthe* Four
Virtues” and the “ Five Standards of Conduct.” They were very good children who had been raised by
example.
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Actualy, Ai Chau did not oppose her children’sadopted value system. She even supported much of it. But
shewasafraid that in embracing the new American values, they would grow indifferent to the old Vietnamese
traditions.

“Couldn’t they set aside just one day in their busy life to be home and to show
allegianceand loyalty to their ancestors?’ had been her usual complaint.

Ai Chaufelt very strongly about her ancestors. Shebelieved that after their death, her ancestorshad goneto
the spirit world and from there they had continued to watch over thewell-being of their offspring on earth. For
thisreason, she had been very reverential in her relationship with her ancestors. Sheaways consulted with
them on matters concerning the security and welfare of her family. Onceayear, on thefifteenth day of the
seventh lunar month, when all good soulsfrom the spirit world were alowed to roam the earth for food and
other necessities, shewould have aVietnamese craft storefabricatelife-like miniaturefigurines of thingsher
ancestorswould need in the spirit world—furniture, clothing, monies, foods, sometimesarickshaw, etc., and
shewould burnthem asofferingsto her ancestors. Asaresult of her loyalty, her ancestorshad given her and
her family good protection. Shehad had ardatively securelife, andfor the past fifty years, there had been no
fataitiesinher immediatefamily in spite of afiercewar going on around her—awar that had claimed millions
of Viethameselives.

Thus,inAmerica, her viewsand those of her children regarding mattersof socid behaviors, family obligations,
filial dutiesand ancestral worshipwereasdienated and irreconcilable astwo strong river currentsrunning their
courseadongsdeeach other, but never redly joining each other because of the strength of each of their character.
Thisclash of cultural valueshad affected Ai Chau agreat deal and had given her adeep senseof isolationand
loss. Inthewinter daysof her life, shefelt her children werenolonger hers. Inher mind, at least onthisday,
they had becomeAmerica’schildren.

BecauseAi Chauwasvery emotional, | had kept awatchful eye on her throughout thefirst day of TET. Her
children had told her that they could not come homethistime, but shestill had hope. To get ready for TET, Ai
Chau had cleaned her homeinside out, shampooing the entire carpet of her two-bedroom apartment to a
garden fresh smell, and rearranging bedroom furniture to provide additiona deeping spacesfor childrenand
grandchildren should they possibly surprise her and come. She had wiped the dust and mopped thedining
room floor so spotlessly clean | would not hesitateto eat off it. | personally did not see any need for such
thoroughnessbecauseAi Chau had dwaystaken good care of her household. But such wastheway shehad
been—alifetime of caring for father, husband and children. | supposed there was another reason aswell.
Lately, Ai Chau had complained to me about her deteriorating health and had remarked on morethan one
occasionthat shemight not liveto seeanother TET. On account of that, | guessed she had wanted to makethis
year’STET aspecia one. “ATET likeinthe Good Old Days!” shehad said. But, of course, her children
werenot aware of al this preparation and why it was so particularly donethisyear.

The Good Old DaysAi Chau wasreferring to were the dayswhen she and her children had lived together
under thesameroof and TET had been thebiggest event in her family. Of course, TET wasawaysabig event
for al Vietnamesetoo. The only American holiday that could comparewith TET was onethat would combine
the sacredness, the solemnity, thefanfare, thefun and thejoy of Christmas, New Years, the Fourth of July and
Thanksgiving al together inone.

Traditionaly, TET wasthe day on which the Vietnamese wel comed the New Year, celebrated the rebirth of
spring and enjoyed the blessings of heaven and earth. In peacetime, thisholiday wasaways cel ebrated with



greatjoy inVietnam. Theair on TET dayswould befilled with the sounds of music, thenoise of fire-crackers
and sweet-smelling aromasknown only during the TET Holidays. Shop windowswould bedisplayed with
multi-colored merchandise. Homesand office buildingswoul d be decorated with bright red bannersembroidered
with golden Chinese characters expressing wishes of happinessand prosperity to everyoneinthe New Year.
Ancestrd dtarsinevery homewould belit up with bright candlelightsand decked with multi-col ored flowers,
fruitsandfood offerings red roses, yellow chrysanthemums, saffrontangerines, pink watermelons, ivory grapefruit,
burgundy-red roasted pork and deep-green Banh Chung and snow-white Banh Day. Thelast two food
itemswere not only special treatsfor the Viethamese during the New Year Day, they were a so symbolic of
their philosophy about life on earth. The Banh Chung, asquare-shaped rice cake made of sweet rice, bacon,
sausage, green beans, and black mushroomswrapped in green bananaleaves, was considered the DUONG
(Yang) symbol, and the Banh Day, asoft round bun made of thefinest and purest riceflour wasthe AM (Yin)
symbol. Thesetwofood itemsawayswent asapair in giftsand offeringsto denotetheViethamesebelief inthe
harmony between heaven and earth, mountain and river, sunand moon, fireand water, maleand femae, etc.—
asaprerequisitefor peace and happinessinthe universe.

Thus, onthisspecia holiday, in her Monterey home on the central coast of California, half-way around the
world fromVietnam, Ai Chauwastrying to observethe Vietnamesetraditionsof TET ascloseto homeasshe
possibly could. Ontheeveof TET, Ai Chau had prepared aspecia meal for her ancestors. Shehad displayed
their foods and drinks on amakeshift atar on therear balcony of her apartment and when the clock struck
midnight signaling the coming of the Year of the Rooster, she had placed three burning incense sticksontheir
atar and had reverentia ly kowtowed beforeit threetimes. Then facing the horizon above the Pacific Ocean,
inthedirection of her home country, shehadinvited thespiritsof her ancestorsto come, partake of thefoods
and sharetheblessings of TET with her family. After theincense stickswere burned to ashes, she had felt
peace and tranquility in her soul, whichto her wasanindication that her ancestors had approved of her proper
filial behavior. The next morning, she had arisen early to prepare aspecial meal for any family who might
come—cooking the foods she knew they would enjoy: swallow nest soup, eggrolls, duck ala Pekinoise,
lacquered suckling pig, steamed chicken, fan-tail shrimps, sweet and sour crabs, baked fishin black bean
sauce and dozens of other dishesso fancily prepared, | had no namesfor them.

ToseeAi Chau'sculinary productswasavisual feast; to eat themwasatongue' sddight. Ai Chau had always
been agood cook. Shehad learned theart of cooking from my mother. But thereal test of her cooking skills
had comewhen sheworked asacook to help our family survivethe economic hardshipsfacing usduring our
first few yearsintheU.S. Shehad worked with aViethameserestaurant in Salisbury, Maryland, from 1977to
1978, and later asthe chief cook of our own restaurant in Salem, Oregon, from 1981 to 1983, and again as
Chef of Toan’sRestaurant in Santa Rosa, California, from 1984 to 1988. During her yearsaschief cook of
our family’ srestaurant, The Saigon Restaurant, shesingle-handedly did al thekitchenwork: menu-planning,
food purchase, chief cook, chop-boy, dishwasher, janitor etc. Rain or shine, she had toiled fourteen hoursa
day, seven daysaweek, cooking to perfectional kindsof oriental gourmet foodsordered by our patrons. She
must have been avery good cook, for our patrons had kept coming back and our restaurant had flourished. In
away, cooking gourmet foodstoday wasan emotionally happy trip down memory lanefor her, and it showed.
While preparing food, she had talked incessantly about the good old dayswith our family restaurant in Salem.
“It had been ahardtime,” shehad said, “but it had beena goodtime.” Whenthefirst day of TET had gone
andit wasobviousthat her childrenwerenot going to beableto cometo Monterey, Ai Chau becameunusualy
saddened.

WhenAi Chauwasin her prime, shehad raised all my childrenliterally with her own swest and blood. Shehad
nourished them with her own milk whenthey werebabies. Shehad cared for them withlovewhenthey were
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growing up. Shehad protected them from harm and danger when the going wasrough inwar-torn Vietnam.
After emigrating to the United States, she had worked long hoursin chop suey kitchensto help her children
financidly if they ever needed her assistance. If my children had becomethe successful men and women they
weretoday, it wasthanksto Ai Chau and not to me.

Our childrenweresuccessful. They wereaccomplishing very muchinther careersandintheir livesandwere
providingwell for their children. But parentsgrowing old get londly. They don’t careabout themoney or the
rush to keep up with the Jonesesanymore—they craveto bearound their children and grandchildren. They
want to beincluded. But sometimesamother canfeel abandoned by her own children. IntheViethamese
culture, being abandoned by one's children wastheworst thing that could happen to amother. Asasenior
citizen, Ai Chau had some socid security income and, even though thisincomewas meager, it wasenough for
her humbleand frugal lifestyle. Her needswere no different than any other old personinany culture. She
craved the attention of her children.

| had dways sympathized with Ai Chau’ssituation, but | thought her view vis-a-visher childrenwasabit too
severe. Hadn’t Rudyard Kipling once said that children were not their parents’ luggage, but were simply
individuaswho begantheir lifejourney with them? Thisphilosophy notwithstanding, it wasmy perception that
the gap between Ai Chau’sway of lifeand that of her children wasthe gap between two generationsand two
cultures. Onelived for the past, and the other for the future. One emphasized family loyalty, and the other,
personal happiness. Growing upinAmerica, my children could not hel p being influenced by theAmerican
ways. Everything—well, nearly everything—about them wasAmerican. They spoke English likeAmericans.
They thought likeAmericans. They acted like Americans. Their dreamswerean average American’sdream.
They saw themselves not only asmembers of an extended family to whom they were expected to owetheir
absoluteloyalty, but al so asindependent individuals—responsible, first and foremogt, to themselvesand their
ownfamilies. Thisishow | saw my children. Ontheother hand, bornand raised inaVietnamesetraditionaist
family, Ai Chauwas so culturally engrained in the Confucian traditionsthat she could not see her children as
being anything el se but an extension of the Tran and the Chau families, and shefelt that they should never
disassociatethemsel vesfromtheir Viethamese ancestry. Shewasafraid that without showing duealegianceto
their ancestors, her children might losetheir protection and their blessingsand, asaresult, might not beableto
adequately withstand the many dangersof lifeon earth. “Alimb cut off fromaliving tree will sooner or
later becomeadead limb,” had been her usual remark when | tried to explain to her the meaning of Rudyard
Kipling'sviewpoint on therelationship between parentsand children. Obvioudly, theanswer for my children
liessomewherein between. Asthey get older, they will hopefully learn to takethe best from eachway of life.

SeeingAi Chau’ssadnessthefirst day of TET made mefed terribly guilty, and | waswondering if | had not
made agrave mistake by moving to Monterey onthe central coast of California, wheresheand | hadliveda
nearly secluded lifefor the past three years—without rel atives, friendsand the Vietnamese community to fall
back on when we needed them. Before movingto Monterey, we had lived for several yearsin San Jose, a
metropolitan areagpproximately fifty milessouth of San Francisco and known totheworld asthe capital of US
high-tech industries. We had enjoyed our daysin thisrainbow city where awide variety of peoplefrom
different culturesand ethnic backgroundslived and worked together in perfect harmony. Dueto the nature of
my job, | had had frequent professional and social contactswith many Viethamesethere, and | had become
well-known among the various ethnic groupsin that city, particularly the Vietnamese, Chinese, Japanese,
Mexicans, Laotians, Cambodians, etc. Ai Chau aso had many acquai ntancesand friends among members of
the Chinese and Viethamese community there. But most gratifying of al, in San Jose, shewascloseto her
children and grandchildren. Their proximity had given her asemblance of family togethernessand agrest dedl
of comfort and consolation. Why, then, did | decideto moveto Monterey?



| had moved to Monterey to writethisbook becauseit offered me the environment and the serenity | needed
for writing. Lyingonthecentral coast of California, approximately 125 miles south of San Francisco, the
Monterey Peninsulawas probably one of theremaining few placesinthe United Stateswhose natural charm
and beauty had not yet been desecrated by modern-day commercialized tourism. | alwayslikened Monterey
to apure, innocent country girl whose pretty face had not been smeared by cosmetic powder, rouge and other
artificid products.

If the decision to comeand livein Monterey had been easy for me, it had not been sofor Ai Chau. Because
writing this book wasmy primary objective, everything el setook aback seat, even my professional and
persond life. Inmovingto Monterey, | had to give up aprofessionally and academically rewarding jobinthe
field of human serviceswherel had the privilege of working with avery specid breed of peoplewhoseviews
and philosophiesabout humanity | readily shared, particularly when it cameto promoting or defending the
causesof therefugees, theimmigrants, the poor and theunderprivileged. InMonterey, | would not havesuch
professiona opportunities.

But Ai Chau wasthe onewho suffered morefrom thisseparation. Shemissed not only her children and her
grandchildren, but & so her Chineseand Vietnamesefriends. Not fluent in English, sheawaysenjoyed making
acquai ntances and talking with people who spoke her native language. The mere sight of aChineseor a
Vietnamese somehow made her feel at home. | remembered when wefirst cameto livein Santa Rosa,
California, in 1975, shedwaysasked meto take her to different Safeway storesthroughout thiscity whenever
shewanted to buy somegroceries. Shedidit, not because she preferred one store to another, but because she
wanted to havethe opportunity to meet with other Chinese or Vietnameserefugeeswho lived in thevarious
parts of that city. In Monterey, shewould not have that opportunity. Therewere very few Chinese and
Vietnamesethere.

Ai Chauwasthe onewho constantly urged meto finishthisbook. Shedidit for an entirely different reason
than mine. In her uncomplicated mind, shefigured that if my book could be sold—and shetrusted it would
be—then shewould havealittleextramoney to help bring Chau Trinh Bau, her younger brother, and hisfamily
il inVietnamto the United Statesof America. For the past eighteen yearssinceemigrating toAmerica, even
though we had worked very hard and lived avery frugdl life, wewere not ableto hel p her brother financialy.
With eight children of our owntofeed, clotheand educate, wesmply could not doit. Unlikeother Vietnamese,
we had never really madeitin America. Even now, we still lived from hand to mouth. All we had ever
accomplished in this country wasto provide our children with good educations. It was painful to seethis
womanwho had sacrificed dl her lifefor father, husband and children to now havetoworry about her brother.
To make her fedl at ease, | had promised to her that |
would finishmy memoirsat al cost and that, if shedied
before my memoirswere published, | would still send
money to her brother and help bring himand hisfamily to
America. What | had not told Ai Chau was, inworking
onmy memoirs, | can honesily say that | wasnot thinking
about themoney.

Nga Tran and Ai Chau -- San Jose, CA - 23 June 2007
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23 June 2007
Nhon and Ai Chau
Doug and Cecile Scribner
in San Jose, California

Some Per sonal Regrets

After living two-thirdsof my lifeinacountry wherethe outcomeof everything | planned and did wasdictated
by the capricesof war, | had learned not to be optimistic. Besides, as| had said earlier, becausethe primary
objective of my memoirswasto record thehistory of the Tran and the Chau familiesand to tell thetragic stories
of theVietnamese peoplefor my posterity to use asreferences, it would beimmateria to put any dollar figure
onmy works. | wassureinwriting her diary inthe darkness of her hiding placein Gestapo-infested Germany,
theyoung Jewish fugitiveAnn Frank had never dreamed that her diarieswould betrandated and publishedin
scoresof languages after her death. Of course, it would beniceif my book could sell. If it werepublished, |
sincerely hoped that the American readerswould read it with an open mind, for some of the storiesin my book
might hurt their feelings. To thosewho had participated, in one capacity or another, in the destruction of my
once beautiful country and inthe vilification of my once proud people, | would say now that | am sorry if the
storiesin my book revived the old wounds or some forgotten guilt feelings. The storiestill must betold
whether or not Ai Chau’sbrother would get anything out of thisbook.

Actualy, at firgt, | did not want my memoirsto be published whileAi Chauwas4till dlive. Therewerecertain
secretsinmy lifethat | did not want Ai Chau to know for fear | would hurt her feglings, and hurting Ai Chau's
feeling at thislate stage of her life wasthe last thing | wanted to do. During the last five decades, | had
committed many mistakes, themost seriousof whichwasmy infiddlity to her. | had started my lifeonawrong
foot. When | waseighteenyearsold, | had falleninlovewith ayoung girl named Hoal Nam. It wasmy first
love. And as my horoscope had predicted, my first love was broken. The breakage of my first love had
obsessed mein anegativeway for five decades. The most serious of which wasmy low self esteem with
regardstowomen. | had carried theimage of Hoai Nam for over fifty yearsuntil | met her intheyear of 2000
inParis, France. Then, and only then, did | know that it wasdl anillusonandtheonly trueloveinmy lifeismy
wifeAi Chau. If only I had realized thissooner.

During the past fifty years, | lived recklessly, without regard to the harm | wasdoingto Ai Chau and to my
children. During thistime, | was obsessed with mainly twothings. fameand money. Why? Becausetheloss



of my first love, at least in my naive and erroneousjudgment, was dueto my being poor and to my unshining
life. Thisobsessiontook precedenceover everythingelse. Inmy relentless pursuit for fameand money, | did
not redlizethat | aready had the best companion--Ai Chau, who wasthe mother of my six children and who
wasthemost kind, themost loving, the most nobleand the most generous character | have ever known. Given
my split personality, my recklessness, my indifferenceto her emotiona needsand my imperfection asahusband,
| knew | did not deserve her. Inmy often-recurring remorse, | often wished | could have changed al the bad
things| had doneto her—thingsthat had caused her great pain and sorrow—but how could | change something
that wasunchangeabl e?

If I had the magical power to turn back the clock and to make everything inthe past disappear, | would. My
most serious mistakewasmy affair with Nguyen Kim Phuong, who had twoiillegitimate children with me—
Tran Q. Dung, thirty-eight, and Tran Q. Khanh, thirty-six. | lost track of them and their mother when | fled
Vietnamin 1975. | had not heard from them for almost three decades and had no information whatsoever
about them. | did not even know if they weredead or alive. For twenty-someyears, | had searched for them
by writing lettersof inquiry to their mother’srelativesand friends, but | still had no newsfrom them, until
recently. | learned that they wereliving adog'slifein Neak Luong, Kampuchia, theland of thekilling fields.

Therewas something elseAi Chau wanted meto explain to her children and mine--why shehad married me
and how shehad loved them all in spiteof her absenceintheir young lives. At age seventeen, Ai Chaumarried
Wong Yueninan arranged marriage that was decided by both families. Together, they had six children: Wong
Nguyet Pang, Wong Lap (Ti), Wong Nguyet Ming, Wong Nhan Lap (Be), Wong Van L ap, and Wong Nguyet
Hoa What happened wastowardsthe end of the First IndochinaWar, after suffering several magjor military
defeatsin Vietnam, themost infamous of whichwasthetota annihilation of the Dien Bien Phufortressby the
Viet Minhforces, Francefinally agreed to sign the GenevaA ccord with the Viet Minh on July 20, 1953, toend
thewar inVietnam. Among the provisionsof thisagreement, all French troopswould be withdrawn from
Vietnam. Thecountry would bedivided into two havesat the 17th Parallel, and the communi stswould control
all territory north of the 17th Parallel and the nationdists south of it.

Intherush to run away from the communists, Ai Chau
and her two youngest children, Lap and Hoa, had gone
south to Danang with the French Forceswhile her four
other childrenand their father, WWong Yuen, had gonewest
acrossthe ChaineAnnamitiqueto Laos. Her children had
remained in Laosduring theentire second IndochinaWar
and had become Laotian citizens. In 1975, after the
Pathet L ao Forcestook over Laos, her two sons, Wong
Lap (Ti) and Wong Nhan Lap (Be) had fled to France
and set uptheir householdsinaParissuburb cdled Mauiir.
Her two daughters, Nguyet Pang and Nguyet Ming, had
fled to Taiwan and set up their householdsin Taipe with
their father.

Thispainful periodinAi Chau'slife, andthedecisonshe
made to part ways with her first four children, was
something that shekept from her remaining eight children
for years-well intotheir adulthood. Perhapsher silence

wasaway to conceal theshameof what sheperceivedas | AiChauvisiting her son, Wong Nhan Lap (Be), in
Paris, France-1986
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Anh Hong (Nguyet Pang’s husband), Nguyet Pang, Anh Hong’s mother,
Ai Chau, Nhon Tran, Nguyet Ming - Visit in Taipai, Taiwan 1985

apersonal fallure. Parents are considered venerable in the Asian culture, so to recognize our personal
shortcomingsisto be confronted with the truth that we, like our children, make earthly mistakesinlife’'s
journey. For most of her lifeAi Chau hascarried thisfedling of guilt and regret for not keeping al of her children
together, even though theturbulent timesin Vietnam did not present her with any other option.

In 1985, | had taken Ai Chauto Taipel, Taiwan, to meet with her two daughters, and in 1986, wewent to Paris
France, for Ai Chautofindly reunitewith her two sons. 1n 1989, wewent to Vietnam for thefirst timeto meet
her brother Chau Trinh Bau and my brother Tran van Lejust rel eased from reeducation camp. | also met
Nguyen Kim Phuong and her two sonsafter they |eft Cambodiaand cameback to Vietnam. After thismeeting
wewent back to Vietnam severa times, and | am grateful that Ai Chau treated Phuong, Dung and Khanhwith
utmost kindness. She gavethem alarge sum of money so they could invest thismoney to start their business.
Thanksto her donations, Dung was abl e to open avehicle-wash shop in Can Tho that sustained himand his
family al theseyears. Khanh bought amotor cyclethat he used to deliver coffeesto thevariousstoresin Chau
Doc Province. Nguyen Kim Phuong died in 1998 and Khanh died in 2001.

Ai Chauisdtill divein 2007, but sheisriddenwith medical problems. She
has diabetes, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, heart murmur, anemia
and, recently, kidney disease. She doesnot havemany yearsleft, and | try to
take care of her thebest way | can, but | don’t know how much longer |

can bewith her. Not long ago, | had astroke, and at the age of seventy-
three, | hopethat | will livelong enough to take care of her until theday she
dies. Butthatisupto God. Inwriting theselines, | want her to know that |

love her very much and that | am sorry for themistakes| havemade. | am
glad that we have been sealed for eternity in the Oakland Temple of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. If God, my Heavenly Father
had been kind enough to help meinthedark daysof April 1975, | am sure
Hewill help menow so | can accomplish my duty as husband in the days
that areremainingto meon earth. | Ai Chauin Viemam




CHAPTER SEVEN

THE CHU FAMILY

| do not know much about Ai Chau’s ancestry except for what she told me based on her remembrances.
Unfortunately, her remembrances becomefaded as shegrowsolder. Followingisthe story of her ancestors.

Shewasthedaughter of avery richmanin PhuTrung District, Lang Son Province, North Vietnam. Phu Trung
waslocated near the China-Vietnam border. Her father cameto Vietnam from Quang Dong Province. Like
theancestry of theViethamesefrom the Viet Tribein China, hemoved South, crossed the mountainsbordering
Vietnamto avoid lawlessnessand oppression of thewar lordsand feuda chieftainswhoreignedin Chinainthe
late Nineteenth Century. Hisnamewas CHU yet Ky. Not afarmer by trade, he did not push further south into
the Red River Valley but was content to settle in Phu Trung to do commerce. He successfully built up an
economic empire by the age of fifty. Hiseconomic empirewasso largethat he needed peopleto overseeit.
Who better to do it than members of hisown family! Trueto the Chinese customs of the day, he had two
wives. Thefirst onewasthefinancier of thefamily and the second one oversaw the operationsof hiseconomic
empire.

Inhisadult years, Mr. Chu yet Ky was so wrapped up in hiscommercethat he had no opportunity to enjoy a
truelove-life. Hekept searching for it and found it in the person of Wong Shea, Ai Chau’smother. Wong Shea
was atextile merchant in Lang Son Province, and as such, she was not dependent on Mr. Chuyet Ky for a
living. Eventudly, Wong Sheabecamethethird wifeof Mr. Chuand gavebirth to two sonsand two daughters.
Mr. Chu had aspecia lovefor these specia children, particularly Ai Chau. Hepampered her withthebestin
education and upbringing. Ai Chau alsoinherited agreat deal of Confucian teachingsfrom her father. She
related to methat at meal times, her father alwaystaught her to be honest with, truthful to, and havelovefor
other human beingsin thetraditions of Confucianism. Inanutshell, Tu Duc and Tam Tong werethe basic
teachingsof Confucianism. Ai Chau practiced thosevirtuesal her lifetowardsmeand her children. Shenever
thought about herself and alwayswas satisfied with what shehad. Eventoday, towardstheend of her life, she
never complainsto meabout being sick nor about being aswealthy aswe should havebeen. Shedwayssays,
“1f you look up, you may not find you are worth much, but if you look down, you will see you are more
blessed than other people.” Sheawaystold methat.

Ai Chau hastwo brothersand one sister and nine other step-brothersand step-sisters. They al havedied so
now sheistheonly living daughter of Mr Chuyet Ky. Recently, | took Ai Chauto LosAngelesto bury her last
step-brother on March 9, 2006. It wasavery emotiona timefor her, but shedid not cry. | asked her why, and
shetold methat al her life shehad cried so much for other misfortunes, shehad no tearsleft for thisone. After
thefuneral, wewent back to San Josein abus, and during thetrip, shetalked about being thelast of the Chu
Family onthisplanet, and because of that, it may not belong before shejoins other membersof her family.

Of dl her brothersand ssters, | knew Chau van Bang very well. | remembered hedwaysbrought food to our
home and awaystried to help usasmuch ashe could during the economic hard times| happened to encounter
inthedaysof fiercewar in South Vietham. Chau van Bang, knownto my children asCau Beo, diedin 1982.
Another brother of Ai Chau, Chau Trinh Bang, nicknamed Cau Heo, died in 2003. While Cau Heowasalive,
Ai Chauand| wereableto help himand hisfamily by giving him whatever spare money we could afford. His
ashesarebeing kept inapagodain Vietnam aong withAi Chau'smother’s. The pagodain Vietham doesnot
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usually keep the ashes of dead peoplefor long. If
they have not been paid for a period of time, they
often just throw away the ashes. For thisreasonAi
Chau wantsto go to Vietnam one last timeto take
care of the ashesof her mother and her brother. One
of her nieces, Pai Pai, suggested to her that theashes
could officidly bethrown onthe Saigon River by her
to appease the souls of the dead, or they could be
buried underground. ThoseareAi Chau’'soptionsif
shegoesto Vietnam, but how can shedo it whenshe
is presently ridden with medical problems? In Al
Chau’'smind, if shedoesnot take care of theashes of
her mother and particularly thegraveof her fatherin
Lang Son, the children of the Chu Family can never

Chauvan Bang (far left), Chau Tri Bau bewdl| off financidly and poverty f_;nd_mls‘ortun&sm Il
(third from left), Chau Trinh Bang (far right) happen to them throughout their lifetime. Sotocam
her, | told her that if shedied beforel did, | would take

careof thismatter on her behalf.

Ai Chauand I now liveaoneinamobile home-park. Becausel had astrokeand have beeninvolved in many
automobileaccidents, the CaliforniaDMV took away my driver’slicense, and so | am ableto stay homeand
take careof her every day. Because of her poor health, | haveto check several timeson her every night to
make sure she doesnot die; athough, | know death will bearelief for her in her old age.

| am glad that she hasonesimple past time--sheredly likestowatch TV and video tapesabout stories of the
peoplein Southeast Asawhere shecamefrom. Shereally likesthosetapes, but she cannot watch themvery
long. Becauseof her illness (probably her liver disease), shelapsesinto dleep after two or three minutes of
watchingtheTV screen. Because she degps so much during the day, she has problemsdeeping at night. She
normally hasonly three or four hoursseegp every night. That causesmealot of concern, but thereisnothing

candoabout it. Theonly happinessshehasnow isthevigt from her children. When my daughter Thuy comes
and visitsalong with her newly-born baby Chloe, Ai Chauisvery happy.

Because my children do not livecloseto her, they may not befully awareas| am, that their mother does not
havemuchtimeleft on earth. Thus, | awaysencourageAi Chau not to be penny-wise, but to spend whatever
amount of money she can afford to make her lifemore comfortable. But thisisthevery thing that sheisnot
usedtodoing. All her life shehasadwaysbeen very conservativein her spending. We own amobilehomeworth
about $70,000 and | alwaysencourage her to sell themobile homeand liveacomfortablelifein Vietham or
anywhere south of the United States where the cost of living is cheaper, but she does not want to do that
because she hasclosefriendsin the San Josearea. | do not push the matter too much because | want her to be
happy with herself—at least inthelater yearsof her life. Sowewill continueto livein that mobilehomeuntil we
die. Like me, she now turnsto the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saintsfor companionship and
comfort. Thereisplenty of loveinthechurch, and sheisaso happy about that. Shefindsthelove shemisses
from daily contact with her childreninthemembersof the Bayshore Branch of the Church. | don’t know how
long either of uswill live. Deathwill probably beagreat relief for both of us. Wedo not fear death. Sincewe
aresealed for eternity inthe Templeof God, wewill betogether againinthe presence of our Heavenly Father.
That ismy belief and my testimony, inthe nameof Jesus Christ, Amen.



EPILOGUE

This chapter is dedicated to you, Mother and Father.

Asl amwriting theselinesto closethelast chapter of my book, | keep thinking about you and about thelong
and difficult road you havetraveledin your effort to keep us, your children, diveand well through thetumultuous
years of World War I1, the Franco-Viet Minh War, and the US-Vietnam War. Asamatter of fact, asl am
writing theselines, | keep looking at the pictures of you and some of us, your children. Theseareold pictures
| took with mewhen | escaped Vietnam withmy family beforethefall of South VietnaminApril 1975. Since
that day, wherever | havelived, I’ ve awayshung these pi ctures at aconspicuous place onthewall above my
writing desk so they would remind meof you and the Tran Family at ahappier time. Of these pictures, onehas
awayscaught my attention. Itisthepicturefeaturingyou, Momand Dad, me, my ex-wifeMai, my brother Le,
my brother Thao, hiswifeLoi, my brother Tri, my sister Thuan and her husband, Lieu. Thispicturewastaken
in 1954 infront of your homein Di Linh (now Lam Dong) Province when you weredirector of thetreasury
department there. What hasawaysdrawn my particular attention to thispictureisthat of theten adult people
init, f|ve havegoneto theother world. Only flvearestl [l ali |ve Thao hiswifeLol, Thuan, Tri and me.

Front Row: Loi (Thao’s wife), Mother (Vo Thi Chau), Thuan (sister), Mai (Nhon's first wife), Nhon Tran
Back Row: Le (brother), Tri (brother), Thao (brother), Father (Tran van Kinh), Lieu (Thuan’s husband)
Picture taken in Di-Linhin 1954

When| last visited Thao and Loi in Can Tho, Vietnam, they werevery old. With regardsto Thuan, whoisafew
yearsolder than |, and Tri whoisafew yearsyounger, | don’t know how muchlonger they aregoingtolive, but
| myself may diesoon. | canfed it. | amgetting old, tired and plagued with medical problems. | recently had
agtroke, which createstwoinjuriesin my head. Thanksto the medication and hedth careavailabletomeinthe
United States, | am ableto hang on. You know! | am seventy-three-years-old now, afew yearsyounger than
you, father, whenyou died in 1978 and, afew yearsolder than you, mother, when you died in 1969.
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Beforel am gonefromthisworld though, | would liketo report to you asto what happened to mesinceyour
deaths. | will explaintoyou thereasons| never told you about the misfortunesand tragedies | encountered
after | had left youfor thefirst timein 1949 and, of course, thehard lifemy family and | encountered after we
left you for the second timein 1975—just before thefall of South Vietnam. 1n 1949, you sent meaway, akid
of Sxteen-years-old, fromYen Dai Villageto Hanoi, supposedly thefirst ssop on my way to Paris, France, with
Nguyen Vinh Lan, your future son-in-law, sothat | could further my education abroad. Unfortunately, that
bright and gloriousfuture you intended to invest in medid not materialize. Man proposes but God disposes.
Contrary toyour plan, alot of misfortunesand tragedies happened to me after | |eft you. | havetoldthisstory
indetail inthisbook, including the circumstances of Nguyen vinh Lan’sdeath andtheguilt | carried because
of it.

Asl thenwashomeless, Aunt Yen (Dad'ssister) took mein and sent meto school to be educated. After four
yearsof hardwork, | finished high school. Aunt Yen had been very kind to me but she could not replaceyou,
Mother, intermsof motherly loveand affection. For what Aunt Yendid for me, | would remain grateful to her
al my life. Unfortunately, | never had the opportunity to expressmy gratitudeto her in person or to repay her.
Shedied of aheart attack in 1983in Maryland, USA. During my frequent businesstripsto Washington D.C.
areainthenineties, | dwaysvisited her resting placein aMaryland Cemetery to posthumousdy thank her for
what she had donefor me.

Afterleaving Aunt Yen, | applied to beacadet at the Military Warrant Officer Academy in Quan Thanh, Hue
and wastherefor threeyears. During thistime, like other young men, | experienced heart break over my first
lovelost, and felt that | would be better off dead than dlive, so | returned to Thu Duc Reserved Officer School
and requested transfer to afighting unit. | continued to carry guilt because of NguyenVinh Lan’sdegth. That
wasthe beginning of asuicidal path that sent meto the most dangeroustheatersof military operationsin
Vietham. Asacombat soldier, | fought inthejunglesof Central Vietnam, and in the mountai nousregions of
North Vietnam, but my death wish did not materialize. After threeyearsof combat duties, | wasdischarged
fromthearmy at theend of the Franco-Viet Minh War.

In 1951, when | waswith the 2" Regiment, 20th Infantry Battalion, Army of the Republic of Vietnam, which
was stationed near Hue City, | visited with you quiteoften, but | never told you about the persona misfortunes
and hardships| had encounteredin my early life. | remember you werevery aggravated, Mother, whenyou
found out that | had volunteered tojoin the parachutist troopsfor combat missionsin North Vietnam towards
theend of 1952 wherethewar wasfiercest. Today, inmy mind'seye, | can still seeyour distressed facewhen
you took meto HueAirport to send meoff to Hanoi to becomeaparatrooper. Of course, you never understood
why afavored son of yourshad chosen such adangerousand suicidal path. | feel sorry now that | caused you
so many worries and disappoi ntmentsthen. | should have confided in you the sufferingsand pains| had
encountered in my early lifeand you probably could have given me some good advice—but | had not. So
whenyou diedin 1969, you went to the grave not knowing why your son had been so recklessand so unhappy
about life,

Thefact of the matter wasbecause of the emotional crisesinmy youth, | had shut out myself completely and
never talked to you, to Dad, or to anyone el se—not even to my wifeand children—about the misfortunesand
pains| had sustained in my youth. These misfortunesand painshad changed my personality completely. A
profound changewasthat | behaved and acted asif thereweretwo personalitiesin me. | could bevery kind
and very rude, or loving and hateful at the sametime. | could bevery loya to my friendsand colleagues, but |
could destroy theminaflashif | felt | wasbeing crossed by them. Therewasnoresidua fedinginme. Because
of thepainsof separationin my youth, | wasvery wary of any form of sentimental attachment, not eventothe



people dearest to me. My wife and children are the casein point. | loved and cared for them more than
anything elseintheworld, but | refused to show any sign of attachment to them. Now that | havereached the
last segment of my journey on earth, | amtrying to change my character fromacold andrigid persontoamore
open, kinder and gentler one, but thismay beabit toolittle, too late, consdering the harm | havedoneto them.

Now | would liketo report to you asto what has happened to your sons, daughters, your grandchildren and
your great-grandchildren after 1975. Asyou knew, in the hectic days beforethefall of Saigon when all
attemptsto escapethe communist troopsclosinginon Saigonfailed, | sent Phuong, Thuy and Van, my youngest
children, to an orphanage so they could be baby-lifted out of Vietnam viathe so-called baby-lift operation.
My orphan children madeit, and, through the grace of God, wewerereunited with theminthe United States
threemonthslater.

Left to right Anh Tran, Ming Nguyet Wong, Pang Nguyet Wong, Hoa Sternberg,
Vanessa (Van) Tran, Jakob Holm, Stefanie (Thuy) Kendrick, Nga Tran, Trung Tran,

Lap Wong, David (Phuong) Tran -- Picture taken in 1998

Now my orphan children all havetheir ownfamilies. Phuong, whomyou nicknamed Do becauseof hislarge
forehead, ismarried to Ngoc. Phuong hasachieved ahigher education and now worksfor the US Government
asatax auditor. Phuong and Ngoc havethreechildren : Natalie, Katherineand Audrey. Thelatter two are
twins. | enjoy Natalie and the twinsvery much. When the twinswere about one-year-old and learned to
speak, they sounded likelittle birds chirping and singing. You would have enjoyed them too, Mother and
Father, if you had lived long enough to know them. When | visited with themin December 2005, they have
now becometeenagers—very bright and very talented.

Another orphan childisThuy. Shewasmarried to Kevin Kendrick, but dueto their incompatibility, they
divorcedin 2000. Thuy hasaboy named Jett, but he prefersto becalled J.T. They livein Tracy, Cdlifornia,
about one-hour drivefromwherewelive. Whenever J.T. comesto San Joseto vist me, heawayschallenges
meto agame of indoor football, an American contact sport. Itisalwaysfunto play with him, but heistoo
strong and | amntoo old and too weak to tacklehim. Itisalwaysapleasurewhen Thuy and J.T. cometovisit
us. Thuy hasfound love again with her partner Patrick Lemons, avery niceman. Shecurrently worksasa
manager of abank, juggling work and motherhood. Despitethat, shetill findstimeto comeandvisit usevery
weekend.
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Thethird orphan child, Van (Vannessa), my youngest daughter, ismarried to Jakob Holm, aDane. They met
in collegeand have avery happy family life. Vannessaal so has achieved agood education. She graduated
from the Thunderbird, TheAmerican Graduate School of International Management in Phoenix, Arizona, with
aMastersDegreein International Management. Upon graduation from Thunderbird, IBM offered her ajob
immediately asaGlobal Consultant. Vannessaand Jakob haveaboy named Tobias. Tobias, your beautiful,
healthy great-grandchild, number 10 on my direct line, wasborn on June 20, 2002, at 01:26 am. He speaks
Vietnamese, Danish and English. Heisagentle boy and very caring. Their family now livesin Denver,
Colorado.

With regardsto my other children--Nga, Trung and Anh, thelatter known to you asL iet, because heaways
looked at you sideways, they aredoing very well. Nga, my eldest daughter and your favorite granddaughter,

is happily married to Hai Nguyen and has three children—Christopher, Justina and Nicole. | attended
Christopher’sgraduation from high school on June 13, 2002. Christopher went to San Jose State University in
thefall. | hopetolivelong enough to attend hisgraduation from collegein 2006. Justinawantsto becomea
doctor and shewill go either to Berkley or UC Davisfor that particular field of study. Nicoleisstill inmiddie
schoal. Sheisvery intelligent and studious. | just checked her report card and noticed that shegot al “A+'s’

inher school work. Ngaand her children comeand visit with meand her mom very often. They haveagood
senseof filial duty—alwaysdoing their best to take care of us. You remember Nga, don’t you? Sheusedto
livewithyouinBao Locfor sometime. Ngaisagood daughter and her childrenaregood grandchildren. | am
very proud of them. You would have beentoo if you had known them. They live closeto usin San Jose,

Cdifornia

Trung, my eldest son, an engineer, o hasahappy family. Heismarried to Ngoc Anh and hastwo sons, Elliot
and Oliver. Trungisvery focused on hiscareer and hisfamily. That isgood, and | am very proud of him. We
had ascarewith Trung the summer of 2007 when doctorsfound atumor in hisspine. Hewasbed ridden and
in pain for two months. Because the tumor was pressing against his spinal cord, doctorswereunsureif the
operationwould actualy damageit or whether the“ pressing” tumor had resulted inirreversibledamagetothe
nerves. Thanksto God for answering our many prayers, Trung's operation was asuccess and thetumor was
benign. Doctors said hewould have along recovery period to fully gain back hismotor skills, but he has
surprised everyonewithamost full range of movements. Hisson Elliot isatending Art school in San Francisco
and hasapenchant for languages. He can read, speak and write Viethamese, Chinese, and Spanish. Heis
currently working on French and K orean to add to hislist of language mastery. Oliver isnow asophomorein
high school. Heisasweet quiet boy, much like hisfather. They arenow living in Rhonert Park, California.

Liet (Anh)isgtill abachelor at forty-one. Heisworking and doing well. Hedoesnot livewith us, but doeseat
withusoccasionaly. Without adoubt, heisdl thechildren’sfavoriteuncle. Headoresand doteson every one
of them, eventhebigkids. Heenjoysparticipatinginan American sport called basketball, in particular, Hoop
It Up 3-3tournament. He sometimes has an appearance of someonetough, but deep inside, youwould find
that heisgentleand hasacaring heart. Helivesin San Jose, California.

Mother and Father, generally speaking, my children aregood children. They do not drink and do not smoke
and do not havevicesthat | know of. They are law-abiding citizens of the United States. My children are
good, thanksto their mom, Ai Chau, who during our first fifteen difficult years of exileinthe United Sates,
toiled to keep our homeagood home.

With regardsto Lap and Hoa, my adopted son and daughter, they alsoliveintheUnited States. Lapismarried
to Haand they havetwo children named Duc (Michadl) and Thao (Rebecca). Lap and Haaregood parents.



Lapisaquiet man, but hasstrong character. Heworkshard to providefor hisfamily and will awaysplace
themfirst. Hahasdoneatremendoudy good job at homeschooling her children. Michagl will graduatefrom
collegein 2008 in acomputer related field while Rebeccaisin Tennessee studying Art. Shehaswon many art
contestsin high school and hasfollowed her heartinthisfield.

My adopted daughter Hoaismarried to Tom Sternberg and they have two children named Jennifer and Katie.
| amvery proud of Jennifer and Katie. 1ntheacademic year of 2000, Jennifer received apresidential award
for academic excellence. Jennifer iscurrently asophomoreat UC Berkley where sheisexploring thefield of
business. Katiealso recelved apresidential award for academic excellence. 1n 2002, she earned threegold
medalsinanationa rope-jumping tournament. Her team placed first in theworld tournament in 2006. She
continuesto participate and win many awardsin this sport. Hoa has a so turned out to beamost filial and
thoughtful and caring daughter vis-a-visus, her aging parents. Sheand her family livein Boise, Idaho. Digtance
never seemsto stop her from visiting and hel ping usor any of her siblingsliving in other states.

Your eldest daughter Khiem isnow seventy-eight, old and decrepit, but not allowed to rest, for according to
thelaw of Nhan Qua (cause and effect), shemust mortify her later lifefor not having treated her husband and
childrenkindly inher younger age. Shecurrently livesinHonolulu, Hawaii, andisinvolvedin variouscharitble
works.

Your son Ledied of cancer in2001. After the Vietnamese communiststook over South Vietnam, they sent him
to prisonfor eight yearsof hard labor to be reeducated because hewas ahigh-ranking military officer inthe
South Vietnamese Army. After hewas rel eased from prison, hewasadmitted to the United States under the
U.S. Humanitarian Program, but hedid not livelong after that dueto poor health. He cameto the United States
with hissecond wifewho had two children of her own. Althoughinfirm, he had towork to support hisfamily
until theday hedied.

Your son Thao still livesin Vietnam, poor and destitute. Tin, hisfirst son who had asthma, died at the age of
eighteenfor lack of medical care. Oneof hisdaughters, Tam, adoctor, committed suicide because she could
not withstand the verba abuses hegped upon her by communist cadresfor thealeged crimeof her father. Her
father had worked for the Americansduring the Vietnam War. Whenever | went to Vietnam, | alwaysvisited
himand gave himmoney.

Your son Tri now livesinthe LosAngelesarea. Hedoesnot do too well financially. One of hissons, Chuong,
died acoupleof yearsago after andl night party with hisfriends. Tri’sother children aredoing very well. Dal,
hiseldest daughter hasworked for the postal officefor thelast fifteen years. She hasthree children. They all
went to college. Hissecond daughter, nicknamed Bu, ismarried to Dinh, aveteran in printed newpaper
business. They aredoing extremdy well financialy. Histhird daughter Tramismarriedto achemist. Heworks
for thegovernment. Both of themaredoing very well. Histhird daughter Thuy isnow amedica intern. Shewill
beafull fledged medica doctor shortly. Hisyoungest son, Phong isacontractor. He seemsto bedoing very
well. Tri and | frequently communicatewith each other. Tri isavery talented and happy man. Hisphilosophy
onlifeisvery simple—Be happy with what you have. Don’t be unhappy with what you don’'t and cannot
have.

Your daughter Thuanisnow awidow. Her husband diedin 2000. Her sonVVudied of kidney diseaseand her
son Hao, aconscript, waskilled in combat during communist Vietnam’sinvasion of Cambodiain 1978-79.
Her daughter Dao never madeit to the United States. Although her husband, Quynh, had emigrated to the
United Statesin 1980, he died before he could reunite with hiswifein the United Statesunder the Orderly
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Departure Program. Dao hassinceremarried, but her second husband aso hasdied. But all of Thuan’sother
children,AnhVan, Ha, Liet, Thu, Linh, and Quoc, wereableto gradudly immigrateto the United Statesduring
the past ten years. The sad story about her family isyour granddaughter, Hanh. Shelost her lifeduring her
escape by boat fromVietnamin 1986. Seapirateshad intercepted her boat in the high seas between Vietnam
and Maaysia, had killed all male occupants on the boat, attempted to abduct Hanh and two other girlsand
takethemtotheir den as sex daves. Seeing what was coming to her, Hanh committed suicide. Shewasonly
eighteen-years-old. Theother two girlswerelater rescued by Malaysian authorities at the demand of the
United Nations Commissionfor Refugees. After their releasefrom the pirate den, one of thegirlswrotealetter
to Hanh’smother explaining in detail what had happened to Hanh. | have read and reread that | etter many
times, fedling grateful that none of my children had gonethrough such anordeal. Perhapsit wasthanksto your
Phuc Duc (blessing and virtue).

Now | would liketotalk to youalittlebit about our winter daysinAmerica. Ai Chauand | arenow livingina
mobile home park reserved for ol d-age people. Having worked for dmost thirty yearsinthe United States, the
government now givesmeapension called social security, and AT& T, where | worked part-timefor five
years, aso givesmeasmall pension. Both add up to about $2,000.00 amonth, hardly enough to make ends
meet. Therefore, at the age of seventy-three, | still had towork someto earn extramoney to pay for rent, food
and other necessities. After | had astrokein December 2004, | wasforced toretireand rest.

UnlikeinVietnam, living out old ageinAmericaisnot ablessing. | havethought long and hard about going
back toVietnamto liveout my old agethere. With thepenson | amnow entitled, | wouldliveavery comfortable
lifein Vietnam, but because of Ai Chau’s poor health, | haveto shelvethisplan for thetimebeing. | am
indebtedtoAi Chau for what she hasdonefor my children and we simply cannot just get up and leave.

Inspiteof thehardships| encounteredinmy early lifeand my solitudeinmy old age, | think | till am themost
blessed of all your children. My immediate family has not suffered tragic deaths and misfortunes asthose
suffered by my brothersand sisters. Inthe Spring, Summer and Autumn seasonsof my life, because of war and
hogtilitiesand circumstances beyond my contral, | did not havethe chanceto do justiceto you, Mom and Dad,
for thegreat loveand servicesyou had givenus. For thisfailure, | begfor your forgiveness. Beforel leavethis
world, | thought | might repay youin someway by telling your grandchildren and great-grandchildren about
your lifeand your achievements. Your greatest achievement, inmy opinion, liesinthefact that your posterity,
your grandchildren and great-grandchildren, at least on my direct line, aredoing sowell. Becauseweall come
from your flesh and blood and your Phuc Duc, my children and | haveinherited great facultiesfrom you—the
most important of which areintelligence, courage, tenacity and strength of character. Thesefacultieshave
helped usnot only to survivethefiercest and longest war in Vietnam but dso difficult exileyearsin the United
Statesand yet come out aswinners!

You see, the big dream you onceinvested in mefifty-five years ago was broken by dinh menh (destiny), but
itwasnot dead. Fifty-fiveyearslater, at seventy-something, | finally achieved your dream. Through distance
learning, | was ableto graduate from college and obtain aMasters Degreein Linguistics. My childrenaall
achieved higher education and gained professional prominence. So you can rest in peace knowing that the
pride of the Tran family you once wanted me to achieve has now been achieved many timesover by my
childrenand grandchildren.

Now with love and respect | am bidding farewell to you, looking forward to being withyou again. Why am|
expecting this? | belong to aChristian faith whereby | believe death doesnot part us; instead it will reuniteus
forever. For you, Father and Mother, who died before having the opportunity to hear the Gospel of thetrue



Church of JesusChrist of L atter-day Saints, youwill hear itinthe Spirit World whereyou areright now. If you
accept thistrue Gospel, wewill betogether againin the presence of God in Heaven.

Onemorething, Father and Mother. Our family treewould not be completeif | do not tell you that you aso
havetwo other grandchildren on my direct line. Their namesare Dung and Khanh. They also bear your family
name, Tran. Dung and Khanh areillegitimate sonswho | sired with ayoung woman named Nguyen Kim
Phuong. Forty yearsago during thewar yearsin Vietnam, | spent agreat deal of time away from home.
Nguyen Kim Phuong died in 1998 and our son Khanh died in2001. Only Dungisstill dive. Henow livesin
CanThointheMekong Delta. | fully expected that Dung would hate mefor having abandoned himand his
mother, but, o and behold, hedidn’t. Heisaforgivingman. In November 2002, | went to Vietnamtovisitthe
gravesof Nguyen Kim Phuong in Tan Chau and Khanhin Hong Ngu, telling them how sorry | wasfor having
abandoned them for the past twenty-nineyears.

WhileinViethamin November 2002, | dso madeatripto Yen Dai Village, Nghe An Province, to visit the
gravesof your father and my grandfather, Tran Van Minh and your el dest son and my eldest brother, Tran Van
Trong. | am pleased to report that their graves have been well kept by Chu Phuc, your step-brother and his
children. | dsovisted the placeswhereyour ashesarekept. | don’t think it isproper to have your asheskept
inoneplace, and thegravesof your father and your soninanother. Sol am planning to buy somelandinYen
Dai villageand set up aTranfamily graveyard there. If thesituation permits, | will doitinthenext few years.
| will then moveyour ashesfrom Chi Hoafor burid inYen Dai Villagewherethe Tran family had oncelived

happily together.

P.S. Asl closed thischapter on thefirst days of Spring 2006, anew member was added to the Tran family.
Thuy just gavebirthto abeautiful and healthy daughter, Chloe, your great-granddaughter number e even. She
hasasmilethat would light up any room shewalksinto. | thought youwould liketo know that! InJunethis
year, youwill have another great-granddaughter (Angeling) born to Vanessaand Jakob Holm. | hopetolive
long enough to witness many more birthsinto our family.

Written in the Spring of 2006 in San Jose, California. (Updates on Nhon's children doneby Vanessa Tran
in January 2009)

This picture of Ai Chau and Nhon was taken the
30th of October 2008, just four weeks before
Nhon died in San Jose, California.
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Peter Tranvannhon'’s Funeral
7 December 2008
Death: 28 November 2008
SanJose, California
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Van and Ai Chau

Kaite, Audrey and Oliver
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Hope

The afternoon sun shines its golden light,
a soft breeze brushed against the long lush grass,
a young boy sits on his horse, bareback, staring into the horizon...

A father stares out the window watching his son. ..
hoping that the future will be more kind than what the present has shown to the child.

An old man sits on his bed,
watching his son staring out the window...
hoping that his upstanding son will be able to keep his family together in these times.

Soothed by the rhythmic swaying of the grass,
the young boy sits in silence and hopes that his grandfather does not have to suffer

another war in his lifetime.

by Vanessa Tran (January 2009)
(a dedication to my father, my grandfather and my great-grandfather)
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My Journey Back to Vietnam, April 1995
by Vanessa Tran (youngest daughter of Nhon Tran)

DUALITY

Exhaust pipesfrom motorized vehiclesbellow cloudsof gray puffsinto thedensehot air. Onecanamost see
the polluted clouds dowly disperse andintertwinewith theinvisible but yet distinct culinary aromaescaping
from street sidefood vendors. Theunited odor dowly waltzesthrough theair, ever hanging low, reminding
every pedestrian, shopper, and loitering soul onthe street to continue on with their everyday existence. Riding
inthe back seat of 21929 Citroen, | winced dightly as1 become consciousto thefamiliar smell of Saigonthat
beginsmy day. Asl stared out the window and watched amael strom of carswhirling around me, | reflected on
how | arrived a thismomentinmy life.

| wasbornin Saigon, Vietnam. | left my birthplace at the age of six through an orphanage program that my
father had arranged with the Catholic Church. | wasnot an orphan, nor were my two sistersand brother who
also partook in thisjourney. During the frantic period of imminent takeover by theViet Congin 1975, a
pandemic fear of inevitability had many Vietnamese making devastating choices. My parentswereamong
those who had to make such achoice. My mother and father had to choose which three out of their eight
childrenwould bethe“lucky” onesto venturetoAmericafor abetter life. | wastoo young at thetimetoredly
understand theimpact of that sacrifice. When | tell friends of my story, | am often greeted with astonished
reaction. “Wow, what wasit like?’” or “What can you remember?’ were common inquiriesthat required my
digging deeply for aforgotten memory.

When| first arrivedinAmerica, | had noideawherel wasor why | wasthere. | supposeto achild, traveling
from her hometo aforeign land thousands of milesaway would invokeafeeling similar to that of adream.
Without my parentsand familiar surroundingsto find comfortin, it seemed asthough | wasnot consciousét all
during thelongjourney to America. Yet, thanksto inquisitivefriends and a Danish husband who continually
asked various questions about my childhood, this dreamlike experience began to surface to the conscious
leve.

| wassitting intheback of anunlit bus. | could seeagroup of people standing outside of the busreaching in,
totouchthosesittinginside. | did not haveany ideaastowhy | wassitting on the bus, nor did | dareto ask.
My sister Hoawasins dethe bus, and so weremy sister Thuy and brother Phuong. Although | had no concept
of what was about to happen and where| wasgoing, | knew the seriousness of themoment. | did not look at
my siblings. | did not talk tothem. | sat there holding my mother’ sextended hand, reachinginfromtheoutside.
| don’t remember how long the moment lasted, but | do remember that instant when the bus pulled away. That
moment, my eyeslocked withmy mother’seyesand ingtantly | felt lost. Shelooked asthough shewanted to
say something to me, but words could not formulate and she became mute. Quickly shemanagedtotell my
sster Hoatotake care of us, thethreelittleones. Thenit happened, chants of goodbyesfrom the crowd dulled
my hearing and | could no longer hear what my mother was saying. The crowd managed to sever my
concentration of looking at my mother, my wanting to send her amessage begging her to answer my silent
question: Why areyou crying?



Asthebuslaborioudy rolled, I began to cry eventhough my parentshad told me be happy. | don’'t know how
long | cried for. Evennow asl try torecall the chain of eventsafter the busleft curbside, | can only faintly
retrieve bitsand piecesof thejourney toAmerica. It seemsasthough thelightsare permanently dimmed on
that part of my life.

For most of my adolescent years, | wasterrified at the mere mention of Vietnam. | was gripped by fear
whenever history teachersuttered thewords, “ VietnamWar.” | can honestly say that my heart jumped whenever
someone mentioned my birthplace. | felt embarrassed, and ashamed. Asachildimmigrant, | felt asthoughl
waslivingina®borrowed” country. TheUS, | felt, wasnot my country. It had adopted me. | never told
anyoneof my fearsand shame. Asl grew up, | tried desperately toimmersemysdlf intheAmerican culture. |
livedinasmall town called SantaRosain Cdliforniawhich, at thetime, did not have alarge Asian population.
Astheyearsprogressed, | convinced mysdlf that | wasjust likeany other Americankid. | had many Caucasian
friendsfromwhom | expertly copied their lingo, demeanor and behavior. Intruth, | wasAmerican. Unfortunately,
| got so good at being an Americanthat | had selectiveamnesiaof my past. | just did not want to remember
Vietnamor my yearsthere. | hated my link to Vietnam, it made me different from other Americankids, and |
resentedit. | wouldtell friendsand peopleduring my teen ageyearsthat | wasreally Chinese, Thishatred of
sdf identity went onfor years. My internd conflict with my birthplacedid not subsideuntil | turned twenty-two
yearsof age.

Itismost peculiar andironicthat | ended upinVietnam during thetwenty-year anniversary of thefall of Saigon.
| recall very clearly the anxiety that my parentsfelt when | announced that | wasgoing to Viethamtodo a
businessinternship. What exactly motivated meto go back to thisland, acountry which | had fervently tried
to disassociate myself from for most of my yearsgrowing up?

During my threeyearsof livingin Japan, | redlized that | possessed something special inmy persond history. |
remember having numerousdiscussionswith other foreignersliving in Japan about the up and coming countries
todobusinessin. Vietnam and Chinawerethetwo contenders. Peopleintheir twentieshavethetendency to
“do” thenot-yet-donethings. | wasnot anexceptiontotherule. | wanted to ridethewave, to bealeader and
not afollower. Vietnam, asmy friendsand | concurred, wasthe placeto explore. Itspure, untouched by
tourism, characteristics appeal ed to usand we wanted to bethefirst to witnessits genuine beauty beforethe
despoilment of modernity.

Sol didanabout turn. Friendsasked me questionsabout Vietnam and itscultureand to my amazement, | did
not fed likel wasgoing through aheart attack when answering their questions. 1t wastherapeuticto talk about
my birth country. | became comfortablewith mysalf and of my background. Maybeit wasmaturity, maybeit
wasenlightenment. Whatever thereason, | accepted fully that | am aVietnamese-American. | desperately
wanted to go back to Vietnam. | planned and strategized for about ayear in graduate school on how | might be
abletosat footin Vietnamto do business. | sent out countlessnumbersof resumesto Multinational Companies
offering towork for freeif they would allow metowork in Vietnam under their management at their |ocal
offices. | finally got aresponsefromaHong Kong based company called Peregrine Capital Vietnam. They
accepted my offer and, inturn, offered measix month internshipin Saigon.
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| saw agreat future ahead of me. | envisioned
myself working for abig company, running its
operationsinVietnam. That wasall that mattered
tome. | amashamed to admit it, but during that
time, | did not once think about going back to
Vietnam asan opportunity to retracemy roots. |
had only businessambitions, and therefore, did
not concern myself with any kind of sentimental
issues. My parentsand older siblings, of course,
still bare scarsfrom the anxiety of war in 1975.
They wereextremdy
concerned with my
decisontogo back. I, ontheother hand,
remembered nothing about thewar or how lifeused to beprior toit. | thought, the
war isover, business opportunity isabundant, and the Viethnamese have moved
on. My assumption was callousand lacked true depth.

Vanessa second from right (in red)

Working in Vietham was one of the best occurrencesthat | have ever had the
privilegeof experiencing. | met many wonderful people, and somewho werenot
sowonderful. Regardless, thecountry anditspeopleleft anindelibleimpression.
The business side of working in Vietham was an eye opener and interesting.
However, | will undoubtedly treasurefor lifethe knowledgethat | have acquired

fromtheloca Vietnamesein our day today living interaction and chanceencounters. J&] sales colleague,
Hung Nguyen and Vanessa

GUILT

It wasan extremely hot day in July, as| rodein the back seat of aHondamotorcyclewith oneof Johnson &
Johnson’s salesrepresentatives. My job for the month, wasto ride with the salesteam to numerousretail
“shops’ in Saigonin hopesof finding answersasto why Johnson & Johnson’ssalesvolumehad plummetedin
recent months. | sat on my parked motorbike, sipping amuch deserved bottle of water from ashop that | had
just surveyed. Oneof my favorite pastimesin Saigon wasobserving thedaily activities of thelocal peopleto
soak inthe true atmosphere of thiscity. Asl sat therewatching peoplezoom by ontheir noisy air-polluting
motorbikes, my eyeswandered aimlesdy from one scene of the market placeto another. Peoplewerehaggling
for deals, some were gossiping, and some sat down for an
afternoon medl at one of therestaurants next door.

A woman sat down on aminiature plastic chair by asmall
tablestuated infront of therestaurant. She heartily surped
her noodles and, sucked thejuicefrom apiece of duck mest.
Anunknowing subject inmy slent film, shecontinued eating
withvigor whilst | watched her in completefascination. Soon,
she came upon apiece of duck that wasn't worth her effort.




After three attempts at working on the piece and gnawing on the bone, shetossed it agood two feet from
wherel wassitting. | glanced at the piece. Althoughit wascovered with dirt fromtheground, | can seewhy
shedid not want to continue. The piecewas part of aduck’sneck that isusually only good for the broth but
redlly isn't muchfor eating.

| can remember thisnext moment asif it wereafilm, played over and over again. A group of scrappy looking
children were headed toward my way; they could not have been morethan seven yearsof age. Despitetheir
squalid and mal nourished appearances, they projected akind of energy only children can exude—chattering
and laughing like children do whenthereisnot aworry intheworld. Oneof theyoung boyslooked a me, and
then looked down at the discarded piece of duck. Helooked up at me, and then, swooped down and grabbed
it. Heeagerly shoved the piecein hismouth and busily worked on getting something out of it. | cantruly say
that vision of thelittleboy had put meinshock. | froze. | wantedto call out to him, to give him money and say,
please go get something to eat. But | just sat there, unblinking and dumbfounded. The boy gave mea
disdainful ook, asif to say, thisishow| live.

Poverty of any kindisunjust and agonizingtotakein. Towitnesschildrenlivinginsqualorissmply heartbresking.
Children, asperceived by Western idedl s, should liveacarefreelifefull of purejoy and unbiased discoveries.
Inthiscity | watched ayoung child carry out thetask of making ddliveries, barely ableto handlethe overpowering
motorbike and the heavy load onitsback. On hisface, only theweight of survival showed as hewobbled
onward to multiple destinations. | watched another child stand outside abusy tourist area, with adangling
cigaretteinmouth, aggressively trying to sall souvenirs. On hisface, destitution had already takenitstoll and|
could not help but fed sadden by hislossof innocence. Tothesechildren, the necessity of providing for their
familiesfinanciadly had matured themwell beyond their years.

During my six month gtint in Vietnam, therewere numerousincidentsthat really deglt ablow to the core of my
consciousness. Thefirst two weeksin Vietnam werevery emotionally draining for me. Theabject poverty in
which peoplelivedtheir daily liveswas, at times, painful. Vietnamisnot thefirst country that | havewitnessed
firsthand such poverty. However, itismy birthplace and by default, it representsme. Inthe samevein, |
represent it and dl themillionsof Viethamese who were subjected to the aftermath of multiplewarswhich had
lead them on the path of substandard existence.

| remember feeling anincrediblesense of guilt. It wasasif | had goneaway on afantastic voyage whereupon
my return, | find out that my mother isdying. Eventhough | left at such ayoung age, | somehow felt asif | had
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neglected my duty. But aduty of what, exactly? A duty to witnessand endure the worse kind of suffering?
Instead, | left Vietnam and did not care nor looked back for twenty years. Therefore, thisguilt of neglect was
twiceasheavy inmy mind. Try as| may, | could not shakethisfeeling whenever | saw achild onthe street
begging for money or persistently trying to sl trinketson thestreet from morning tonight. 1 knew | wasamong
thefortunate ones.

Oneday, whilel stood waiting for salesteam member outsidealocal store, an elderly manin hisseventies
cameout of hishouse shouting hostilewords. At first | thought hewasyelling at someoneelse onthe street.
After tossing my head | eft to right and seeing no onenear me, | redlized that the old man’shostility wasdirected
at me. Theold man, inhisfit of anger, hasidentified measaViet Kieu—aterm used in Vietnam to | abel
overseas Vietnamesewho have comeback to their fatherland. Thetermitself hasastraight forward meaning
whichis: overseasVietnamese. However, the connotative meaning carriesajudgmental tone and isnot
consdered endearing. Most Viet Kieuwhom | worked with in Saigon can, undoubtedly, senseresentmentin
thetone of thelocal peoplewhen thetermisuttered. Theold man not only said theword Viet Kieuintotal
contempt, but also railed at my betrayal of hisbeloved country. | found myself holding back anger and
resorting to acalm fagade. | asked him, “ why areyou yelling at me?”

Theold man stared intensely into my eyesand said, “ You don’'t know what it waslike. You did not seeit,
you did not live it. You come back here in your fancy clothes and with your big education to do what
withit here? You will never know what we went through during those years.” He abruptly stopped and
inaninstant, guilt came over me. In hisnebulous outburst about “thoseyears’ | knew exactly what hewas
aludingtoinhisrant. | looked at him and confessed of my ignorance. “ You' reright. | don't knowwhat it was
like. But pleasetell me sothat | can retell your story to others like myself so that they would know as
well.”

Soon, thereafter, my colleaguejoined us, and theold man began histae. | listened intently ashetold meof the
yearsthat were tainted with starvation, fear, and desperation. He described how in the early 1980s, the
country wasin absolute despair and his countrymen were closeto mass starvation. TheVietcong had come
downto South Vietnam and pilfered dl that the southernershad possessed: livestock, vegetation, and personal
treasures. The southernerswereleft with nothing to start up again for years. Theold manwent on to describe
how familiesfed themsel ves with fermented rice and rotten potato roots, which, at onetime, werefed to
livestock. | later asked my staff at work about this period, and they too, confirmed of these events,

The most memorabl e aspect about my encounter with thisstranger was not so much hisheart wrenching story
but morefor hisstrong spirit. Despite hisscarsof those horribleyearsof pain and suffering, hemanagedto end
hisstory in an upbeat note. He stated that the Vietnamese people have been tested time and time again, and
will never giveup onliving thelife granted to them—blessed or otherwise. My colleague apologetically
informed the old man that | wasnot anindifferent iet Kieu, but onewho wastoo young to realize the extent
and damages of thewar. The old man then apologized for hisharsh wordsand gave meafatherly smile. |
remember fromthat day on | felt moreinspired tolearn about thosehorribleyears. | sat there sharing someLU
biscuitswith the old man until it wastimefor meto go.



WhileworkinginVietnam, | often wondered what my lifewould
havebeenlikeif | had not been granted life sfantasticvoyage. Every
encounter | had with aVietnamese served as areminder of how
privileged and fortunate my lifehasbeen. My reflectiononlifeand
itsdestiny made me humble and undeserving of thelocal people's
admiration. Their hardship, adversities, and hunger to haveabetter
lifewere aconstant reminder that etched in my mind an unspoken
reality. Thetruthisl could have been any oneof them.

For theremaining two monthsof my stay in Vietnam, | madeit
apoint to be even moreinquisitive and more observant of the
peopleand my surroundings. Although | madethe best of my
timeinVietnam, guilt would shadow all new discoveries. It
was abittersweet sensation which reminded medaily that |
wasnot just atourist in town but rather adaughter who has
returned hometo seedl thethingsthat makeup her lifehistory—
both good and bad.

FLASHBACKS

Themoment | stepped out from theairport exit door, | wasgreeted by awall of humid air and shoutsof “ need
taxi?” Beforel had achancetolet my eyeswander among the mob crowd, someone grabbed my arm and
blurted “ Van. Wow! You areso bignow.” It wasmy cousin. She and her daughterswerethereto greet me
and to take me back to their home. They were so paranoid that | would be snatched, a ong with my baggage,
that they circled melike secret service men. They hurriedly escorted meinto atour van, and told methat the
car wasavery specid renta just for me. After customary greetingsand congtant “thank yous,” my mind went
into hibernation mode.

Whenwearrived at our final destination, | found myself staring at ashack that my cousin called home. The
houselooked asthoughit survived thewar with only thefour wallsstill intact. The scant thin layer of paint
hardly can disguisethedrab coloring of the cold cement foundation that holdsthesewallserect. The straw roof
and dirt floor gavethe place adrastic contrast, anon-distinct look where oneisunableto say whether itisa
houseor ahut. After chatting with my relativesfor abrief :
whileabout lifeinAmerica, | resigned for thenight.

| woke up to complete silence and darkness. Inmy state
of haziness, | could not recollect where| had fallen asleep.
The eerie darknessfrightened mefor it made mewonder
whether | wastruly awakeor still inadream state. | moved
my hand in front of my face, but saw nothing. Suddenly,
above me, aloud belch came from the sky and within

seconds, along thunderousnoisefollowed. The section of
the housethat | slept under must have had tin sheetsfor
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roofing. Therain pounded theroof top likefallen marbles, drop by drop, to produce the most deafening
sound. My heart began to pound quickly asthe noiselevel continuedtorise. | got scared. What if thisisn't
rainfalling but gun shotsfiring inthe night? My imagination ran wild and for abrief instant, | relived a
traumatic moment frommy childhood.

| do not remember whenit occurred, but one night, my mother shook me up during my deep. | could not have
been morethan four yearsof age. Shehad directed meto Sitinsideacabinet of somesort. Theonly recollection
| haveof that night islooking up at the night sky through oneof thelarge cracksof thecabinet. | saw faint sars,
and then flashesof bright light. Loud boomsfollowed and sounds of rack tack tack echoed. Then, silence.
Wherewas my mother? Whereweremy siblings? | felt terrified and alone. | have alwaysremembered that
night especialy during storms. To thisday, the sight and sound of thunder and lightning till putsmein agtate
of gpprehension.

My recollection of childhood in Saigon cameto mein dosesduring my stay there. Short distinct memory would
comenow and then, leaving me eager for moreinstallments. During my first week inthisnoisy city, jet lag
would have melying awake at night forcing myself to remember something about the short time spentinmy
birth country. Nothing cameto mind. | had no memoriesof childhood friends, teachers, relatives or anything
positiveto satisfy my longing for self knowledge. Sadly, the only memoriesthat | could conjure up werethe
onesfilled with anxiety and melancholy.

On one Sunday afternoon, aknock on my door woke me up from an afternoon nap. | wastold by my landlord
that | had avisitor. Who canit be? | had just arrived in Vietnam for only aweek. Asl approached thefront
door, aweathered looking man in hislate sixtiessmiled at me. He greeted meby my Vietnamese name and
asked, “ Do you remember me?” | wasrather unsure how to answer hisquestion because | had noideawho
hewasbut knew | should say, “ yes.” He could sense my uncertainty and embarrassment. Hetold mehewas
my uncle Heo, my mother’sbrother. He had spoken to my parentsand was asked to take care of mewhilein
Saigon. | fdtincredibly ashamed. | hear so often from my mother about her siblingsand how they had hel ped
her through some bad years. | just could not remember who thismanwasand did not really know what to say
to him. It wasnot asthough | could start up aconversation by asking, “ how hasit been?” Any serious
discussion at that moment would have spoiled hisgenuine happiness of seeing hisniece.

We stepped into the busy, noisy street, and | wasgreeted by his
wife. Again, | could not remember any encounter | havehad with
her. | beganto get alittle upset at myself for my lack of conscious
memories. It wasbad enough that | could not evokeany childhood
memory of Vietnam, but to not remember my relativesreally
brought my mood down. Suddenly, | looked at the old Honda
motorbike parked in front of meand realized that the three of us
weregoingto ridethisthing! Their excitement of having their
Americanrelativeridewith them onthisbike, built for onerider,
Three on a bike built for one! had megrinninginside. Squeezed between the both of them, | glanced

back to seemy aunt clinging for dear lifewith only half of her tushonthe




motorbike. I1f my family could have seen meat that moment, they would havelaughed for days. Thehumor of
the situation soon stripped away the self pity that | wasfeeling earlier. Oncewe arrived at their housethirty
milesaway, | felt better about the situation. | told mysalf that it did not matter that | could not remember my aunt
and uncle. What mattered wasthat | wastherein their hometelling them about Mom and our livesinAmerica.
We shared some stories and laughter. Then their son, CaThau, walked into theroom. A flash from my
childhood cametome. That face. It wasthe samefacel saw when skipping outside of their homeasalittle
girl. Thefacebelongsto ayoung boy whom | played countlesshourswith daily. Finaly, | remembered
something positivel

Onthedrive back to my apartment, my uncle made adetour and showed mewhere my family and | usedto
livein Saigon. Asl stood thereinfront of thetattered building, tears streamed down my face, and | beganto
cryinglent. Atthat moment, | dredged up from the subconsciousall the detailswithin our home. All thegood,
bad and scary memories came back, and | was happy.

My head felt heavy ontheway back to my place, and | wasdlightly dazed from my earlier emotional outpour.
Thenoise, the crowds, everything seemed blurred and distant. Unexpectedly, the thought of peanut butter
cameto mind. That waswhat uncle Heo had given me oneday while | was playing hopscotch. | shared atiny
military rationed can of peanut butter with my cousin and remember thinking that | had never tasted anything
quitelikeit. | asked uncle Heo, who, was now maneuvering our motorbikethrough aglut of cyclo (pedibike)
stuck intraffic, “ didn’'t you give me a can of peanut butter once?” He answered, “ yes,” and laughed a
deeplaugh. So, indeed, | did have onerecollection of uncle Heo after all. Take away the sun-dried aged face,
and hewasthe same manwho | thought wasthe best uncleto have given me such awonderful gift of peanut
butter.

So | end my story onthispositive note. | believethat out of adversity, thereare storiesto betold and retold. |
have been given awonderful gift of knowledgeand compassion for Vietham anditspeopleand culture. | came
back to Americawith adifferent attitude on lifeand about myself. | nolonger felt guilty about the path | have
been given and havetraveled on. My rebirthinVietnam asan adult hasallowed meto view my family’slives,
inboth Vietnam and America, asif understanding for thefirst timewhat it meansto begrateful. | wrotedown
my experience upon my returntoAmericato sharewith ' ;
my future children; not wanting to lose any precious
memory of my six monthsinVietnam. | hopeoneday
they will learn of their mother’ swondrousdudlity.
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