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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

WHY SOUTH VIETNAMESE VOICES MATTER

| want people to know what happened to us when America abandoned us to the Communists, what
it was like to live under Communism not as idealized in books but as people actually live it. Americans
should hear how our freedoms were taken away, how we were sent off to reeducation camps, starved, put in
metal connex boxes for punishment, overworked with excessive labor, and allowed to die without medical
treatment. | remember the horrible screams of prisoners as their gangrenous limbs were sawed off without
anesthesia. We must never forget those who resisted reeducation at great personal risk of torture or
execution.

Captain Hung"

One of the most disturbing phenomena about the post-Vietnam War erais the lack
of awareness among Americans about the plight of former South Vietnamese political
prisoners and their families. For most Americans, the Vietham War ended when the last
Americans evacuated Vietnam before North Viethamese troops raided Saigon. In
American literature and in school curriculum regarding the Vietnam War, voices of
former political prisoners remain unheard and obscure. Currently, no anthology in
American literature commemorates the lives of South Vietnamese political prisoners and
their families. History books fail to mention the 65,000 Vietnamese who perished in the

reeducation camps or the torture and abuse of millions of South Vietnamese as part of the

! Hung, “Ten Indochinese Days: 1975-1978" in Hearts of Sorrow: Viethnamese-American Lives,
ed. James Freeman (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1989), 256.



casualties of America’swar in Vietnam.? South Vietnam's failure to defend its nation is
directly related to American foreign policies that cut financial, military, and intelligence
support to Vietnam. Y et Americans continue to ignore the suffering of the Vietnamese in
the aftermath of the Vietham War. Inthisrhetorical silence, Americans assume no
responsibility for the full extent of war casualties suffered by the Vietnamese.

Reference and history books in local libraries refer to the end of the Vietnam War
as April 30, 1975.% Americans know little or nothing about what happened to their
defeated former allies—the nineteen million South Vietnamese who stayed in Vietham
after the Communist victory.* The aftermath of the Vietnam War is a chapter of history
absent from the general discourse on America swar in Vietnam. Historical accounts of
the Vietham War are incomplete and one-sided, written mostly from the perspectives of
Americans. The Vietnam War continues to be invoked, especially since 9/11, by political
leaders, policy makers, journalists, commentators, and the general public as adark
reminder from the past, a syndrome, or a mistake never to be repeated again. In effect,
the current social and political discussions about the Irag War are shaped by U.S. actions
in Vietnam. At the heart of the 2004 Presidential election is an overwhelming concern
for American soldiers. The main lesson from Vietnam is the 58,000 dead American
soldiers who still haunt our national consciousness. Voices of American veterans of the

Vietnam War who fought in battlefields, trenches, and dugouts, carry credibility and

2 Peter Bui-Xuan-Luong, “South Vietnamese Officer Prisoners of War: Their Resilience and
Acculturation Experiencesin Prison and in the U.S.” (Ph.D. diss., The Fielding Institute, 2000), 37.

3 See James S. Olson, ed. Dictionary of the Vietnam War, (New York: Greenwood Press, 1988):
Stanley L. Kutler, ed., Encyclopedia of the Vietham War (New Y ork: Scribner’s, 1996), xxxi; Harry G.
Summers, Jr., Historical Atlas of the Vietnam War (New Y ork: Houghton, 1995), 202-09.

* The United Nations estimated that the population of South Vietnam was 19,370,000 in 1975.
Newspaper Enterprise Association, The World Almanac and the Book of Facts (New Y ork: Newspaper
Enterprise Association, 1976), 667.



authority. Notably, for example, John Kerry ran his presidential campaign drawing upon
his heroic deeds during his Vietham War service and his courage to protest the war.

While these veterans' voices are important, they are limited in scope in assessing the
destruction of war fought on foreign soil. In America, the Vietham Memorial
commemorates and honors the Americans. Books, articles, and photos portray
Americans experience in Vietnam. In Vietnam today, the Revolutionary Museum, the
Ho Chi Minh Museums, the Reunification Museum, and various other museums
represent the victories of the North and the sacrifice their soldiers made in order to obtain
the victory. But the defeated South Vietnamese have no permanent collection of which
to represent their experiences or history.

Without their own country, the defeated South Vietnamese have neither the means
nor the resources to build a society which honors their lives. What they have are their
stories. Captain Hung is one of among ten existing voices who spoke about the horror of
the reeducation camps. This dissertation hopes to remedy the absence of Vietnamese
voicesin the current discourse on the Vietnam War. It will add four South Vietnamese
political prisoners narratives to the collection. This dissertation expands the few
published works of Vietnamese political prisoner narratives by including the voices of
two women who are related to one of the political prisoners. It will represent the
survivors' past life aswell astheir current lives.

While methods of oral history including interviewing, documenting, and
recording were applied to the process of writing the narratives, this dissertation does not

represent these narratives as historical narratives. Reconstructed almost three decades



after the actual historical events, lapses in time and memory call into question the
historical accuracy of the narratives. These narratives are appropriately presented in the
English Department, instead of the History Department, because they were reconstructed
through imagination and memory. Imaginative reconstruction of a historical event makes
no claim that what is presented is objectively true and factual nor that the style of
presentation is objective. Rather, the imaginative reconstruction of these narratives
allows readersto gain a perspective into a particular group’s beliefs, their values, and
their motives. Readers gain insight into the lives of asmall group of Vietnamese-
Americans living in Oklahoma City. The imaginative reconstruction of the past enables
the voices to become part of alarger American immigration story.

This dissertation documents the survivors narratives from an insider’ s point of
view, drawing analogies from personal experiences, detailing observations and
conversations between the interviewer and the interviewees, and narrating the subjects
stories through ajourney motif. Written as a personal journey, | will include my personal
experiences as a survivor of the Vietnam War. On April 1975, my family escaped the
collapse of Vietnam and was rescued by an American ship. After three decades of living
in America, | still live with the trauma of war. | am finally able to record the devastating
effect the war has had on my family and me.

This dissertation, written for the English Department of the University of
Oklahoma, weaves my experiences of war, loss, and assimilation into the stories of
Vietnamese political prisoners and their families living in Oklahoma City. These stories
are about loss, exile, and homelessness; they are told by Vietnamese people who want

Americans to know about their experiences. | am aware of the stark contrast between
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imagining oneself to be imprisoned and the actual experiences of being a political
prisoner. The collection of storiesin this dissertation presents multiple perspectives of
the aftermath of the war. These stories explore the common experience of livingin
Americawhile carrying within ourselves a dark and troubled past from Vietnam. The
condition of exile is a mixture of loneliness and despair in addition to financial and
material comfort. This dissertation presents an updated twenty-first century perspective
of asmall group of Vietnamese men and women who still grapple with the past, three
decades after the fall of Saigon. These Viethamese narratives, never before recorded,
depict prison experiences, metaphorical and physical, in the aftermath of the war.
Unlike Reeducation in Postwar Vietnam: Persnal Postcripts to Peace, the only
known anthology devoted entirely to Vietnamese political prisonersin the reeducation
camps, this study includes my voice and the voices of one prisoner’s spouse and his
daughter. The narratives of one family admittedly do not represent a systematic pattern
of treatment. However, the inclusion of female voices in a male-dominated genre® and
the inclusion of perspectives from a younger generation offer a broader picture of what
life was like for the Vietnamese people after April 30, 1975. This study differs from
Reeducation in that it balances the focus of the historical experiencein Vietham with the
contemporary exiled experience in America. Central to the narratives of former
Vietnamese political prisonersisthe past, which is Vietnam. The narrativesin this

collection provide a clearer picture of what lifein America has been for some Viethamese

® Edward P. Metzner, ed. Reeducation in Postwar Vietnam: Personal Postcripts to Peace
(College Station: Texas A & M UP, 2001).

® Female political prisoners made up less than 1% of the total South political prisoners. No
English collections feature female prisoners. Tran K. Them, A Profile of Viethamese Reeducation Camp
Detaineesin U.SA. (Los Angeles, Unified Vietnamese Community Council, 1992), 12.
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because it explores the survivors' attitudes, personal, social, and political strugglesin
America. Thefocuson their contemporary American life a'so expands their discourse as
part of America’ s immigrant stories that reach out to a broader audience.

Chapter 1 discusses the relevance and purpose of the dissertation. Chapter 2 isa
narration of my personal struggle as aVietnamese immigrant in America; it is about the
domestic prison which shaped my thoughts, actions, and identity. It examinesthe
purpose of narratives and why writing my life's story was an essential way to cope with
my family tragedy. In Chapter 3, | narrate Mr. Thi(Et' s story. | present his contemporary
lifelived in America and how his fifteen years spent in the reeducation camps still affects
him. In Chapter 4, | present historical facts of the Vietnamese gulagsin order to provide
ahistorical context out of which these narratives were produced. Following Chapter 4,
are the stories of Mr. Nguyén Van SU, Mr. B&o V&, Mr. Nguyén Phuic, Mrs. LS Hanh,
and Ms. Nguyén Thao in this consecutive order. In these chapters, the italicized passages
represent my interactions and observations of the interviewees, introducing them to the
readers. The non-italicized passages are the interviewees own words recorded in taped
interviews or written by the subjects themselves. Chapter 12 will be an analysis on the
narratives that | have collected and the ten published Viethamese prison narratives. The
final chapter, Chapter 13, will be my narration of my trip to Vietnam.

War casualties are not only military men who die on battlefields. On soilswhere
wars are fought, casualties include families, homes, schools, communities, and religious
institutions—the way of life that gives peopl€e’ s lives meaning, identity, and purpose.

Survivors of the Vietnamese gulags testify to the demise of South Vietnam's people,
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culture, political and economic independence, infrastructure and state. South Vietnamese
who stayed in Vietnam after the fall of Saigon witnessed first-hand the complete
destruction of an entire way of life. Their personal testimonies speak of cultural
annihilation. They tell of the methodical process of oppression, abuse, torture, and slow
gradual killings committed by the Viethamese Communists.

One way to reconstruct what was irretrievably lost is through personal narratives.
Personal narratives enable victims of oppression to restore the loss through memories and
dialogue. Without narratives of former political prisoners, their spouses, and their
children, the damage done to generations of South Vietnamese after April 30, 1975, is
omitted from history as though the Vietnamese gulags never happened.

Voices of South Viethamese who survived the gulags have important significance
to the current situation in Irag. If Americaisto fully assess the cost of wars, then it is
critical that perspectives of loca people, Iragis and Vietnamese, whose homes become
battlegrounds in wars, are included in the general discussions of America s international
policies. It isimportant to understand that America may do more harm than good to
people whom we “liberate” in our democratization of other countries.

Currently voices of South Vietnamese political prisoners are particularly
necessary as they bring to bear on what could possibly happen to men and women after
Americaleaves. These voices offer a perspective about the life of a people once America
pulls out its troops, journalists depart, and public attention turns away. The aftermath of
the Vietham War must be included as part of the American debate because it carries
implications not only in the current situation in Irag but for any state which is occupied

by U.S. military forces.
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CHAPTER 2

WRITING PAIN: A PERSONAL JOURNEY INTO CHAOS & DESPAIR

For twenty-four years, | have tried unsuccessfully to write my life' s story, to
reconstruct my life through words. Asayoung girl of thirteen, | came home to a sad
house in Oklahoma City where | would go to my room and write poems about the ship
that brought my family and me out of Vietham to America. | shared these poems with
my older brother who loved them and encouraged me to submit them for a poetry contest
in high school. | did not submit them. Instead, | tore them up when things got bad for
my family. In my adult life, | wrote fragments and stored them in my filing cabinets,
never sending them out for publication. | would begin with something very dramatic, a
traumatic horrible scene from real life. | would read it and hate myself for writing it, then
| would quit. Doubt, shame, grief, and depression paralyzed my ability to write. |
believed that what | had to say was not worthy of people’s attention.

All through my adult life | felt there was something that | needed to tell the world.
| carried a notebook in my purse or in my backpack anticipating that | would sit down
and write my life's story. My mother would ask me why it was so important for me to
write. “I just have to writelike | haveto eat,” | would reply. When | told her this, my
eyes would swell up with tears as they do now. “Just forget about it,” she would say,
trying to comfort me. “Why relive the past?” She would say. She wasworried. She had
seen me lose sleep and get sick because | had not written my life's story. | eased my
mother’ s worries by telling her that a book was on itsway. My mother has been waiting

for meto finish so that | could live in the present moment of life. “Y ou’ ve been absent
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from mefor along time,” she has been saying this for quite sometime. Shewasright. |
have been somewhere back there or dreaming out there for along time. She has
concluded that | was fated to have adifficult life. Even my spiritual director told me that
if there were a hard way to do something, | would surely do it that way.

Writing one’s life story for the public isahard road. It islike opening sores for
othersto see. The Vietnamese have a saying about people who make public their private
affairs: ripping the back of the shirt so that others can see through (V¥ &0 cho ngU®i
xem |UOng). It warns people to not expose their weaknesses or their family’s
weaknesses for othersto see. It isviewed as betrayal and disloyalty to one’s family and
friends. Talking about oneself to a public audience is disrespectful and demeaning. So
why write your life' s story when the task is so difficult and painful? Why struggle with
the past, the horror, and the unresolved? Does it matter to anyone else? Who cares about
what happensto you? When does your private life become a concern for the public?
What good doesit do? | have been asking these questions for most of my adult life.

Part of my answer isto them that writing one’slifeisaway to come to terms with
the chaos, traumas, and unresolved conflicts. Though painful, writing is the only way
that | know to give order to chaos and to make sense of my family’ stragedy. Writing my
life' s story has made me miserable and ecstatic at different times, and yet | know | could
not have proper peace any other way. | have been at war with the voicesinside for along
time. | needed to confess the part | played in the destruction of my sister’smind. |
needed to expose the wounds, so | could close them and go on. Writing is a confession

chamber in which I tell my sinsand sorrow in order to obtain grace and peace.
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For over two decades, | have tried to breathe my sister’slife on paper. Chi%onis
my older sister, five years my elder, whose name literally means war. Chi%on has
occupied my thoughts, dreams, and nightmares ever since | came to understand that there
was something different about Chi%on. For two decades | have been trying to tell her
story. Fragments are scattered here and there of writings done in Creative Writing
classes that | have taken over the years—all of them about Chi%on. Sheisthe muse who
haunts me.

| have been collecting records, stories, and facts about my life primarily to
understand why Chi%on lost her mind. In my father’s home, silence pervades and honest
meaningful communication is not the norm. My father forbade me to ask questions about
my family history. He called me a busybody and shooed me away with one headshake.
With his dight headshake, my mother and | stopped talking about her life. | accepted
voids and gaps in my history because | had no recollection of my eight years of childhood
in Vietnam. It waslike living with an excised brain in which eight years of collected
memories and experiences were wiped out.

| gathered the details in bits and pieces about my family’s past and jotted them
down in my journal. The scattered entries became incomprehensible, and they were not
accurate when | repeated them to my mother. Sometimes dates, events, and names differ
from one entry to another. Information and stories were digointed, scattered, and
inaccurate, but they were all | had since my father’ s headshake prevailed over truths. The
accounts below are written from memory based on things that | have heard and things

that were told to me. Things left unsaid were filled with my imagination.
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When | spent the nightsin the hospital with my mother during her recovery after
suffering a heart attack in November 2001, | asked her what had happened to Chi%on.
There was not much to do in the hospital except talk. My mother almost died during
surgery. | did not want her to die without me knowing what had happened to Chi%eon.

“Chi%on should have been dead by all accounts. She was two months old when
she came down with afever. She got sweaty, then she vomited. She would just lie down
shaking. | could not see the pupilsin her eyes. | took all my money and rushed her to the
hospital. | paid for arickshaw to take usto the hospital in Bién Hoa. When | got there,
the doctor said to me, ‘Y ou women wait until they’ re near death before you bring them.
Why don’t you just hang them instead.” The doctor was indignant, but he treated her.

She survived, but she was never the same after that,” my mother said.

Named for the fate of her country, Chi%on was born in 1962 during the Vietnam
War. My oldest sister’s name is fidi, which means great. The Great War. My oldest
brother’ s name is Vi(Et, and another baby boy born after was named Nam (South), but he
died. The Great War of Vi(Et Nam. With the death of South Vietnam, my siblings
names seem to befit the fate of our country. Chi%on survived what might have been
scarlet fever, but she suffered brain damage. Born with the fate of her country embodied
in her name, she suffered from a split personality. Her girlish intellect never aligned to
her growing body. She was afraid of water and fire, of extremities of hot and cold, and of
people. My mother had no time for Chi%on’sfears. Bearing girls for my father, my
mother got no help from him because he detested girls. He came home to see the sex of

the child and | eft.
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Once my mother came home from along day’ s work and found that Chi%on had
not warmed up the stove. All Chi%on had to do was go over to the neighbor’ s house and
borrow fire to burn the wood for cooking. She was afraid to ask, so my mother and ol der
sister had nothing to eat after along day’ swork. My mother did not starve in peace. She
beat Chi%on with tree branches, breaking them over Chi%on’s until my mother got tired
and slept. The next morning my mother set out to planting rice in the dikes. Her feet
were soaked in water and her legs were bitten by leeches. My mother has said over and
over how sorry she was that she had beaten Chi%on. “1 have marked that event in my
heart,” she said painfully. But my mother was not the only one who beat Chi%on and
marked the beatings in her heart.

It was so easy to beat Chi%on because she never fought back. She would just
stand still, cower her head, and let a person club her down. My sister fidi said Chi%on
was not afighter so she could never survivein the world. | do not remember what
Chi%on was like when we were in Vietnam. The first memory | have of Chi%on was
when my family escaped to Americaby boat. My Aunt Mao, my mother’s sister, was a
multimillionaire whose boat got us out of Vietnam. Three families: Aunt Mao’s family,
Aunt Mao’s husband’ s brother, Chu Ba' s family, and my family—twenty-seven people in
all— boarded the boat to leave two days before the fall of Saigon. Arguments ensued
right away. Chi%on and | ran from the lower deck to see what had happened. We heard
Mrs. Bacrying. Her oldest daughter stepped off the boat and bid farewell to her parents.
She was accused by Bich, Aunt Mao’s oldest daughter, of eating too much food and
using up too much soap. Mrs. Bawanted her daughter to apologize, but she would not.

Instead, she rebelled by bidding her family farewell and leaving the deck.
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We sailed until we came to abig naval ship. Many boats like ours clamored
around the ship to be rescued. From the ship hung aladder and a net. * Jump, jump!”
People yelled and cried under the net and the ladder. People shoved, jumped, and fell off
the boat to get under the net, which dangled above our heads. We had to jump from boat
to boat to get under the net so we could be lifted up to the navy ship. My mother and my
oldest sister had to carry my youngest cousins. That was the agreement my mother made
with her younger sister in order for us to board her boat.

“Sister, you must help me with my youngest sons,” AuntMao told my mother,
“you promised to help me with my children.” Aunt Mao had ten children, and she needed
my mother to care for them. My mother was my cousins' nanny. My sister iidi was my
cousins' tutor. Chi%on was alive-in babysitter. My mother held her youngest nephew
and jumped from boat to boat. My sister held Aunt Mao's other boy. My sisters,
brothers, and | were left on our own to get to the net. | jumped following my mother. |
heard yelling and splashing all around me. When | got under the net, someone picked me
up and put meinit. When we got on board, there were hundreds of Viethamese walking
around looking for their families. Some were looking down from above. Hundreds of
people walked aimlessly, crying. Miraculoudly, all twenty-seven of us got on the ship
safely. We huddled together.

Chi%on walked me to the bathroom, which was a frightening experience. Just five
feet beneath my feet was deep ocean water splashing against the ship. | wasterrified by
the immense blue waves hitting against the ship. Anyone could have fallen through the
wobbly wooden planks. Chi%on called me for me to come out of the toilet. When

Chi%on and | walked back to our corner, there was a terrible commotion. A man dragged
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my mother across the deck by the hair and beat her. People pulled him off. Hefell on his
hands and knees and pounded his head on the ship floor. He cracked his head, bleeding.
Men in uniform strapped his hands, placed him on a carrier, and brought him to the lower
deck. People gathered around my mother. She explained that her husband did not want
to come to America and had blamed her for making him. She said it was nothing new in
her life. | learned that the man who hit his head on the deck was my father. He would be
the man who tormented my mother and his children our entire lives.

| never knew | had afather until that time. | have no memory of him in my eight
yearsin Vietnam. Then | heard my aunt speak about him to other people.

“He hastreated her like that all her life,” my aunt told the women, “I’ ve told her
so many times to leave him. Shewon'’t. | give up! He'san ingrate. People would give
anything to come to America, but not he,” my aunt said. | remember Aunt Mao’s blue
raincoat. She brought back rice soup held in her blue rain bonnet. We cupped our hands
and scooped out our food. We slept on the open deck: when it rained, we were soaked,
and when it was hot, we burned. | did not know how long we were on the ship, but it was
terrifying. To thisday, my sistersand | will not get on aboat, canoe, or ship.

Aunt Mao had traversed countries of continents with my mother. They crossed
the 17" Parallel in 1954 with their husbands, leaving their mother to the care of their
oldest brother who was a Communist. They lived close together in Tan Mai, avillagein
the province of Bién Hoa about twenty miles south of Saigon. Thisiswhere my sisters,
brothers, and | were all born. My aunt left Tan Ma a couple years later and moved to
Viing Tau where her husband became chief of police. They got rich quick making money

in the black market. Aunt Mao gave birth to fifteen children, but five of them died.
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When my mother boarded the American ship, she returned stacks of 24-karat gold leaves
that were taped to my mother’s body to Aunt M&o. AuntM ao trusted only my mother,
whom she knew would take nothing from her. My mother would never have had the
means to get us on the ship to America. My mother and father were peasants from the
north. My mother continued to chew betel, an indigenous socializing activity dating back
to at least the tenth century before Vietnam'’s first emperor, Dinh Bo Linh, was
enthroned. My aunt and her husband, though they were brought up in the same peasant
culture, abandoned their rustic background. He became chief of the police in V»ng TAu,
and she worked the market. Together they made millions. Had it not been for them, |
would not have been the person that | am today.

The ship landed in Guam, a beautiful hot and sandy island. | liked how the hot
sand dlipped through my toes. We slept on cots under a green shade held by four poles.
The little kids and | went to school to learn to count. Food was so delicious and plenty.
There was always a commotion when we returned to the camp. Bich was crying because
her husband wanted adivorce. He came from a poor family who owed money to my
aunt. He married to pay off hisfamily’s debts. When he realized that Aunt Mao was just
as dispossessed as the rest, he left. The marriage was dissolved by him filing asasingle
man in need of sponsorship. My mother and fidi bid him farewell. My mother had
always liked him because he came from a poor family. Bich was no longer the daughter
of a powerful man; she was another refugee like the rest of us. We could start al over
again, and my aunt did.

Aunt Mao came to our tent with her children one afternoon. Her sons carried

poles and sticks. | was drawing numbers on the cement with arock when | heard yelling.
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| looked up and saw my aunt’s two older sons hit my father. They beat him with along
pole.

“Thiswill teach you. Y ou’ ve beaten my sister long enough,” my aunt yelled. She
had the backs of her hand on her hip.

| ran to hide behind atree. | became afraid of sudden movements.

My father sat up after he realized he had been surrounded. | felt sorrow for him
because he looked afraid.

“1 beg you Aunt,” my mother cried. “Please don’'t hurt him. If he hurts me, let
God deal with him. He's my cross which | have to carry. Don’t hurt him,” she cried. She
wiped her tears with the tail of her shirt showing her bra and the laminated picture of the
Our Lady of Perpetua Help which she wore as a necklace.

“Y ou’ve got no right to come at him with sticks and stones,” fidi said defending
my father.

“It’ s not your business,” he told my aunt meekly. This made her angrier.

“You ingrate! You are getting to come to America. People are dying to come
here, and you tell everyone that you were forced to come. If you are so smart, you can
still go back home. Tell the officials you want to go home. They will take you back.
There are people going home. Y ou don’t know how to count your blessings.”

“So | haveto be grateful to you. Ah, thisiswhat it has cometo,” he smiled wryly.
My cousin raised the stick to hisface.

“You don’t be rude to my mother. You ingrate!” he said.

“Shut up, you,” my mother told my father.

My brothers cried. The Red Cross workers came.
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“Y ou touch my sister one more time, I'll have my sons finish you. They will kill
you!” Aunt Mao yelled.

Three families separated and went in three different directions. | do not know if
this was by choice, but my family went to Fort Chaffee in Arkansas to process paperwork
before being sponsored while the other two families went to California.

Fear and trepidation followed my father who raged against my mother and sister
fidi. In Fort Chaffee, Vietnamese refugees awaited sponsorship. It was a military base,
and we stayed in dorm rooms. My mother, sisters, and brothers slept together in one room
while my father slept alone in another room. We were immunized and taught English
throughout our stay. My father raged on. He grabbed my mother’ s head and held it
under awater faucet. People tore him away and again my mother shared her life' spain
with them. People hid usin their dorm rooms to escape my father.

| understood my mother’ s life with each beating. My mother’slife unfolded with
each passing storm. She told of her arranged marriage to him when she was fourteen
years old and the violence that plagued her life. After the first beating, she left my father
and came home to her mother. My grandmother was so ashamed of my mother for
leaving her husband’ s family after they had arranged the marriage that she beat her nearly
to death so that she would never want to return homeagain . A runaway bride was a
source of shame in a culture regulated by family pride and honor. This save-face culture
was cruel to young girls who grew up to be apathetic mothers. Later in life, my mother
would tell others the stories of mistresses who slept in our house. She told of how my
father beat her with shoes, fists, belts, or whatever he could find. My eyes swell up with

tearswhen | think of it. | wishthat | do not think about it, but thisis not possible. |
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believed that if | understood a person’s childhood, | could explain hisinterior life and it
would lessen the pain.

| write to learn about my father’s pain. My father’ s name is Hach, which means
pride; my mother’s name is Thuéc, which means medicine. They were born in the
village of Ngoc Chéau in north Vietnam. In the 1940’ s when both my parents were in their
early teens, there was much famine and in north Vietnam, then under French occupation.
My father lost his father at thistime. My father starved; he went into the jungle and ate
what he could find. He came down with beriberi, diarrhea, and other intestinal diseases.
My mother said that when she was young she would see people begging in the morning;
when she came home, they had stiffened and fallen over dead. The mother was very
afraid of the French. The whole village hid in the church when the French came. My
mother dirtied her face with mud to keep from being rape. My father fought with the
Viét Minh at bién Bién Phy. The top two parts of hisright index finger were cut off.
Afterwards, they feared the Communists more than the French. My mother witnessed
rich landowners being buried up to their necks, and their heads chopped off by the
Communists. One night, alarge group of people abandoned the village of Ngoc Chau
and walked the Hai Phong River taking the open mouth boat south. Most of them were
Catholics and feared religious persecution by the Communists. These escapees heard that
aCathaolic priest in Tan Ma would welcome them, so they asked for directions to that
village. My father’s mother, my mother’ s sister, her husband, her husband’ s brother, and
hiswife crossed the 17" Parallel and settled in Tan Mai. My father’s mother lived with
my mother who cared for her until shedied. Her son, my father, drifted back and forth

between cultures. He detested my mother’ s peasantry ways. My father had no brother
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and no education to guide him when Vietnam was ravaged by war. From a poor peasant
boy, he became a soldier trained by American troops, he had good looks, a steady
income, and lots of chances to frequent the cities. He, like Chi%on, was an
underdeveloped child in the body of an adult. He wandered aimlessly from his family
coming home only when he wanted to see his own mother. In contrast to my father, my
mother built her life on the foundations of the teachings of the Catholic Church. She
clung to the church for directions and raised us to suffer and endure through war and
peace. And suffer wedid. Asan adult, I concluded that my father had no childhood,
therefore he was determined to rob us of ours.

From Fort Chaffee on, the beatings by my father worsened, and they extended to
fidi. She hidin people's dorm room. Ms. Nhiém, another Vietnamese refugee who
became my mother’ s friend, told my father to leave hisfamily aone. She told my mother
that she had left her husband in Vietnam because he beat her and forbade her to visit her
mother.

“Those miserable types! Those cowards!” Ms. Nhiém would say with her
clenched teeth and fist of anger even when my father was there. Her skin would turn
from clear to pinkish red. Ms. Nhiém warned my mother to leave my father, to claim that
he was dead or in Vietham. But my mother would not listen.

fidi was avery beautiful, tall, slim nineteen year-old girl with light skin and big
eyes. She was courted by many young Vietnamese men at Fort Chaffee. In Vietham she
had passed the exam to enter Ng6 Quyén High School and had earned a scholarship.
This was a great accomplishment for my mother who had very little money. fid was

everything a Vietnamese girl should be: dutiful, obedient, caring, virginal, educated,
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religious, self-sacrificing, and enduring. Some families at Fort Chaffee offered to adopt
her or marry her into their families so she would not have to endure my father’ s beatings.
But she and my mother were very close, so there was no chance that she would leave my
mother.

At Fort Chaffee, | received the Sacrament of Reconciliation and the Sacrament of
Holy Eucharist. | was taught about the devil and his ways, but nothing made sense to me.
| knew that Chi%on and | should stay away from my father. My family got sponsored by
a Catholic churchin Dixon, IL. Before we left, we exchanged addresses with many
families at Fort Chaffee who admired my sister and mother.

Our First Homein America

When we landed at the Chicago Airport, three American families greeted us. They
were happy, and their children smiled at me. Loud buzzes on the airport intercom startled
me. One of the sponsors asked my father questions, and he answered. He knew
conversationa English because he had worked as a cook for an American base in
Vietnam. We followed our sponsors until a man grabbed Fern’s purse. Fern was one of
the main sponsors who smiled and was happy to see us. Fern ran after him. The others
called Security. We waited until a man in uniform returned the purse to Fern who
inspected it.

Theridein our sponsor’s car from Chicago to Dixon sickened Chi%on. | sat on her
lap. The buildings soared over us. “Oh God, Oh God,” she whispered and laid her head
on my back, her face shaking against my back. Fern turned her head toward us and
smiled.

“Mother,” Chi%on whispered, “my stomach hurts.”
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“Get away,” | wiggled to get her off my back. She threw up on my purple shirt. |
cried quietly. My mother told usto shut up. We walked into a sofathat sat in front of a
curtained window. On the left was a dining room with a separate room to cook. Fern
showed me how to use the shower, letting me know that she understood what had
happened in the car. Fern showed us our beds: the girls had two beds stacked on top and
one on the side. All the twin beds had red covers with green mistletoe embroidered in the
center. The boys had two beds and my parents had one queen size bed. Chi%on slept
with me on the bottom bunk; fdi slept on the queen bed with my brothers. No one ever
slept on the top bunk. Chi%on was very afraid of the dark and afraid of ghosts. | told her
to hide beneath the red cover for protection. We have never slept on beds before our
sponsor’ s house. | was mesmerized by our new home: the different compartmentsin the
house and things that were in them. Our housein Tan Mai was a one-room hut where we
ate, studied, fought, and slept together. It was built by people kind enough to take
northerners into their community.

There were clothesin our closet for all of us. | touched the beautiful patterns on
the clothes and danced around in them. Our sponsors came to visit us and took care of
our needs. They even washed our hair with lice medicine. We learned to brush our teeth
and bath regularly. Eventually we attended St. Ann’s Catholic Church that sponsored us.
Fern and Tom and their children came to pick us up. | wore ared dress with red stockings
and black shoes. | remember this because they took a picture of all of usin our Sunday
clothes. We sat closeto the altar. There were people smiling at us, touching us. Fern
lifted my elbow, and we stood while the church clapped hands. But what | remember

most about that first Sunday was the meal we had in the dining hall which was connected
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to the church. Corn ears stacked high like a golden pyramid and lots of other food filled
the table. It was continually replenished, and it seemed the more | ate, the more was
brought out. | played hide and seek after the meal; | hid under the table after grabbing
more food from the table. | laughed with Fern’s children: Melissa, Cathy, and Paula
Paula had short red hair and freckles. At first, | thought she was a boy until she gave me
some of her clothes. That night, | thought about the food and felt my heart race towards
the table covered with edibles. | felt happy, and | loved visiting our neighbors, Mr. Jones
and Mrs. Jones, who gave us a badminton set and taught us how to play. | liked wearing
the same clothes as Chi%on and riding to school with my brothers and sister. All of us,
except for fidi, who was eighteen years old, attended St. Ann’s school; asmall bus picked
us up from school and dropped us off. Jennifer, agirl in my class, asked if | could spend
the night at her home. It was atwo-story home with a deck surrounded by woods. Her
home was so peaceful and quiet. Even when her father came home from work, we were
not disturbed. She showed me all the little toysin her closet: the nicely stacked boxes of
games, the doll house that opened then shut, the nice set of tea cups and the little chairs
and tablesfor al of usto sit. She wanted me to sleep with her. Her bed was high off the
ground with four poles soaring up towards the ceiling. | was afraid that | would fall off,
so | asked to sleep on the floor.

We had a tutor who taught us to read the Dick and Jane books on the weekends.
The first English song | sang was “Red River Valley” as part of aclass project. Fern
sewed a country dress for meto wear. After school, we came home and watched Bozo

the clown and other showson TV.
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My sister fidi had a good friend, Mary, whom we visited. | remember visiting
Mary who had four different pianos. On top of her pianos were ships in bottles. Chi%on
and | looked at everything with amazement. Mary played all these beautiful tunes for us.
| asked my sister to ask her if she would teach me. Mary smiled and nodded her head. |
loved dliding on the piano bench. When Mary turned on the piano, which played by
itself, Chi%on and | were amazed. After Mary showed me it was a mechanical invention,
we were still amazed.

That year in 1976 with our sponsors was the closest that my sisters, brothers, and
| came to having anormal childhood. It was filled with numerous wonderful first
experiences of snow, Christmas, a nativity set, a birthday party, a picnic cookout, regular
classes, and a semblance of peace and tranquility at home. My mother and fidi had a
chance to learn English and skills, to start again with the help of our sponsors. Y et, these
good things that happened, happened only once. Our dreams were shattered because my
father’ s demons again took control of him.

My sister and mother worked at a cleaner’ s while my father worked in the meat
department at a grocery store. It was not like any work he had ever known or done. This
was not work that he was used to as aformer soldier for the Republic of Vietnam. He
had no tolerance for 8 hours on the clock; he had no tolerance for the refrigerator that
chilled his bones; he said he was sick. Fern and Tom brought him thermals and sweaters,
but it seemed impossible to get him to work and support hisfamily. Heloved to drink
beer and talk all night with other Viethamese men who lived close by. When Monday

came for him to work, he called work purgatory for hissins.
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Darkness pervaded around him. There was just something so awfully defiant and
disgusting about how he saw the world. Women and children were there to serve him.
We were not important in thisworld. Our entire family revolved around him. He was
the head, and we were his appendages. In my father’s house, no one, not my mother, my
sisters, my brothers, nor | had an individual room. We had our own rooms, but when he
was in hisdark spells, he forced to sleep on the floor in the living room. My mother and
father never dept together in the queen bed. He told her that she was ugly to his eyes.
My mother and fiai originally went to school at night, but they stopped because he
forbade them. He wanted them to serve him when he got home from work. When
Chi%on cooked him something he did not like, he threw the plate at her. | ran to my
room. My father hated the sponsors coming to check up on us because they knew that
we were not happy. They asked many questions and got no answers. At night, he would
ask me quietly if anyone had been over threatening to hang me on atreelimb if | did not
tell him the truth.

Fern came regularly to check in on us because she saw the bruises on my
mother’ sface. Shetold my father, “You go to jail next time.” My father hated Fern and
called her afat bitch. That was the way he talked in front of us, foul and insulting. My
father hit my mother in front of Fern. Fern shook her head in disgust and got up to call
her husband Tom. She pointed at my father’s face.

“You never never never do that again. You can't do that here, no not in America.
You goto jail for that. Police come get you,” she crossed her wrists, signaling handcuffs.
“Next time, you go to jail. Police comethey . ..” My father leaned over Fern with his

furious eyes.
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“Catham [God damn] you. Y ou no tell me what to do. She my wife. Catham,
catham!” he yelled and punched his head.

“No, no, me no care she your wife, you no do that here,” she made the wrist
gesture again. “I go call Tom.” She dashed to the phone in the kitchen where my mother
and sister stood. My mother sat. She was crying. | stood behind the curtain in the living
room, about ten feet from where my father sat.

My mother cursed in Vietnamese. She was afraid of the police. My father sat
leaning back. He held hisright knee above the ground and rocked slowly. fidi begged
Fern not to call fearing that he would just get madder and hit us more. Fern called her
husband and not the police.

When Tom came, he said the same things to my father.

“Hack, you cannot hit her. No, you control yourself. | never hit Fern. Never hit
children. Okay?”’

My father was leaning back with both his hands behind his head. Then he leaned
forward and hit his forehead repeatedly with the fisted palm of hisright hand. Y ou could
hear the thumping sounds of hard knocks. | held the curtain over my face, but | watched.

“No, you no need do that, Hack. No need for that,” Tom waved his right hand.
But my father beat his head more violently as he paced back and forth around the coffee
table. With each beat he muttered, “Catham. Catham...” [God damn.] Y ou, ThuOc, why
did you bring me here?’ (Con ThuOc may mang tao Ci lam gi?) He struggled to get out
of his sweater. He was a small body in white thermal underwear and hair that flared up.

“Uncle, what are you doing?’ fidi said. (Caulargi ddy?) We called this stranger

who was our father uncle. My mother stood up from where she sat, “No, chi da b,
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thang quy,” which trandlates as, “He' s faking. He' sthe devil.” My father was on his
hands and knees on the living room floor. He leaped up at my sister fidi like adog and bit
her. He barked. He rushed towards Chi%on who screamed. He never came after his sons,
but he growled at my mother. Tom told Fern to call the police. My father crawled to the
bathroom. Tom followed him and watched as my father plunged his head in the toilet
bowl, then threw it back, then plunged in again and again and again. When he came back
to the living room, he tried to bite my sister again. When Tom grabbed him from behind,
he locked his teeth in Tom’s arm. Tom pinned him to the sofa. The ambulance workers
strapped him to a stretcher—just like they did on the ship—and took him to a psychiatric
hospital.

Our first Christmasin 1976 was so magical because it was the first time we
celebrated Christmas as a family but also because it was the only one without my father.
Coming home from church, we saw what we had never seen before: a Christmas tree lit
with a star at the very top and wrapped gifts underneath. Our sponsors awed us with
what they had done. We asked Fern’s family repeatedly if these gifts were redly for us.
| played with the nativity figure rearranging their positions. My sisters, brothers, and |
were so happy that night.

Our happiness would turn to grief because my father was released from the
hospital about one week after the New Y ear. No one at the hospital knew how to treat
him because no one spoke Vietnamese. He knew enough English but he would not
speak. We never got to the heart of what was wrong with him. When he left the hospital,

he became more vindictive and more violent.
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Twenty-three years later, while | was on abusiness trip in Chicago, Illinois, |
visited Fern and Tom. They told me that they had enough grounds to deport my father
back to Vietnam that first year we werein Americaif only my mother would have
okayed it. But shewould not. | keep thinking back to what my mother told me about her
mother, how she beat her to the point where she could hardly walk when she returned
from husband’ s house after he had beaten her. My grandmother traumatized my mother
for life. She made sure that my mother would fulfill her obligation as awife to a husband
whom she had chosen for her. It wasthat old culture of chewing betel of building family
dynasties for generations to come. My mother’s decision to stay with a man who abused
her in spite of her own happiness was inbreeded in her for at least athousand years.

Duty, save-face, family honor, and animism shielded her from searching new waysto
live.

When my father came home from the hospital, he forced us to move away from
Fern and Tom, isolating his victims to better dominate us. Moving away from people
who cared about us, who knew the American terrain, who valued children and women,
and who had the moral and legal authority to put an end to my father’s dark side proved
fatal for Chi%on, who was entering puberty. After we moved, my father’s dark side won
over reason and love. Fern and Tom: farewell friends and heroes! From here on out,
tears. Nothing but tears! | grieve when | think about what our lives could have been if

my parents had decided to stay in Dixon.

The Hot Beating Oklahoma Sun
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My father flew out of Dixon first and stayed with Aunt Mao who had resettled her
family from Denver, Colorado to Oklahoma City. My mother, brothers, Chi%on and |
rode the bus with Ms. Nhi®Em and Ms. Thanh, Ms. NhiGEm’ s sister. fidi hitched a U-haull
to the station wagon and drove the goods that our sponsors gave us to Aunt Mao’ s three
bedroom house in Oklahoma City. Always, there was male priority ruling over
everything. My father flew while the rest of ustook the long road trips. My mother
knew no English, and she had to keep al four of us children closeto her. At each stop,
she hurried us into the bus fearing that we would be left behind. When we rode into
Oklahoma, the landscape was so different. Everything was different, the weather, the
land, and the home. | felt alonein America. | remember Dixon’s winter and Oklahoma's
heat. The sun was like my father—it beat down on us, and there was nowhere to hide.

At my aunt’ s house, nineteen people shared three bedrooms and one bathroom
which was stopped up the whole time | was there. We were piled on top of our cousins.
Mice and roaches ran over my feet at night. Chi%on screamed nights she felt something
crawl past her.

After a couple of months at my aunt’s house, we rented the bottom of a two-story
duplex divided into three living units. We lived on the half of the bottom. Against the
wall on the right side was a piano which was covered by red carpet and nailed over in the
dining room. My father drank through the night with Vietnamese men whom he met at
work; some were young enough to be his sons.

Before leaving Dixon, fidi had written to my aunt about my father’s condition.
Sheinformed my aunt’s family that he had been taken to the psychiatric hospital. She

warned my uncle that my father wasill. When my father arrived in Oklahoma City, my



uncle gave my father the letter. WWhen we moved to the rental house, and he got all of us
aloneto himsalf, fidi got the beating of her life. He belted her al over, chasing her
through the red-carpeted dining room. | watched it all. He would show her how crazy he
really was. | knew about what dying was like when | was eight. Dying was wishing that
you were not alive to witness the horror before you. Dying was like wanting to sleep and
never wake up.

fidi rose from the beatings and worked two jobs to help buy the house where my
parents still live. At nineteen, she was the head of the household and supplanted my
parentsin all their essential duties of caring for their children. She enrolled usin schoal,
drove usto school, made doctors appointments, and made sure we got there. She
cosigned with my parents when they bought their home, which she and my mother had
chosen. She bought her own car, awhite Thunderbird. All the paperwork regarding
immigration, health care, home, and schooling were done by her. When my younger
brother, filUc was failing at Gatewood Elementary School, it would be fi& who enrolled
him, my brother, Vi, and me at John Carroll, a parochial school. She would be the one
to plead with the nuns and bargain for an affordable price. Y et, though she fulfilled her
duties as an adult, she remained a Vietnamese child. She had to be loyal to her parents
and did what they wanted her to do. My sister became my mother. | used to envy my
friends whose parents were able to drive them to wherever.

fidi worked at Villa Teresa catholic school as a daycare provider, at dry cleaners,
at restaurants, wherever she could to support the family. She never got a chanceto go to
school. She was the only adult in the family who knew how to drive. My parents never

learned English, so they never learned to drive, fill out applications for our schooling,
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enroll their children in schools, take themselves to the doctors, tell the doctors what was
wrong with their children, or apply for their own jobs. In short, they stopped being
parentsin America. They stopped doing the things that parents do. They depended on
their children to carry on the duties of their lives before they were fifty. Everything was
left to fidi and on down the line to the other children, and yet when my father got drunk,
he went after us.

In My Father’sHouse

It ispossible to live in a home where you are clothed and fed, where you attend
school, where you come and go, and still feel like you arein prison. Two years after they
moved away from our sponsors, my parents bought a house across the street from Tony’s
Italian Restaurant where my mother and fidi worked. The house was the first house on
the corner of abusy intersection behind the alleys of a drug store, a photo shop, and other
small businesses. My mother and fidi paid for most of it, but the house belonged to my
father. | had the most traumatic experiences of my life. Inthat house, | witnessed
Chi%on’ s madness, the deterioration of her mind.

What my father did to the physical house, he did to us. The house had bars of its
own—>black iron barsin front of all the windows and the front door because of a daytime
robbery. My father painted over the white columns of iron vines with a glossy black
paint. The windows were painted shut by Vietnamese workers hired for cheap. The
evergreen row of bushes on the porch was dug up and tossed aside. Same with the cherry
blossom tree and the oak tree in the backyard. He tore down the drapes of hanging bells
and curtains of men on horsebacks and put up plastic strips that never opened or shut

because he could not read the directions. Wallpapers of patterned flowers were painted
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over with asick aguablue. White baseboards and the doors were painted a glossy
burgundy red. He built an atar which protruded from out the wall of the living room: a
wooden arch board set against a4-foot plank. At the center of the altar stood an ivory
statue of the Virgin Mary with her hands clasped wearing along gown and a gold crown
on her head. On the upper left side of her was a silver crucifix. Plastic flowers, candles,
and lace adorned the feet of Jesus and Mary. He put up Christmas lights and cleaned the
atar religiously. My father hung a print of the Last Supper that slanted from the ceiling
to the top of the door’ s frame in the dining room. He hung pictures and wooden carvings
of the Holy family and crucifixes throughout the house. He hardly ever missed church.
He, my mother, and sister paid for my two brothers and | to attend John Carroll, a
parochial school affiliated with our church, Our Lady’s Cathedral of Perpetual Help,
because a Vietnamese priest recommended that we do so. We had priests over for meals
regularly. | grew up aware of two different families: my family and the Holy family. As
aCathalic, | believed in the Heavenly Father through the embodiment of Christ. |
believed in the Holy family, praying to Jesus during mass at school and on Sunday when
| wasin church. | stared at the picture of Jesus which hung on the left side of my bed. It
was a picture of Jesus painted mostly in brown. Hisface, turned towards alight brown
light, slightly lifted upward. Long wavy hair sat on his shoulders. His expression was
peaceful and kind, and | realized how much | liked brown. Brown was a humbling and
quiet color. | wished my father were like Joseph, a carpenter who loved his family and
like Jesus, the kindest man who ever lived. But he was the antithesis of Joseph and Jesus.
My father could go to any room in the house and dominateit. He barred, shut,

blackened, dug, killed, tossed, and stripped his family of joys and laughter as he had done
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to the house. Anything breathing and beautiful was sure to be destroyed or at least be
tainted by his mind’s shadow. He accused us of despising him, so he tortured us before
we could despise him. He worked up irrational accusations then stormed at us. On
Sundays when my mother was off from work, my father invited his friends to drink with
him from about noon into the late evening. My mother served hisfriends, not sitting
down to eat herself but rather serving and cleaning up after them. We were thankful for
his friends who kept him company until we slept.

Every day from 2 to 11 Monday through Saturday, my mother and sister worked
at an Italian Restaurant across from the house. They worked through the important hours
of our lives. We had to be with my father everyday after school and not see my mother
and sister. For the rest of my young life, and even after | became an adult, my mother
and sister stayed away from us. For the next ten years, my brothers and sister and | would
never experience the presence of our mother and our sister at suppertime. They accepted
working conditions despite what was happening to the children. Chi%on had to go to
Classen High School, a big public school which was so different from St. Ann’s. Coming
home, we ate whatever we could find, usually ramen noodles and canned ham. There
was either silence or violent outburst or my father would call his friends over and drank
al night.

Many nights we waited up for my mother and sister. They came home in white
aprons smeared with orange spaghetti sauce. Sometimes they came home to a group of
strangers, men my father had invited to drink with him. My mother and sister did not
want to talk. They just wanted to eat in silence and go to sleep. My mother could not get

used to the food at the restaurant. She ate rice and vegetables when she came home. My
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mother reached out to the community of Vietnamese families who settled in Oklahoma
City.

Since 1975, Vietnamese people have been coming to Oklahoma City by the
thousands. Vietnamese priests and deacons at Our Lady’ s Church were eventually able
to celebrate massesin Vietnamese. Near the N.W. 23" and Classen area, a Vietnamese
community centered around a church, a Vietnamese food market, and Vietnamese
restaurants. My family was one of the first Viethamese familiesto settle in this area.
The Vietnamese have done quite well, and most of them have bought bigger, newer
houses, but | felt like my family would never change. Many Vietnamese men and
women advanced to better paying jobs with benefits, their families became adjusted, but
my family was in deep trouble.

My father could not keep a steady job. He got fired everywhere he worked. |
could tell new jobs by his shirts—Coca Cola, Intempo, and companies that did not have
logos. Drinking, staying up late, and fighting his demons made getting up early in the
morning amiserable task for all of us. A typica Monday morning was astorm. At 6:30
am., before the morning sun crept through the cracks, the house broke with arguments.
My father’s ride was honking outside. My father clumsily hopped into his pants and
cursed at my mother for not getting him up earlier. She hurried to pack hislunch. He
rushed out the door gritting his death in anger.

At night, my father’s black lunch box, which opened into an upper and lower half
empt,y sat on the kitchen counter. Chi%on, Viét, bac, and | ate whatever was in the
refrigerator and watched TV in the back half of the house. My father called Chi%on out

to the living room. He ordered her to make dinner. Chi%on, fearful of water and fire,
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feared the chicken which was wrapped in plastic, the cleaver, and the skillet. She was
about fifteen yearsold. It took along time for her to cut up the chicken. She did not
have my mother’s skill of chopping meat with the cleaver. She jabbed the chicken, poked
holes through its flesh, and stuck it in the oven. She baked it on a cookie sheet. Hours
went by. My father drank his Martell and fell asleep on the sofa. Chien and | went to the
room to study. He called us out and asked for his dinner. Chien carried the whole
chicken out on the plate and set it in front of my father on the coffee table. Blood dripped
on the side of the plate and a puddle of pink fat settled in the middle of the plate. My
father cursed a storm. Chi%on laughed nervously and uncontrollably; she had the habit of
laughing out of fear. My father thought she was laughing at him. He pulled his belt off
and whipped her. Shefell on the floor. He pounded on her head and shoulders with his
fist.

Nobody knew what was happening to Chi%on back then. She was paralyzed with
fear. | dept with her and saw that she would not get up to go to the bathroom. She
would shake her legs, then wet the bed. She spat along the side of the bed rather than
brushing her teeth. She was so terrified of water. She stopped bathing herself, brushing
her teeth, and washing her face. Acne and bumps covered her cheeks and forehead. My
mother asked me to bathe with her so that | could wash her hair and make sure she did
not smell. | was so ashamed of being her sister. She talked to herself and conversed with
the voicesinside her head. She pointed to the celling at night and said, “Devil stay away
from me.” She zoned in and out of existence. She sat paralyzed with her head down,
immobile. People around the community called her crazy Chi%on. She hid al day from

school for an entire semester before aVietnamese teacher reported her absence to my
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mother. Vietnamese kids at the school called her crazy Chi%on. She stopped going to
school. After my mother forced her to go back to school, she came home writing “ James
Cowden” on the pavement and in small pieces of papers. She wasin love with this boy
and had no way to process what was happening to her body. She masturbated in bed with
me sleeping beside her. | pounded on her in my rage. | was becoming like my father,
and | was so ashamed of my life and all the people around me. Chi%on went to a place
where no one could reach her just like the time when the pupils of her eyes disappeared
leaving on the white of her eyes. But nobody tried to reach her.

| hated staying at home, so | walked over to Tony’s Italian Restaurant where my
mother and DBai was working. | helped out with the dishes and later cleaned the tables.
Tony, the owner, hired me at $2.00 an hour. | did not get home until 10 p.m. on the
weekdays and 11:00 p.m. on Fridays and Saturdays. | wastired at school and fell asleep
during class. But it was better than being at home. After Chi%on totally quit school, she
worked for Tony too. But she did not follow orders right, and Tony eventually fired her.
“Something’ s wrong with your sister,” Tony warned. After she got fired, Chi%o.n became
obsessed with Tony’ s son, Joe. She said his name, Joe Anzelmo, over and over. She
made repeated calls to Tony’ s restaurant and would say nothing.

One day when DBai went to pick Chi%on up from a Chinese restaurant where she
was supposed to be working, but she was not there. She wandered around the city, and
days later the hospital called us. She was admitted to the state’ s psychiatric hospital
where she did not recognize us at first. She never told anyone what us was going on with

her. | visited her one time, and she made me ared box with stickers of birds and flowers
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ontop. No one at the hospital spoke Vietnamese, so they released her. Neither my father
nor Chi%on was ever treated for their mental conditions.

The yearsin which my mother, Dai, and | worked at Tony’s, when Chi%on was
left at home with my father, were dark years for Chi%on. My father never picked on my
brothers, focusing his rage on her. We got to see a glimpse of it one night when Chi%on
threatened to call the police on my father. When we came home, my father screamed,
gritted his teeth, and punched his head. Hetold usthat he had told her to do something,
and she did not do it. Instead she cursed at him, so he beat her. How dare she threaten to
call the police? Would she be satisfied if he was handcuffed? Did she want to ruin the
family? He announced. After that, he backed off from beating her, but he would start an
argument with her by insulting her. He called her adirty ugly. | heard him say
throughout her young adult life that even if he were desperate, he would not touch her.
He stared her down, intimidated her by raising hisfist to her face, and gritted his teeth at
her. Shelowered her head and shook it, especially when he said thisin front of others.
She had no friends, and she stopped driving because she drove the family station wagon
into a tree when she picked us up from school. She said she heard voices that told her to
drive the car into the tree trunk.

My mother saved Chi%on the only way that she knew how. Shetried to marry
Chi%on off. Men in Oklahoma City knew Chi%on, so nobody ever asked her out. My
mother asked peopl e to introduce men who were from out-of-state. Mrs. Ba, whose
daughter left the boat in Vietnam, knew a man named DUng who had just moved to
Oklahoma and was interested in Chi%on. These young men came to America by

themselves. They wanted to settle down with a wife and make enough money to sponsor
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their parents and siblings to America. My mother spent money setting the table for DUng
and hisfriends. DUng and his friends were more in love with my mother’ s hospitality
and charm than with Chi%on. He agreed to the engagement. My mother prepared tables
for about 70 people for the engagement party and gave DUng money. Before the
wedding, DUng left Chi%on, and took the money. Chi%on felt so guilty, and she blamed
Mrs. Bafor introducing her to athief. Chi%on called Mrs. Ba and told her that she was
the demon incarnate. She whispered Mrs. Ba' s name saying she would kill her. When
she saw Mrs. Ba, she called her the devil.

Then, our next door neighbor, Mr. AU®c, introduced Hanh Phdm, a man from
Houston, to Chi%on. She could not wait to get away from my father, so married him on
the rebound from DUng. My mother warned Hanh about Chi%on’ s mental condition, but
he did not care. He wanted a wife and my mother made the offer so enticing for him.
She paid for the wedding and promised him that whatever money the guests gave the
couple, he got to keep. Vietnamese people are traditionally very generousin giving cash
aswedding gifts. My mother wanted Chi%on to stay in Oklahoma City, so that she could
help her. She knew there was something wrong with Chi%on. Hanh lied to my mother
and told her that he had planned to live in Oklahoma City. The day after the wedding, he
said he was taking Chi%on to Houston. | wrote this scenein aplay for a college course.
It was unbelievable how awful it was. Hanh had been drinking with my father and my
father’s friend. My father’'s friend and Hanh got into afight. They threatened to tear
down the house. | ran across the street to get my mother from work. Hanh threatened to

beat my father and hisfriend. He declared he was not going to live in Oklahoma City,

43



had never planned on it, and that if anyone tried to stop him, he would kill them. My
father had met his match and was frightened.

Thus Chi%on went from one crazy man’s house to another. She married aversion
of my father. Shelivedin and out of shelters and apartments and was homeless with her
children. Hanh beat Chi%on and the children. Chi%on would take the children to shelters
and then return to Hanh. Thiswent on for seven years. When they visited us, her
children came with gum in their hair and without shoes. They were never properly
dressed and were dirty and underfed. Chi%on’s teeth caused her much pain, but Hanh
refused to pay for her to get treatment. So she cameto usin pain, with her children who
were out of control. | visited Chi%on in her home at Houston when | was nineteen after |
had completed one year of college. The bathroom walls were stained with feces, soiled
diapers were left open, roaches crawled around the counters, food was uncovered, and the
house smelled like old urine on carpet. | did not want to spend the night, but | stayed.
Hanh drank with his friends all night while his children ran around the coffee table
nibbling on food that they picked from the table. 1t waslike | was back in my father’s
house.

Thenin August 1992, when | was accepted by the Peace Corpsto go to Botswana,
my family received a phone call from Laurelwood Psychiatric Hospital. Hanh had
broken a ceramic bowl on my sister’s head, and she and the children had been taken to
the hospital. Would my parents please come and pick them up so they would not return
to Hanh? The social worker pleaded, but my parents and fidi said absolutely not. |
happened to be at my father’ s house from college for aweekend visit when | overheard

my parents talking about Chi%on and her children. | called Laurelwood and talked to



Chi%on’ s doctor who said that she was diagnosed with schizophrenia. It wasthe first
description of her condition that | could relate to having taken a couple of psychology
courses in the undergraduate program.

| felt like something dark and awful had been unveiled. It explained the voices,
the delusions, the hallucinations, the paralysis, and the inability to adjust to normal life.
There was no such word in the Viethamese language for her condition except kung which
means crazy. | went to Laurelwood with my boyfriend, who later became my husband, to
pick up her four children: Minh (7), Pauline (5), Augustine (3), and Christine (2). | knew
schizophreniain theory, but | did not know the extent of her illness. | was appalled after
settling her family into a university apartment that she had plans to return to her husband
with the children. | did not know that she had never matured into motherhood and that
protecting her children and providing for them were not important to her. | became an
instant Mom and an adversary to my sister. The Peace Corps was out of the question.
Chi%on, like so many abused women, like my mother, unconsciously and consciously
chose their abusive husbands over their children. Chi%on and her husband abandoned
their four children, and because no one else would take them, | was |eft with the
responsibility of raising them.

| had no money, no career, and no experience. | had my demonic father and my
apathetic mother as models for proper parenting. Sometimes, | lost control and raged
against Chi%on'’s children, marking their bodiesin my dark hours of fear and despair. My
stolen childhood had fostered anger and resentment towards them. | hurt them, and | am
so sorry. | am sorry that | was not able to change the patterns of violence soon enough. |

am sorry that | did not heal in time to enjoy them when they were small. | am sorry that |

45



was not able to value their childhood. | am sorry that | played a part in hurting them and
making them feel less valued as human beings. For al these things and more, | am sorry.
Now they have to carry on with their own stories of sorrow in which | played apart. But
aswe haveal grown, | have tried to reconcile with them with each passing day.

| experienced the Vietham War—the horrors and pain—through my father and
Chi%on’sinsanity. | left for college, but the war never left me. A phone call from home
or aweekend visit home would leave me to wonder why the hell | wasted my time with
my family. My worldview was shattered by my father’s violence and the destructive
effect it had on all of us. For along time, | wanted to check myself into a mental
institution where | could break down, sleep deeply, and wake up a different person with
different parents, different sisters, and different brothers. | hated being Vietnamese
because it meant being in chaos, in crisis, and in anguish. | could not separate my family
traumafrom my Vietnamese identity. Enmeshed as one, | was ashamed of myself, my
family, and my culture. |1 made a personal vow that | would never get involved with a
Vietnamese man. Depressed and desperate, | searched for explanations about my lifein
the periphery, taking classes in psychology, literature, and history in order to piece
together a picture of my family’ stragedy. My junior year in college, | took aclass called
Vietnamin Literature. All the books were written by native-born Americans. With the
exception of Bobbie Ann Mason’s In Country, all the books were written by male
authors, veterans, and journalists writing mostly about American veterans and the battles
that they fought. 1n 1987, no Vietnamese voice could be found in the university
campuses. Around 1990, | read Le Ly Haydlip’s When Heaven and Earth Changed

Placed: A Vietnamese Woman’s Journey from War to Peace about her experiences of
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being raped by two Vietnamese comrades, her one-time prostitution, and her marriage to
her American husband who saved her from the atrocitiesin Vietnam. | was stunned at
the content of the book. | did not think that personal experiences of rape and prostitution
could berevealed in literature. | was deeply moved by the memoir and related to the
impoverished condition of losing the family’ s ancestral home and the brokenness of the
new homein the city. However, Haydlip’sjourney differed from mine. As suggested by
thetitle, Americawas a place of peace where Hayslip felt secure and safe to relive her
Vietnamese past, whereas for me it was the starting point of my war. Hayslip’'s father
killed himself because he could not tolerate the destruction of his home; my father
inflicted his wounds on his family for reasons that were unknown to me. While Haydlip’s
memoir struck me as powerful, | identified more with Mason’s about a family torn apart
by araging Vietnam veteran returning home. My journey began in America. My war
was not fought in the battlefields but at home. For along time | was not sure that | had a
valid voice to speak about thewar. | burned with shame and guilt that damaged my
ability to confront my family’s history. It was by knowing Mr. ThiEt that | was ableto
overcome my insecurities about writing about my life. Mr. ThiCEt was the first
Vietnamese man whom | knew who had written a manuscript of hislife. In addition, he
had written numerous poems and spoke to different groups of people about his prison
experiences. He opened up to me as an adult which gave me a perspective into his hellish
journey.

| could relate to the rage, anger, and destructive impulses that Mr. ThiCEt carried
from the wounds of war. | knew adifferent sort of prison from him, but I could

empathize with his agonies when it came to his relationships with his family. Heinspired
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me to return to the English Department at the University of Oklahoma, after | had left it,
and write the stories of Vietnamese political prisoners. In the process of interviewing the
former prisoners, it became apparent to me that the stories were incompl ete without
addressing what was happening to the families. Over and over again, | heard prisoners
talk about what had happened to their wives and children before, during, and after their
imprisonment. They claimed that had it not been for their wives they would have been
dead. They talked painfully of how their children were deprived of a good education and
job opportunities because of their relationship to their fathers. For the Vietnamese whose
cultureis marked by deep family ties, no current anthology in American literature
commemorates and pays tribute to the South Vietnamese political prisoners and their
families in the aftermath of the Vietham War. The traumas suffered by Vietnamese
women and children have not yet been included in the discourse of the Vietham War. |
requested permission to interview wives and children of the prisoners, and the permission
was granted. | focused on one particular family because all the family members of that
family living in Americawere willing to share their stories with me and with alarger
audience.

The damages of the war continue to be felt and lived among the third generations
of Vietnamese whose parents were born in Vietnam but who are themselves born and
raised in America. | think about my family, particularly my sisters and | and our
children, who continue to suffer from the war. My personal narrative is a testimony of
how our lives, thirty years after we left our country, continue to be plagued by the past. |
weave my story of traumawith those of the political prisoners because it was through Mr.

ThiEt that | was able to complete my own personal narrative. | found away to relate my
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past with his. It was easier for meto talk to people whose past trauma was completely
different from mine because of the distance created by the differences. | could be more
objective in how | presented the prisoners’ experiences and less condemning of my
family’s. However different, we share acommon ground: the Vietnam War and its
aftermath changed our lives forever. The war l€eft its marks on us, and we | eft them on

our children. | hatewar; | hate what it has done to us.
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CHAPTER 3
KNOWING MR. THIET: KNOWING PRISONS

| had never known anyone who was imprisoned until | met Mr. Thiét Nguyén. |
was thirty, and he was fifty-nine. “Thiét” meanstruth or damage. It isafictive name,
one which | made up based on aformer Viethamese political prisoner whom | have
known since Christmas of 1998. This composite protects the identity of the man,
respecting his private life while enabling me to explore core struggles that he faced as a
former prisoner. Although Mr. Thiét is afictive character, how | met him and how this
dissertation project began are factual. The details of my own life are also factual.

Around Christmas of 1998, | was a manager for Lucent Technologies, aleading
company in technology equipment and designs in telecommunication. My main job was
to investigate cases of misconduct involving violations of Title 7 of the Civil Rights Act.
| had come to Lucent after leaving the English Ph.D. program at the University of
Oklahoma. | could not concentrate on my studies, and | needed to make money to
support my sister’s four children. In that year, Lucent’s stocks doubled with each share
valued at more than $100.00. Thousands of employees became millionaires through their
long-term investments. All employees who worked in the office got pagers and their own
phone line. Lucent’s managers went to conferences and stayed at 4-star hotels. Each had
his’her own credit card account. We ate full-course meals ending with rich desserts and
cappuccinos. There seemed to be no limits to how much we could spend. | remember
once ordering a $22 dollar dish of bull steak somewhere at some expensive restaurant. |

ate heartily, but my heart was sick inside. | was suffering from a spiritual kind of
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sickness, a hollowness from within. | was unpleasant and judgmental toward my
colleagues. My peers were women from diverse backgrounds: African-American,
Hispanic, Jewish, Chinese, White—all professional women, yet | could not connect with
them. When | went back to my hotel, | felt lonely, burdened, and out of place. It was
such aterrible dilemmato feel unsatisfied when signs of success were everywhere. | felt
like afake, aphony. Lifewas heavy, intense, and dark. | felt no happiness with the
money that | was making though it enabled me to purchase a house and anew car. |
could not shake the blues. The gap between “real time,” that is the time in which you feel
present at whatever is before you, and being crippled in time was a daily experience.

| bridged the gap of my discontent by reaching out to the Vietnamese employees
at Lucent. Together we formed an Asian non-profit organization to support each other
and people outside our workplace. We committed to serving the needs of less-
advantaged Asians who had not climbed the ladder of corporate success. We raised
money for our social cause, and the Company matched the money. As president of the
organization, | could decide on which cause | wanted to donate the money to for
Christmas. | chose Catholic Charities because they sponsored Vietnamese families who
were still stranded in Thailand or Cambodia awaiting sponsorship. | remembered my
family’s own connection to Catholic Charities, who assisted usin getting St. Ann’s
Church to sponsor us.

In those days at Lucent | tried to lift myself out of thisterrible cloud and be in the
moment-to-moment of each day, but | retreated into a state of darkness. Some afternoons
at work, I locked my office door and lay down under the desk covering my head with my

coat. | was parayzed with fear and loneliness when | met Mr. Thiét. Mr. Thiét worked
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as aclerk in the Vienamese Refugee Resettlement Program, one of the programs of
Catholic Charities. His supervisor, Andrew Greene, whom | contacted, introduced meto
him. Mr. Thiét's face was oval and slender as was the frame of his body. He stood about
54", weighing no more than 120 pounds. Nothing about his gentle manners or physique
indicated that he had spent time in the brutal concentration campsin Vietnam. Meeting
him for the first time, | thought he was one of the Vietnamese who settled in America at
the same time my family did. Watching him interact with Viethamese and non-
Vietnamese and talking to him, | knew he was different from other Vietnamese men of
my father’s generation. | remember thinking that he was the only Vietnamese man of
that age who was working in an office. My father and his friends worked in factories,
restaurants, or opened their own shops because they did not know English. Mr. Thiét
read and spoke Vietnamese, French, and English fluently. | was stunned when | learned
that he had been in Americafor only seven years.

Mr. Thiét treated everyone who came to his office with respect and dignity
regardless of their status as refugee or director. He sympathized with the struggle of
newly arrived refugees and was compassionate to them by the way he talked to them and
by the time he spent with them outside of work. He was very thorough in explaining to
them what their benefits were and what they had to do in order to keep those benefits. He
was very patient. Many Vietnamese who settled in Oklahoma City in 1975, like my
family, kept their distance from the Vietnamese who arrived many years after 1975.
Underneath this distance was fear and hatred for who we were and what we went

through.
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The first mass of Vietnamese who settled in Oklahoma City confronted agonies
known to first-generation of immigrants. Changes in language, culture, food, and climate
were some of the immediate problems that tried them. The Vietnamese differed from
other immigrants because America had fought for them and lost. We heard about the
58,000 American soldierswho died in Vietnam. My sister told me that in Dixon when
my father rode home from work on his bike, young men threw rocks at him and told him
to go home. There were jokes about gooks. In the early 1980’s, when | wasin high
school, afriend told me she heard a joke on the radio which was very hurtful to her. A
disc jockey on one of the major Oklahoma City radio stations said, “What do you do with
an extralarge closet? You rent it out to aVietnamese family.” Inthelate 1980's, Bruce
Springsteen’s “Born in the U.S.A.” was played repeatedly adding new fuel to the already
bitter feelings about Vietnam. Growing up, | did not like telling people that | was
Vietnamese, and | wished people would not ask.

The Vietnamese newcomers of 1975 in Oklahoma City desperately held onto their
culture, their language, and their beliefs. Asfirst-generation of immigrants, they resisted
branching outside of their circle of acquaintances. After my parents left Dixon, they did
not develop relationships with any non-Vietnamese person. My parents, like hundreds of
Vietnamese who attended Our Lady’ s Cathedral, met on the weekends with other
Vietnamese families. They resisted assimilation into the new society. My mother worked
long hours at hard laborious jobs. Their leisure time was spent at church or at the homes
of other Viethamese. They stayed within their circle of friends and did not move past
those boundaries. Relationships like these were strong and prominent in establishing

Vietnamese social, religious, and economic institutions. The Viethamese in Oklahoma
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built a Vietnamese church, two Buddhist temples, businesses, a Vietnamese-American
association, and a Vietnamese staff in the Refugee Resettlement Program which served
mostly Vietnamese.

By the time Mr. Thiét arrived in Oklahoma City in 1997, the Viethamese had
constructed shops, markets, and restaurants throughout the city. They had social and
religious centers, and had begun to participate in the socia and political fabric of their
new society. Residents of Oklahoma City, Vietnamese and Non-Viethamese, could point
to the surrounding areas on Northwest 23" and Classen as the Asian markets. The
Vietnamese in Oklahoma City reinvigorated the landscape in ways that had never been
done before, revamping entire sections of the city into viable businesses located within
walking distance from their homes and church. Signs of their economic, social, religious,
and cultural life were visible everywhere in the community. They had achieved
remarkable success after twenty years. But something else was happening. But there
was a price to pay for their successes. The older generation of Vietnamese did not pass
down their language, culture, and stories to their children. My friends and | knew little
about the world that our parents left behind.

That Christmasin 1998, | came to Catholic Charities to have lunch with Andrew,
the supervisor who was to give us information on a Vietnamese family whom our Lucent
group wished to sponsor. Because it was a couple of days before the Christmas break,
the office was empty of workers except for Mr. Thiét. He sat answering phone calls. |
approached him and told him that | had heard he was a poet and wondered if he would
entrust me to trandate his poemsinto English. Heimmediately shook his head and raised

his hand to tell me that he was not interested. | took the motion as a rebuke and backed



away. | did not ask anymore. There was areverential and respectful way in which young
Vietnamese women were expected to address men who were their father’s age. Y ounger
women call themselves daughter (con) or niece (chau) and refer to older men as uncle
(bé&c). These relationships do not go beyond the point of casual familiarity. | thought that
| had violated this formality. | have never tried to get to know any of my father’s friends,
and | felt ill-equipped to relate to him. | was so surprised when Mr. Thiét called me one
day at Lucent and asked meif | still wanted to trandlate his poems. More than half ayear
after “the rebuke,” Mr. Thiét told me he had dreams of publishing his poemsin English.

“You know | had written my entire life down about what happened to mein
prison when | first came to America. It wasstill freshinmy mind. | waslivingin
Boston at thetime. But | burned it.” He said over the phone.

“You burned it? You don't have it anymore? Why? What happened?’

“My son. | asked my son to send it off for me, but he was not interested. | got so
mad, | threw it in the fireplace,” he said reflectively.

Mr. Thiét had burned the manuscript of hislife. Records of hisfifteen yearsin
prison turned to ashesin front of hisfamily. After being in Americafor only one year, he
had constructed the past as part of his private and public record of hisimprisonment.

“1 remembered everything asif it were yesterday. Everything wasin that book,”
he said mournfully.

| grieved with him in silence on the phone. | know the pain involved in writing
about the past. Numerous times, | started on my family history only to quit because | did
not have the strength to continue much less complete it. But hedid. And then destroyed

it.
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“1 wanted him to send it off, contact people who would be interested, and get on
with something else, but my son was not interested. He did not want to do that,” he said.

| wanted to move away from pain, and | thought changing the topic would. “I did
not know you lived in Boston. When were you there?” | asked.

“In 1992. My sister livesthere. | discovered that | had eye cancer after | got to
America. | wasliving in Californiawith my oldest daughter. We had no health
insurance. My sister told me there was a Catholic hospital in Boston that would treat me
for nothing. |1 know Mother Mary cured me of cancer. | don’t haveit anymore,” he said
in confidence.

| was so happy that Mr. Thiét opened up to me. | told him | would be honored to
translate his poems. | did not tell him that | hardly knew Vietnamese. | had only a
second-grade knowledge of Vietnamese. | have not had any opportunity to learn
Vietnamese. | did not want to let Mr. Thiét down, so | vowed to learn as much as | could
for the sake of trandating his poems. | told him that | wanted to translate 25 of his poems
to commemorate 25 years after the fall of Saigon. We projected that we would complete
everything in the year 2000.

The trandation of Mr. Thiét’s poems was the beginning of afriendship that |
never thought was possible. Because | did not know Vietnamese well, | relied on him to
explain to me what he meant. Word by word, line by line, poem by poem, | cameto
understand Mr. Thiét’ s fifteen yearsin prison. His poems were extraordinarily vivid and
gpiritual. The physically torturous conditions were integrated into the fabric of Mr.

Thiét’ s spiritual journey. The poems mirrored his development from a man who was at
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the height of power, though spiritually empty, to a man who was reduced to a prisoner
but regained his spiritual life. It was adeep parable lived out in full.

“1 met apriest in prison who taught me about God. He was exemplary. When his
family sent him things, he would share the best portions with everyone. He gave hislast
piece of bread to others. | saw him praying. | asked him who are you praying to? He
loaned me the Bible. | read it night after night. | asked him many many questions,” Mr.
Thiét spoke solemnly.

“1 thought you were born Catholic from your poems since you evoke Mother
Mary so often,” | said.

“No, | studied the Biblein prison. Before that, | honored my father and my
mother. The priest who taught me the Bible later baptized me. Later when | got out, |
told my wife and children about Jesus and Mary. They were al baptized,” he said.

Mr. Thiét confessed, “The more | studied, the more pain | felt for my wife and
children. What | had done, how | failed them. | was so sorry for my actions,” he said
sadly. “I had enough money and connections to send my children abroad to study
America, but didn’t. | could have taken my wife or gone there myself before the
collapse.”

“It’ssuicide to think like that,” | said.

Andrew told me that Mr. Thiét had everything before the collapse of South
Vietnam. | was stunned into silence because there was not trace of social elitismin him.
Nothing in Mr. Thiét’s person indicated that cutting shrewdness, competitive instinct, and

worldly ambition characteristic of high-ranking officials. It was a stretch to imagine this
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frail, mild-mannered man arguing in front of a courtroom. It was shocking to know that
at one point in hislife he was not poor but affluent and socially powerful.

Mr. Thiét laughed when he talked about what he used to be and what he had.
When we went out to eat at a Ph? Hoa Restaurant, he said, “Imagine, Ms. Thly, | had
everything before Saigon fell. Then, overnight | had nothing. Huh, can you imagine?”’
There was so much painin hislaughter. | wanted to leave. But instead | said something
about myself.

“No, | cannot imagine having more than $5,000 in my hands,” | said. It did not
take away the bitterness in the conversation.

“It is nothing, the past. None of it matters now,” he said softly. | have never
known him to raise hisvoice or get mad. He has the temperament of Buddha:
understanding, compassionate, and detached from worldly cares. Hisdark sideis
revealed mostly in his poetry.

Mr. Thiét’s poetry reveals a deep remorse at being entangled in sumptuous living.

“1 hurt my wife deeply,” he said.

“l am sureyou did,” | said. | bridged the world that was unknown to me with the
familiar world of deception and pain. | was reminded of my father’s younger self in that
distant land of Vietnam where he had affairs with young women and fathered numerous
unwanted children.

My father was not amillionaire like Mr. Thiét, but he earned a good steady salary
asasoldier of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam. Unlike Mr. Thiét, who provided for
his family, my father was irresponsible with money, and my mother had to work in the

rice paddies and for her younger sister as ananny to my cousins. It was such aterrible
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shame, an issue that none of us discussed openly. In my home, discussions of the past
were muted. The dust of the past swept in when my parents argued. Amidst their
screams, | got glimpses into bygone days.

Piecing together the fragments of my parents’ lives, | realized how much our
personal lives were affected by the war. There was only one picture of our entire family
taken in Vietnam, and even then my father was absent from the picture. My mother had
her hair rolled up in the tradition of a northern peasant woman. She stood next to my
oldest sister who was at that time about eighteen years old. Four other children stood in
front of my mother. No one smiled in the picture. We stood before the flag of the
Republic. Under our feet asign read, “My family does not accept the Communist
government.” The photo identified us as pro- American and anti-Communist. | found
the picture when | was looking through information about my family for a class
assignment. It was stashed away with our birth records that my parents kept in ared-
cloth bag. No one ever talked about it.

| developed a theory when | was young that Viethamese, unlike non-Vietnamese,
rarely spent anytime alone. A room of one’s own which enabled a person to read, write,
and be was a foreign experience to many Vietnamese. Even in America, the idea of
reading in one' s room and examining one’ s self through literary textsis aforeign
experience to many Vietnamese.

But Mr. Thiét was different. He had lived in aluxurious home and had a personal
collection of rare booksin Vietham. Mr. Thiét had read Dostoevski, Tolstoy, Pasternak,
and Hugo along with Vietnam’ s great poets, novelists, and historians. He valued time

alone more than any Vietnamese man | know. Mr. Thiét said he needed to talk, to get
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things off his chest so he could be healed. He was willing to share with me about the
past, knowing that | was studying to get a second masters in Human Relationsin order to
become a counselor. | was more than ready to hear the story of a man who was my
father’s age.

“1 want you to help me heal,” he said laughingly but then got serious.

“1 am very depressed, Ms. Thiy. Many many things | cannot handle. My job, my
family, what | want to do,” he said.

“What do you want to do?”’

“1 want to go back to Vietnam to live and to die. | want to do something for my
poor people, and | have so little time left. | just want to go build a school and teach
English,” he said quickly. “What do you think?’

“Man proposes, God disposes,” | said, thinking about his teenage daughter and his
wife who depended on him.

“Why would you ever want to go back to a place which had unjustly imprisoned
you and taken everything away from you?’ | asked, quite confused about his desire.

“Americais not my home. Vietnam is still home. The people, the land, it is so
beautiful. | will never becomeaU.S. citizen. My son and | still have Vietnamese
citizenship.”

“What about your wife and daughter?”

“If I make arrangements for them, maybe they can stay with one of my older
children,” he said coolly.

“Does your wife know your intention?”

“Y es, she knows | want to go back.”
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“What does she say?’

“She’squiet.”

“What about your daughter? Does she know you want to leave her?”

“ She knows something.”

| was beginning to learn about the cracksin Mr. Thiét’ sworld. | had the
impression from meeting his wife and daughter that his family was close, united, and
inseparable. Americawas the only stable home that his youngest daughter has ever
known, and his wife and other children have accepted America as the best possible
aternative. | could not believe that he would ever leave them. Mr. ThiCEt said he has no
homein America. A foreigner in Americaand an enemy in Vietnam, he was restlessly
trying to find a place of hisown. He had been uprooted from his homeland.

“What are you planning to do there?’ | asked.

“Teach English, build a school, read, write. It isso much easier to live there than
here. You don’t have to worry about aplaceto live or food to eat. Not like here where
you pay rent each month until you die. No. | haveit set up with people | have kept in
contact with all these years. There are at least three places | can go and live.”

“Isit safe with your status?’

“That | don’'t know,” hisvoice wavered. Then he laughed, “You areright. Man
proposes, God disposes. We will see.”

Mr. Thiét wanted space and timeto read and write. He wasready to retire. Inan
ideal world, a sixty-year-old man would be approaching the timein hislife where leisure

and alighter workday went hand in hand. But in reality, he was at the green stage of

61



supporting a teenage daughter, Linh, and hiswife. His youngest daughter was fifteen
when | met her, atall beautiful young girl who spoke Vietnamese better than | did.

What struck me about Linh was how | felt about her the first time | met her. |
remember being so jealous of her. She had manners indicative of awell-brought-up
Vietnamese daughter. | could tell meeting her for the first time that she came from a
home where traditions and stories were passed down for generations. When Mr. Thiét
told her to greet me, she folded her hands, bowed, and said, “Da chao ¢d Thuy.” (hello
Ms. Thuy). This greeting shows the utmost respect for the person being greeted. Her
manner told much about her family. Vietnamese parents who care about passing down
their tradition teach their toddlers how to fold their hands, bow their heads, and say “da.”
Y ou can tell immediately the family’s value by the way a child greets the family’ s guests.
| could not believe it when Linh greeted mein that manner. | never greeted my parents
or any of their friends that way. None of my teenage children would think to greet me
that way. | remember thinking that | wished | had Linh’s upbringing; | wished Mr. Thiét
were my father.

| knew Mr. ThiCEt for about four months before I met Linh and her mother, Mrs.
Thi. The family was victimized by the May 3" tornado in 1999. Mr. Thiét lived in
Midwest City, and his house was struck by the tornado. He had no renter’ sinsurance. A
corporate grant from Lucent to tornado victims enabled me to offer Mr. ThiCEt money,
which he gladly accepted.

“1 got nothing for myself from the tornado,” he said. “I barely make enough to

survive. At the end of the day, | have nothing in savings.”
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Thiswasthefirst time Mr. Thiét revealed his vulnerable financial state to me. |
was shocked by his forwardness and happy that he was honest with me. | have always
wanted to know how he got by with one person working. His housein Midwest City was
twenty miles from hisworkplace. Hisjob at Catholic Charity paid him alittle above the
minimum wage. He paid insurance premiums for him and Mrs. Thi. After the tornado, |
became very good friends with Mr. Thiét. | entrusted Mr. Thiét to distribute the rest of
the money to needy families. Mr. Thiét said there were people he knew who badly
needed the money.

Mr. Thiét brought bags of rice, boxes of fish sauce, and boxes of oranges to
desperate families who lived in London Square, a HUD approved housing project. Mrs.
Thi, Linh, Andrew Greene, Mrs. Nhan (Mr. Thiét’s cowoker), Mr. Thiét, and | went to
the apartments to donate the goods. It was dark when we went. The gray rectangular
two-story apartments looked drearier because of therain. The water filled up the red dirt
potholes that dipped into the uneven ground. The breezeway was cluttered with small
rusted charcoal grills, old bikes, and pairs of worn-out shoes. Most Vietnamese leave
their shoes outside their homes. None of the windows opened. No trees blocked the tall
light poles that arched high over the gray landscape. A yellow plastic dlide and ared
tilted swing sat on adirt slope that was fenced in. Small children climbed in and out of
the playground.

“When | first came to Oklahoma City, | used to live here. Thisone,” Mr. Thiét
pointed. We carried in the goods. The others had been there many times, but this was my

first visit to what is known by many as the Vietnamese ghetto.
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These residents pay from $5.00 and up based on their income. They have to
prove to the government that they would be homeless were it not for this program. It
usually takes up to ayear or longer to get in.

We walked into apartments with leaks from the ceiling, peeled tiles, stained
carpets, and smells that reeked from walls. One family had buckets and towels
underneath where dirty water from the second floor dripped onto their kitchen floors.

An old Vietnamese widow greeted Mr. Thiét with tears. She held onto his hands.
Hetold Linh to “d&” her. Linh bowed her head.

“It isso sad here, day in and day out, | just walk in these walls,” the old lady said
and cried. She wore a scarf wrapped around her head, a brown button-down shirt and
black polyester pants. We did not sit; the old woman talked real fast. “I can’t live by
myself. Itissoawful. I'm afraid,” she said desperately asif fearing that we would leave
in the middle of her talk. She did not look at the gifts. She continued to clasp Mr.

Thiét’ s hands as she talked to al of us about her fears. She begged us to come back and
said we did not need to bring her anything. Linh went up to her and “d&’ her again. Linh
referred to herself as“con” which means child. Thisisadeep form of respect and
deference to an elder. It issomething | have never thought to do. When | saw it done, |
was filled with awe and insecurity. Mr. Thiét looked at Linh proudly.

On our way to the next home, Mr. Thiét told me that the old woman’ s husband
had died not too long ago. Her son had sponsored her and her husband to America. The
son and hiswife livein asix figure home in some faraway suburb. The woman told Mr.

Thiét she wishes she could die but she cannot. She has a son and grandchildren in



Vietnam who want her to live with them, but her son here will not help her return to her
native land.

In another unit lived afamily of two deaf adults and their father. Their father
spoke Vietnamese with a heavy Hué accent which | could not understand. The deaf
women smiled at us. Later, Mr. Thiét explained to me that the family want to return to
Vietnam because the father had no means of caring for his deaf daughters here. Applying
for disability for his daughters and getting them connected to a community of other deaf
people were impossible tasks for a man who knew no English and had no relativesin
America

After seeing these broken homes, | dreaded going to the next apartment and the
one after that. In the third apartment was a young Amerasian mother with two young
children. She held the baby so we could sit on the one lawn chair. She walked around
the living area carrying her baby while she talked. She said she was cut from welfare
because Catholic Charities did not certify her eligibility. Shetold Mr. Thiét that she did
not know why Catholic Charities kept the money from her. He assured her that he would
take care of it. Mr. Thiét told methat it was unethical how Catholic Charities was
running the program because the director did not allow people time to go to school or
stay home with their young children. She wanted them to work immediately after their
arrival, or else their benefits would be cut.

In the last apartment lived six adults and one child. That was the one that had
buckets and towels on the floor to catch the dripping waters. They were getting ready for
dinner and invited usto eat. Mr. Thiét thanked them, but we quickly left because we

were all bunched up in the doorway avoiding the drips and the cluttered furniture.
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After our visit, Mr. Thiét talked to Linh about the conditions of these families.
Hiswife sat close to him and listened. “What a beautiful family,” | thought. My family
would never, asafamily, visit others for amsgiving. After livingin Americafor more
than twenty years, we have hardened ourselvesto the pain of other Vietnamese. We have
never lived in these poor conditions because our American sponsors made sure we got a
house with afront and back yard. It was only when we left Dixon, Illinois after one year
that we lived in crowded quarters, at first with my aunt and her family, and then we
moved into aduplex. Catholic Charities employed Vietnamese to help newly-arrived
Vietnamese immigrants and Mr. Thiét earned the trust of everyone he met.

Mr. ThiCEt reflected on histime at London Square. “It wasfilthy. When things
break, they never comefix it. One time the toilet flooded our entire apartment. It took
them days to comefix it. They never changed the carpet.” Mr. Thiét said. “I told my
children not to come see me.”

When | went home, | imagined Mr. Thiét, hiswife, and his children reading in
their home in Vietnam. The change in their status did not make them bitter or hateful.
Instead, they were compassionate and kind. They were teaching Linh to be just that.
Linh not only had character training from her parents, but they also taught her to read and
write Vietnamese. When | visited them at their home, Mr. Thiét showed me her
composition in Vietnamese. He told me she was writing an essay about Vietnam. When
| had a hard time understanding one of Mr. Thiét’s poems because | could not visualize
what he was describing, Linh drew a picture for me. We used the picture as a cover for
Mr. Thiét’s manuscript. Linh and Mr. Thiét wrote music to accompany one of Mr.

Thiét’spoems. She sang this song at her father’ s reading of his manuscript which was
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held at my house on February 19, 2000. In front of thirty guests, her parents, and one of
her father’ s best friends, Linh and her father sang a song which he had written while he
was in prison. What amoving day that was! | thought about the deep bonds between Mr.
Thiét and Linh that come from shared experiences of imprisonment and escape and
wished that | had that connection with my own father. Linh had the support of her
parents who modeled ethical and moral responsibility. With a strong father and a
devoted stay-at-home mother to guide her, Linh had all the opportunitiesto excel in
America. She aso had an older brother and three older sistersto help her. She had the
potential to complete college and have a professiona career. ThiswasMr. Thiét’s dream
for her.

“1 wished my children could finish college. Without a college degree, they will
never have acareer. They will struggle all their lives,” he said. “They will never know
who they are,” he said sorely. “I was not there to teach them. During my fifteen yearsin
prison, they had no father. They became adults without me there to guide them. | don’t
want them to just make money. | want them to know skills and have careers. Butitis
not possible. They have to work using their hands and feet rather than their minds. Itisa
trap, an awful trap. We cannot get ahead in this society,” Mr. Thiét mourned. He was
robbed of fifteen years with his children. Their education was fragmented and fractured.

Coming to America as teenagers, Mr. Thiét’s children missed opportunities to get
asolid education in Vietham aswell asin the U.S. Their education was disrupted after
thefall of Saigon. Their villawas confiscated. Her mother, sisters, and brother moved in
with the mother's family. Mr. Thiét’s oldest daughter, HOng, escaped Vietnam when she

was eighteen years old. She settled in Californiaand married her husband without any of
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her family members being there. She single-handedly opened her own beauty salon and
in 1991 sponsored her family to America. Mr. Thiét's entire family lived in her homein
Cdliforniafor a short time before moving to Boston. Her younger sister eventually
worked for her and also opened her own shop. Mr. Thiét's son became a computer
technician having earned an associate degree. His other daughter in Florida quit school
and worked for Walt Disney. None of his children were as well-educated as he was. Mr.
Thiét earned alaw degree at the University of Saigon. He became an attorney and later
an elected official before he was 30.

"You got Linh. I know she' s going to makeit,” | said confidently. | said this
with genuine belief that Linh was a straight arrow.

Mr. Thi¢t and his wife pinned their hopes on Linh. Mrs. Thi was a quiet woman
whose smile was pleasant and kind. She knew no English and did not drive. She had no
friends except for awoman who worked in the office with Mr. Thiét. Mr. Thiét was
determined not to let hiswife work. She stayed at home taking care of Linh. She cooked
and cleaned. When | came to visit, their home was warm and loving.

But one year after the February 2000 reading, something changed. When | came
to visit Mr. Thiét’sfamily, Linh would not come out to greet me. She stayed in her room.
Mr. Thi¢t did not call her out though | asked about her. At times, though it was latein
the evening time, she would not be home. | saw six pairs of high heeled shoes lined up
along the entryway. Linh was entering the prime of puberty.

Mr. Thiét met me on his break at work. “I got aletter from Vietnam. | just want
to get on the plane and leave for good,” he said desperately. “I am burning to get away.”

“Wait until Linh goes to college and then go,” | said assuredly.
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“They are different here, childrenin America. They don’'t need you as much like
they do in Vietnam. What they want most of all is the freedom to do what they want.
Then when they get it, they don’t need you,” Mr. Thiét said sadly. Then he showed me
pictures of people and placesin Vietnam that awaited him. There was a picture of a
cottage surrounded by huge trees.

“Do you know what these trees are? They are tamarind trees. I’ ve been sending
money to this couple so they could start abusiness. They have added acres to their
businesses from the profits they made. | could start a school there. That’sin Centra
Vietnam,” he smiled. The thought of him sending money to Vietnam shocked me. He
was barely making ends meet with a minimum-wage salary and having to support an
entire household.

“My goodness, Mr. Thiét, you should keep the money for yourself,” | exclaimed.

“No, itisokay. They do so much with so little there,” he said, then showed me
another picture of amonk standing in front of atemple.

“And hereis the beloved monk who runs an orphanage. He has been writing for
me to come home to teach the children for years. | don’t know if | can wait any longer.”

| felt uneasy and sad. | have been on both ends of the spectrum. | know what it
was like to have a father disappear for years, then show up. | aso know what it was like
to pick up the pieces where family members abandoned their responsibilities. When |
met Mr. Thiét in 1998, | had been raising my sister’ s four children for six years. | had
goneto court for custody of the children and won. Eventually, my sister went back to her
husband and left her children. | became an instant mom to two boys and two girls when |

was twenty-three years old. | knew about the desire to flee when | felt drowned by
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familial duties. | know what it islike to want to live for yourself and not be bothered by
the needs of others. | have always wanted aroom of my own so | could write and sort
things out, but that was luxury that would have to wait. | had time, but Mr. Thiét felt he
had no time | eft.

“You will regret leaving now while Linhis still so young. | know she will get a
scholarship at auniversity. Just wait until then,” | said.

Mr. Thi¢t was quiet. Then he asked me, “Isthere acurfew law in Americaasto
how long a child can stay out? I’'m asking for afriend of mine whose child has been
sneaking out of the house.”

“Thereis. The parent can call the police. | would ground the child, take
privileges away,” | said.

“What if he sneaks out again?”’

“1 would lock him out. Take the house keys away. Y ou've got to set curfews.
You can't let a child dominate the household. Get the police involved.”

“Isthere alaw that says they have to bein acertain time? Will the police realy
come out for that?’

“Yes.”

We talked in this coded language for months before Mr. Thiét identified the child
who was breaking curfews and sneaking out the window as Linh.

“Thisisworse than prison,” he said. “In prison, | knew what | had to do to stay
alive. | knew who my enemy was. Even in the worst days of torture when | carried
buckets of feces and shit fell all over me, | survived it. When they set us out to cut down

trees, we ate frogs or whatever we could find, | knew who | was and who the bad guys
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were. | am lost here. | don’t know what to do. Shewon't listen to threats. My wife will
not allow meto lock her out. She gets the keys and gives them to her. | have no say so
in my own home. She comes and goes whenever she wants.”

“Whoishe?" | asked.

“A military man she met working at McDonald’s.”

“Y ou need to report him to his superior because he is dating a minor.”

“No, my wifewill not let me. The guy will come after us out of vengeance. |
have heard stories where they come shoot the girl’ s families. My other children will not
let me do that.”

“Then the only thing to do is put her on the pill,” | said.

“No, that would be unthinkable. My wife would not go for that. She will talk to
her.”

| volunteered to talk to Linh, but Mr. Thiét could not accept the ideathat his
daughter was getting involved with a man before marriage.

“It happens to the best of families,” | said trying to comfort him. He was pale and
troubled. He started to smoke. | met him for lunch, and sometimes talked to him for
hoursin the evening. Every chancel got, | tried to get him to look at the redlity of the
situation, persuading him to talk to her about birth control. It was unbearable for him.

“I’'vemet thisguy. He'sno good. No father. Hisfather left when he was a child.
His mother—who knows. He honks the car for my daughter to come out. At times he
parks his car far away from the house. He drops her off and picks her up to who knows

where. He knows | do not like him because Linh told him.”
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Mr. Thiét was confronted with raising an American girl in atraditional
Vietnamese home. The beautiful girl who bowed her head to me no longer bows to
anyone except the desire to fulfill her passion. Mr. Thiét took the rejection hard. He was
determined to save her from herself. He could not accept that Linh was not going to obey
him as he obeyed his father. His relationship with his father was profound. Hisfather, a
retired postmaster, had traveled to north Vietnam to visit Mr. Thiét when hewasin
prison. Mr. Thiét told me what his father said to him.

“My son, | will wait for you when you get out. | will not die until | see you free.”

Mr. Thiét’s father stood outside the prison and hugged him the day he got out of
prison and said, “Now | can diein peace.”

Mr. Thiét would not leave Vietnam while his father was still alive, though his
father urged himto go. “Thereisnothing here for you, my son,” he told Mr. ThiE.

When Mr. Thiét’ s father died, Mr. Thiét buried him with the full rites of a
traditional Vietnamese burial.

“1 hired men to carry my father’s coffin. | placed asmall glass of whiskey on top
of the coffin. If one drop spilled, they would not get paid. My father’sfinal passage in
this world was without atremor. Not one drop spilled; the glass stood just as | laid it.”
Mr. Thiét said proudly.

Mr. Thiét’s mother died when he was a young man. Hisfather never remarried,
devoting his entire life to his children. Mr. Thiét showed me his parents’ pictures.

“Every night, | pray to them. These pictures sit over my bed,” he said.

Mr. Thiét’ s relationship with his father and mother exemplified loyalty,

obedience, duty, respect, commitment, and love. Hisrelationship towards his parents
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was based on his original religion, which was the worshipping of ancestors. Linh's
rebellion went against the core of that religion. | could not imagine ateenage Mr. Thiét
in defiance of his parents in search of his own identity. And yet this was what was
happening to Linh. It happened at atime when Mr. Thiét had come to view the positive
aspects of his prison experience—that something good and holy had come out of it. He
was looking forward to the idea that his poems could be published.

When the poems and their translations were bond together at the end of 1999,
Mr. ThiCEt sent copiesto his children.

Thumbing through the manuscript, Mr. Thiét said proudly, “Y ou cannot believe
what it waslikein prison. | saw so many things that you cannot believe. There were
great and beautiful things that | saw about people, not just the ugly. Yes, it was awful.
Some days you thought you would die from hunger. Y ou could not carry one more load
on your shoulder. But there were so many wonderful stories of people who were
marvelous. My best friends today are men | met in prison. Some have died, but three are
still living. We have kept in touch after al these years.”

| sat quietly and listened.

“You know, not all the comradesin the camps were bad. There were some
descent ones who helped us carry letters to our families. They slipped in food for us.
The guards were different. When | went north, it was a different story.”

“What was the difference?’

“Northern camps were run by professional guards, men trained to punish. We

were sent to places that were once used as prisons. We worked all day and at night we
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were locked up in cells. A cell as big as your bedroom held about 200 peoplein there.
Y ou can imagine the smell. The comrades were local boys hired to secure the area.”

“Why were you in there so long? Fifteen yearsisalong time.”

“I tried to escape. They aso knew my history,” hesaid. | had read what
happened to prisoners who tried to escape. The guards kept them in dark cells chained up
for days. Thiswas not something Mr. Thiét discussed with me. They locked Mr. Thiét
up aong with al the elite South Viethamese government officials. Hetold me that he
was in Saigon City when President DUONng Van Minh announced a complete and total
surrender. He was one of the loyal men who stayed behind believing that the Republic
would stand and that America would never abandon Vietnam. It aso seemed impossible
to leave a powerful and privileged life consisting of marble tiles imported from Italy, a
personal collection of rare books, two Peugeots, nannies, and chauffeurs. Mr. Thiét
believed that he lost the material world but gained his soul in prison.

“Prison was a spiritual gift to me,” he said assuredly. “I realized how much | had
wasted my life.” Thiswas an astounding statement coming from a man who was living
in amodest two-bedroom home in Midwest City, 25 minutes away from his workplace
where he was a clerk. He could discuss the past with some distance but he was not
always consistent in his conciliatory attitude against his enemy. He shifted between
peace and fury.

“Why could we not unite like the Zionists did and bring them to justice? Our
people could never unite like the Jews after WWII,” he said bitterly. “They slaughtered

usinsilence. | saw hundreds die in my fifteen years, not to mention the damage done to
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the people. We did not know they were lying to us all that time. | wrote the truth in the
confession which condemned me,” he said.

Months after his discussions with me about Linh and her boyfriend, he became
silent about her. We talked more about his prison experiences instead.

“Are you writing any of thisdown?’ | asked.

“What time do | have to do this? | get up so early, driveto work. When | go
home | have no energy. On the weekend, | work with my wife at the Daily Oklahoman. |
am so tired by the end of the day," he answered curtly.

Writing was one of the avenues that made Mr. Thiét feel that everything was not
lost. He could shape the past into the present with an eye toward the future. It wasthe
one thing he could control, but he had no peace of mind to do so. He wanted to leave his
story behind for his children. But living got in the way. He was becoming more
depressed and said nothing about Linh.

Oneday at work | got acall from him.

"I need to see you. When can | see you?"' It was avoice of desperation. "Do you
need a new sofa? I'm getting rid of everything in my house. | want you to have the sofa
because you liked it so much."”

The sofawas the only new piece of furniture that Mr. Thiét had bought with his
wifein America. | liked it because they picked a simple blue pattern and left the tag on it
because they were so proud of their purchase.

"Where are you going?' | asked.

"I'm leaving Oklahoma City and moving in with my son," he said asif he had

planned to move all along.
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"Why are you doing that? Y ou're going to leave Oklahoma?"

"Yes. There's nothing for me here."

| was appalled. "Doesn't your son have a family?"

"Y es, but he needs us to help with him with his children.”

"Y ou can't move in with them. What about your wife and Linh?"

"Linhis pregnant. Shewill live with her husband."

| wanted to cry, but | did not. It wasjust amatter of time. | begged him to
consider other options,

“You do not want to be like King Lear. Y ou have to have your own home.
Y ou've got to stay and work towards a future for you and Mrs. Thi."

"No. Itisall settled. I've got arealtor. Will you take the sofa?"

| was losing one of my best friends to aterrible situation. The whole family was
locked into atrap of their own making. They were al running from each other. Mr.
ThiCEt gave up fighting for Linh, hiswife, and himself. The only way he thought he
could avoid losing a power struggle with his daughter was to leave her. He was raw from
his fifteen years away from his children. He was in prison when Linh was born. Hefirst
knew her when she was seven. He felt guilty because he was not there for her in those
critical seven years. Guilt isirrational; it makes no sense, but it is driven by our
emotions. But emotions are powerful, and we act out of them! Mr. Thiét was more
susceptible than most because he was a deep thinking person. It affected him profoundly,
and he reacted out of it.

Linh did not have a home until she was thirteen. Linh experienced prison and

freedom at avery young age. Mr. Thiét attempted to escape Vietnam with hisfamily 17
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times by boat and by land after he was released from the re-education camps and after his
father had died. Asaresult of these escape attempts, the family was imprisoned three
times, once at the Cambodian border and twice in Vietnam. Throughout her childhood,
Linh was in and out of prisonswith her parents. Now at the young age of seventeen, she
had to make a home for herself without her parents.

Mr. Thiét felt personally responsible for her bad choices. He could not get a
perspective on his daughter's rebellion. He had no cultural reference to accept that he had
no control over her. He wanted her to have a brighter future than anyone in his family,
but it did not happen the way he wanted.

"You're going to regret this," | said when | picked up the sofa. "I'm saving this
sofa for when you get back," | said angrily.

With Mr. Thiét, | could express disappointment and frustration with him because
he knew how much | loved him and cared for him.

Mr. Thi¢t did not write his story. He and his wife lived with his son's family until
it got unbearable. Then he and his wife moved in with his daughter in Florida. What was
hometo Mr. Thiét? Since his release from prison, he had lived on the outskirts of home.
If home was the outward expression of peace, comfort, happiness, and purpose, then Mr.
Thiét raged against home. Restlessness, exile, displacement, and discontent marked his
retirement age.

Mr. Thiét introduced me to other former prisoners and their families. | have come
to know four families by knowing Mr. Thiét. Vietnamese families characteristically
pride themselves on their children’s accomplishments. Vietnamese parents often make

enormous sacrifices so that their children will have better lives than they do. In three of
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the four prisoners’ families, adult children have not advanced beyond their parents
education or career. They are less educated than their parents, hence their social mobility
in American society is hindered. Their knowledge of Vietnamese history and cultureis
hampered because of the discrimination practiced against them in Vietnam while their
fathers were imprisoned. They are caught between two cultures, not able to claim either
astheir own. Thislegacy of the war continues to leave its mark on the second and third
generation.

The fragmentation in the family is revealed by the desire of children to escape
these homes at great costs to themselves. The children in al three families were so
anxious to make a home for themselves; two young daughters married against the wishes
of their fathers and bore their children without their fathers' blessings.

| was given a glimpse into the mind of Mr. Thiét as he wastrying to find away to
express what had become of him after the fall of Saigon. War and peace inhabit his daily
existence. He hasinspired meto study the lives of those who lived through the
Communist concentration camps post-1975. In knowing Mr. Thiét, | have come to know
a segment of American society who lives on the outskirts of America’ s mainstream
culture and the Vietnamese communities that were established by some of the first
Vietnamese settlersin America. Like Mr. Thiét, their voices are silenced by their very
own suffering. Knowing Mr. Thiét, | have come to know about prisons with walls and
without. Knowing Mr. Thiét, | have come to know the silence of his struggle. Hewas
the one who gave me thetitle for this book, “In Silence | Struggle.” Mr. Thiét was

haunted by his past and histruths. The past and the truth paralyzed him. He could never
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reconcile histruth to the failure of the South Vietnamese to unite, America’ s betrayal,
and the demands of America' s capitalist society.
“It just continues, Ms. Thay. They’ll do to the Iragis what they did to us. We are

dispensable to them.”
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CHAPTER 4
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE VIETNAMESE GULAGS
The Vietnamese gulags were manifestations of North Vietnam’ s vengeance and
America's quiet abandonment of South Vietnamese. On April 11, 1975, alittle more
than two weeks before the fall of Saigon, Alexander Solzhenitsyn predicted with
Communist victory that “all of Vietnam will be transformed into a concentration camp.”’
Other writers were sure that Saigon would be bathed in blood.® Both predications proved
true. General Tran Van Traheld a press conference on May 12, 1975, at which he
announced to an assembled group of foreign correspondents:
The United States has taken many Vietnamese away from their home[s| by
fabricating a‘mythical reason’ that if liberation soldiers came to Saigon, they would
carry out mass executions. If any of you has witnessed or heard about such executions,
| want you to speak up now.’
General Tran Van Tradared reporters to find evidence of mass graves and executions

among the southern landscapes of Vietnam. His public statements suggested that he

would not tolerate heinous acts of violence against South Vietnamese. According to the

" Alexander Solzhenitsyn said thisin atelevised interview with Bernard Pivot during a broadcast
of Apostrophes cited in Olivier Todd, Cruel April: The Fall of Saigon, trans. Stephen Becker (New Y ork:
Norton, 1990), 427.

8 Cited in Jaqueline Desbarats and Karl D. Jackson, “Political Violencein Vietnam: The Dark
Side of Liberation.” Indochina Report 6 (April-June 1986): 20. Ken Kashiwaharafrom ABC talked about
rumors of bloodbaths as the North Vietnamese troops moved South in Larry Engelmann, Tears before the
Rain: An Oral History of the Fall of South Vietnam, (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1990) 164, as did Reverend
Peter Dinh Ngoc Father Que in his memoir, Memoirs of a Priest in the Communist Reeducation Camp
(1975-1988), trans. Tran Van Dien (Baldwin Park: privately printed, 2000), 72. Le Huu Tri also mentions
such bloodshed in Prisoner of the Word: A Memoair of the Viethnamese Reeducation Camps, (Seattle: Black
Heron Press, 2001), 13.

° Reported in the Foreign Broadcast Information Service (FBIS) IV. 14 May 1975: 8. Cited in
Desbarats, 7.
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declaration, the Governor of Saigon’s military would personally hold those committing
such acts accountable.

General Tran Van Tra, atwo-star general of the North Vietnamese army, had
fought to defeat the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) for most of his adult life
since 1959. ° He coordinated the attack on Saigon in 1968, masterminded the proposal
to attack Ban Mé Thuft by surprise, and commanded the attack on Saigon in 1975 which
led to the complete defeat of South Vietnam. Tra s public statements at the May 1975
press conference were supported in Hanoi by broadcasts proclaiming the policy of
nonviolent reconciliation with the South Vietnamese:

The victorious Vietnamese nation is opening its arm[s| to welcome its stray children.
In Saigon, the enemy’ s den, hundreds of thousands of officers, troops, and policemen
and thousands of people who formerly served the puppet administration apparatus have
responded to the revolution’s call, handed over guns and rejoined the nation, and not
all of these took part in the recent general offensive and uprisings. Thisisavictory of
our nation’ s traditional unity and a brilliant success of the national concord policy
which reflects the sentiments of love and loyalty and the noble ethics of our nation.
The path has been wide open for our entire people to join efforts to rebuild the country,
to heal the war wounds on our territory, and to restore the relationships and natural
sentiments within each street, hamlet, and family. . . . All mistakes are forgiven and all
suspicions eliminated. All of us are participating in the great joy of the nation over the
complete liberation of the South.™

Addressing the South Vietnamese, the Hanoi government promised more than
nonviolence. It guaranteed clemency, forgiveness, and equal integration of all
Vietnamese into the newly reconciled society. The passage cited above suggests that all

Vietnamese would be treated as equal citizens regardless of their prior political alegiance

during the war. The tone was celebratory, uplifting, and positive. And the rhetoric

19 The Provisional Revolutionary Government was a product of the National Liberation Front
(NLF). It presented itself as an independent party, but in reality it was guided by Hanoi. Todd, 17.

! Reported in the Foreign Broadcast Information Service (FBIS) 1V. 23 May 1975: L3. Cited in
Desbarats, 6.
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trumpeted the end of the war as avictory for all Vietnamese: “All mistakes are forgiven
and all suspicions eliminated” meant that one’s past would have no negative impact on
one' sfuture. Indeed no mass graves were found immediately after Communist victory.
However, when foreign correspondents left and the world was assured that no bloodbath
had occurred, Hanoi carried out a strategy of systematically killing its enemies, South
Vietnamese men and women.

A bloodbath did take place in South Vietnam after the Communist takeover,
though not immediately. Hanoi managed to severely punish its enemies while
simultaneously convincing an international audience that large-scale liquidation did not
take place. The Socialist Republic of Vietnam was admitted to the United Nations on
September 29, 1977, at the same time it had incarcerated an estimated 2.5 million
political prisoners.? Laws and edicts pronounced by the Vietnasse Communists, along
with survivors' personal accounts, however, reveal that clemency toward and integration
of South Vietnamese was but arhetorical fabrication, a“mythical reality” used to gain
international praise and respect. Inredlity, the Vietnamese Communists created a
totalitarian state, one in which terror, coercion, violence, and vengeance.

Vietnam became a giant gulag of sorts with the following facts pointing to various
types of oppression. One week after April 30, 1975, the Saigon-Gia Dinh Military

Management Committee, headed by Genera Tra, issued the first order which required all

12 Stephen B. Young, “The Legality of Vietnamese Reeducation Camps,” Harvard International

Law Journal 20, no. 3 (Fall 1979): 527 and Douglas Pike, “Vietnam in 1977: More of the Same,” Asian
Survey 18, no. 1 (Jan., 1978): 72. Father Andre Gelinas left 15 months after the fall of Saigon, testified
before the House that about 300,000 people were held in reeducation camps. House of Representatives,
Committee on International Relations, Human Rightsin Vietnam, 95™ Cong., 1¥ sess., 16, 21 June and 26
July, 1977, 37-39. Reportsthat prisoners did not have access to proper medical treatment was reported by
Amnesty International mission to South Vietnam December 10-21, 1979. Report 10-21 December 1979
(Amnesty International Publications, 1981), 14-15.
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former soldiers, officers, policemen, or civil servants of the Republic of Vietnam to
register with the new government.*® One month later, the Committee announced its plans
to “re-educate” persons who registered. The transcription of the announcement shows a
shift in the clemency policy. The Committee announced the following on June 10, 1975:

Now that the country has become completely independent and free and peaceful
forever, thisis the once-in-a-thousand-years opportunity for the soldiers, officers,
policemen and personnel of the puppet administration who have, for one reason or
another, more or less sinned against the compatriots, to struggle to reform themselves
into genuine Vietnamese.

With our nations' traditional clemency and humanitarianism and fully understanding
President Ho' s ethics and implementing the policies on the great unity and national
concord promulgated by the revolutionary government to create conditions for
soldiers, officers, policemen and personnel of the puppet administration to reform
themselves and cleanse their wrongs in order to quickly become honest citizens loving
the fatherland and peace, and to return to the nation, the Military Management
Committee of Saigon-Gia Dinh city makes this appeal:

Soldiers, officers, policemen and personnel of the puppet administration should be
aware fully of the clemency policy and humanitarians of the revolution and should
strive to study and reform themselves so as to become quickly genuine Vietnamese
citizens. . . . Those who make quick progress will be considered by the revolutionary
government for exoneration of their sins and restoration of their rights as citizens.*

Adults linked with the former government were condemned as sinners in need of
exculpation. Peoples pasts mattered. Not yet “genuine Vietnamese citizens,” South
Vietnamese in the clemency program could become “honest citizens’ if they “str[o]ve to
study and reform themselves.” The ideas expressed in these standards are ambiguous and
deceptively open-ended. Concepts of sins, cleansing, genuine Vietnamese, and
exoneration are indicative of arbitrary and subjective judgments not based on any specific
deeds or actions. Punishing people without clearly identifying their crimes was the godl

of the reeducation program. No specific laws were cited; no specific crimes were

3y oung, 519.

¥ EBISII, 10 June 1975: LI cited in Y oung, 520-21.
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charged; no trialswere set. Vietnam’'slaws and edicts post-1975 showed that the
political and socia agendas of the new state were to dispose of former enemies and to
annihilate South Vietnamese culture, community, families, and economy. The laws
dictated by the Socialist Republic of Vietnam (SRV) violated the individual human rights
of the South Vietnamese. They discriminated against, punished, and eliminated South
Vietnamese people who were affiliated with the former Republic of Vietnam. The decree
of June 10, 1975 was one of thefirst edictsissued by the new government that set into
motion a different social order for the “ puppet administration.” This social order
consisted of a purging of an entire class of society. It enabled an arbitrary method of
determining the fate of millions detained in camps and prisons; it empowered common
guards and chiefs to wield control over prisoners; it charged people with crimes against
the state or “ counterrevolutionary crimes’ without specific individual charges, and hence
held no trias; it executed without cause. Aswith other totalitarian regimes, what
ultimately followed was the elimination of former foes. A law enacted by the new
regime one year later, after detention of its former enemies, was more definite about the
fate of those who were detained by the government.

On May 25, 1976, the Provisional Revolutionary Government announced policy
statement No. 02/CS/76, which categorized three groups among the former personnel of
the South Vietnamese government:

(@) “those who have rendered servicesto the revolution.”

(b) “those who have behaved well during the political course.”



(c) *“thosewho must continue their ‘reeducation’ course or who must be brought
to trial " *°

Soldiers, non-commissioned officers, officers of al the armed forces, and former civil
administration who fit in categories (b) and (c) by thislaw were forced to serve for three
years. Most of those who fit in category (c) were top-level officials and officers.
Amnesty International identified four types of detention camps: 1) camps that processed
individuals; 2) camps that held criminals and political prisoners (detainees were asked to
write accounts of their background for the sake of identification); 3) camps that held
prisoners based on their past offenses; and 4) camps that held former officers and
members of the intelligence services (they were judged as “ac 6n” or wicked), which
were located mostly north of Hanoi.*

Three years after the surrender of South Vietnam, the world became aware of the
so-called reeducation program. Reports published by The Foreign Affairs and National
Defense Division, Congressional Research Service, House Committee on International
Relations, 95™ Congress, 2™ Session on Human Rights Conditions in Selected Countries,
and the U.S. Response 312 of 1978, Amnesty International, the Far Eastern Economic
Review, and The New York Times noted that detainees were held longer than the ten days
or three months that was originally promised. They noted that the reeducation camps

were hard labor work camps.'” Three years after the surrender of South Vietnam,

> Amnesty International, Report of an Amnesty International Mission to the Socialist Republic of
Viet Nam 10-21 December 1979 (Amnesty International Publications, 1981), 2.

16 Amnesty International, Amnesty I nternational Annual Report (1978), 196.

'y oung, 522. Amnesty International, Report of an Amnesty International Mission to the Socialist
Republic of Vietham 10-21 December 1979, (Amnesty International Publication, 1981), 2.
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hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese were participating in the reeducation program.®
The promise of clemency and restored citizenship through reeducation programs proved
to be a ploy to get men and women to self-identify for the sake of placing them in
different detention camps. In this configuration, the new regime created a mass of
political prisoners—people incarcerated not for their crimes, but for what they believed.™
High-ranking officials, professionals, and intellectuals were sent to harsher campsin the
north and their time in the camps were much longer than three years.?> On February 3,
1977, V6 Vang Sung, the Vietnamese ambassador to France stated that there were some
50,000 detainees being held.?* Prime Minister Phdm Van fidng on September 1, 1978
declared that his government was holding
only those who had held high positions of power in the war machinery of the old
regime and had committed grave crimes, so that they could be transformed into
Vietnamese having a homeland, loving their compatriots and useful to themselves, to
their families and to society. In this process of reeducation, those who made progress
werein turn set free and their citizenship gradually restored. The mgjority of them
have proved worthy of the government’s lenient policy. . . . At present we are holding
only avery small number of people who committed intolerable crimesin the past for
further careful consideration.?
The government admitted to a penal system. Leniency was the policy and few were those

held, according to Pham Van fiéng. fidndgnformed Amnesty International on December

1979 that 26,000 people remained in detention and that 14,000 had been released since

8y oung, 522.

9 Amnesty International defines a political prisoner as anyone who is incarcerated for what he/she
believes rather than for his’her crime. At least 30,000 Vietnamese people were considered political
prisoners by Amnesty International in 1978. Cited in Douglas Pike, “Vietnam in 1977: More of the
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1975.% History disproved both of fidng’s claims: the numbers killed and the conditions
of the camps attested to totalitarianism , coercion, torture, deprivation, and brutality.

A conservatively estimated 65,000 Viethamese were killed between 1975 and
1982.%* The suggestively benign program of htc tZp (education) or céi t&o (reeducation)
had incarcerated about 2.5 million Vietnamese in the two and a half years after
Communist victory.?® Of the 2.5 million detainees, an estimated 300,000 were detained
in the camps for three to five years™ or more. More than 150 reeducation camps and
subcamps were created for the purpose of incarceration.?” The promise of releasing
prisoners after three years did not materialize. The government invoked a different law
to justify the ongoing retention of prisoners past their three years. This was Resolution
49-NQ/TVQH of the National Assembly of 1961. Resolution 49 made legal the
indefinite imprisonment of Vietnamese without provisions for court hearings. Under this
resolution, anyone who belonged to “ obstinate counter-revolutionary elements who
threaten public security” (category a) and “all professional scoundrels’ (category b) were
subject to an indeterminate term in the reeducation camps.?® The capricious nature of the

laws eroded the possibility of building a“consolidating community.” Moreover, it

% Amnesty International, Report 10-21 December 1979, 3.
# Desbarats, 22.

* Pike, 72.
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violated basic human rightsto justice and afair tria; it rendered absolute power to those
in charge. Lawswere put into place or invoked after the fact of arrests and detainment.
As aresult, thousands of people were detained longer than five years. The Vietnamese
government reported that there were still 128,975 political prisoners detained in 1990,
fifteen years after Communist victory.*® The Communist Party released the last four
prisonersin 1992.%

The machinery of the totalitarian government penetrated fundamental aspects of
religious, educational, political, and socio-economic life. Anyone could be detained
indefinitely for whatever people in authority considered offensive or obstructionist to the
new order. The apparatus of the totalitarian regime uprooted families and communities
and exceeded the goal of eliminating those whom the government deemed as wicked or
those who had held high offices. The reeducation program had a negative impact on
virtually every South Vietnamese in post-1975 reconstruction.

The redistribution of the work force relocated families to uninhabitable areas
under the New Economic Zone (NEZ) plan. NEZ, established as punitive communes,
relocated 1.3 million peoplein the first two and half years after Communist victory.*

Vietnamese who attempted to flee the country were arrested and detained.** From the

% Arthur Matson, “Culture, Coping, and Meaning in the Reeducation Camp Experience” (Ph.D.
diss., Antioch University, 2001), 8.

3! peter Ngoc Father Que Dinh, Reverend, Memoirs of a Priest in the Communist Reeducation
Camp (1975-1988), trans. Tran Van Dien (n.p.: privately printed, 2000) 31.
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3 Amnesty International, Report 10-21 December 1979, 2.
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spring of 1978 to 1982, 600,000 Vietnamese fled by boat or by land. The exodus of
Vietnamese out of their country, unprecedented in history, attested to the oppressive
policies implemented by the Communists. Out of this number, more than one third were
ethnic Chinese whose businesses and properties were confiscated.>* Religious
persecution took the form of arrests of religious leaders. Fifty to fifty-five Protestant
pastors were held in reeducation camps; two hundred to three hundred Catholic priests
and six bishops were jailed; nineteen Buddhist clergymen were sent to prison; three
known Buddhist |eaders were arrested.*® Desecration of Buddhist temples, closing down
of churches, religious schools and institutions run by the churches, restrictions on
religious ceremonies, the prohibition of training of priests, and the requirement of
government approval for religious activity such as the ordination of priests and bishops
were ways that Communists forced people to put nationalistic ideas ahead of their
religious beliefs.*® Buddhist monks and nuns were forbidden from holding retreats,
fasting, or accepting new members to their orders. They were ordered to participate in
government-planned activities.*” Father Andre Gelinas, a Canadian Jesuit Priest, a
professor of Chinese history at the University of Saigon since 1957, testified before the
House of Representatives Committee on International Relations, the 95" Congress, on

June 16, 1977 that 12 Buddhist nuns self-immolated by fire to protest religious

% Sagan, 3.
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persecution. Arrests were made of anyone who opposed the government.*® Before the
Communist victory, South Vietnam published 27 daily newspapers and 200 scholarly
journals. After that victory, al publications were suppressed. Magazines, books,
records, and cassette tapes were confiscated and burned in the streets in huge bonfires.
The government controlled sources of information through publication, television, and
radio.*

Americadid not intervene on behalf of the political prisoners and their families
until July 1988, although reports of human rights violations against South Vietnamese
former alies were made public shortly after the implementation of the reeducation
camps. An agreement between the United States and the Socialist Republic of Vietnam
(SRV) dlowed South Vietnamese political prisoners and their families to migrate to the
United States under the Orderly Departure Program (ODP).*® The latest figures show
that 35,795 former political prisoners and 129,807 family members of former South
Vietnamese political prisoners now livein America* Their assimilation in American
society isrelatively recent, making them the newest political exiles from Vietnam.

The compiled facts expose the lies beneath the Vietnamese Communist Party
propaganda. They convey aworld where theiron fist of arbitrary laws transformed a
country into a society of concentration camps. Vietnam was sharply divided between

victors and vanquished without an integrated consolidating community. The annals of

% Amnesty International, Report 10-21 December 1979, 2.
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Vietnamese history after 1975 recorded aworld “in which need is everywhere present, in

which scarcity isthe rule of existence, and in which all of the possible agencies of

satisfaction are lacking or absent or exist under imminent threat of death.”?

2 Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation
(Baltimore: John Hopkins UP, 1987), 11.
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CHAPTER 5
MR. SU AND HIS BAND OF BROTHERS
Unlike Mr. Thiét who silently struggles to contain his past, Mr. Sit Nguyén
openly and publicly claims his past. Mr. St is not silent about his struggles. He makes
known to the public—Vietnamese and non-Vietnamese—who heis. A former political
prisoner of the Army of Republic of Vietnam, he is now an American citizen. His prison
experiences make him more determined to rectify the injustices of the past. Vietnam, his
homeland, is his past. He will not return to Vietnam unless the Communist system
becomes more humane or collapses. He hopes for that day, but in the meanwhile he
worksto disrupt, dismantle, and discredit the Communist government from where he now
lives. At the Hop Ky Restaurant, which he owns, Mr. Sir mixes social activism with roast
duck and pork rolls. Hop Ky is more than arestaurant; it isalso asocia center. A band
of brothers meetsthere almost daily. His brothers are men who fought for South
Vietnam, lost, and were imprisoned. On any given day when the restaurant opens, or on
Tuesdays when it is closed, you can walk into Hop Ky and find a group of Vietnamese
former political prisoners and their sympathizers talking, sharing a cup of coffee, or just
hanging out. A Vietnamese radio station carrying Vietnamese news or talk shows blares
in the back. A stack of the Oklahoma Viét Bao Newspaper, alocal Vietnamese
newspaper, sits on the shelf for anyone’ staking. The flag of the former Republic of
Vietnam hangs just outside the restaurant. Viethamese have gathered in front of Hop Ky
in years past to commemorate April 30, South Vietnamese National Day of Mourning.
Holding hand-size Republican flags, they listened to speakers talk about what it was like

to leave their homeland and start again.

92



As President of the Former South Vietnamese Political Prisoners’ Association,
Mr. St is busy making plans for upcoming activities. His concern for former political
prisoners has broadened to include other human rightsissues. Eventsthat he helps plan
include Vietnamese New Y ear, the National Day of Mourning-April 30, Honoring
Ancestors Day, and Veterans Day. Mr. Sir writes articles for the Viét Bao, annua
bulletins, letters, and petitions. He does not hide how he feels about the Vietnamese
Communists. “Old,” “bitter,” and “wicked” were the words he used to describe them to
me.

For him, the Vietnam War was a struggle between freedom and oppression.
South Vietnamese wanted freedom, and the Communists wanted power to oppress them. .
But the fight is not over for Mr. Str. He fights a different kind of war against the
Communists. “Former prisoners do not have ammunition or arms to fight against
Communism. We have to find other meansto fight against oppression,” Mr. St told me.
He applies the weapons of afree press, due process, voting, and petitioning to bring about
changes in the oppressive conditionsin Vietnam. Included in his socia and political
activism are local, national, and international causes.

When one speaks of Hop Ky, one speaks of Mr. Sir. Hop Ky is synonymous with
Mr. Sit. The place draws people out of their private homes and into a public forum. The
Hop Ky Restaurant has been featured in the Daily Oklahoman and National Geographic,
aswell asin various Vietnamese newspapers across the U.S. Known throughout the
metropolitan Oklahoma City and in surrounding states, Hop Ky is a place where Mr. Si’s
persond, political, and socid livesintersect. Patrons who frequent Hop Ky knows that

they are not just buying roast duck; they are supporting and participating in Mr. Si’s

93



struggle for justice and freedom. While growing up, | have often heard my father say,
“The Communists would kill him [Mr. Si] if he ever setsfoot in Vietnam.”

Before the arrival of political prisoners to Oklahoma City in 1992, there was not a
place where Vietnamese people rallied to protest against the conditions that their brothers
and sisters had to endure in the homeland. The Vietnamese in Oklahoma did not seem as
united as they are now, according to Mr. Sit. With the establishment of the Former South
Vietnamese Political Prisoners Association, the Vietnamese in Oklahoma City had
focused political agenda: to fight for human rights and freedom for all Vietnamese. It
was Mr. Sir who helped shape this agenda. His yearsin the Viethamese reeducation
camps, his office as chairman of the Prisoners’ Association, and his restaurant have given
him status and credibility as aleader in the eyes of many Viethamese in Oklahoma City.
Most recently, Mr. Sir gathered thousands of signatures asking Governor Brad Henry to
pardon Mr. Hung L¢, a Vietnamese man convicted of the murder of another Vietnamese
man.

My mother told me, “If you want to go to the rally at the state capitol to save Mr.
Hung L from execution, be at Hop Ky by 10:00. People are meeting there and riding
together to the Capitol.” Indeed, Hop Ky means “ place of gathering.”

Hop Ky is alandmark where the private, public, social, and political dimensions
merge. Though the South Vietnamese flag is no longer recognized by the world, it lives
in the hearts and minds of those owners of this al-Viethamese strip mall where Mr. Si’s
restaurant sitsin the middle. The mall was one of the first all-Vietnamese clusters of

shops carved out of what used to be empty spaces left by unsuccessful businesses.

94



Mr. Sir agreed to meet with me for an interview at Hop Ky Restaurant rather than
at hishome. | was disappointed at first because | wanted to have a private meeting
without any interruptions. Even though the restaurant was closed on Tuesday, | knew
Mr. SU does not lock the door and people can still comein. We met on Tuesday July 30,
2001. The meeting began with just the two of us, but this format would not last long.
Soon, Mr. St’s brothers arrived.  Mr. Sir called his friends, anh em, which means
“brothers.”

Mr. St’s band of brothers consisted of five men that summer afternoon. Present
were Mr. L€ Thiép, President of the Former South Vietnamese Political Prisonersin
Washington, D.C., Mr. Lé Thu, Mr. Nguyén Giao, and Mr. Nguyén Long. | had
expected that when a restaurant posted a CLOSED sign no one would come in, or that if
they did, Mr. Sir would turn them away. That was not so. Men camein, sat, drank
coffee, smoked, and joined in the discussions.

“My brothers and | meet here regularly for coffee. | told them alittle about your
project,” he said casually.

| was not prepared to talk to a group of men, therefore | did not bring copies of
the introduction letter, the questions to guide the interview, or the consent form for five
people. | had expected to only speak with Mr. Sir. Mr. St read the interview paperwork
while the men stared at me. | saw Quick Print Copy shop across the restaurant and
dashed out to make copies, glad to get away from feeling insecure and ill-prepared. | left
the tape recorder on because | did not want to miss anything important. | later heard
comments made my inept Vietnamese writing skills. Mr. S reminded his brothers that |

was only eight years old when | came to America, and that | had a desire to learn more
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about the reeducation camps. When | returned with the additional forms, all the men had
read Mr. S’ s copy.

Thoughts raced through my head about my awkward situation: Why did Mr. Sir
not meet me at his home for a one-on-one interview? Why didn’t he inform me there
would be others? How do | talk to these men? Thereisa protocol in Viethamese culture
regarding how a younger person should address older men and women, especially one’'s
parents age. My rapport with Mr. Thiét was unique, but even then | had to overcome
many obstacles before we came to an understanding. Mr. Thiét had called Mr. SU on my
behalf to ask for an interview. Mr. St told him that | could have come to him directly
because he has known my parents for years. My parents were long-standing church
members of Our Lady’s Cathedral Church where Mr. Sir and his family attend.
Vietnamese protocol calls for arelationship with the parents to precede that of their
children.

| felt particularly inadequate speaking to a group of Viethamese who were my
parents’ age because of my deficiency in Vietnamese. It took days for me to write the
form and the letter, and | did it with much editing help from friends. | reminded myself
that | could replay the recorded interview over and over until | understood what was
being said. The tape recorder became a security blanket. The men read the forms
carefully and questioned the usage of words and meanings.

“These two words that you used in your questions when you state, ‘ty do’ [freed,
free, or freedom], are not accurate. We were not freed from prison. | think the words
you need to use is ‘was released’ which accurately describes what we went through. We

were released from prison, not freed. Y ou need to clarify that statement or else people
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will misunderstand our condition,” Mr. Th¢, one of Mr. SU’s brothers, said directly to
me.

“We lost our citizenship,” Mr. Th¢, continued. “Don’t think for one minute that
we were freed after we left prison,” Mr. Th¢, reemphasized. He blasted the words “tw
do.” The misrepresentation of being freed opened Pandora' s Box. It became the heart of
the discussion.

“The Communists are very clever about their wordings. The prisoner’ s release
certificate reads, ‘ Release to the responsibility of the family under house arrest by the
local government.” House arrest means that the prisoner has lost al hisrights. He hasto
present himself to the local officials who control hislife. For aminimum of two years
after hisrelease, he has to get permission from the officias everywhere he goes and for
whatever he does,” Mr. Long, another brother, explained in Vietnamese and English.

Long bridged my ignorance and the prisoners’ discourse with helpful
pronouncements. In hisforties, Long was the youngest man there. In fact, he said he
knew my family and hence knew me.

“Communism governs by suspicion,” he said. “Two years after prisoners are
released, they have to get permission to travel back and forth. They cannot travel with
ease. If they are even suspected of subversive activity, they arein trouble. An official
could ask, ‘Why did you leave the premises without informing us? Are you meeting to
protest against us? That person isin deep trouble. The Communists will make life a
living hell for him. Once they consider you an opponent, you are forever branded a

sinner. A committeeis set up to examine whether or not you have been good according
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to their standards. If you do not abide by their rules, you have no rights as a citizen,” Mr.
Long emphasized.

The others followed Mr. Long’ s argument.

“That was how they controlled us, by stripping us of our rights,” Mr. Thiép said.
He was from Washington D.C., where he was president of the Prisoners’ Association. He
was in town for his niece’ s wedding.

“Without citizenship, we could not vote or participate in social or political
activities” Mr. Kiém said. He had been quiet up to now.

“The only jobs we had were the ones we created because no one hired us,” Mr.
Thiép said. Their voices merged in unison. Two or three spoke at once. They spoke
wth conviction and without hesitation, almost forgetting that | was there until they
remembered what had started the whole conversation, the misuse of the word “freed.”

Mr. Thi¢p's voice softened as he said, “| understand your circumstance because
you came here when you were eight years old; you do not know Vietnamese well. |
suggest that you change the word “freed” to ‘released’,” he said smiling.

“lI will, and | am sorry,” | said. | felt more comfortable because my limitation of
the Vietnamese language had become a point for clarification about being released and
being freed. A distinction was being made about the past and the present, Vietnam and
America. Everyone was conscious of the difference between being freed from prison and
being released from prison. | felt comfortable just to be silent, to let the dust from the
past settlein. | did not want to spoil it with my own words. Mr. St broke the silence.

“After my release in 1981, living with my family was but atemporary condition

until I proved to the Communists that | could follow their criteria. If a anytime | violated
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any of their laws, | could be sent to the New Economic Zone. Each week | had to meet
with the local official who examined me. | had to keep afile which list al my activities
down to the hour and minute.”

“The whole day had to be accounted for,” Long interjected.

“This very day, for instance, Mr. SU resumed, “on this day of July 30, 2001 at
10:00 am., who was | with? What did | talk about? How long? And for what purpose? |
had to answer all these questions to officials who verified my activities. If they agreed,
they stamped their approval. If not, they tell you to rewrite your file saying, ‘Mr. St,
include this activity because | saw you there that day.” It went on like that for 52 weeks.
They made life miserable! | wrote an entire book about where | was and what | was
doing day in and day out. After one year, | stood in front of a committee to make a case
for why | should get citizenship. | had my book with me so that | could highlight my
activities. Forty to fifty other men made a case for citizenship. | got my citizenship
status, then | had to work to get my residential status,” Mr. Sir said.

Theroom fell quiet. A man came in wanting to buy aroast duck. Mr. St said he
was not open and the man went away.

“What isaresidential status?’ | asked. | knew that prisoners lost their citizenship,
but | knew nothing about residential status.

“Itisafamily report card,” Long answered right away. “Every family even today
has to have areport card. It informs the officials about the inhabitants of the home. If
they search a home, they match the report card with the people in the home. If there’'san
extra person not accounted for, the family has to explain why. Y ou cannot have people

spend the night at your home anytime you want without getting prior authorization.”
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“Without the report card, | could not work or buy goods like sugar or atrain ticket
to travel. So much depends on this report card. | still have my copy that | brought from
Vietnam. You can have acopy of it for your dissertation. It isrepresentative of that
society. | had to carry at least three documents with me at all times: my certificate of
release from prison, my citizenship paper, and my report card,” Mr. Sit said. The others
were surprised that he kept these papers after all these years.

“The Communists told my wife that if she went to the New Economic Zone, |
would be returned sooner. She left her home, took the children with her, and went to an
uninhabitable place hoping for my return. They did not need to come at you with guns
and bullets to force you to move. They used the love of awife for her husband to rob
people of their homes. What wife would not want her husband home?’ Mr. Thiét
exclaimed. He was a handsome man with healthy brown skin which glows. A quick
image of hiswife and he eating together at a wedding flashed through my mind.

“The New Economic Zone sounds as glorious as rainbows,” Mr. Long said
sarcastically. “You need to be very clear to the Americans about the reality of the zones,
or else they would say, ‘ They brought you to a new region so you could start your new
life. What more do you want?” Mr. Long retorted. His sarcasm drew derisive laughter.
He continued, “ The Zone was far away from the city. Its purpose was to confiscate
homes, businesses, and properties. When they see a beautiful home belonging to a
former South officer, they drove them out of their homes. The owners have no recourse
to claim their homes.”

“They did not want usin the city, so they forced us to uninhabitable places so

that we would have to create a whole new way to survive! At such places, how could our
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children attend schools?’ Mr. Thiép said. | was sure he was still thinking of hiswife and
children and their journey to a forsaken zone awaiting his return.

“The only reason | got to work in Saigon was because my parents knew these
builders who gave me ajob. | worked for them building houses in Saigon but could not
live there myself, though it was my hometown,” Mr. St said bitterly, then added, “My
family and | could be sent to the New Economic Zone at anytime for any reason.”

| scribbled in my notebook, “New Economic Zone: Reeducation Camps for
Women and Children: Exile, Displacement, and Punishment.” “A Family Broken.” “The
Vietnamese Family.” The Vietnamese are all about family. | thought of Mr. Thiét. |
thought about my family. It has always been about families. “Family Matters’ could be
used as a book title to talk about these men and their experiences.

“Our children were not accepted to specialized schools because their fathers were
former prisoners. There were separated into a different point system. They required
higher points for our children to get into specialized schools,” Mr. Kiém, who had been
mostly quiet up to now, interjected.

“They got special discountsif you will,” Mr. Long said sarcastically. Laughter
followed, and he continued, “ They posted thisin all the different colleges. If 85 points
were the score for college entrance for cadres’ children, then it was 90 points for
prisoners’ children.”

“The English word for it isdiscrimination,” Mr. Kiém said. “The Communist
system ranks us as the 14™ among the 14 categories of very important people in society.

Numbers 1, 2, 3 are reserved for high-ranking Communist officials. We were on the
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bottom of their list. So our children were disqualified from schools where they could
prepare to work in medicine or engineering.”

“It would be extremely exceptional for any of our children to enter such colleges,”
Mr. Thiét said.

“Sure, our children could go to school,” Mr. Sir smirked. He had taken on some
of Long’s sarcastic tone. “They could take all the general classes they wanted, but they
would not get skilled jobs.”

“Communism organizes its society according to a person’ s background and
history. A high-ranking member of the former government is forever treated as an
enemy. Heisplaced on the lowest level of society. His children will have no chance of
making it. He works on the street in secrecy and in hiding. He does the work nobody
wantsto do. Hiswork isnot protected or supported. He does whatever it takes to eat.
He works as a street vendor, apeddler, ahard laborer. No laws protect him. He can be
forced to move at anytime for any reason. Heis an outsider, asocial outcast. If heis
sick, the hospital does not treat him since it reserves treatment for the Communists. Heis
trampled down. Heiskicked down like an animal,” Long said, impassioned.

These statements chilled me. Dust had sprinkled and hit my eyes, my face, and
my body. | was thinking that this could have been my family’sfate. Everyone was
silent. The discussion had cometo a halt.

| scribbled “Prisoners: #14, the lowest level in Communist Society.”

Mr. Kiém broke the silence and moved us onto something else.

“All this,” Mr. Kiém said, “and we were never charged, tried, represented, and

judged. Kangaroo courts condemned us.”
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Mr. Long exclaimed loudly, “No trial, no attorneys, no stipulation of time, no one
knew when they would be released. Their system isnot just. That’s why this dissertation
isso important. | am moved by this project because it is more than just completing a
Ph.D. degree. It isabout telling the truth about people who have up until now been
misunderstood. Y ou must write this so that our children could read it. They do not read
Vietnamese, but they can read it in English. Y ou must tell the Americans what happened.
It istheir responsibility to know what happened to the people they left behind!
Generations were trampled on and have not yet recovered!”

Mr. Long insisted, “Y ou must explain that the prison system was a completely
different system than the onein America. Here you commit a crime, you are charged,
you do your time, and you are let go. Thereit islike being on probation forever!”

After along pause, when the sun had beamed down and it was hot, Mr. Thiép
excused himself because he had to leave to go back to Washington, D.C. He thanked me
for wanting to know what had happened. | thanked him for his story. Mr. Th¢, and Kiém
said they would help me get more information, and they left. Mr. St talked to them
privately on their way out.

Mr. Long, | thought, was a philosopher, a pontificator, and a great story-teller. He
summed things up in big pictures. | was so glad to talk to him one-on-one.

| asked him, “How long were you in prison?”

“No. | wasnot apolitical prisoner. | came herejust like you, in 1975. | have
been with these men for about a decade. | have heard them talk, and | have read

accounts and historical documents about what they went through,” he said.
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It was a shocking revelation. His restaurant Ca Dao was two doors west of Hop
Ky. No one protested his statements and exhortations. No one minded that he spoke
about their stories asif they were his. In fact, they built on what he said. Mr. Kiém
guoted him, “When Mr. Long talked about. . . .” He was an outsider who had lived their
stories for nearly adecade. Their story became his story. He understood them, and he
was their friend. Most importantly, he knew he could have easily been one of them had
he stayed.

A day with Mr. Sir was a day spent with his brothersin arestaurant where the past
came alive, where the South Vietnamese cause was alive. It was aday in which the dust
of the past swept in and formed a picture of families surviving in different prisons. |
imagined Mr. Thiép’swife and her children carrying al their possessions on their backs,
leaving their home, and living in an unknown remote place. | thought Mr. ThiEp’ s wife
could have been my mother, that my brothers, sisters, and | could have been raised in the

New Economic Zone.
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CHAPTER 6
MR. SU'S LIFE AND HIS CONVICTION
Mr. St wrote his story in the form of a letter to me. | have added parts from the
interview to clarify the letter.
April 30, 1975 was the most painful and tragic event for the South Vietnamese
people. We lost our country in shame and humiliation! We lost because we were no

longer part of Americasinterests. We lost because America, our SOLE SUPPORTER,

cold-bloodedly dropped us, left us, and abandoned us! America cut us off totally! We
would never have lost if America had continued to support us. Weapons, tanks, gas,
food, clothing—every commodity needed to fight awar—were cut! We fought with guns
and no bullets, cars and no gas, planes and no fuels. We fought against a well-equipped
enemy who was supported by the then Soviet Union, Communist China, Cuba, and other
Eastern European nations such as Czechoslovakia, Poland, East Germany, Hungary, and
Romania. The enemy invaded us firing thousands of rounds of 105mm, 122mm, 130
mm, and 155mm, while we fired five or ten rounds. An army completely cut off against
awell-supplied army is doomed. We did not stand a chance; we had to lose. The
Communists overran us, and hence, April 30, 1975 has now become our national day of
loss, shame, and mourning. Vietnamese refugees from all over the world observe this
day: the day the Communists violated the Paris Peace Treaty by invading South Vietnam
while America did nothing to stop them. America betrayed us, and | deeply resent the

U.S. government for this.
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American's policy toward South Vietnam had always been one of imperialism,
not of equal alies. We were regarded as a satellite country, avassal to the U.S., one who
had to depend on Americafor its survival but had no voice in its own government. The
murder of President Ngb iinh DiEm was an example of how America, through its own
volition, fomented a coup d'état using the likes of DUONg Van Minh, Mai HUu Xuén,
TrAn Van fidn, and Tén ThAt fiinh. They approved DiEm's murder against the will of
the South Vietnamese people. The murder of DiEmM proved to be aterrible mistake in
the fight against Communism because it was immoral, demoralizing, and destabilizing to
our government. The Republican Party of South Vietnam, a divided house with weak
leaders, was infiltrated by traitors, spies, and agents like DUOng Van Minh.

The Central region and highlands of South Vietnam were completely overrun by
Communist troopsin the last days of April 1975. The First and Second Divisions of the
armed forces were captured. Soldiers and officers deserted to return to their families or
escape with the Americans. Those who stayed fought to the end, many knowing that they
would not survive. The 18th Division Infantry fought with limited supplies and troops
against five Communist Divisionsin Long Khanh. We were the lone tiger fighting
against a band of foxes, so we withdrew from Long Khénh to abase in Long Binh, Bién
Hoa. The day we withdrew was the day President Nguyin Van Thi@u announced his
resignation and transfer of power to Vice-President TrAn Vaan HUOng. Then, shortly
thereafter, DUONg Van Minh became president and surrendered. | fought with my men
until DUONg Van Minh announced a complete surrender. | cried when | heard this. |
cried because the surrender was so humiliating and shameful! | evacuated my unit along

with the 18" Infantry to the headquarter of the Engineering Corps on Nguyén Tri
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PhUOng Street in Saigon on April 30, 1975. | rode my bike to the U.S. Embassy on
Thong Nhat Street. | saw people climbing fences, shoving and pushing each other to get
inside the Embassy so they could leave. Then | rode to Port Bach fi¢ng, and | saw the
same thing. Thousands of people rushed to get ships already packed with people.
Everyone was running, and | felt so sorry for them.

| knew the danger of staying because | saw Sargeant Thinh, one of my men,
dragged and shot dead by a Communist in Ban Mé Thufit on March 10, 1975. | also
heard of such executions from others, so | hid in arelative's home for one week before
returning home when | saw that no one was coming after me. Former officers were very
worried that the Communists would seek revenge against us. Two weeks after the fall of
Saigon, a childhood friend from North Vietnam, CAp, came to visit my family. Hewas
a Lieutenant for the Communists.

When he saw me he said, “Why didn’t you go into exile to another country? Y ou
will suffer greatly if you stay. It isnot too late for you to escape. Y ou must find away to
get out at all cost.” Then he told my parents, “Y ou must do everything you can to keep
your house in Saigon. Do not go to the New Economic Zone. It isadeath trap for city
residences.” After that day, we never saw CAp again.

The thought of leaving and deserting my family never crossed my mind. | had a
four-year-old daughter, and my wife, fiodn Thi Th&o, was late in her second pregnancy.
On June 16, 1975, | took my wife to amedical clinicin TrUng VUOngin Sa Gon to

have our baby, who was born June 17, 1975.
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Asthe oldest son, | could not bear to leave my parents, five brothers, and two
sisters. | loved them all, so | decided to stay come what may. Moreover, where else
could we run to get away from the Communists once they defeated us?

My family had been running from the Vit Minh (origina name of the
Vietnamese Communist Party) our whole lives. | was born in the village of PhUOng
CAu in the Province of Bjc Ninh in north Vietnam on August 20, 1945. When the Vit
Minh invaded north Vietnam in 1949-1950, my family left our village to escape them.
My father, a sergeant in the French Army, fought against them until the French were
defeated in 1954. Then we self-exiled to South Vietnam to get away from the
Communistsin 1954, after the Geneva Accord was signed. Then in 1975, when the
Communists had completely overrun South Vietnam , where else could we go?

At that time, | knew nothing about politics. Over the years, | have read and
studied historical accounts and historians' interpretations of Vietham and the Vietnam
War. North and south Vietnamese, brothers and relatives, fought against each other. So
much bloodshed on both sides—why ? Who started this war that spilled so much blood?
| have concluded that the Communist Party headed by HO Chi Minh was responsible for
provoking the war. | believe that the Viethamese Communist Party, past and present,
used every means to gain power. They gained power through deception and lies. They
killed their own people without shame or disgust. They crushed the heads and necks of
people for persona gains. The Communists have committed unspeakable, heinous, and
grave crimes against the Vietnamese people that will never be fully recorded. The

"reeducation camps" were examples of their crimes.
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The Communists deceived al South Vietnamese who presented ourselves for the
reeducation camps. It was not ten or thirty day orientation as broadcasts on radio and
television stations has suggested. The Saigon Giai Phéng (Saigon Liberation)

Newspaper printed a policy of "tolerance and clemency” pronounced by the Provisionary
Revolutionary Government of South Vietnam. All lies! They lured thousands of military
and police officers, cadres who devel oped villages and hamlets, Republican government
employees, and government officials who were intermediate to high-ranking to horrible
prisons dubbed as “reeducation camps.” They even incarcerated religious leaders from
different faiths: Catholics, Buddhists, and Protestants. Many pastors, mostly Catholics,
were there with mein H6c M6n and in Tan HiGEp: Father Cao, Father Khéi, Father Nam,
and Father Trinh. Thousands were killed outright without ever being tried. Thousands
were |eft to starve, to remain ill, or to die in the camps. The Communists robbed people
who had money and possessions by forcing them to go the camps or to the “New
Economic Zone.” We presented ourselves only to become prisoners for one, five, ten, and
even up to seventeen years like L& Minh fiao, the Commander of the 18th Division. | was
incarcerated for six years in various camps.

The first week in camp Héc Mon, we had to write our personal history: what ou
duties were when we served under the Republicans and our family history going back to
three generations. We wrote over and over, five or seven times, and still they wanted us
to confess more. We had to write a confession at least once ayear. It would seem like an
easy task, but in reality it was very difficult and dangerous.

After the second week, we were ordered to dig awell, one well for each unit of

thirty people. Puzzled and scared, we thought it was strange because we though that we
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would be there for ten days and water from our old army base was still running. We
asked one of the guards why we were still being held after being there for over a month.

He answered, "Who told you that you would be here for ten days?' Wetold him
the newspapers told us to bring enough food and provisions for ten days. Then he said,
"Y ou men were officers, and yet you are so naive. Reread the order. It saysbring
enough food for ten days. It never said that you would be released in ten days. Y ou will
rot to death in prison. What you have been doing is part of your reeducation. The more
truthful you are in your confessions, the more you are deemed to be progressives and you
will be released sooner. Those who oppose us will be killed."

Several men tried to escape and were shot to death. Their bodies lay beside the
barbwire fences that separated the camps. Among the thousand of us at the camps, more
than half came down with dysentery, edema, and other debilitating illnesses that
immobilized our walking. After half ayear of being without adequate food and
medicine, amost all got sick. The Communists saw the danger and allowed usto write
home for food and medicine. Had it not been for the goods sent to us by our families, we
would surely have died.

Many did die, however, from starvation, sickness, and hard labor. Some openly
resisted their oppression and were killed, confined, or beaten to death. There were many
who werekilled that way. In 1976, | was transferred to camp Long Giao in Long Khénh.
| was there not long when | saw escapees get shot and killed. So many of these prisoners
were men | knew who belonged to Division 18. Some lost hope, despaired, and killed
themselves. A man hung himself with a phone cord and died. When a person has no

hope left, death comes quickly.
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Ironically, the seed of hope was planted by the Communists who released groups
of prisoners at different times. By comforting and encouraging each other, prisoners
defied their miserable condition and oppression. They kept each other alive by keeping
hope alive. If we thought that we had no chance of living, then we would have shed
blood. Wedig; they die, too. Hope was all we had because the conditions in the camps
were like capital punishment to many of uswho lived in citiesmost of our lives.

We were not used to cutting down trees, clearing land, building houses, and
growing our own food. Y et, this was my work in these labor-intensive camps of Bu Gia
M ZEp in the Province of PhU&c Long, Minh HUng near Baam Bo, and in Gia Trung in
Pleiku at the end of 1979. We ate two bowls of rice with a small piece of potato and a
dash of salt the entire day. Many ate wild plants, bamboo, and wood—whatever they
could find in the forest—to keep from starving. From the early hours in the morning into
evening, we worked always accompanied by a chief and two guards with AK-47 riflesto
inspect our work. Those too weak to work were struck with rifles or locked in cells with
their feet chained. They were allowed out only to get their bowl of rice. Asif thework
were not enough, we were forced to study Communist dictums late into the evening.
They got through with us at about 9 or 10 in the evening, and then we were allowed to
deep.

In Bu Gia M Ap, prisoners threw themselves into burning bushes because they
could not tolerate the horrible conditions. | saw Nguyin Vamn Théng throw himself into
the fire, and | watched him burn to death. No one could save him because the fire, used
to clear the land, burned fiercely. Because Bu GiaM Ap’s border was only six miles

from the Cambodian border, prisoners tried to escape hoping to get to Thailand, but they
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were caught and killed. These are the names of my friends who werekilled: Captain
Tai, Captain Sanh, and Captain ThiGEp. Some prisoners escaped to Saigon, having made
arrangements with their families to be picked up by buses using fake 1.D.s. These people
got away.

People ask me how eight guards could control 400 to 500 inmates. Of course, we
could have easily overpowered eight men. But after killing them, where would we run?
All the concentration camps had stops that were thoroughly searched. In case of a
breakout, they would send an army of thousands to slaughter us. Each and every one of
uswould surely die. We had no weapons to fight and no food to sustain us. If we went
home, we would wreak havoc on our families. Before 1975, when we had our
government and our army, we would break out of jail and kill the enemy if we were
captured. After 1975, all roads were dead ends.

In 1978, when the Communists fought against Cambodia, | was transferred to the
“New Economic Zone,” Minh HUng near B fiseng, to avoid the crossfire. | starved and
suffered, and yet as a city person watching the local people work so hard for their food, |
felt so sorry for them because they starved and suffered worse than I. These were people
whom the Communists had imprisoned since 1954, people who did not escape to South
Vit Nam. After rows and rows of rubber trees and wheat were planted, | was
transferred to Pleiku to camp Gia Trung.

When we got there, the camp chief named HiSn said to us, “ Those who have not
been through this camp, have not truly been reeducated.”

The camp had areputation for being anong the most treacherous and most

horrible camps aong with northen camps like C°ng Tr©i. For every thousand prisoners,
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only 50 or so people survived. | was assigned to a group called the "Green Plants." My
daily work consisted of gathering cow, bull, and human manure to fertilize the plants.
The work was hard, filthy, and disgusting, but there was no way to avoid it. | worked and
starved at this most wretched camp for eighteen months before | was released to my
family.

“Release” did not mean freedom. The certificate of release ordered me to report
to the local security officer and be under his control for one year. Before being released,
| signed a promissory note stating that | would report weekly to the officials and work
according to their directives. They issued a set of clothing and $100 Vietnamese dollars
for travel expenses. | wasreleased on June 11, 1981, but | did not get home until five
days later. It was late in the evening when | arrived because | waited for days for the
train to Saigon.

My family, having been notified of my release one week before, waited anxiously
for my return. My wife, parents, brothers, sisters, and neighbors greeted me with joy and
love. It was beautiful to see how much they cared for me. My old father pedaled a
rickshaw; my mother baked rice papers to sell; my skinny pale wife rode her bike to Long
Anto buy and sell rice to care for me and our two daughters. My daughters, who were
four and an infant when | went to prison, were ten and six years old. They watched me
from adistance; it took some time for them to get to know me astheir father.

| rested for ten days and then worked to help my wife. My father told me to pedal
therickshaw. "Pedaling for aliving was hard,” he said, "but at least you are 'free." But |
was not free. Life after prison was another struggle. | had to report to the local security

each week with anotebook detailing my daily activities: what | did, where | went, whom
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| talked to, what | talked about, and how much money | made. If | had no problems after
one year, then my citizenship was restored. | would then be eligible for residential status.
Several committees and chiefs were involved in deciding if they wanted to restore my
rights.

| pedaled for over one year making very little money, then | got sick with
pneumonia. | took ayear off work to recover; al the while | had to present myself to a
security chief weekly. These chiefs would say to me, “Brother SU, lets have dinner
tonight.” They knew | had no money because | pedaled arickshaw and hung bamboo
leaves, ajob | got with the Post Exchange, to make aliving. We ate lightly. 1f | had any
money, | was expected to take them out to a restaurant.

One chief said to me, “Brother SU, | have to do nightly watch and | am out of
batteries. Could you please give me four batteries?”’

“How much does each battery cost?’ | asked. “$500 dollars each,” he said. |
gave him $2000 HO Chi Minh dollars. They knew how much | suffered; yet they
continued to harass me. There was so much of that going on. If you did not cooperate,
they would make trouble for you. They wanted to make money, and you had to give
them what they wanted.

My family was blessed because my younger brother, who was in the Navy,
escaped to Americain 1975. He sent medicine and money to help us, and | was restored
back to health. He was the same brother who sponsored my father, mother, brothers, and
sistersto America. My wife, children, and | were alowed to come under the

Humanitarian Operation Program. My entire family, immediate and extended, flew out
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of Vietnam to Oklahoma City on March 15, 1991. We have lived in Oklahoma City for
thirteen years and three months, and | have no intention of ever returning to Vietnam.

My fear of returning to Vietnam is that the Communists can do anything they
want to me no matter how wicked the acts are. They may take revenge against me
because of what | have done in Oklahoma during the last thirteen years. | have continued
my fight against Vietnamese Communist oppression, not with bullets, but with weapons
called organization and afree press. Former prisoners do not have the ammunition to
fight against Communism. Our weapon against oppression is our united stance with each
other and with other organizations.

The Former South Vietnamese Political Prisoners’ Association of Oklahoma City
was established in January 1991 with twenty members. We have grown to 240 members
of men and women who were former political prisoners.”® The Association's primary
purpose is to support each other because many former prisoners today are physically,
emotionally, and spiritually scarred. We share similar pasts, so we come together as a
group to gain strength and support each other. Our agendaisfirst to make sure that we
are safe where welive. If we did not organize in states and cities, then the Communists
would organize and disrupt our functions. They might emerge with their red-yellow-star
flag, the flag stained with our blood. It isour political organization that deters them from
self-promoting. Our secondary objectiveis to continue our fight for freedom, democracy,

and human rights for Vietnam.

“ Mr. SU stated that there were a couple of women members who were sent to separate
reeducation camps from the men. These were female officersin the Army of the Republic of Vietnam. He
knew Ms. HO Thi Ve who was a commander of the female army. She cameto Americain 1995.
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For the last thirteen years, | have devoted myself to the Association. | have been
entrusted with the office of President of the Association from 1996 to now (July 2004). |
meet with the Executive Committee of twenty people once a month or as needed at H®p
KS Restaurant, which is my restaurant. | have met many comrades in arms and heard
many happy and sad stories of the past as well as current stories at H®p KS.

Specia meetings are called to plan special activities or to support other domestic
aswell asinternational organizationsin the fight for human rights and freedom. Right
now, we, along with other Viethamese socia organizations are calling for the release of
Father Nguyén Van L$, Monk ThUc Quang Liém, Monk Théng NhAt, and Monk Lé
Quang Liém. We have written letters and petitioned the President of the United States,
the United Nations, and the Secretary of State, Colin Powell. When Colin Powell visited
Vietnam, we sent him aletter calling for him to make the release of political prisoners,
human rights, and freedom part of his agenda.

As president of the Association, | have written letters, articles, and petitions to
protest the abuse of human rights and freedom. | have sent letters and notices to the
people in Oklahoma and in other states. | have written about violations of human rights
and religious freedom committed by the Vietnamese Communists. | have declared
publicly how | feel about what the Communists have done. | have written about the
history of the Former South Vietnamese Political Prisoners’ Association to mark our
tenth year anniversary with a special edition book which includes how our Association
got started and how it has grown over the last decade. | am sure my activism has not
gone unnoticed by the Communists, whose lackeys live here in Oklahomato spy and

report on us.
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The Association used to publish a monthly bulletin about our activities and the
latest news about struggles for human rights in Communist Vietnam. Because of our
limited funds, which come from our members' annual fees, we publish only on special
occasions such as our Memoria Day on April 30, Veterans' Day on June 19, and
Ancestral Day. For the New Y ear, we put out a specia bulletin, which highlights our
activities for that year. Our bulletins consist of literary, scientific, and political writings,
aswell as news and annual activities. Besides our bulletin, thereisaloca newspaper
called the Oklahoma Vi(Et Bao. If there isimportant news that needs to be dispersed, we
submit the information to the Oklahoma Vit Bdo. We submit monthly news of our
activities and updates on our struggles with the Communists to voice our concerns.

Former prisoners have made a significant difference in Americain the fight
against Communism. From the time that the former political prisoners of South Vietnam
came to America, which was mostly in the early 1990s, a movement to resist
Communism and demand freedom has flourished. In the first years after 1975, the spirit
to fight against the Communists was weakened because people were so depressed about
losing their country. The strength of the movement comes from the 40,000 to 50,000 ex-
political prisoners who now livein America. If you count family members, there are
about 200,000 people connected to the prison experience. That isalot of people who
share acommon political agenda. Strength in numbers and the steadfast conviction to
continue the fight have enabled the Republican Flag of South Vietnam to hangin
different parts of America.

A nation’s soul is exhibited in the national flag. Though South Vietnamislost, its

flag lives in the hearts and minds of the South Vietnamese people, especially those who
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fought the Communists. Wherever we see aVietnamese Communist flag hanging, the
Executive Committee of the Prisoners’ Association asks those who raise the flag to take it
down and put in its place the flag of the Republic of Vietnam, the yellow flag with three
red stripes. We have taken down the five Communist flags here in Oklahoma City.
About three years ago, people who shopped at the Buy-4-Less saw the Vietnamese
Communist flag hanging in the entrance on the left side along with other flags. They
informed me about what they had seen. | met with the brothers, and afterwards went to
meet with the manager of Buy-4-Less. | told him, “Thisisthe Communist flag of
Vietnam. Thisvery flag isthe reason we have had to leave our homeland. Thisvery flag
buried the bodies of 58,000 American soldiers in South Vietnam. We, the Vietnamese
people of the Republic, do not accept thisflag. We request that you take down the flag
and raise the peopl€e’ sflag of Vietham.” The manager asked me, “What does this flag of
yours look like?” We brought our flag and gave it to him to hang. He was very pleased.
If you shop at that Buy-4-Less, you will see the flag of the Republic of Vietnam hanging
along with the other flags.

Vietnamese who shopped at the local flea market saw the Communist flag and
told me what they had seen. | spoke with the owner of the stand. He was happy to
replace the Communist flag with the Republican flag. The same situation occurred at two
Baptist churches. We spoke to the pastor and the persons in charge at those churches.
They happily complied. They apologized for not knowing that it was the Communist
flag. They wanted to welcome the many Vietnamese who attend their churches by
raising the national flag. Although we were successful in deposing the Communist flag

at C.M.l. Company, many Vietnamese mistake the Moroccan flag that still hangs there—

118



which isalso ared flag with a green star, but it has a black border—for the Vietnamese
Communist flag. They caled meto tell me, and | assured them that the flag was
Moroccan, not Viethamese. The University of Oklahoma raised the Communist flag after
America normalized diplomatic relations with Vietnam and a group of students from
Vietnam came there to study. They raised the Communist flag along with other flags
during graduation and did away with Vietnam’s Republican flag. Through the activism
of the Vietnamese community here and the students at the University of Oklahoma, the
University has allowed for both flags to stand during graduation. Perhaps in the future,
with strong student involvement, the students will be able to prevent the Communist flag
from ever flying on campus.

Let us be very clear about students who are born in Vietham and come to the U.S.
to study. They are sons and daughters of high-ranking Communists who have oppressed
and stolen from the South Vietnamese. Either that or their families must be extremely
wealthy in order to send their children here. Vietnamese former political prisoners want
to meet with the students to talk with them about what we believe. Their knowledge of
the South Vietnamese people and our former nation is like a blank sheet of paper. They
know nothing about us, nothing about our government or the people of the South. We
bear no grudge or hatred against these students. Absolutely none. We want to share with
them our experiences as refugees. We want to meet them, but they tend not to socialize
with us. Their host parents do not want the students to interact with us. When we heard
about the first nine students from Vietnam attending the University of Oklahoma, many
of the Vietnamese in the community met with the residential Vietnamese student |eaders

at the University. Wetold them they should treat students from Vietnam with the utmost
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sincerity and honesty. If they get a chance to talk to them, they should speak honestly
about their experiences in South Vietnam and in America. If the opportunity alows, they
should invite these students to their homes so that they can see how freedom worksin
America. After spending three or four yearsin America, these students will return to
Vietnam. They will tell people closest to them about what life was like in America. Who
are those closest to these students but their mothers, fathers, and other families? Who are
their parents but rich Communist officials? The conversation about American life would
have to include a discussion about freedom in America. They would surely compare the
system of democracy in America versus the Communist system in Vietham. The
Communists see that their children do not lie to them. However, will the parents be bold
enough to speak openly about what their sons and daughters have told them to anyone
else? | am surenot. They do not dare because the Communist system keenly monitors
and inspects them. | hope these students become leaders of Vietnam, and then perhaps
the situation may change. Right now, those in power are the old and bitter Communists
who despise us, and we, likewise, despise them. Thereis no avoiding that.

In my seven years at the 23" Division of the Army Engineers 18th Infantry of
South Vietnam, | fought many battles in Ban Mé Thuft, iUc L Ap, Quéang fiUc, Pleiku in
the red fiery summers from 1972-1973 to keep Communist troops from invading
Kontum. | lost adozen or more of my friends. | served to the best of my ability and was
decorated with two Crosses of Gallantry, the Kontum Bravery Award, and other
certificates of recognition for outstanding performances. | served with valor and

conviction believing that | was protecting South Vietnam against Communist aggression.
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Vietnam has had peace for the last twenty-nine years. Y et, under Communist
dictatorship, why are people so wretchedly poor? Why are young Vietnamese girls being
sold as prostitutes to foreign lands because of their impoverished condition? Why does
an average Vietnamese person eat only a potato a day despite the fact that over three
million dollars each year are sent to Vietnam from people abroad? The answer isthat the
Communists are not interested in building the country. They want to steal the peoples
resources for themselves. Who started this awful human tragedy? The answer is
emphatically HO Chi Minh, whose name is synonymous with wickedness and evil, and
al hisfollowers associated with the Communist Party.

Today, | am not a soldier but a businessman who works at H®p K$ Restaurant to
make a living and to protect South Vietnam against Communist aggression. | hang the
Republican flag of South Vietnam in front of H®p KS because | believe freedom,
democracy, and human rights are still worth fighting for. | believe that the South

Vietnamese have lost the war, but we will win the peace.

121



CHAPTER 7
CAPTAIN BAO V¥ THE HOME OF MY RETURN

“They drove her out of her mind,” Mr. Bao V6 told me. “ She was a beautiful math
teacher when | married her. We had a daughter. When | was in prison, my daughter died
because she did not get proper medical attention. My wife kept this sad news from me,
fearing that | could not go on. She also kept from me that she had been admitted to the
mental hospital. It had not always been thisway for us.” When | met them over three
years ago, Mrs. VO has had another episode and was admitted to a mental hospital in
Oklahoma City. The doctor told her she could never work again and that she would be
on medication for the rest of her life. She heard voices, noises, and bangs from those
days long ago when Communist cadres banged at her door in the middle of the night.
She was diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia. She swore to me that she was once
smart and pretty woman. Mr. and Mrs. V6 have one son who has graduated from high
school and now works and lives with them. His main goal in lifeisto take care of his
mother.

| was an officer in the Quan L¢c Vi Nam CYing Hoa (The Army of the Republic
of Viet Nam—ARVN) serving as a captain in charge of the army engineers for the
battalion of the 18™ Infantry. Our mission wasto eliminate the Communistsin the
provinces of Long Khanh, Bién Hoa, and Tay Ninh.

| was taking part in the fighting to protect the province of Binh Long, An Locin

the burning hot summer of 1972. After that our military operation moved to Kampuchia
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to support the Division attacking the R unit belonging to the National Liberation Front,
which was created by the Viethnamese Communists.

My family consisted of my wife and a newborn daughter. My wife was a teacher
in Saigon. She was a humane, kind, and diligent person; therefore, our lives were very
harmonious.

In the latter days of April 1975, the Communists invaded and occupied the central
provinces. The situation of the South was unstable because masses of refugees fled
south. The ARVN had to withdraw and rushed to defend and to protect the Third Region
tactical air base. Involved in this mission was the 18" Infantry, to which | belonged. At
that time, the U.S. embassy, the Vietnamese President, and a number of the commanders
fled the country leaving it without leaders to guide it, like a snake with no head. This
worsened the already chaotic and confused condition.

As an officer of the ARV N in charge of the more than one hundred soldiers, | was
not able to think clearly. My mind was confused. | thought that | could not |eave when
my country isin acritical state of war. | could not the men who fought with you and
protected you. Leaving them was like deserting your duty. To run and hide was the most
cowardly, shameful, disgraceful thing to do. It was better, | thought, to stay and share a
common fate with your brothers and sisters. Moreover, my wife refused to leave her
home, and she comforted me, saying: “One swallow alone cannot create spring. Let it
be. Let usaccept our destiny. Courageoudy live with honor and fulfill our duties that
God has entrusted us no matter what circumstances may come our way. The more one

struggles through life's most painful challenges, the more valuable is one’ s knowledge.
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Our lives will be more meaningful and only then can we be proud and worthy of our
tradition as a people.”

Then on June 24, 1975, the Communists ordered all officers of the ARVN to
gather and attend reeducation classes. In reality, these were actually prisons.

After they gathered all the former officers of the ARV N, the Communists forced
all of usto confess our background then divided us: some got on boats heading north,
some went deep into the jungle, and the ones who stayed went to a deserted island far
away from society where it would be easier for the Communists to kill them. There they
terrorized our bodies and spirits.

The Communists brought a number of young soldiers, young enough to be our
children, to control the camps. The young “teachers of life” insulted us, humiliated us,
and treated us worst than beasts.

We ate and drank worse than the pigs the Communistsraised. Thericethey gave
uswas full of termites. When you poured the water out, the termites floated on top of the
water. When they ran out of rice, they gave us sorghum, yellow corn grains, or manioc.
One meal consisted of only one bow! of cooked grain seasoned with salt water. We
jokingly called the seasoning ocean water. Oncein awhile, they would give us few
pieces of white tofu which we jokingly called elephant meat. Sometimes we would even
get dry salted fish. When there was a big celebration, we were given small bits of pork,
the size of your pinky finger. These were the kinds of food that the Communists
provided.

When it was raining, then we bathed, washed, and drank—all from the rain.

When it was hot, we dug awell for water. We were allowed one can of water for
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bathing. Once aweek we washed clothes which amounted to dipping our clothesin
water and hanging them to dry. When we came across alake or ariver on our way to

work, we bathed and washed there.
At night hundreds of us were locked up in a house no bigger than 100m? without

bedding or covers. Only apiece of nylon used as araincoat was spread on the floor. My
brothers gathered all the scrap fabrics and linens and made blankets that covered two or
three persons to one blanket. The closer we lay together, the warmer we became.

That was our system of eating, drinking, and sleeping. We were forced to do hard
labor, and still the Communists frequently broadcasted that “Labor isglory.” We plowed
the land, grew manioc, sweet potatoes, and vegetables. We went into the forest to cut
trees and carried the wood back to the camp to be used for cooking. We wove bamboo
baskets. We worked eight hard hours, and usually walked to fields far away about two
kilometers.

Many of my brothers could not survive the meager diet, horrible sleeping
situation, hard labor, and the depressing surrounding, so they came down with sick with
edema, inflamed liver (hepatitis B), inflamed intestine, diarrhea, tuberculosis,
malnutrition, and food poisoning. Many ate the wrong food because they were starving.
There was no sufficient medicine and timely treatment for those who were sick, therefore
many of the brothers passed away in the camp. There was no coffin or covering to bury
them. We just wrapped them in amat and buried them.

In the harsh conditions of the prisons, my brothers and | were determined to
endure the hardship. We struggled with the guards to take our brothers who wereill to

the doctors and nurses. We helped establish amedical placeto cureillnesses for those
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who were sick. The ones who were sick did not have to do hard labor. We raised
vegetables and animals to improve our meals. Before us was nothing but despair because
we did not know if we would ever get to go home. The hopeless situation and our
suffering brought us closer together. We loved, protected, and shared with one another
whatever we had: few grains of salt, a stalk of vegetables, a cube of sugar, aslice of cake
etc. One cigarette smoked by a bunch of uswarmed our souls. On the day when we did
not have to work, we drank tea and talked about our country and the world in general.
We reassured each other and cheered each other on in our daily struggles.

But with their games, treachery, tricks, deceit, and lies, the Communists would
never leave usaone. Every three months they would mix us up by moving us to
different camps and back again.

After one year of imprisonment, the outside world condemned the camps and
family members of prisoners protested because hunger, cold, and disease caused so many
of our brothersto pass away. Therefore, the Communists allowed family members to
visit and care for the prisoners. The guards lured a number of weak gullible brothers into
becoming informants against their own prison mates. They allowed these weaklings to
spend nights with their wives and children in exchange for information on their brothers.
A number of people wrongfully suffered at the hands of these informants and comrades.
Some had their feet chained until they died, and some were just taken to the execution
ground and shot.

After six years of being in prison and not knowing if | would ever get to go home,

| became so hateful of the Communists. | felt sorrow for the Viethamese people and
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wondered when we would be rid of the Communists' cruelties. We have paid such a
high price for losing the war.

Each time my wife came to visit, she tried to inspired and comforted us by saying:
“Be happy, brothers; accept suffering. Y ou must be hopeful and have faith in God.
Tomorrow the sun will shine again. In 1975, the Communists did not kill you, then they
dare not do so now. The whole world knows about this tragedy, about their savage
inhumanity, their deception, their greedy selfishness. There is no one in this world who
does not know about them. Y our years of suffering in prison have much meaning.”

In November 1980, | was released home to my family. My happiness was not yet
spent to before sorrow was felt. | found out that my young daughter had not gotten
medical treatment and died, and my home and property were confiscated 13 days after |
was imprisoned. Only after my release did | know clearly what went on while | had been
gone. My wife kept the details from me and carried these sorrows in her soul. She
became mentally ill and was admitted into the psychiatric ward severa times. She had
lost her mind and part of her memory. It was a permanent condition.

In the year after | was released and placed under the control of the local authority,
| worked as a carpenter in order to live day to day. In 1982, the Communists arrested me
because my file application for the Orderly Departure Program (ODP) which | had sent to
Thailand was intercepted. Upon my arrest, my wife's mental state worsened. She
screamed and hollered, and finally they released me.

In 1990, | applied for the Humanitarian Operation (H.O.) program. In September
1995, my family came to America, leaving our homeland to become refugeesin aforeign

land.
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After our arrival in America, my family settled in Oklahoma. We witnessed first
hand the kind ways in which the U.S. government treated the former political prisoners.
Though we were of different skin color, spoke a different language, and came from a
different culture, they were so dedicated in helping us. They created opportunities for my
family to adapt to a new way of life and to rebuild our lives.

That was why we tried to stabilize our new life as quickly as possible so that we
could joinin the socia functionsin Oklahoma City. We did not want to take advantage
of the kindness bestowed on us by the U.S. government and the people of the United
States.

My family will always remember the kind deeds bestowed on us by the U.S.
government and the American people. It isonly so unfortunate that my wife's mental
illness will never be cured.

Now | only wish for the following: that my wife will be cured from her illness
and regain her senses just like before; that the Vietnamese people will gain control of the
government and defeat the cruel and inhumane Communists; that Vietnam and the
Vietnamese people will have wealth, freedom, clothes, food, and peace; that al the
former political prisonerswill unite to fight and win over the Communists.

My family and | will always stand side by side with the Former Political Prisoners
of Oklahoma. | leave the readers with a message from one of the high-ranking leaders of
Vietnam: “Do not listen to what the Communists say, but only look at what the

Communists do.”
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CHAPTER 8

MR. NGUYEN PHUC: THE FAMILY | LOST
Phac means blessing and peace. Blessing and peace are what | hope for this man whom |
interviewed who does not wish to reveal hisreal identity because he fears retribution by
the Communists. His son, grandson, father, brothers, and sisters are still living in
Vietnam. Mr. Phic wants to visit them without any problems from the authorities. He
still has nightmares and wakes up shaking with fear from his prison experiences. | have
known Mr. Phac and his family here for over three years. In thistaped interview, Mr.
Phuc reveal s the state of hisfamily. After being imprisoned for eight years, Mr. Phac
returned to find his wife and two children living in a one-room house that leaked up to
their kneeswhen it rained. His children at ten and twelve did not know basic math and
reading. They quit school because they were treated like second-class student, being
forced to sit in the back and were humiliated in other ways. His children did not get past
the seventh grade. Yet more tragic than all thiswas that his son was not allowed to
cometo America. Mr. Phuc did not say why. His son’s absence in America has been a
source of great suffering for everyone in the family. His son has three children who do

not know their grandparents, aunt, or cousin in America.
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Life beforethe Fall of 1975

| was born in 1945 in asmall village called Tra Vinh in South Vietnam at the time
that Vietnam and France were fighting for control. The Vi@t Minh, not yet called the
VIEt CYing, were fighting against French occupation in Vietham. War was everywhere
inour land. When | was ten years old, my parents relocated to Saigon to find work in
order to livein 1955. The war made it impossible for them make aliving in the village
where they worked in the rice fields.

In Saigon, | attended a state elementary school near my home. Afterwards, |
attended the Patrist THO ng Vinh K$ high school. When | graduated from high school, |
had to enlist three years in the military because the Viethamese government issued a draft
calling for young men of ageto fight. | knew that sooner or later | would have to go, so |
followed the order and enlisted. Had it not been for the war, | would have gone on to
college.

At that time, | knew nothing of politics. | lived in the South my whole life since |
was ten yearsold. | did not know what the Communists were like. | felt no hatred
towards them because | was not affected by them. Had | lived in the village and seen
killings or destruction caused by them, | would bear grudges against them. But | lived in
the city from the time | was a child, therefore | did not know who the Communists were
and what they wanted. | joined the army out of duty; | did what | was supposed to do. |
followed orders. If they told me to shoot, then | shot. Up to the timethat | lost my
country, | was still not clear who the Communists were and what they represented.

When | joined the army, | was trained in The iUc for one year. In that year, the

commanders recognized that | had a special aptitude for math based on my test scores;
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therefore, they transferred me to an artillery school in Nha Trang. After six months there,
| graduated as a third lieutenant in 1968 when Nguyin Van ThiGEu was president of the
Republic of Vietnam. | was assigned to the 3 Army Corps of the 35" Artillery Battalion
stationed in Bién Hoa. | was with an operation which teamed up with the rangers. We
supported the troops by firing artillery when the troops came into contact with the
Communists. | wasin charge of the 105 mm. cannons supporting all the operationsin
Tay Ninh, HAEu Nghia, and Binh DUOng. When the infantry would go into the jungle,
they would call into headquarters for support. That was when | fired however many
cannons and at what range. | was responsible for calculating the exact location to fire
taking into consideration the wind and other factors of resistance.

As soon as | graduated from officer training, | was immediately involved in the
T%ot Offensive of 1968. | was part of ajoint operation with the Vietham Air Force based
in Ch® L8n. The operation had two parts, Saigon and Ch® L8n. The Viet Cong troops
had infiltrated the city but because they did not know their way around the city, they got
lost in blind aleys. They tried to take over all the homesin Ch® L8n, but we went there
to fight them and drove them out of the city. They planned to conquer the entire South,
but they failed. We took total control of all the areas outside of Hué , Central, and South
Vietnam. The Communists lost in 1968.

After our victory in the T%ot Offensive, | was promoted from third lieutenant to
second lieutenant. My job assignment also changed. | did not have to go out in the field
with the operations like before. | oversaw a military post which aided and supported the
operations. | commanded the artillery from the headquarters. | did not see any Vit

CfIng because | was always with officers who usually directed the offensives from behind
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their soldiers. | only saw acouple of VIEt Cling who were still aive when they were
captured and brought back to the headquarters. Many of the VIE t Cfing | saw were
dead ones.

Three or four months after the T%ot Offense, when things were more settled, | was
transferred to PhUSc Long where | was stationed. | commanded a platoon made up of
two artillery squads. PhUSc Long was asmall village; you could walk around the entire
village. I met my wife who was working as a secretary for an American office. | married
her in 1969, and in that same year our son was born. In 1971 my daughter was born.

It was also in PhUSc Long that | got to work with the Americans who were
stationed next to us. | had to ask themfor help and inreturn | tried to help them. The
Americans aided South Vietnam from the top-level on down. | was considered among
the lower level; therefore | did not work as closely with the Americans as other officers
did. Theartillery unit was a battalion, and there was a commander of a battalion who had
an American advisor. The American advisor’'s purpose wasto aid usin every way, such
as caling in helicopters or supplying us with more ammunition. Whatever we needed,
we asked him. He would call in and speed up the orders. Oncein awhile he and the
commander of the battalion would visit all the unitsto see what troubles we were having
so they could help us. At that time, they were our allies meaning they were our friends.

If they could, they would provide us with technical supportor just about an ything we
needed. Thisrelationship did not last.

In the years 1971, 1972, and 1973, the fighting grew fierce. South Vietnamese
troops had to go to the borders of Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam in order to fight because

those were the routes the enemy used to infiltrate. The battlefieldsin 1972 were reaching
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aboiling point. That was the time that the Vit CYings quickly transported many of their
troops into the south. They went through mountain ranges of Central Vietnam to reach
the south where they established many of their army corps. That was what was reported
in the newspapers. South Vietnamese troops were ordered to block the enemy at all the
borders of Cambodia, Laos, and across the borders of Vietnam. | was promoted to first
lieutenant. | followed the artillery regiment as afield artillery observer in Cambodia. |
did not see actual fighting because | was part of the command units; | was inside the fort
protected by the surrounding troops. Even so, | saw many deaths day after day. Every
day there were deaths.

In 1972, the battles were very violent. When | was in Cambodia, the enemy
surrounded us and cut our lines of communication. Our ammunition, food, and medical
supplies had to be flown in by helicopters from Téy Ninh. | wasthere for several months
before reinforcements came and built blockades. When that was done, we withdrew in to
Tay Ninh, a province next to Cambodia.

In 1973, the Americans began to withdraw their troops, and then their advisers
left. | knew that they lost lots of money, poured blood into South Vietnam, and fought
for so long but could not beat the Communists. They got tired and left. Those of usin
the lower echelon knew nothing about politics. | only knew that orders were issued
telling us that we were short of ammunition, so we had to restrict our firesto ten or
fifteen cannons each day, according to orders. We were short on artillery, medicine, and
food. We were not being supported by the Americans like before when they provided us
with clothes, ammunition, medical supplies, and food. Our support was cut by 80 to 90

percent. Inall of my yearsin the service, this was the worst time.
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There were no supplies coming in. We had no means; it got to the point where
there was no gas for our vehicles. Usually those in command were issued a Jeep to get
around. From 1973 onward, there was no gas for any transportation. Even if you had a
vehicle, you could not go anywhere. That was one of the main reasons why it was such
an awful timefor us. We were deprived of every means necessary to fight awar. At the
same time, the ViEt Cings received enough supplies enough to attack us. We were
completely on the defensive, meaning that we sat in our posts and waited for the enemies
to attack. Then we fired back.

In those years, so many of our troops died, especially young officers who went
out in the battlefield. They walked out in the jungles, fought, and died. They died en
masse. They did not have enough ammunition. It was devastating to be there.

From 1971 to 1975, | was constantly away on military duty. | was so consumed
in fighting the war | hardly came hometo visit my family. When | was away fighting,
my wife and children lived with her family in Saigon. Each year | was allowed a seven-
day leave. My wife traveled many difficult roadsto visit me. Wherever | was posted, |
contacted her and she and the children would come to see me about once a month. When
they came, they stayed in the dug up cellars with sand bags around them.

In 1973, | served under the 25" Division Infantry stationed at Cu Chi. | was
Captain of the 253" Artillery Battalion under the command of the 25" Division. |
commanded six 105 mm. cannon squads supporting the surrounding operationsin Tay
Ninh, HZEu Nghia, and Binh DUOng.

From 1973 to 1975, there was constant fighting and shooting every day. | was

mad because | could not support my friends because we did not have sufficient
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ammunition. Out therein the battlefield, they called in telling us they had come into
contact with the enemy. They reported that many of our men were down and asked us to
fire cannons to stop the influx of enemy. We did not have enough to fire so we fired
gparingly. If our soldiers asked usto fire ten missilesto shield them, we fired one.

There were many deserters in 1973; soldiers who were afraid to die went home
for good. It was no different in my battalion. | would let them go home on leave, and
they left for good. | was an officer. | did not think of leaving because | was afraid of
being interned. If you were caught deserting, you were forced to go to the same
battlefields as the soldiers but you could not bear arms or weapons to protect yourself.

Y ou were also forced to dig tunnels and do whatever work the units wanted you to do.
At night, they locked you up in adifferent place like prisoners. | did not dare desert.

By the end of 1974 to the beginning of 1975, the South army was completely on
the defensive; we stayed in our posts, and the Vit Cings attacked us day after day.
Today they attacked this post and tomorrow the next post. They attacked us nonstop. It
was very frightening. We had no idea where they were hiding. Only when we came
under fire did we know we had come into contact with them, and then we fought.

From the beginning of 1975 to April of that year, conditions worsened. All roads
were cut off. Family members were not allowed to visit. | did not dare leave my post to
visit my family. Those were some of the most violent days of the war. We had no
bullets to shoot. We fired whatever few the division supplied us, but mostly we were the
ones being shot at. The dead and the injured were many.

Days before the collapse of Saigon, | was stationed in the district of Trang Bang,

which belonged to the province of Tay Ninh. The radio announced that south provinces
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were being lost to the enemy; one post after another. | had to stay at my post. By then
the enemy had joined forces and blocked all the roads. Roads to and from districts and
towns to Saigon were cut off. Cars could not get through, especialy cars with Southern
soldiersin them. The ViEt Cfings allowed citizens to go through, but they shot at and
blew up cars carrying soldiers. | saw everyone abandoning their posts on April 27" and
28", It was utter chaos and confusion. On the 28" of April, | saw many of my
colleagues stationed next to me withdraw into the jungle. | had no intention of deserting
my responsibility as a commander when hundreds of my men depended on me. | could
never abandon them and evade my responsibility. | thought that after this battle was
over, | would still be in charge of them. If | deserted them, what would they think of me?
How could | have any authority over them afterwards? They would see me as a nothing.

Being in the battlefield, | did not know that President ThiEu had |eft the country
and that Americans had evacuated. | still could not believe that the South Vietnamese
army could lose so easily to the Communists. That was why | was captured in the middle
of the battlefield in C{i Chi along with the other officers of the 25™ Division. Had |
known what the real situation was, | would have left my battalion and returned home.
Under those circumstances, how could | have done differently?

In those last days, | contacted my commander to ask him what | should do. He
said that the decisions were left up to individual officers to make according to their
discretions. He said he did not know what orders to issue. No oneissued orders. The
soldiers were too scared to leave, fearing that they would come into contact with the
enemy. They did not leave their posts. They stayed and waited for my command. 1 told

them that everyone had left, and so we, too, must go. Before we abandoned our post, |
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ordered the men to destroy all the artillery. We threw grenades and bullets into afire and
watched them explode. Military decree stated that in the final hour when before
withdrawing, you must destroy weapons or else the enemy would seize them and use
them against you. The ammunitions were too heavy to man carry so we put them all in
the Jeep and blew them up. We could not drive the Jeep anyway because if we did,
would get shot at. We walked leaving everything behind, even our personal bags so we
lighten our load.

| led my troops into the jungle. We ran and hid, not knowing how many days or
nights we would be out. We went into a village with the purpose of finding roads to
Saigon, which were twenty-some miles away. Inthejungle, | saw many of my friends
from the units trying to find their way to Saigon. None of us knew what the situation was
concerning the Vit Cings. We saw lots of people heading to Saigon, so we followed.
All of the troops were heading to Saigon with no one knowing why we were going there.

From Tréng Bang to Ca Chi all the roads were blocked. The Vit CYing blocked
them with tanks and gun carriages in the jungles. They got on aloudspeaker and told us
to surrender, put down our guns so we could go hometo our families. When the soldiers
heard that, all of us dropped our guns and surrendered. We walked out. Small guns, big
guns—we gave them all to the Vi@t CYings hoping we could go home. But they kept all
the officers.

| was among the officers who were captured on April 29, 1975 at CG Chi along
with other officers of the 25" Division. From that day on, | was imprisoned until my

release in July 1982.
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Lifein Captivity: April 29, 1975 to July 1982

Thefirst time | knew what the Vit Cfings were like was when | was captured by
them. They took usto atunnel in Ci Chi which had been used as a protection site against
air raids. | was aready injured. When | was hiding out, an enemy bullet ripped through
my neck in one side and out the other. It did not pierce my bone. Blessed Mary had
mercy on me because my injury did not permanently harm me though | was not treated
for the wound. My capturers did not give us bandages or medicine. | asked afriend to
pour salt water and rub the salt water into the open wound to kill the germs. The wound
miraculously healed. There was no medical treatment for any of usin the months that we
were held.

The Vi@ CYngs guarded the post and later moved us to outhouses. We were
only allowed to stay in asmall guarded area. They guarded us with guns and warned us
that if we went outside the area, they would shoot us. Each day they gave us bags of rice
and left the cooking up to us. | was interned like that for two months.

After April 30, many of South Vietnamese troops came home to their families.
When my wife did not see me, she thought that | was dead. She still went looking for me
in the area where | was last stationed and in the jungle. She asked people in the areaif
they knew which route the Southern troops took on their way to Saigon. One person told
her this; the next person told her that. She went back and forth looking for me, but she
could not find me. For one week, she went over looking for me. Sometimes she would
see a corpse and turn the body over to seeif it was me. Several weeks later, she found

me captive in Ca Chi.
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After two months of internment, radios and newspapers announced that all
officers of the former regime had to go to reeducation training.

The announcement stated, “Bring enough food for ten days.”

Everyone who heard the announcement thought that it meant that reeducation
would last for ten days. Then we would go home. | thought the same as everyone else,
that the decree stating for us to bring provisions for ten days meant thatwe would go
home after ten days. Our punishment was losing the war, so why would they retain us for
longer than ten days, | thought. | never thought that | would be imprisoned in such a
terrifying way. | never thought | would go to prison camps for seven years and three
months.

| was transferred to Saigon where they gathered former officersin a high school.
When | got there, people were aready registering at the high school. They presented
themselves as ordered by the Saigon Commissioner. They kept coming and coming. We
stayed at the school for several days. The Vit CYings ordered food from the local
restaurants to be delivered by carsto feed us. They loosely examined our belongings, but
at that time, it was not strict, not intense, just normal searches. | did not think we were in
prison. My family came to see me. My wife and children stood outside the fence and
waved at me, but they could not visit me. We stayed at the high school for several days
and then were transported to Bién Hoa. It was not until 1979, three years later, that |
would see my family again.

Everything the Vi@t Cings did, they did in secrecy. We never knew what to
expect. Inthe middle of the night at about eleven o’ clock or midnight, they blew the

horn for everyone to go outside. They gathered us outside where military vehicles waited
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to take us. We always traveled from midnight to morning, never by day. Everything
they did was done in these hours. That was why everything was so secretive. They were
afraid that if they transported us in the day, family members would block the roads and
make it difficult for them. | did not think about it at the time, but now | believe that they
were used to turning nightsinto days. That was how they operated when during the war.
They slept in the day and worked from midnight on. They were used to working that
way; therefore, when they came in and supposedly “liberated” Saigon, they continued
that routine. It was very unexpected; no one could predict anything they did. At night
they guarded us with guns. Each vehicle had two armed guards in the front and two
armed guardsin the back. The vehicles were from the Southern army issued by the
Americans.

We were taken to our old military camp in Bién Hoa. The guards inspected our
belongings. They issued blue prisoner uniforms, and a pair of rubber thongs made from
rubber tires, the very same kind that the comrades wore. They gathered us together,
passed out blank sheets of paper, and forced us to write our personal confessions.

Several days each month, instead of making us work outside, we were forced to stay in
and write about our armed units, the period we served during the war, and what our duties
were in the military. They told us thatwe had to declare what our extra -curricular
activitieswere in the military. We had to confess what we did and admit that our actions
were sinful. They told usthat if we confessed truthfully, we would get to go home early.

Each time we wrote, they read our statements out loud. | was so truthful in my

statements about what | did in the artillery units. The warden called me up to the front.
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In front of everyone he claimed, “An ordinary soldier shoots a gun. With his
single bullet, he kills one person. But you alone, when you fire amissile, you kill tens of
people because your bullet isbig. Therefore, in the ten years you were in the army, you
fired thousands of missiles killing thousands of people.”

He told me that my wicked sins were that | had commanded an artillery unit. |
thought his accusations were laughable, since up to now, | had never seen aViét Cong. |
did not know if | killed any of them. He asked me what | thought.

| answered, “| was just doing what | was ordered to do. If my commander said to
fire, | fired. | didn’t know anything different.”

He said, “You don't know, but we know. Each time you fired one bullet, tens of
thousand people died. One of your missiles killed many people. In ten years, you fired
countless rounds;therefore you killed countless number of people.”

Month after month, this one talked, and then the other one talked. They kept
saying the same thing over and over, and at times | got so angry. | thought to myself, say
whatever you want—so what if | killed lots of people. | did not dare speak these thoughts
to them. If you say something against them, they beat you. They did not beat peoplein
front of acrowd. They waited until everyone returned to their areas. Then aguard called
the person who had openly protested against them.

They would say, “I invite you to work.” Behind closed doors, when no one was
there, the guard would beat the prisoners. Though | never saw anyone get killed that
way, | only heard rumors of this practice.

People died because they tried to escape. They climbed fences and were shot

dead, or if they made it past the fences to outside areas, they were informed by the local
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people. In South Vietnam in those first years, lots of people tried to escape. In thefirst
couple of yearsin the Southern camps, many prisoners were so emotionally shaken up
that they attempted to escape. In the first few months, severa people died. The comrades
gathered to inform us of the names of those who died trying to escape. It wastheir way
of warning us. They told us about the execution, but we did not see it because we were
sectioned off. Each section had thirty to fifty prisoners separated by afence. You could
not speak to prisonersin other sections. After several months, they selected and sorted
out the prisoners.

Officers who committed “wicked sins,” those who commanded units, were
lumped together in one batch. It was also midnight when they gathered us, called us out
by name, and divided us into groups. They drove usto unknown places. | saw that we
were heading toward Saigon. On the outskirts of Saigon was a port where we were
dropped off. There many vehicles carrying many prisoners. They loaded us onto a ship.
They did not let us stay on board the deck; instead, they forced usinto the bowels of the
ship used to store equipment. | could not see clearly because it was dark. It was
crowded, hot, and disgusting. They threw food tied to strings down for us to divide
among ourselves. We had no idea where we were going. Some predicted we were going
to the Cong Son Island, a prison camp for the worst offenders. Vietnamese has a saying
that the worst criminals go to theislands. We stayed down in the basement of the ship
for three days and three nights before the ship arrived on land.

It was again midnight when we stepped on strange land. | could not make out
where we were. Everything looked odd. It was only after | heard the natives speak in

their northern dialect that | knew we had been taken to Hai Phong at the foot of Ha NTi.

142



Captains, majors, lieutenant colonels, and colonel s—the higher echelon ended up north.
There were only afew captains. | was unlucky because | got stuck with the group
captured on the battlefield; otherwise captains who presented themselves for reeducation
were usually sent to the campsin the south. They lumped me in with the big guys.

They brought vehiclesin and drove usto the train station. When political
prisoners of the south boarded the trains at Hai Phong through SOn La to the mountain
ranges that bordered China and whenever our trains stopped, the northern people threw
rocks at us. Because of the propagandainstigated by the North Communists in the first
days after April 30, 1975 and the organized campaigns against the political prisoners
from the South thereafter, people on both sides of the street threw rocks at us from where
we got off the boat, to the train stop at Hai Phong, to the mountain ranges of SOn La.

The train cargo cars were shut tight like the basement of the ship. They locked us
in empty boxcars for several days until we reached Y %on Ba province bordering China,
way up in the summit. One man died on the way. From the trains, we boarded aferry on
the Sbng HONg Ha River. A worker who manned the ferry told us that he had carried
many people to these places in the last twenty years. Those dropped off did not return.
We were sick to our stomachs already. Everyone was depressed and quiet.

From the ferry, they drove us for the first timein daylight. In the north, they
transported us in the day. People who worked out in the fields would walk along the
streets; their mean of transportation was walking. There were no bikes or cars. When

they saw us, they threw rocks.
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The guards drove us through mountain ranges. There was nothing but mountains
upon mountains. There were hardly any homes. Few of the homes were sparse out. [t
would be along time before you saw a home; homes were spaced out like an open jungle.

There were carloads of prisoners, rows and rows of cars carrying us. They
dropped us off at different camps. We stopped at a place where there was an empty brick
structure with nothing in it. It was along, large, and roofless rectangular structure with
only four surrounding walls. The floor was old and dirty, covered with mossy grass. The
guards left us more than one hundred of us there.

Camp SOn Lai Béi

There is not enough ink to describe in full how hard prison life was. A person
who has never experienced prison life could not imagineit. Its conditions could only be
compared to hell on earth. In the seven years and three months that | was imprisoned, the
hardest days for me were those daysin that first camp in SOn Lai. | thought | was going
to die because | was hungry, without medicine, had no proper clothing for the winter, and
had to work so hard.

We had to do everything ourselves. We had to clear the jungle to grow corn,
grain, and potatoes. Because the camp had only a four-walled structure without a roof,
we had to construct a camp with its own fence, a separate house for the comrades, a
separate house for us, several watchtowers so they could keep an eye on us day and night,
akitchen, and bathrooms. We built on to this structure and eventually we constructed a
full camp with itsown fence. The main chief told us that if we stepped outside the fence,
they would kill us. No onetried to escape. They put you where you didn’t know the area

and you were surrounded by jungles and mountains.
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Hell on earth went something like this: We climbed tall mountains to cut down
trees and carry them back to build shelters. We crossed mountains upon mountains to
look for tree trunks that were straight for building. We chopped down the trees. The
trees that we could not carry were launched down first. They tumbled down. Wedlid
down he mountainside grabbing onto trees or whatever else was there to help us get
down. We looked for the cut trees at the foot of the mountain and carried them back to
the camp. Everyone walked barefoot because you could not wear thongs climbing
mountains. Thorns pierced our feet and legs, and we bled. We were cold and hungry,
and the trees were so heavy.

The wintersin the north were freezing cold. November and December months
there were like the winters here in Oklahoma City. Watersfrozetoice. There was no
snow, but it was very cold. We wore two or three shirts, but they were not enough to
keep warm. Regardless of the freezing cold, torrential rain, or burning hot weather, we
had to work extremely hard. Imaginewadingin aricefield at 0° Celsius. They did not
torture us outright but the hard work and the hunger weakened us.

Hunger was the worst form of torture. When | was starving in prison, | saw
clearly the wickedness and cruelties of the Communists. They were wicked and cruel in
aclever way. They did not need to beat or torture us. They starved us. They knotted our
intestines so that we did everything they wanted us to do. Each day they gave usonly
two small manioc potatoes or one bowl of cooked corn to eat. Not enough food and yet
the work was extremely hard. Those things killed.

They said, “The state is facing a food shortage; therefore, we have to grow our

own food. If wegrow alot, wewill befull. If we grow little, it was your problem.”
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Each month, we received our food rations consisting of one hundred gram per
person. Four or five people were assigned to cook. There were people who could not
endure the starvation exacerbated by the work day after day. So when they went into the
jungle, looked for wild plants or wild animals hissing in the mountains, and ate whatever
they could find or catch. Some prisoners did not know that the food was poisonous, and
some died. One man ate poisonous mushrooms and died. One lieutenant-colonel caught
afrog, ateit, and died.

In my camp five people died. The causes of death included being sick without
getting medical treatment. Doctors in the camps were people interned like us, so they
had no medicine to treat their prison mates. We wrapped him in amat made into a
hammock. Two people carried him to the foot of the mountain where we dug a hole and
buried him. After awhile trees and grasses grew all over, and we could not find the place
of burial. They had disappeared. That was what a dead person got: amat and a sloppy
burial at the foot of the mountain. We buried five people that way.

When a person is so hungry, he has no energy left to resist or oppose. If we were
good, we were fed a minimum barely enough to get by the day. Many comrades could
not stand the hunger, and they became the comrades’ right-hand man. They got to eat
more. The Vit Clng werevery clever. They saw prisoners who crazed food and
drinks and would do anything even sell their friends for such items. So they tempted
them. They told them that if they informed on prisoners who were troublemakers, they
would be fed more and would have to work less. There were those who were weak-
hearted and hid among us, secretly informing on us. We did not know who they were.

There were many like that.
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After ashort time, there were revolts that exposed the informants. We saw how
they got two bowls of rice while we got one. That was how we knew who they were.
During the revolts, prisoners threw blankets over the informants and beat them. | did not
do anything to get informed on except once when | left my work areato go relieve
myself. When | returned, a guard called me over and accused me of trying to escape. He
was going to beat me. | spoke carefully and told him that | had no such intent. | had to
go real bad, so | went outside the area. | knew someone told on me. The guard did not
do anything to me.

| do not know how | survived those days except by the grace of God. | was thirty-
something so | was still young and had energy. The suffering was so great. | came back
from along day’ s work and thought that | would surely die and be buried here. | did not
know.

In prison, | nourished the hope that someday the political situation would change
and that | would one day reunite with my family. That was what kept me fighting for my
life. It kept me alive so that | worked hard and suffered in silence day after day after day.
Patience and endurance—there was no other way to survive except those. | kept hearing
rumors that in three years we could go home.

My wife knew that | was held in the north and that | was alive. They alowed us
to write home, but we could not disclose where we were. They told us we could write but
whether or not they sent the letters no one knew. Three yearslater, my family visited me.
After being in SOn Lai for two or three years, the northern natives began sneaking food
for us when we were working out in the jungle. They were very poor, so they had to go

in the jungle to cut down trees for wood to use or to sell. Usually in the north, people
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worked in the jungle from morning to evening. They packed rice in bags for lunch. At
midday, they ate rice. We worked in the jungle with them, and they came to love us.
Whenever they saw us, they asked if we were hungry and if we wanted somerice. They
gave us some. Perhapsin those two years they saw that we worked hard in the jungle as
prisoners. When we saw them we asked how they were doing. Perhaps they aso listened
to the radio and read newspapers about northern people who went south and reported
back about making a good living in the south. What they thought, | did not know. | only
know that after two years, we became very close to them. When the comrades were not
around, they sneaked us packed rice.
Camp Ha Naam Ninh

At the end of 1979, they allowed family members to visit. My wife and two
children visited me in 1979. It had been three years since | had seen them. My son was
ten years old, and my daughter was nine or ten years old. They did not recognize me
because | was so skinny. It had been so long since | had seen them; we didn’t say much
to each other because it was so emotional. | asked my wife why she didn’t leave the
country with our two children. Why did she stay? She said she could not leave without
me. She could have left because her American supervisor told her to leave. But she
could not get ahold of me in the chaos of the war. She couldn’t get me on the phone or
cometo see me. Welost touch. | didn't know if | would have advised her to leave at that
time. Only in prison did | think that my family would be better off leaving. I'm afraid |
might have been selfish and wanted her to stay because | did not know what would

happen to them.
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Travelsin the north were fraught with difficulties and dangers. My family had to
travel by foot through the mountains and jungles because there were no cars. When they
got to the province, they had to walk and ask for directions. Many people did not know
exactly where we were.

When they alowed our familiesto visit, | wasin an actual police camp. At the
end of 1979, China crossed the borders and fought [the Vit CYing] at one of the
bordering camps and captured some of the prisoners. After that, the Communists did not
let their military army run the camps; instead, they turned the camps over to the police.
They transferred prisoners to camps near the Chinese border to camps inside north
Vietnam, further away from the border. | was transferred from SOn Lai to HaNaam
Ninh.

Camp Ha Naan Ninh was an actual prison run by the police. It used to be an
actual prison. The other camp was run by the comrades who mostly kept us inside the
confines of the fences. We were allowed to move around as long as we did not go pass
the fences. We made each person his own bed from bamboo trees. At night we could
walk around outside. They never locked us up at night. The police, however, applied
their system of control.

We worked in the day, and at night they locked us up. The prison was built with
cement. In aroom was awalkway with two rows of cement blocks raised slightly above
ground on each side of the aisle. The bathroom was built in the room where you slept.
We threw our mats on the cement beds and slept piled on top of each other. Each person

had about three feet of space to sleep. Each room held forty or fifty people.
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In the evening after the meal and roll call, they locked usin at about 6:00 p.m.
Wetold stories of their past, prayed, played cards or guitars. When it was time for bed,
they blew the horn and all the lights were turned off. We could not tallor move ar ound
except to use the bathroom. They watched us from outside the steel bars. The winds
from the windows made the room less stinky. In the morning, they blew the horn and
unlocked the door for us to work out to the field.

When families were allowed to visit and bring food and medicine, no one died
after that. Everyone who came brought medicine for cold and diarrhea. Everyone had
medicine. Those who did not have family members visit them were given medicine.
Everyone gained weight. We were no longer skin and bones and unrecognizable.

Whenever | think about the months and yearsin the north, | still shiver.
Sometimes in my sleep, | have nightmares about those prisons. | was at HaNaam Ninh
camp from 1979 to 1981. | did not know about the negotiations between Vit Cfngs
and the Americans. But in 1981, | wastransferred from Ha Naem Ninh to Long Khanh
which was a province of Bién Hoa.

Camp Long Khanh in Bién Hoa

| must admit that the day | boarded the train heading south was a joyful day
despite the fact that we were handcuffed in pairs on thetrains! At every train stop from
north to south, people rushed up to bid us farewell. They gave us food and asked about
our health. There was nothing more moving than seeing that after so many years since
the so-called “liberation of South Vietnam,” the northern people understood the lies
behind the Communist propaganda. South Vietnamese soldiers were nice and decent

people, not the kind who “drank human blood and ate human flesh,” asthe Vit CYing
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propagandized. It was nothing like the train rides into the north in 1976 where crowds of
people threw rocks at us.

At every train stop, people threw food for usto eat. Poor people selling baskets of
rice, bananas, potatoes stopped what they were doing and gave us whatever little they
had. They threw food across the windows for us. | did not know if they had given al
they had, how they were going to have enough to live on. There was such joy in that!
Finally security guards stood on both sides of the train and kept people from coming near
thetrain.

The camp in BitEn Hoa was also run by the police. Inthisregard it was the
similar to the camp in the north. In the nouth, however, the facility was much nicer. It
had a higher ceiling and aroof. The floors were tiled, and the walls were painted.
Everything was already in place. There were about one thousand prisoners.

The Communists tried to break us down by forcing usto write personal
statements. Every several months, they passed out papers for you to declare your sins. It
was so sickening. | prepared a ready copy so that when they passed out papers, | copied
verbatim what | had written and gave it to them. All my declarations were the same.
Everyone did that for speed because it was so tiring to think about those things over and
over. Sometimesthey read it out loud; sometimes they made you read it out loud in front
of everyone. We whispered to each other, “I don’t care whatever sins |’ ve committed.”

In the north and south camps, the Communists punished those who broke the rules
by confining them to cells where they would lie on a bed with both their hands and feet
chained either by steel or by wood. The person was restricted to sitting or lying down

without being able to turn around. These were people who opposed, resisted, sang
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“yellow” south Vietnamese songs written before 1975, or hid forbidden thingslike a
knife or apincer. Any violation of their rules was punished this way.

From 1979 onward, when they allowed families to visit at the second camp
onward, | did not see anyone die. Camp life, which consisted of five hundred to six
hundred people, became easier to bear. Families visited regularly. Every day there wasa
family visiting, so we were much happier than in the north.

Release: July 1982

In July 1982, after negotiations between the U.S. and the Vi@t Cings, many of
the prisoners, including me, were released. Each month, they read a roster, and one day
my name was caled. It was ajoyous and emotional day. | could not sleep that night. |
could not sleep the whole week because | anxiously waited for the release papers. One
week before my release, | stayed in a“free zone” where | could walk freely around the
area. | did not havetowork at all. Inthat week, they processed our paperwork and
returned confiscated items and money that were withheld. But nobody got their stuff
back. They returned only afew things, and then they said that they had lost other items
and told usto wait. We were so excited to go home that when they passed out the release
papers, we didn’t care about waiting for our things. We took our papers and said good-
bye right away.

When | |eft the camp, | took abusto Saigon. | became delirious. It was hard to
describe. | was happy to see the people | loved the most in my life and sad because | did
not know what | would do when | got to Saigon. What work could | do to support my
family? | stepped into an empty house, and when | saw my wife and two children, |

knew right away that the new life was fraught with difficulties. | had to struggle so hard
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to adapt to the new society. | saw clearly that the new society discriminated against those
who had been imprisoned. | went to apply for jobs, but no one hired me. Each week, |
had to present myself to the security post. | still had to report what | was doing and
where | was living.

| came home to afamily with no money and my two children doing poorly in
school. Early in the morning, my wife sat at the marketplace with a spread of small bags
of beans hoping to sell those bags. | wasfilled with grief at seeing this, so | rented a
rickshaw and hired myself out. | helped my wife set up her table, and then | pedaled for
fees until evening. When | came home, | checked my children’s schoolwork. That was
one of my first projects.

My son was thirteen, and my daughter was ten. | thought that at their age and
grade level, they would know quite abit. But they did not. When | asked them basic
guestions about math and literature, they did not know the answers. They couldn’t even
do simple adding and subtracting, and yet they were old enough. They understood
nothing from their textbooks. They were so ignorant. | sat down with them at night and
tried to teach them. But in the morning, they were on their own and nobody knew if they
went to school or played hooky. | was busy working from morning to night. They told
us that they were treated differently at school because they were children of a* puppet
officer.” They were discouraged and did not want to go to school. | felt so hopeless
because they did so poorly in school. Severa months after my return, my son’s teacher
sent a note home informing me that my son had not been in school. | had to stop work to
goinand talk to the teacher. | asked her how we could help him. But he was sick of

school because it had discriminated against him. The teacher made him sit in the back of
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the classroom. Hedid not do well, so helost interest in his studies. | was so sad and
angry. | took a switch and whipped him, but he kept ditching school. Intheend, | gave
up, too. About two years after | was released from prison, my son left school for good.
So did my daughter. They did badly and felt badly about school. | was so depressed.
My wife and | had to work to take care of them. They left school at such ayoung age.
That was the thing that hurt me most.

| said to myself that had | not been in prison, then | could have taught them and
surely they would not be so badly off. Not to the point where they gave up completely
and did not even finish 12" grade. | got to high school and would have gone on to
college had it not been for the war. My son finished seventh grade, and my daughter
finished fifth grade.

Eight years! In those eight years | was gone no one had taught my children
anything. Those were the years that they needed their mother and father to guide them
and teach them each day. They needed usto attend to their studies. In those eight years,
my children were completely let loose upon society. Their mother was consumed with
work to support her children and husband. Their father wasin prison. Their
grandparents had so many grandchildren; they could not take care of them. They were on
their own. How could they think for themselves? It was up to them to go to school or
not. They were left on their own to decide.

After | was imprisoned, my wife saved up enough money to buy a one-room
home, the size of my living room now. Every timeit rained, we had to bail water out. |
could not find work. Companies and firmsin Vietnam did not hire former * puppet

officers.” At the marketplace where | sat to sell, the guards said, “Former puppet officer,
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now selling things.” They threatened to put former prisonersin jail for any offense. If |
charged too much according to their standard, | could be arrested. They were very
wicked. For example, if | purchased an item for $100 and sold it for $101, they claimed
it wastoo high. They would fine me. They forced meto sell it for $90. How could you
earn aliving? If you raised concerns about it, the authorities let you know real quicklyn
a sentence or two what they could do to you.

They said, “Isthe puppet officer opposing us?’

That was why it was so difficult to make aliving. They raised our taxesin the
same way, whenever they felt likeit. There was no other way for usto livein Vietnam.
We had to leave in order to survive.

It was not until 1993 that | received paperwork to interview with the U.S.
delegation under the H.O. program.** | left my son’s name out of the application entirely.
| applied for my wife and daughter. | thought that once | came to America, | could
sponsor him.

| am currently sponsoring my son. He has been called for an interview, but | do
not know the final decision. | hope he comes here and works hard so he can appreciate
the value of money and spendsit wisely. Heis getting older, and | hope more thoughtful.
Heis soignorant and never studies. Hislifewill not amount to much of anything. My
sonisso far away. | talk to him once amonth for several minutes. | do not know what is
going on with him. He keeps hanging out with his friends and getsinto lots of trouble.
He has a son, my first grandson, bornin 1999. My son sent me pictures of the baby. Just

last year in December 2001, | visited my grandson when he was two years old.

“ This was the Humanitarian Operation’s Program under the Orderly Departure Program.
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America 1996 to present

| came to America under the H.O. program. | thought that in Americal could live
without hardship. My friends who lived in Americatold me that people in Americawere
well off.

When the U.S. delegation asked us if we had any relativesin Americawho could
sponsor us, we told them that we did not know anyone there. We told them that they
could choose a place for us. They entrusted Catholic Charitiesin Oklahoma City to
sponsor us. Catholic Charity workers met us at the airport and gave us a warm reception.
They rented a home for uson N.W. 28" street. | felt so happy and relaxed the first few
days as though my sufferings from Vietnam had vanished. For thefirst time since
Vietnam, | thought that perhaps our lives would be more joyful.

| do not feel the same way now. One month later, | realized that the new lifein
Americawas not easy because of the language barrier and the different culture. | had to
get useto adifferent kind of weather, customs, food, and language. Suddenly, the new
life changed meinto anilliterate person because | knew no English, a deaf person
because | could not understand others, and a mute person because | could not answer
guestions that people asked me. | tried to learn English, but | am getting old and my
memory wanes. | have not been able to study much.

Herein America, there are so many things that bind me. Whatever money we
make goes to paying all the bills: home mortgage, car payments, utilities bills, etc. There
is hardly any money left. At times, | would be very sick, but | did not get off work out of
fear. Theregulations at my company add points against your record when you take off

work. With enough points, they docked your pay, or fired you. Those are the things that
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weigh on me. Even when my body achesin the morning, | still got up to go to work.
Thework isso hard, but | have to do the best | can. | get so exhausted only after six
hours of work. When the eight-hour shift isover, and the bell rings, | can barely walk. |If
| were younger, | would like it here more because | would be healthy and not so tired.
Perhaps the hardest thing about American lifeis my failing health and the hard work that
| haveto do. If | were healthy, then | have no fear of work because | am used to hardship
aready. However, the work demand exceeds my strength. Rather than work light jobs
suitable for people my age, | have to carry heavy loads. | haveto do it no matter what!
I’m older, fifty-seven years old. | have ten more years before | retire. Intheend, | see
that life [in America] is not so comfortable after al.

Day in and day out, the door is shut tight around me. | work, go home, turn on
the T.V., and then go to bed. The next morning, | do the same thing over day in and day
out. InVietnam, | suffer, but | havejoy. When | was sad, | went to my friend’ s house to
talk. Wewould go to the coffee joints and talk more. It relieved my spirit. Here | do not
have to worry about eating, drinking, and clothing, only the bills, my health, and my
spirit.

Two days ago, my air conditioner broke. It was burning hot. | did not know
English well enough to call someone to comefix it. | had to wait one night and one day.
It was eighty-some degrees. My Englishisnot good. Thereisno oneto really help you.
Americais very straightforward in that once you are here, you are left on your own to
work and pay taxes. | currently work at Unit Parts. Whatever | make, | spend. | have
lived in Oklahoma City for aimost five years; our lives are just now beginning to become

more stable.
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My daughter has more opportunities available to her in America, but she does not
have amind to study. Sheislured into the money mire. She does not make enough
money. She makes cakesto sell to the different stores. Thework isvery hard. Thereis
littlejoy in her work. If only she came here when she was younger and was diligent in
her studies, then she would have afuture. Asitis, sheis not much better off than | am.
I’'m afraid she isworse off than |.

Even if | knew beforehand all the problems | would face in America beforehand, |
would still leave Vietham. We came to Americalargely because of the economy. There
was no other way to livein Vietham. Americawas our only hope of just and equitable
treatment. In Americathereisfreedom with no discrimination against former officers.
No one calls me a*“ puppet officer” in America. Owing to my workingin America, | am
able to send money to my father in Vietnam to support him. My father was recently sick
and had to go to the hospital. | sent money home to buy his medicine. Had | not come to
America, there would be no such money.

Because the Communists conquered south Vietnam, they completely destroyed
my family. Had it not been for them, my life would not be so bad. | lived a better lifein
Vietnam before 1975. The work was easier, and so was the living. | have had to struggle
so hard so that my family can have a stable life. | suffer from stress and shock. 1 try to
find enjoyment by reading news about Vietnam’s economy and politics on the internet. It
isvery enjoyable.

South Vietnam is completely destroyed. The older people, the armies, and the
leaders are lowly dying. Asfor me, my life has been atorment, and | have only so many

yearsleft. | can do nothing for my country. In my old age, | have no energy to do
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anything other than work and enjoy my grandchildren. | want a peaceful loving life for
my family. | want toretirend diein my country Vietnam.

| do not think Communism will collapse. It has been twenty-some years. They
are more oppressive and are getting wealthier each day. When | was young, | knew
nothing about them. Now in my old age, | have no energy left to think about
Communism. Even if the current system collapses, it would not affect my life.

The saddest thing | saw when | visited Vietnam last year [December 2001] was
the staggering number of heroin users. They were higher than after 1975. 1n 1996, there
were many usersthat | heard about, but it never got to the point where you could see
peopl e shoot up as you wak down the streets.

It was absolutely terrifying when | crossed the streets and saw used needles
thrown al over the streets of Saigon. No one picked them up. | am afraid that my son
might have gotten mixed up in that business because so many Vietnamese youths are
heroin addicts, especially the ones from poor families. Intheir great suffering, they try to
escape. Drinking isone way, and narcotic is another. At night along the streets near
bars, young men sat outside and shot up. Security was powerless to stop them because
they were rampant. It was never like that before. Before people did it in secret; they did
not throw needles all over the place. It was never that pervasive and out in the open. In
certain places along the streets, | was afraid that a needle might pierce my leg.

Comrades' children have many means to advance; therefore, they are successful.
They study abroad. They study in big schools. They try to improvein their studies daily.
Those who are 18, 19, 20 years old are excellent internet users. They have the meansto

buy computers and get on the internet. They have chances to study and excel. But the
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children of the former South Vietnamese government have no chance at education, so
they fall behind. They have no chance to come to the U.S. to study. Students who study
in America, 80 to 90% of them are comrades’ children. | guarantee this 100%. | hope
that those who come here to study look back to Vietnam and compare it to other countries

and choose the right path for the people and the country of Vietnam.
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CHAPTER 9
THE BEAUTIFUL LIESINMRS.LY H NH'SLIFE

When | met Mr. Phic, Mrs. L§ Hanh, and her daughter, Tho, for the first timein
2001, | believed that the family survived the Viethamese reeducation camps. Mrs. LS
Hanh and Thao came to Andrew Greene's office to inquire about a divorce for Thao. Ms.
Hanh, was fifty-three when | first met her, but she looked frazzled, worn down, and
beaten. Thetop part of her hair was white with patches of black at the ends where she
clasped her hair back. The skin around her eyes was puffy and her face was blotched
with brown spots.  She worked two jobs, getting up at 4 a.m. Monday through Friday to
work at Unit Parts and at Burger King on the weekends. Th&o’slong black hair was
also tied to the back. She wore sweat pants, a man’s flannel shirt, and cheap rubber
thongs. She was not yet thirty, and yet she too looked incredibly old and tired. They sat
past the regular appointed time. They asked questions but did not want to fill out any
paperwork.

“\We came to ask if Andrew would accept the case,” Ms. Hanh said meekly and
smiled. When | explained that Thao had to be ready to fill out divorce papersin order
for Andrew to accept the case, the women did not want to go ahead with the proceedings.
Ms. Hanh said that since she arrived in America in 1996, she has never had any dealings
with the law. When she said 1996, | knew right away that the family must have come
under the H.O. Program. It all made senseto me. Their slow and cautious manners,
their fears and anxiety of the law reminded me of Mr. ThiEt’sreluctanceto goto Linh’'s

boyfriend’s commander, their alonenessin America, and their plain demeanor are
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suggestive of newcomersin America. | questioned them about their family situation and
learned that a baby girl named Betty was the reason for Ms. Hanh' s involvement in the
couple' slife. Betty was staying with her grandparents, Ms. Hanh and Mr. Phc, off and
on until her parents settled their separation. When | met Mr. Phuc at their home, | asked
him how long he was imprisoned.

| have known four Vietnamese families whose father was imprisoned, and |
noticed that Mr. ThiCEt and Mr. Phuc had one daughter living with them, and Mr. Bao V6
had one son living with him.  None of them had relatives living close by whom they could
turn to for help. They seemed eager to talk to me and build a close relationship with me,
unlike many Vietnamese families who have been here since 1975. They seemed fresh
with pain from Vietnam. Weighed with work and worries, leisure and enjoyment were
not part of their daily existence. It was more than enough just to get by and survive the
day. Unlike Mr. SU, who was a natural leader, Mr. ThiCEt, Mr. V6, and Mr. Phtic and
their familieslived in seclusion and isolation from the Vietnamese community and the
general American mainstream society. They kept to themselves, usually not participating
in church social events, gatherings such as the April 30" Commemoration, or the annual
Former Political Prisoners’ dinner. They attended church and went home. Like Mr.
ThiEt, Mr. Phic attended the Prisoners Association once and never came back. Their
family problems overwhelmed them, leaving no room for communal and social
involvement. They struggled to stay together under difficult circumstances. My interview
with Mr. SU and his brothers showed me that the voices of family members were an

essential part the larger story of political prisoners. After knowing Ms. Hanh, Mr. Phic,
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and Théao for over a year, | asked them to participate in the dissertation project, and they
agreed.

Ms. Hanh chose the Golden Moon Restaurant to meet for the interview. I know
the owner,” Ms. Hanh told me, “ she used to work with me at Unit Parts Company until
she saved enough money to open the Golden Moon Restaurant.” Ms. Hanh continued,

“ $110,000 was how much it cost to take over the Restaurant. That did not include
monthly lease and utility bills,” Ms. Hanh said boastfully of her friend.

The owner greeted us with many questions. To Ms. Hanh, she asked, “ When is
your son coming to America? Who isyour granddaughter living with? Is Thao still
baking goods for the stores? | saw her the other day leaving packages of goods at
Chinatown. How isyour husband?’

Ms. Hanh asked her friend, “ Has it been two or three years since you opened this
restaurant? Does it have a buffet? Do you have Vietnamese dishes at the buffet yet?”

Their inquiries were a competition, a match to outdo each other by the goodsin
their lives. In this game, Ms. Hanh was clearing losing because the questions directed at
her were so deeply connected to what she lacked. Her son was left in Vietham; her
daughter wasin a troubled marriage; and her granddaughter was shifted back and forth
from one house to another. Her daughter was still unemployed and doing odd jobs. Her
husband' s health was deteriorating. Ms. Hanh answered with a smile and then a light
laugh to convey that her family was fine. When her friend got up to get our drinks, Ms.
Hé&nh said, “ Her daughter has a nail shop on N.W. 23"%.” | did not know what to say, so |
remained silent. Ms. Hanh continued, “ | told Thao to go into nails because so many

people do well in it, but she does not want to do that. She wants to bake goods and sell
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them at the market.” She waited for a reply, but | did not answer. “ People who got here
early in 1975 had more chances to makeit. There's nothing left for those of us who came
later to open something new,” Ms. Hanh said. “ It is so hard to makeit!” she said as she
looked at me. “ | came late. We did not get here until 1996,” she explained.

Ms. Hanh wanted me to know why she thought her family was as well off like her
friend. “ Comparisonissuicide,” | wrote after theinterview. We all compare ourselves
to others when we feel our lifeisawreck. Comparison is despair which worksits way
into our rhetoric, the things we say about ourselves. Ms. Hanh feels she has been
cheated out of a good life. Ms. Hanh's narrative gives an insight into why she feels that
way. Thefollowing narrative is a compilation of an interview with Ms. Hanh and her

written essay.
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Ms. Hanh's Story

| had a chance to board the plane and leave Vietnam one week before April 30,
1975. | was a secretary for USAID and the Defense Attaché for ten years. | was given
priority by my American supervisor who told me, “Hanh, you let me know when you
want to leave. I'll get your family on the plane.” Then, the American supervisor left, but
before leaving, he told my Viethamese supervisor to make sure my family and | got a seat
on the plane should | decideto leave. My colleague called me into his office days before
he was departing. He said, “The situation is out of control. What do you plan to do?’

“What can | do? | can’'t get ahold of my husband. | called and called and called,
but | can’t get through. | cannot leave without him!” | said. My colleague' s wife,
children, and he boarded the plane to America days before April 30, 1975.

| watched hundreds of boats and shipsleave, and | panicked. | called my husband
whose unit was fighting in CG Chi to tell him to come home so we could al leave: my
two children, my husband, and I. His commander told me hewasin TA ng Ban. So |
called there. | heard my husband say, “Hello. Hello? Hello!” | heard him, but he could
not hear me. | called again and again. | kept calling. | heard him say over and over
again, “Hello. Hello. Hello,” but he did not hear me. Then, the line was cut off. | had to
stay. Therewas no way that | would leave without him, though | had two young
children, aboy and a girl.

Rich and poor, | saw them leave their homes, lands, gold, money, but | could not
go. Sothen | reasoned that one system of government was just as good as another. Born
in Saigon on October 16, 1947, | had no idea what Vietnamese Communists were like. |

had a friend whose family migrated from north Vietnam in 1954. Sheswore to me that
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no matter what she would never live under Communism. She left before April 30. The
only other information | had was afilm that | had seen when | was younger caled “We
Want to Live.” The film depicted landowners being dragged out of their homes, accused
of crimes against the state by their children, buried alive, and beheaded.

It was too late to leave once Communist troops overran and bombed Saigon. We
knew we did not stand a chance, so no one dared oppose them. After President Minh
announced a surrender, their troops appeared everywhere in the streets of Saigon. They
shot at army jeeps with their B40s until the jeeps exploded. Corpse of army men and
ordinary people were scattered everywhere. Disfigured and unrecognizable, they were
left to rot for days before they were buried.

| panicked when my husband did not come home after April 30, 1975. Other
South Vietnamese soldiers like my two brothers made it home, but there was no sign of
my husband even after May 1, 1975. | waited for one week, and when he did not return |
thought that he had died. One of his men from the army unit came to my home to tell me
that Captain Phlc was last seen in Trang Ban. | rode my Honda motorcycle there.

When | got there, | asked the local peopleif they had seen Republican troops being taken.
They told me that they saw a Molotova carry high-ranking prisonersto BO© L©i, aplace
where many of the Vietnamese Communist troops were stationed. | drove to BOi LOi
where a young woman in black pajamas stood in front of a small house outside the base.
She was probably a Vit Cfing or a sympathizer since she wore pajamas.® | asked about

my husband, so she handed me a big stack of pictured military IDs. | went through them,

“ According to Mrs.Hanh, Vi(Et Cfing sympathizers are people who live in the South but work for
the Vietnamese Communists. They were easier to deal with than those who were from the North.
Sympathizers were called du kich which means “one in hiding,” and they usually wear black pajamas.
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but I did not see my husband. She told me that the prisoners might be held in Kontum. |
drove to Kontum which bordered Cambodia and saw prisoners but not my husband. |
saw many women like me searching for our husbands. | saw this one woman turn over
corpse thinking that any one of them could be her husband. When | could not find my
husband, | became disheartened and came home.

The next day, a Communist sympathizer handed me several leters from my
husband. He was writing from C(i Chi where the 25" Division was stationed. He was
captured and held as a prisoner there. He also informed me that his friend was with him.
So | went to the friend’ s wife and asked her to come with me to Ca Chi.

When we got there, hundreds of women like us wanted to see our husbands. The
guards told us, “We are not holding prisoners here. Y ou women go home.” They shooed
us away, and many women left and went home. A group of about five or six women
stayed and waited until evening. We were walking to the bus stop and a Communist
sympathizer asked us what the matter was. We told him the situation, and he promised to
help us get in. He led us toward the back entrance, through woods and fields, until we
got inside. The sympathizer asked permission from the head cadre for us to see our
husbands, and we were granted permission. We walked by rows and rows of prisoners.
Then, they called out my husband’ s name, and he came forward.

His head was bandaged from the neck up. A piece of shrapnel went through his
neck but did not pierce histhroat. He stayed back, ordered his men to destroy weapons
and tanks, and got caught in the crossfire. They would not treat his wound; he rubbed

salt and water to keep the infection from spreading. It was only by grace that he did not
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suffer permanent damages. We saw each other for ten minutes. | asked him how he was,
and he asked me about our family. He comforted me, and | comforted him. When | |eft,
prisoners handed letters to me to give to their families. From that moment on, | would
not see my husband again for another five years.

On June 1, 1975, the Communists broadcast that officers had to report for
reeducation camps and bring enough food for one month. My husband sent a letter home
telling me that he was held at the Don Bosco High School. He wanted me to send food
and clothing to last for one month. | went to the school, but | did not see him. His
sisters, my friends, and | believed that all the prisoners would return home after one
month. But it was not likethat at all. | found out later that those who presented
themselves for reeducation like my brothers were categorized according to their rank and
position in the military. They were evaluated according to their “wickedness,” according
to how many people they had supposedly murdered and cannibalized. Prisoners were
sent to different camps where communications to the outside world were cut off.

More than amonth later, | asked the security guard in my neighborhood, “My
husband has been in reeducation for one month and has not returned. Why?”

He said, “Wetold him to bring enough food for one month. We never said he
would be released after one month.” How they twist words and logic to suit them!

| asked him, “ So where is my husband now?’

“l don't know. You'll hear from him. He'll write you,” he answered.

My brothers who went to the camps in the south wrote within three months. 1 lost
contact with my husband for five years. In those five years, | continued to work for an

export company ran by the cadres. They kept me employed after they took over the
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exporting business. My boss was an eighteen or nineteen-year-old kid. Above him was a
Mrs. Bong, whose husband was a Vit Ciing officer. Because | was an officer’ swife,
she treated me with disdain. | was excluded from every social event, and | was forbidden
to join the union because my husband was aformer officer. | was paid almost nothing,
and | was never consulted or asked to do work of any substance though | was the head
secretary. | did not get raises as the others, so | had to earn money by trading goods at
the market after work. My former colleague, a man from Central Vietnam who wasin
his forties, was the only person from the old regime besides me who stayed with the
company. He missed his chance at leaving, though he had traveled twiceto America. He
said to me“How could they let such an idiot take charge of us ? They insult us.” We
would look at each other in amazement that a stupid fool could be in charge. We had to
sit and listen to the insults thrown at us at work and after work. From 3:30 to 6:00 p.m.,
we had to attend reeducation sessions. Only on Sunday, when we did not work, was |
free from their indoctrination.

We listened to insults and lies. One guy said, “ South Vietham was like an
American doll. She gets tossed up and down, left and right. Anyway the Americans
want.” Another said, “The entire world looks up to us because we are a small country
who defeated a big powerful country like America.” In another session, “In north
Vietnam, we do not have flat one-story homes like the south. All our homes are two-
story. Weare, al of us, very wealthy in the north.” That was not what | saw when |
went north to visit my husband.

In January 1980, | received aletter from my husband. He told me that he was

being held in camp HAZ25 in north Vietnam. He said that he was fine and to do my best
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for the children until he got home. 1n 1980, | traveled with my two children for the first
time to Hanoi and then to the camp in Han Tam. After years of the military police
rejecting my pleato visit my husband, the regular police in charge of the camp prisoners
allowed meto visit him. Thiswas due to the fact that China attacked Vietnam’ s borders
in 1979, and the prisoners were transferred to camps away from the borders. My husband
told me later that the regular cadres were less brutal than the military police.

We crossed the 17" Parallel, and | saw the stark contrast between Vietnamese
Communism and the Vietnamese Republic. North of the 17" Parallel were small homes
made out straw that was glued together. The foundation of these homes was mud not
cement like the cadres boasted. Homes and templ es destroyed by American bombs were
left as they were: molded, rusted, and shattered. From 1954 to 1980, nothing had been
rebuilt. Thetrain we took to Ha NYii had broken windows taped over; the seats had holes.
The bus was the same. Only one bus ran from 7:00 in the morning to 12:00 noon taking
usto the foot of Tdm HaMountain. | crossed a bridge that was called the Dragon Bridge;
it turned out to be a small rickety monkey bridge. South Vietnam, with the American
occupation, had built one and two-story homes, streets, and buildings.

When we got off the train after being on board for two days and one night, aman
who pedaled arickshaw approached us. He knew we were visitors and had money to
spend, so he offered us his service. When we got up the hill, he could not pedal anymore.
| had to get out and push the rickshaw up the hill which carried my two children and the
load of things. We were so tired; we had to rest along the way. | brought a carrying stick
for usto load on both sides of the shoulders: my children on one end, | on the other, and

the heavy goodstied in the middle. We walked and the goods dipped and dipped until
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the stick broke. We tied the bag to the middle of the pole, and each of my children
placed the load on their shoulder.

My oldest Hi%ou was so clever. He went ahead of hissister Thdo. He was older
and taller, and she was younger and shorter. He walked ahead and she walked behind.
All the weight of the bag fell on her. She stood crying, “Brother Hi%ou you go too fast.”
Shecried, “My legs hurt.” Hi%ou would not stop; he kept marching up the hill.

Some local people came out of their homes. They saw what was happening, so
they sent their young daughter to help us. A girl no bigger than Hi%ou carried all our
bags. We loaded our bags on her back, and she carried them up the hill like they were
nothing. My two children and | were still at the bottom struggling to make it up, and we
had no bags to carry. Many of uswere not used to this kind of labor, so we straggled
behind. | have to admit, the northerners were something else. | paid thelittle girl, and
we spent the night in a one-room house built for prison visitors since it was too late for
visitation.

The house was crowded with women and children visiting their husbands and
fathers. The women were preparing their dishes for their visits tomorrow. So my Hi%ou
and Thao, bless them, went to the bottom of the hill to fetch water for cooking. It wasthe
same commotion with my son ahead. When they got done, they weretired and slept
soundly. But | could not sleep because it was so uncomfortable.

| sorted out the goods, throwing out the rotted bananas and fruit from the days of
travel. A pile of rotted food formed outside the house. My son got up early in the
morning and saw a group of prisoners working out in the field. He scooted over to them.

They whispered for him to come over. They asked him, “Do you have anything to eat?’
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Hi%ou said, “No, there's nothing.” The prisoners pointed to the pile of food that we had
thrown out and asked my son to bring them that pile. They ate everything. Then they
gave him abundle of letters and told him to give them to me.

My son told me these things, and | have never forgotten the pile of trash that the
prisoners ate. Each wife brought goods only for her husband. We could not give to other
prisoners who starved too.

| did not recognize my husband, and he did not recognize his children. That first
time we visited, he cried. We sat across from one another separated by a wooden table.
We were allowed 30 minutes. | brought him food and clothing. | packed mostly dry
food so they would last.

Many wives did not recognize their husbands and were terrified at how they
looked. They were sacks of bones, thin and sickly. | saw men who could hardly walk
who had to hang onto sticks to hold themselves up. People were starved to death, and yet
the Communists can claim this beautiful lie that they never slaughtered a mass of people.
That was their legacy. Indeed, they were more wicked than anybody because they killed
people slowly and ominously.

When | came home from visiting my husband that first time, | quit my job. |
could not stand the blatant hatred and discrimination any longer. | decided to go into
buying and selling because this was the only work a person with my family background
could do without challenging the current political system. | went to the market and
bought 20 pounds of sugar. Then | would divide the sugar into smaller portions, and sell
them to different vendors to make a profit. | traveled by boat to Nha Trang to buy 20

pounds of coffee beans which | ground and sold to the Saigon vendors. At times, | would
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get on my Honda and travel to HO Nai to buy soybeans, mung beans, peanuts, vermicelli,
eggplants, and goods indigenous to the area. | stashed them in small bags and hid them
in my person. If | were caught, my goods were confiscated or | would have to pay afine
and lose my profit. It wasillegal to buy goods and take them outside of their local
precinct. It was not an easy way to make money because Icould not collect the money
right away. | had to go to the different vendors first to ask what they needed. | came
home and divided the goods according to the order. Then, | delivered the goods and got
paid. | have had my goods confiscated and been shooed away from the place where |
sold my goods. | was fined and lost profit along the way, but | continued to work
because it was the only way | could support my children and husband.

Many women and families were not so lucky. They were fouled up to the point
where they had to sell their homes and go to the New Economic Zone. The Communists
made it so that you would mess up so they could take your house. Y ou could not work
for them, and when you tried to work for yourself, they fined you and confiscated your
goods. Some people had to sell their homes so they could have enough money to go to
the New Economic Zone. | did not lose my home because | had rented different places,
depending on where my husband was stationed. | bought a home from awoman who had
to sell it for ameager leaf of gold. She and others had to go to the Zone. Those who
could not sell their homes extracted the tin from the roof and wood paneling to take with
them to the Zone. They had to leave their home in the city to go to abarren land far
away.

Women my age who did not know how to earn money had to depend on othersto

survive. Some became prostitutes; some married; and some became second wives to

173



their husbands’ enemies. | knew six or seven women who became second wives. Very
few stayed true to their husbands.

People have condemned these women saying, “While their husbands werein
prison, they were at home messing around.” In reality, it was not like that at all. These
women did not want things to happen the way they did. They were responding to the
demands of society. Not everyone could work and earn money in that society. If you
had not traded for profit before, could you all of a sudden do it? These people had no
other way to care for themselves and their children. One should not judge them harshly.
They did the best they could to survive in a system which hated and discriminated against
them because of their family background. The prisoners suffered inside the camps, but
we suffered outside too.

| endured the loneliness and the hardship because | had the ability to earn money.
Work kept me faithful to my family. Like so many other single mothers with husbands
in prison, | was a young woman of twenty-eight with two young children when my
husband went to prison. Buying and selling wasiillegal, and | was constantly harassed,
inspected, and forced to leave when | traded. But | did not lose heart. Six months after
my first visit, | saved up enough money to visit my husband the second time.

| took my children with me every time | visited my husband. The second time |
went, my father told me he wanted to go visit my husband and see his old village in the
north. My father and mother were northerners. He migrated with a group of rubber
workers from north Vietnam to Thailand, Cambodia, and finally to south Vietnam where

he met my mother in 1945.
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My husband looked much better than the first time | had seen him because of the
food | brought six months before. He told me that | should have left and taken the
children when | had the chance. But there was no way | could ever leave him.

| remember a month before the fall of Saigon when my husband came home. He
was thinking about deserting. He said, “1 am not going back. Things are out of control.
| am staying home.” | did not say anything. He thought more about desertion and what it
would mean to us if the South Vietnamese army gained control of the situation. It would
mean imprisonment, loss of rank, and loss of wages. He thought about it and went back
to fight. Had he stayed home, we would have escaped to America before April 30, 1975.
He looked so strong and handsome in his uniform.

When we |eft the prison, my father, children and | walked twenty milesto my
father’ svillage. My father, who recently died at the age of 86 in January 2001, wasin his
70'swhen he walked with my children and me to his home village. He had not been
back to his native home for fifty years. My father said that after fifty years, not much has
changed. There was no indoor plumbing, so my children went to the river to bathe.
When they got out, leeches sucked their flesh and bled them. We stayed for one week.
When we got home, my children’ s heads oozed with pus from insect bites and lack of
proper hygiene. The poor north, and yet they boasted that they were much better off than
the south. How my children suffered!

My children went to school. At school, they were excluded from al extra-
curricular activities. They were branded as ngay children meaning sons and daughters of
“puppet soldiers.” My son ditched school, never finishing, and his sister followed in his

footsteps. They would never have gotten far in school anyway because universities were
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closed to them. | knew that, so | did not encourage them to finish. What was the point?
When | traveled to buy goods, they stayed with their grandparents. My son Hi%ou hung
out with the wrong crowd and went astray. He got into so much trouble.

| visited my husband for the third and last time in north Vietnam before he was
transferred to the southern camp in 1981. Then, | visited him every three months. His
sister accompanied me on my third visit. Before the third visit, we buried his mother who
was only 57 years old when she died of liver complications. Her stomach bloated. She
went to the hospital to get treatment. Her family had to sell everything in the house
including their sewing machine to pay for her treatment. She died anyway. Sheloved
Phuc and kept asking for him. She was not well enough to visit him. We hid the news of
her death from my husband because his father told us to not tell him, fearing that the
news would sadden him. He found out about his mother’s death from afriend in prison
whose relative informed him. He wrote home asking us why we hid his mother’s death
from him. He was heartbroken all the way around!

In Vietnam if you did not have money to pay for treatment, you were |eft to die.
It was that smple. It isnot like here where you receive treatment regardless of your
inability to pay. If you go to the emergency room in Vietn am and do not have money to
pay upfront, they let you die. Y ou have to have money for everything. | wasblessed in
that none of my children suffered from terrible diseases requiring them to be hospitalized.
My husband’ s family was left with an empty house by the time his mother died.

My husband was released from prison in 1983. He wanted to work right away to
help me. | bought arickshaw for him to pedal for money. By that time, | had a small

table of goods set up at the Thi Nghé market. | sat in the early morning to the afternoon
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selling goods. Traders from other markets about 30 to 40 miles away would cometo Thi
Nghe to buy the goods and vice versa. My husband seized the opportunity to pedal these
traders to the bus stop, so he profited from my business. The traders brought pork and
vegetables to sell, and they in turn bought other goods. Eventually, my business grew
and the table expanded to include more food items. My husband sold the rickshaw and
helped me sell at the market.

Our business had its ups and downs, fluctuating with the changing tides. When it
was good, we were asked to sell our goods at a bigger stand. We had to pay a monthly
fee to the shop committee who controlled the market. Then, our business went down, and
we did not have enough money to pay our monthly tax dues. We had to borrow money,
and the interest ate up our profits. If | borrowed $100, then | would have to pay $4 in
interest each day. We sold our house thinking we would get to leave for Americafor
good.

My husband and | went to Hanoi in 1991 to submit our application to emigrate to
Americaunder the H.O. Program. We had to send our application to the American
embassy in Thailand because there was not one in Vietnam. We were called to interview
in 1993, and we thought that we were set to go. So we sold our home, paid our debts,
closed our business, and said farewell to our families and friends. Then, we got rejected
because there was complication with my son’s application.

We started from scratch again. People mocked us. Women whom | thought were
my friends said awful thingsto me. Worse than all of these was what happened to my

children.
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My daughter, Th&o, went to school to learn English, thinking that she was going
to cometo America. She met this boy TuAn who was also preparing for his departure
soon. He was already interviewed and ready to go when BANG! TuAn'’s father changed
his mind and scrapped the file. The father had remarried awoman in Houston, Texas and
did not want TuAn and his mother to complicate his life, so he decided nullify the
application to sponsor his first wife and two sons. When TuAn knew that Théo was
leaving for America, he became intimate with her. Then BANG! We could not go either.
They dated off and on from 1992 to 1996. If he truly loved my daughter, he would have
married her. But hisfamily saw that our file was rejected, we lost our home and
business, and therefore there was nothing in it for them. They rejected Théo.

My husband appeal ed to the embassy in Thailand and pleaded for a second
chance. In 1996, we were called for an interview. My son, who had a strained
relationship with his father, had been kicked out of the house by my husband at the young
age of sixteen or so. They have never gotten along: my son was unruly and my husband
was strict. ' Yet my son said, “I don’t want to mess your chance of going thistime.
Scratch my name from thefile. I'll stay in Vietnam. You, Mom, and Sister Théo go.” |
did not want to leave my son, but there was no chance for me to make it in that
Vietnamese society. When TuAn's family heard that we were leaving for America, they
quickly made wedding plans. Had we not gotten to go, they would never have agreed to
the engagement dinner. | told my husband, “Let us make it asimple feast because they
areyoung. If they should change their minds, there would be less heartache.” He got
angry and said, “ Y ou let me handle this for my daughter.” My husband prepared eleven

tables for his daughter’ s engagement dinner. He took the rejected file from TuAn's
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mother to Oklahoma City. When he got here, he contacted Catholic Charities to ask for
help. They wrote aletter to the embassy in Thailand to inquire about the file. The
embassy told them that TuAnN's father was the only person who could sponsor the family.
My husband called TuAn'’ s father and pleaded with him to sponsor his sons and wife to
America. The man did, but he was very calculating about it.

TuAn’s father called my daughter and told her to work for him at the restaurant he
just opened in Houston. We had just moved to Oklahoma City with our only daughter,
and he wanted her to leave us to go to Houston to work for him. He also made TuAn
sign a promissory note vowing that he would have to work for him for five years to pay
for the expense of sponsoring him. Théo told him no, thatshe did not want to go work
for him. So the man became angry with her and sent his second wife's oldest daughter to
VEtn am to marry TuAn. When Théo asked TuAn about it, he denied everything. My
daughter was so depressed. She was heartbroken. My husband saw how sad she was, so
he told me to call TuAn’'s mother, who arrived earlier than her son.

| asked her, “Y our sonswill be here next month, what are you planning to do
about TUAN?’

She said, “I think I’ll let my sons stay with their father in Houston so he can care
for them.” She kept her sons with her in Houston. When she was in Vietnam, she wrote
me cards telling me that she wishes TuAn and Th&o would soon be united. Lies. Lies.
All lies.

We helped people, and they betrayed us. If only we did not have that engagement
party, then Théo might not have been so bad off. When she met thisloser at work in

Oklahoma City, she married him on the rebound. We did not attend her wedding. None
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of her family was there; we knew that it would not last. And my son still livesin

Vietnam waiting to come to America. | only hope he can change when he gets here.
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CHAPTER 10
THE UGLY AND THE DAMNED: THE STORY OF NGUYsN THI TH O

Thé&o came up to the reference desk at the Belle Isle Library where | work. |
looked closely at her and saw atransformation. Her beautiful thick black hair was dyed a
blondish brown. She wore a black skirt and black sweater with brown strapless shoes.
Théo leaned over and said, “We' ve got to go to the Great Fire Mountain Restaurant this
evening after you get off!”

| was stunned at her new look. The light color hair offset her soft ivory skin
against her black eyebrows which had still the natural color | had known for four years.

“Okay. Gosh,” | teased, overtly glancing at her from top to bottom, “1 will surely
be underdressed.” We laughed and giggled, both of us conscious of her new and
different self.

Théo walked away to the Children’s Room where her daughter, Betty, grabbed a
video from the shelf. | saw Th&o’s skirt sway rhythmically with her long blond hair
swerving from sideto side. Her walk reminded me of the side-to-side swings in young
girls ponytails. Théo swung side to side; her body hummed to new and different rhythm,
and | would soon find out what she was humming to.

Great Fire Mountain Restaurant was set one block closer to Interstate 40 than
Ross Dress for Less, Hobby Lobby, Wal-Mart, Office Depot, and the other
conglomerates that busied the once open fields. Trucks, RVs, vans, SUVsfilled the
parking lots of these conglomerates. In front of me was afamily of sixteen whose seating

needs held up the line, which snaked outside the doors. Steaks, sausage links, chicken
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breasts, and pork chops seared on the grill. Rows of pizzas, hamburgers, hotdogs,
spaghetti, and other main courses lined the walkways.

| jokingly asked the hostess for a booth with aview. She walked meto a
crammed corner booth, but | pointed to a clean one by the window. The hostess picked
up the plates and left. | waited until another waitress cleaned the booth and sat down.

| tried to write while | waited for Th&o and Betty, but | was distracted by
waitresses and customers busily passing byme . | went to the snake line to seeif Thao
and Betty had arrived. | waved them in and told the hostess that | had already paid for
the meals.

“Thisisan excellent place. | came here with my mother once before,” Théo said
beaming. Betty, who was only four, went to the line to get her food. Théo opened with a
happy smile, “So how are you these days, Chi (Sister) Thay?’

“Not aswell asyou I'm sure,” | said, continuing to tease her.

Betty came back with a plate of jello, corn, and beans.

Théo and | laughed. “Who ishe?’ | asked. “Someone at work?” | teased.

“Chl Thuy you are so funny, | met someone,” she repeated what | said but did not
deny the content.

| persisted, more sure than before, “Who is he?’

“Nam,” Betty answered laughing.

“Quiet, girl,” she giggled and pinched Betty’ s cheek, “she’s so ornery.”

“So that’s what’ s behind your new look,” | said smiling. “Tell me. Tell me

everything: where you met him, how, how long, what’s he like. Everything!”
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“I’ve known him for along time, since Vietham. Then we got together when |
returned to visit last year. We' ve kept in contact by phone and email. Betty talked to
him over the phone. Didn’t you Betty?’ she said to Betty, who nodded and giggled.

“He'sdtill in Vietham?” | asked.

“Heworksin Thailand as an engineer, but he livesin Vietnam,” she said.

“How old ishe?’ | asked, afraid of what she would say.

“About your age, thirty-something, alittle older than 1,” she continued but with a
deflated voice. “1 knew him and his wife from way back when. They are divorced with
one daughter.”

| finished my plate and joined the multitudes in the line for more meat and other
food items. | saw Betty on tiptoes reaching to scoop food on her plate. | went to the
other line fearing that Betty would cause an accident. Théo walked to Betty. | saw them
together and thought how much they have changed over the years.

| met Thao four years ago when she came to Andrew’ s law office with her mother
tofilefor adivorce. Betty wasonly three monthsold. After Mr. ThiEt left, | interpreted
for Andrew.

Théo wore sweatpants, men’s flannels, and thongs in those days. Her hair was
pulled back in a ponytail which widened her large face. She was short and chubby and
looked worn out and tired. She averaged four to six months of work at her jobs, which
changed regularly.

At that time, Thao was married to Ki(Et, a man whose name means miserly and
deprived. He had a square face with sharp jawbones. KiCEt came to the office with

Théo. Leaning with hisarmsfolded, he said, “Can’t you see what my mother-in-law is
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doing? She'strying to separate us. She has never accepted me. They didn’t even come
to their own daughter’ s wedding,” he persisted.

“You did threaten her though didn’t you?” | said.

“l wasn't goingto do it. | was just mad because she grabbed my own daughter
from me,” he shifted his weight to the other side. It took along time before Thao finally
divorce her husband. She visited me but would not file. Months went by and we heard
nothing from her. Ki(Et moved out and then moved back. She held onto him even
though he threatened to shoot her parentsin their own home.

Ms. Hanh called me and asked me to come over immediately right after that
incident. They lived south of Oklahoma City, far away from the original Vietnamese
markets. Their house was quiet and smple. When | walked in, an altar of family
pictures, candles, fruit, incense, the crucifix, and a small statue of Mary covered the
entire side of thewall.

Ms. Hanh and Mr. Phuc were both short and stocky. Mr. Phiic had gone bald on
top and had strings of hair hanging from the sides of his ears; Ms. Hanh's hair was mostly
white with some black on the ends.

Mr. Phicsat far back against the loveseat sofawhile Ms. Hanh leaned forward.
She spoke, “They drop off Betty whenever they want, day or night. Often without notice.
We don’t mind because we love her. But KiEt frightens her. He dangles her in the air
and drops her. He dangles her like this, swinging her. So | couldn’t take it any more. |
used to say politely, ‘please give her to me.” But the baby screamed that day. We just
got home from work. | asked him to leave my house. He said he was going to his truck

to get hisgun. My husband called the police.”
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Then, she slumped back in the sofa. They shook their headsin disbelief.

“At times, he would not let us give the baby her medicine. ‘My daughter doesn’t
need it,’ he says and pushes my hand away. He'slikethat. Then, my daughter doesn’t
tell us everything. She hides things from us, but we know he beats her,” Ms. Hanh said.

“We ask you to help her. Counsel her to get away from him. Come home and
live with usif she needsto,” Ms. Hanh pleaded. Her voice broke and the tears rushed
down her cheeks. “We came here with our only daughter,” she blurted.

It was unusual for a Vietnamese couple to tell a stranger about their family
situation. Usually, they will go to distant relatives for help rather confide in a stranger. It
was aso unusual that Théo was their only daughter because Vietnamese families are
usually bigger in size.

“Where are your families?’ | asked.

“We came aone, just the three of us. The two of us and our daughter.” Mr. Phlc
said.

| asked him, “How long were you in prison?”

“Seven, eight years,” he said and sat silently. He shook his head, “It is the past.
There is nothing more to say.”

Mr. Phucgot up, and | thought he was going to leave. | thought that | had
overstepped my boundaries and offended him. Instead, he reached up to the wall and
pulled down a picture.

“1 want to show you my grandchildren. Here' s Betty and here' s Vi(Et at exactly
the same age. That’s my son’s oldest boy, and thisis Théo’ s daughter,” he said excitedly.

It was thefirst time | had seen him smile.
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| saw acolor picture of Betty crawling and smiling behind in front of awall of
blue next to a black and white picture of her skinnier male cousin crawling on the floor
and staring into the camera. He was not smiling.

“1 am trying to sponsor that boy and my son who are still left in Vietnam,” he
shared.

Catholic Charities sponsored Mr. Phuc’ s family. It was Mr. ThiCEt, Andrew, and
the other staff members who came to greet the three of them at Will Rogers Airport. All
three went to work at Unit Parts. Hundreds of newly-arrived Viethamese work there.
Mr. ThiCEt told me that the Vietnamese director recommends people to work almost
immediately after their arrival.

At Unit Parts, Thdo met KiCEt on the rebound of her failed attempt to marry her
first love after being engaged to him on September 1995, six months before she cameto
America. Her fiancé was dating awoman his father had sent to Vietham to wed because
the father did not want Théo.

| knew about the Battered Women’'s Syndrome because my mother and Chi%on
helped me to understand the cycles that women go through before they finally leave their
abusersif they leave at all. | had also studied the syndrome in my formal training as a
counselor.

“It will not be four months, six months, or one year. It will take years before she
can leave him,” | explained. “She may file divorce papers. But she’ll be right back with
him. She'll be back and forth, over and over and over. Shewill have to hit bottom.
There will be more fighting, more hurt, more pain. Itisalife-long process of helping

her,” | said sadly but surely.
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“Théo will need your unconditional support. She'll tell you one day she's
through, then she'll go back. You just have to accept that and try not to be mad at her,” |
said confidently. “Do not be judgmental or condemning,” | said. They asked meto
befriend her and guide her like a younger sister.

| was no longer hesitant or afraid. | wished someone would have spoken to my
parents this way when Chi%on was in trouble. They might not have given up on her. “If
only” aretwo sad words in the English language, and they are words that | often say
about my sister. With thisfamily, | felt there was hope.

| called Thao and invited her out to eat, but she said she was busy. | knew she
was still with him. A couple of months went by after the gun threat and still nothing
happened. Then one day, | got a phone call from Ms. Hanh. Betty had been taken to the
hospital. She had suffered a severe head injury from Shaken Baby Syndrome under
KiEt' scare. Oklahoma Child Welfare immediately removed Betty from her parents and
placed her in foster care. Ms. Hanh wanted me to help her get custody of her
granddaughter. Betty was placed with her grandparents. | spoke to the state social
worker. | told him about the gun threat and gave him a copy of the police report.

“Thiswas a classic case of Shaken Baby Syndrome,” the worker explained.
“Father is home alone with ababy. Heistired. Baby cries. He gets mad. He holds the
baby up and shakes the baby so hard the baby’ s eyeballs roll back. He startsto panic
because he can’t see the color in his baby’s eyes. He rushes her to the hospital and says,
‘I don’'t know why she’s like that.””

The state social worker recommended termination of Ki@&t'srights. The court

handed Théo an ultimatum. She could live with her husband, but lose her daughter or

187



leave her husband and gain her daughter. Théo filed for adivorce. Ki(Et was forced out
of the apartment. If the social worker found him near Betty, Th&o would lose custody of
her daughter permanently. | interpreted thisto Théo at the courthouse.

Outside the courthouse, | explained to her what brain injury doesto a person. |
wanted her to know that it was not just her who was affected, but everyone involved was
hurting because of her bad choice. | felt like | was preaching to my sister. | wanted to
scream at her, but | |eft.

The court proceedings were long, complicated, and fraught with red tape, but in
the end the divorce papers were finalized. After living with her grandparents for over a
year, Betty was returned to Th&o when she was about two yearsold. | kept in touch with
Th&o and tried to help her get through her loneliness. | invited her out to eat at LeSam
Restaurant a couple of months after the final court hearing. She was quiet and did not
share much. She hardly made eye contact with me, so | knew that Ki(Et was still in her
life. Betty said Daddy throughout dinner. When | went to my car, | saw that the glass
on my car window was smashed. | had a hunch that Ki(Et knew that she was there with
me. | asked Théao about Ki&t, but she denied it.

When she called me to invite me to eat, | knew that there were problems with
KiCEt. But we talked about her painin avery indirect way.

“Everything in life happens as a matter of karma, a debt, afortune. My mother
had a chance to get us out before April 30, 1975, but she didn’t. We would have gone by
plane, not by boat. Had it not been for my father, | could have come at a young age and

goneto school here. | could have had a good education like you, then my life would not
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be so difficult,” sheranted at time and circumstance. Many Vietnamese people are
fatalists. They believe fate determines much of a person goes through in life.

Théo interpreted the suffering in her life as a debt she owed from her previous
lives. Suffering was a pay to pay off your debt. | viewed suffering as the consequence of
lots of bad choices made in haste rather than through self-examination.

“You can still go to school now,” | said hoping to engage her in something she
could do each day.

“1 don’'t have the focus to study, the time, or the money to go to school. The only
thing | can hope to do is pay off my debt one month at atime like my car,” she said.

| helped her get government housing in the London Square apartments where Mr.
ThiCEt used to live. | knew that KiEt had keys to the apartment. Ms. Hanh told me that
Betty kept talking about her Daddy playing with her. Betty was starting to talk and say
Daddy and Ki& while her mother tried to hush her. Then | did not hear much talk about
Ki{E. Ms. Hanh talked about finding a husband for her daughter when she went back to
Vietnam, but nothing became of it. The storm seemed as though it subsided. | was
brought back to the present.

When | got back from the buffet lines, | smiled at Théo. She did not look like
the same woman who had come to the office years ago pondering about a divorce. |
wanted to celebrate her progress, but | was also worried about this new relationship.

“I"'m glad you got over Ki(Et!” | said, sincerely happy for how far they had come.

“He did such abad turn on me. | had to get rid of him. Hetook my credit card,
bought a computer and printer and sold them for cash. Then, when | was working at Kim

6 Restaurant, he brought women there. The owner called me to the front when | was
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washing dishes and pointed them out. He got me in a $10,000 mess with the credit card
company. His brother-in-law is suing him for adebt. He' s being served a warrant now.”

| was worried Thao’ s finances because she was making $1 above the minimum
wage. Once shetold me, “What you make working part-time as alibrarian, | make
working three jobs as a dishwasher and alaborer.”

| thought about Betty and Thao and how far they have come along. But | also
thought about the roads ahead. | tried to temper my enthusiasm for Thao’s strength in
overcoming KiC&t with my concern that she might be opening herself for another fall.
The night was young still; there was much food to eat; and much to talk about. | doubled
the waitress' stips so she would not lose out because of our long stay.

“What happened to Nam’'s marriage?’ | asked.

“Hiswife'sagambler. She'slost the family fortune. He cannot handle it
anymore,” she said.

“What will he do with his daughter if he does come here? Abandon her?’

“She stays with her mother,” she said.

Betty’ s plates piled up with unwanted food. | picked up the meat scraps from the
plates for my dogs. Betty got bored and got more.

Théo sensed my disapproval of this man and protested, “1 can’t live like this
forever. Men | meet don’t come unattached.” She explained, “ They are roughish.
They’ re not the educated ones like where you work. The people who have an education
don’t want someone like me. | can’'t live like this forever,” she repeated.

| understood the loneliness and desperation in her voice. | divorced my husband

in 1997. Thao, like so many women, wants security, family, and love. It did not matter
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what it would take, nor did it matter who the man was. It didn’t matter that perhaps he
was her friend' s husband or that by having him, she was depriving a young girl about her
daughter’s age of her daddy. Thé&o was going to have love and security at whatever cost
to others. She lost security and comfort with a man when she was four years old, about
Betty’ s age, when her father went to prison.

The father-daughter relationship sets a precedent for what a young woman looks
for in her intimate relationship with aman. A daughter’ s relationship with her father
becomes the blueprint for what she will put up with from other men. Tha&o’s male model
was her brother who, by all accounts, was a thief, awomanizer, and adruggie. Ki(E was
not that different. He stole from her, beat her, and injured their daughter.

Théo knew her father when she wasten years old. “He was dark, old, and ugly
when he came home. Helooked like aman in his sixties or seventies rather than a man
who was forty-something years old,” she told me. “He looked worse then than he does
now. Hewasn’t so much violent or lost his temper as he was just set in his own ways.
Hewas very formal. Everything had to be done according to regulated time. There was
atime for getting up, eating, and sleeping. When | lived with him even as an adult, the
latest | could stay up was nine. Hetold stories of how hisfriends starved. How they ate
grasshoppers and locusts and died,” she said. “It sounded very horrible.”

| imagined her father, like my father, traumatized and silent. Two menin two
totally different circumstances, and yet the effect of their absences were very similar. My
father was absent for many eventsin my life: eighth grade graduation, high school
graduation, B.A. graduation, M.A. graduation, M.H.R. graduation, wedding, my oldest

daughter’s high school graduation, and probably my Ph.D. graduation. Th&o's father and
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mother did not come to her wedding, but at |east they were involved in her daughter’s
life. 1 watched Mr. Phuc play with Betty, feed her, hold her, and teach her. He was
getting to be the father to Betty that he was not able to be for Th&o because he was
imprisoned.

Théo, my sisters, and | have different circumstances but we share the common
fate of not being the most important person in our fathers' lives. Thus we have longed to
be the most important person in some man’slife all our lives. Fathers and husbands, how
our identities as women are so enmeshed with theirs? | have searched al my life for a
man whom | thought would make me feel as though | were the most important person in
hislife. | have been searching for the security of my father in my intimate relationships
with men. | empathized with Théo. Parents, children, money, friendship, and personal
safety COULD NOT move her to make that break with KiEt. It was the hope of another
man’s love that enabled Théao to get over KiCH.

“Will you cosign for me if | decide to sponsor him?’ Th&o asked playfully but
forthrightly.

| smiled at her, knowing that we were sisters of a common fate: the damned
unimportant daughters who had grown up without our fathers and are now desperate for
another man’slove. “I have to see what thisguy’s al about before | do,” | said gently
and smilingly.

“Okay. Maybe you can meet him when you visit Vietnam. | want to go there
with you as soon as | pass my U.S. citizenship exam. | finally applied,” she said

boastfully.
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“Excellent! 1I'm so proud of you,” | said laughingly as | was thinking of how hard
her parents had tried to convince her for months to apply for her citizenship and failed.
We ate too much, and it was timeto |eave.

Théo and Betty’ s necklaces and earnings sparkled in the window; a sign of new
life. We ate more, and the plates piled up. | forked the meat from Betty’s plates onto a
napkin to save for my dogs. | thought about her cousin in Vietham and how these buffet
lines would serve entire towns there. | thought about Betty’ s trauma as a baby and her
progress as alittle girl and | was happy for her. Then, | thought also about her
entitlement as an American in contrast to her Vietnamese cousin. | saw all the food that
Th&o and Betty did not eat that was |eft on the plates on our table and the tables around. |
thought about where | was: in an outlet of America s fast, big, consuming, and wasteful
empire called Great Fire Mountain Restaurant surrounded by other institutions—big
expansive chain stories. As | walked out, more fresh animal carcasses were burning on
the grill to serve Americans' insatiable appetites. | wanted to break down and cry, but |
did not. Instead, | gave Thao and Betty a hug and told them that | was happy for them.

What else could | have done?

CHAPTER 11
NGUYsN THI TH O: AMERICA DEFERRED
Shortly after | interviewed Ms. Hanh, | met Thao at the Grand House Restaurant
for an interview. Thao did not talk much about her past. She asked me questions about

what | thought of the nail business. | recommended that she go to school to learn
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English, but shetold meit wastoo late for her. The following passages are fromthe

interview.

| was four years old when Saigon fell and my father went to prison. | did not see
my father until | was about ten. My mother, brother, and | moved into live my mother’s
parentsin Saigon. My mother worked morning to night. We hardly saw her. Sheleft for
work before we got up and was not there when we slept. We had enough to eat at my
grandparents, but no cared for us. We were left on our own. Thiswas when my brother
hung around with the wrong crowd. He ditched school and got in trouble with the law
before he reached thirteen. By the time my father was released from the reeducation
camps, my brother had gotten into alot of trouble aready. He did drugs, messed around
with girls, and is still alost soul.

When my father got out of prison, he was dark, old, and ugly. He looks better
today at sixty-something than he did when he first came home from prison. He looked
likeaman in his sixties or seventies, not someone who wasin his early forties. He talked
to me about what prison was like: how he starved, the work he did, and about the other
men. He said they were hungry all the time. Hisfriends ate grasshoppers and locusts and
died.

My father was not temperamental or violent, but he was very serious and formal.
Waking, eating, and sleeping had to be done at a certain timejust likein prison. He was
strict about it. When | lived even as an adult, the latest | could stay up was 9 o’ clock.
When Betty came from my parents' house to live with me, she lost her sleeping routine

that her grandfather set for her when he took care of her. | got yelled at for not getting
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her to bed intime. | stay up aslate as 11 and sometimes later. My daughter stays up late
too.

| did not know that my husband was horrible until 1 married him and lived with
him. | believe that it was my karma, adebt | owed from my previouslife. | was not
meant to marry the man that | was engaged to in Vietnam. My engagement was set in
September 1995, and | came to Americain March 1996. | stopped loving him; | do not
know why. Had I married him, my life would not be as difficult asit isnow. We were
not meant to be together. | was meant to marry KiE.

Just like I was not meant to come to Americain April 1975, though my mother
had a chance to board the planes and take my brother and me. But because she could not
locate my father, she did not want to leave him behind. | could have finished college and
had a career by now had | come to Americawhen | was young. Now, | do not have the
mind to study anything. | am swamped with billsto pay. | make $6.50 an hour working
three jobs to support my daughter. All | see are the corners of dishwashing stations and
the assembly lines that run through the belts. | missed so many chances of coming to
America sooner than when | did. My mother, brother, and | attempted four times to
escape Vietnam, but we failed each time.*® Each time we tried, we were caught or the
operation failed because of security reasons. It was dangerous and expensive. My
mother had to pay so much money to buy our way out. One dark night, we rode a bus
packed with people al trying to flee the country. We were robbed by men carrying guns
and dynamite who threatened to blow us up if we did not give them money. We gave

them everything only to learn later that their weapons were fake guns. We got caught

195



one time and were thrown in the reeducation jail. They separated the men and boysin
one place and women and girlsin another. When they saw that my brother was young,
they sent all three of usto the back of the camp. When we saw that they were not
guarding us, we stripped off all our belongings, ran to the street, and caught the bus back
to Saigon. That was the last time my mother tried to escape Viet Nam.

My brother and | missed alot of school because we went with our mother to try
and escape. We could never catch up, so we were held back from classes. My brother
quit school, and so did I. | only completed 8" grade.*’ | worked as a seamstress at
various places.

Then we missed coming to Americain 1993. That was the worst time of al. My
father filed paperwork to come to America under the H.O. Program because he was a
former political prisoner. We were interviewed, so we thought we would surely say
farewell to Vetnam . We sold our home and moved in with my grandparents. My father,
mother, and | quit our work to get ready to go. Then, we were denied. My grandparents
kicked us out of their home. We had to rent a home, which was not easy in Vietham. We
had to live inside the home with another family. It was crowded and uncomfortable.

Then, my father resubmitted hisfile. We had to leave my brother’ s name off the
application and not claim him as afamily member. It wasjust aswell. He wastoo far
gone; there is no hope for him. Then our file was cleared, and we came to Oklahoma

City.

“® There is a contradiction between Ms. Hanh's narrative and Thao’s. Ms. Hanh implied that she
never tried to leave Vietham while her husband was in prison.
" Ms. Hanh stated that Thao completed 5" grade, but Théo stated 8" grade.
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| met KiCEt at Unit Parts where | worked. | knew my parents did not like him, but
| married him anyway. | should have listened to them, but | rebelled against them to my
detriment. Now | suffer, and my lifeisunstable. Yet, with all life’stroubles, my

daughter Betty makes life worth living. Without her, | do not know that | want to go on.
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CHAPTER 12
LISTENING TO THE VOICES OF THE VIETNAMESE POLITICAL PRISONERS

Stories told by survivors of the Vietnamese reeducation camps horrify and chill
me. For thelast five years, | have been listening and reading the chronicles of their
prison experiences. They describe aworld where wading in freezing cold water without
shoes or proper clothing, carrying trees cut down by hand tools, building shelters from
nothing, and eating 500 grams of rice each day were the norms of their existence. Their
world consisted of starvation, disease, and death. Listening to these men tell their story
has deepened my reading of the ten written narratives of the South Vietnamese political
prisoners that have been trandlated into English. Thistotal of ten accounts that have
emerged for the English speaking audience from a pool of a conservatively estimated
300,000 prisonersillustrates a wide disparity between atragic historical experience and
the lack of written historical narratives.*®* No English stories have been written at all by
female political prisoners. Therefore, | will refer to all these prisoner narratives
discussed as he.

The prison stories that | have documented and the stories that have been published
carry common themes and structures. A clearer image of their experiences emergesin
these prison narratives. All prisoner narrators merged their personal fate with the fate of
their nation fusing the historical and political with the personal. Their stories begin with
ngay mAt nUSc, the day of national loss, April 30, 1975, then move to imprisonment,

release, and exile. All prison narrators reveal who they were on the day of mourning: the
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positions they held, their family life, their state of mind, and what they saw. The identity
of the narrator connects him to the reader and sets up a plot in which the narrator/hero isa
condemned enemy of the new state. April 30, 1975 signifies the beginning of the end of
an entire way of life; the setting of the fall of the nation mirrors the narrators own
diminished political, social, and economic situation.

Vietnamese prison narrators employ various literary modes in bringing the remote
into the world of the familiar. Asagents of history, they assume multiple roles:
storyteller, historian, reporter, victim, survivor, actor, and protagonist. The “1” embodies
all these roles simultaneously. Voices of survivors of historical events carry the authority
of experience both as actors and as eyewitnesses. The elements of a story are encoded in
each of the narratives. April 30, 1975 isahistorical referent. However, in prison
narratives the secondary referent which connects readers to the experience is the plot
structure. The plot reflects the order of events set by the new state: beguilement,
captivity, release and exile.

All prison narrators depict the details of the day they heard the announcement to
register for reeducation. The first and foremost experience of Vietnam under
Communism was being deceived by the false promise made by the Communists. Their
journey of captivity begins with afalse promise of clemency. In retrospect, the day
would prove to be another day of mourning—when people turned themselvesinto
prisoners. For some, it would be the last day they would see their families. Colonel Tran
Van Phic entitled the account of that day as “ Turning Myself In.”*® He would serve for

“8 Ginetta Sagan and Stephen Denney, 21; Pike, 72.

“** TrAn Van Phuc in Reeducation in Postwar Vietnam: Personal Postscript to Peace, ed. Edward
P. Metzner (College Station: TexasA&M UP), 7.
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13 years from that day in camps and in prisons. For those who survived, that day marked
the beginning of adiscovery and an unveiling of the vengeful and destructive intent of
the Vietnamese Communists.

On another level narratives of former political prisoners of South Vietnam
uncover the blueprint of the Communist Party’ s strategies and devices for incarceration
and detainment. Le Hu'u Tri’s Prisoner of the Word: A Memoir of the Vietnamese
Reeducation Camps, detailed accounts of multiple schemes that enabled the Communists
to control prisoners. Prisoner of the Word is one of two narratives written by the
prisonersin English. Le organizes his memoir in periods. Each period pronounces at
least one repressive tactic in action. For example, a chapter entitled “ January 1976” isa
narration of a prisoner in Le's company who was sent to observe the execution of a
prisoner named Mr. Nghia. The report was a tactic used to discourage others from
escaping which succeeded through words. Le brings the execution to life by quoting the
reporter’ swords. A narrative within a narrative, Le combines the imaginative with the
historical to convey how information was transmitted in the camps and the impact
information has on prisoners. The Communists succeeded in deterring others from
escape: “Political Officer Luan explained Mr. Nghia's case. My friendsand | all agreed
that it was too dangerous to escape now. We felt it was better to wait until the
Communists released us.”> Other forms of control detailed by Le include divide and
conguer tactics that were detrimental to prisoners. This strategy created moles who

reported on their fellow co-prisoners in exchange for lighter work duties or shorter

0 e 41.
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sentences. Such tactics succeeded because they preyed on the hopes of prisonersin
despair. Hope, in Le smemoir asin all the narratives, was a double-edged sword. Hope
compelled prisonersto live when they would rather die; but, hope was exploited by the
Communiststo repress prisoners. Lewritesin the preface, “1t was usually the hope of
being released and the fear of getting punished that kept me from escaping from these
low-security camps.”®  Le's memoir is astudy into the Communist’s masterful
strategies of control, brilliant in its design and yet diabolical in its implementation.
LikeLeHu u Tri, Lu Van Thanh aso wrote his memoir in English. The Inviting
Call of Wandering Souls expresses despair, cruelties, and deaths by illustration and
narrative. Like other narratives, the journey of captivity begins with afalse promise:
“As prisoners we were in a hopeless situation, but we were still innocent enough to
believe what they said. My personal experience has been that communists do not carry
out what they promise. To them, a promise means only that it is a promise and thereis
no obligation to fulfill it.”>® The day of registration is described by Lu VVan Thanh in The
Inviting Call of Wandering Souls:
Officia news by the local authorities also stated that anyone who obeyed this order
[to report to the local authorities] would receive an act of clemency from the
Communist party and the government. Those who tried to show stubbornness or who
deliberately disobeyed the order would have to accept full responsibility for their
actions before the party and the people.
Every face was beaming with joy at the news. Wives packed up everything for their
husbands days before the due date; parents encouraged their beloved sons to report on

time; and sisters were busy with preparing food, rice, cookies, candies along with some
medicine for their brothers.>®

*lLe 12.
%2 Thanh, 78.

%% Lu Van Thanh, The Inviting Call of Wandering Souls: Memoir of an ARVN Liaison Officer to
United Sates Forcesin Vietnam (North Carolina: McFarlin & Company, 1997) 48.
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These two passages are painfully revealing of how vulnerable a defeated people are. Fear
of retribution made clemency a cause for celebration. The image of families being
joyfully compliant and the reality of what awaited Lu and his family suggest the trust
among the people and how that trust would soon be violated. Lu would not be freed until
April 30, 1982, seven years later, when 59 people, six of whom are his family members,
escaped on asmall boat and were rescued by aU.S. ship. Hisfour yearsin the
reeducation camp aong with the three years after rel ease were depicted as ajourney into
death and salvation. Like other prison narrators, the plot naturally moves toward
experiences of death.

In Lu’s memoir, twenty-two starkly black and white ink images of men subjected
to excessive brutality immediately draw readers into the hellish experiences of the
reeducation camps. Drawings of deaths are interspersed throughout the book: men hung
dead on poles, man shot through the barbed wire, men killed in minefields, a man hung
upside down in adark cell, men chopping trees without shirts or shoes, men carrying tree
trunks on their backs, men crossing rivers with tree trunks on their backs. Through these
images, Lu depicts the different ways in which the Communists killed South Vietnam. He
uses the metaphor of water buffaloes as an analogy of what human lives are worth in the
new state. Underneath one of theillustrations, Lu writes: “Under the communist regime,
human lifeisworthless. Political prisonersforcibly cleared a minefield by hands and
sticks to protect the buffaloes.”>* The texts elaborate and detail the particularities of

deaths captured in the images.

%Ly, 81.
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Lu records the suicide of Lieutenant Colonel Hoa and the deadly escape of Loi as
atestimony of Communist “victory amongst their prisoners after their 1975 onslaught.” >
Naming the dead honors them at the same time it condemns their killers. The execution
of Captain Than by the firing squad is commemorated by an ink drawing of men tied to
poles with their heads hung down in abamboo field and by characterization:

Lieutenant Commander Than, who was one of the most dangerous opponents in the
regime according to the communists, went before afiring squad after his escape from
camp did not succeed (illustration 8.3). He had stopped to help another escapee whose
leg wound became serioudly infected after a couple of daysin the deep jungle. Asa
result, he was recaptured by the guards.

Commander Than was an unyielding officer in camp. His cool and contemptuous
manner toward the enemy drew our admiration. Many times he daringly asked Major
Hanh to shoot him in front of the central hall. Than overtly criticized the
arbitrary policy of the camp, the misuse of the prisoners manpower, and the
mistreatment from the cadres and guards, as well as the different forms of corruption.®®

A portrait of ahero is drawn textually and pictorially. Captain Than'slife and death
embodies what prisoners most admired and most feared: the courage to resist oppression
and the ultimate consequence of courage which is death.

In Tran Tri Vu 381-page Lost Years: My 1,632 Days in Vietnamese Reeducation
Camps death has no heroes, no purpose and is senseless and meaningless. Lost Yearsis
the longest narrative out of all the ten prison narratives. Written in Vietnamesg, it was
translated into English. Tran Tri Vu extraordinarily expounds on facets of prison life
ranging from ghastly death experiences to humorous music performances that served as

entertainment for the New Year. Tran treats occurrences as subject matters, providing

readers with vivid details and insight. Underneath the storiesis a strong moral message

% Lu, 103.

6y, 97.
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expressing Tran’s outrage. An explosion that brought death and destruction in the camps
istold with precision and clarity with a specific date in a specific social milieu. The
following passage exemplifies Tran’s skill as a storyteller:

During my whole period of reeducation, many events occurred that | can never forget;
they areintensely alive in my memory; they still haunt me and maybe will forever.
One of these events happened on the eve of election day, the first election of itskind to
be held nationwide since the Northern armies swarmed the South. It was April 24,
1976. That day, loudspeakersinstalled on cars and vans were constantly urging the
citizens of Xuan Loc to go to vote the next day. . . . | was sitting near the fence, facing
the area where the bodoi were quartered, and | watched them idly as they joyfully
distributed some sugar among themselves. Perhaps the imminent election had called
for celebration. A bodoi called out, ‘ Please, comrades in the cell assemble for the
distribution of sugar! And mind you, thisis Cuban sugar!”®’

The celebration of election day turned deadly when the bodois (cadres or guard) threw
phosphorous into the air and set fire to the ammunition dump. The explosions are
described vividly:

Our cries were drowned out by deafening explosions, and suddenly there was chaos
al around. Those who had been taking a midday nap roused from sleep and dashed
back and forth in search of shelter. | ran from the fire and took refuge behind the
raised concrete floor of a building that we had just repaired. . . .

I heard the frightening shriek of rockets added to the boom of artillery shells,
then the deep, hollow sound of explosions coming from afar. Clearly, the fire had
reached the rocket dump. The shrieking noise filled our hearts with terror.*®

The explosion was the result of foul play of the bodois, but what was most repulsive to
Tran was how the death and injury of seventeen were treated. Tran expresses his

incredulous indignation in the following passage:

The next day we were allowed to prepare our mate Duong for proper burial. In
contrast to previous occasions at Trang Lon camp, where our dead companions had

5" Tran Tri Vu, Lot Years: My 1632 Daysin Reeducation Camps, trans. Nguyin Phuc
(Berkeley: University of California, 1988), 85.

8 Tran, 86.
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been wrapped carelessly in ponchos, Duong was placed in areal coffin purchased from
the undertaker intown. Thiswasthe first and only time | ever witnessed a reeducation
camp inmate being buried in a coffin asif he were an ordinary citizen. On occasions
that followed, corpses were wrapped in sleeping mats or placed in rough coffins we
made ourselves.

Although it was obvious that the explosions had occurred because the young bodoi
had been playing their silly game, loudspeaker vans went around the town that night
announcing the culprits had been caught!*®

The story of the explosion exposes a system where ignorance, senseless death, and
oppression converge with deadly consequences. Tran’s moral outrage is directed at the
senseless death and the lies propagated in the cause of death.

Debunking Communist lies with evidence from their personal livesis one of the
most prominent themesin al the prison narratives. Statements like Reverend Peter Dinh
Ngoc Que' s Memoirs of a Priest in the Communist Reeducation Camp are found in all
the prison narratives: “Living with the communists for 13 years, | come to know that
nothing istrue in what they say. To them, truth does not exist. Back home, after my
release in 1988, one of my friends asked me: ‘ What have you learned from the
communists? ‘Only onething,” | answered, ‘That ishow tolie.” | was serious about

what | was saying. But my friend could not help bursting into laughter.”®

Que'stoneis
sarcastic and bitter. The evidence of thelieisin Que's thirteen years confinement.
Colonel Huynh Van Chinh entitled the chapter in which he registered for reeducation
program, “The Lie of ‘Thirty Days "®* because 30 days became 13 years. What

narrators explicitly state by detailing the false promise of clemency isthat they were

% Tran, 88.

% Peter Ngoc Father Que Dinh, Reverend, Memoirs of a Priest in the Communist Reeducation
Camp (1975-1988), trans. Tran Van Dien (n.p.: privately printed, 2000) 81.

¢ Huynh Van Chinh, “Colonel Huynh Van Chinh’s Story,” in Reeducation in Postwar Vietnam:
Personal Postscript to Peace, ed. Edward P. Metzner (College Station: Texas A&M UP), 55.
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condemned men from the onset of Communist victory. Narrators make a strong case that
this was preplanned in the reconstruction of the South. The annihilation of Vietnam’'s
most capable men had always been in the works of Communist victory. They set the date
and time of when they heard the announcement to register, only afew days after April 30,
1975. The date of registration isacritical date in the plot structure of imprisonment. In
written and oral narratives, this date changed their lives forever. The date serves as proof
to the prisoners that the reeducation camps and prisons were pre-designed to punish the
South Vietnamese after victory.

Reverend Peter Dinh Ngoc Que's Memoirs of a Priest in the Communist
Reeducation Camp (1975-1988) and Archbishop F.X. Nguyin Van Thuan's The Road of
Hope not only expose Communist lies but also the misperception that reeducation camps
were reserved only for military and official civilian personnel. Religious |eaders were
categorized as part of the higher-ranking officials, professionals, and intellectuals who
were persecuted and incarcerated for longer periods than lower-ranking military and
civilian personnel. They were mostly sent to the north after 1975. Historicaly, the
northern camps, situated in Hanoi, were reserved for senior military and intelligence
officers because conditions in the north were harsher.®® Father Que and Archbishop
Thuan’s memoirs testify to the religious persecution that is often not associated with the
Communist’s pena systems. Father Que and Archbishop Thuan spent 13 yearsin the

Communist reeducation camps; Archbishop Thuan spent the last 9 yearsin isolation and
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Father Que was sent to the north camps from 1976 up until the time of hisrelease.
Father Que notes that religious people were regarded as criminals against the state:
Camp Nam Hawith a big gate, high walls and a very large yard looked so peaceful
admist romantic natural surroundings. It wasironic that it turned out to be a prison.
That was one of the camps run by public security service notorious for severity. Of
three divisons A, B and C totaling 15,000 political prisoners of the South, Division A
was the largest with the presence of virtual all the representatives of the entire former
government of the South, I might say, Prime Ministers, Congressmen, City-Mayors,
District-Chiefs, religious leaders, members of political parties, high-ranking officers of
the army, military police, security and intelligence agents, not to mention Fulro
members and fighters for the recovery of national independence who came late.®®
Religious leaders, according to the above passage, pose as much a national
security threat as high-ranking politicians, and military officers. The passage indicates
that in atotalitarian society, those who practice religion were disdained and regarded as
enemies of the state. He records the solitary confinement of 39 priests and one
seminarist, most of whom were former chaplains from the South. One priest who was
imprisoned before the fall of Saigon spent 20 years in confinement because of his
religious conviction.** The Road and Memoirs of a Priest are two most widely read books
among the Vietnamese communities overseas especialy among Vietnamese Catholics.
Both were trandated into English and promoted by Archbishop Bernard Cardinal Law
who wrote the Preface.
Those who write about the journey to north Vietnam represent the physical
journey to the prison camps as part of a death sentence. For Que, the gruesome journey

was telling of what lies ahead:

We were ordered to go down and get in line to climb aboard [a ship], one after the
other. A shaky ladder hung steep against the side of the ship served as the only

% Que, 167.

% Que, 256-57.
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entrance. My hair stood on end when | watched peoplerisk their lives, trying to climb
up the ladder under the pressure of Communist cadres who kept urging them to go fast.
| personally saw a person miss astep and fall down to theriver. The cadres, however,
did not care to rescue him. He must be drowned in the dark, cold water. | could do
nothing but pray for him, thinking to myself how cheap human lifeisto the
Communists.®®

The common sentiment expressed by prisonersis the devaluation of human lives as
reiterated by Que in his assessment of “how cheap human life is to the Communists.”
The image of aman drowned in the dark cold water, the ship in the night, a hanging
ladder, the Communist cadres confirm Que’s belief. The devaluation of human lives
descends further as the ship sails north:

At the corner of the hold were placed two barrels covered with two large mats for
toilet. Each person was provided with two nylon bags for urination. Yes, we were
given means of relieving ourselves. But how to use them was quite a problem. Can
you imagine the situation when so many people go toilet in a narrow hold of the ship,
right where they eat and sleep? Adding to the misery was the strong bad smelling of
body’ s waste matter which filled the air throughout along voyage. Dueto a great
number of people, two barrels were soon filled. Time and again, we had to carry them
up deck in order to dump the putrid waste into the ocean. While moving, the barrels
dropped the waste everywhere in the ship, smearing even those sitting and lying
around. In addition, the washing and cleaning were very limited for shortage of water
which made the situation even more unbearable.®

The state of human misery is profound in the above passage. Four hundred people were
pushed to the bottom of the ship. People were reduced to eating and sleeping next to
their own wastes. Father Que exposes the filth that prsoners experienced. The misery of

the trip was responsible for the death of one man who “not being able to stand the misery

during the voyage . . . poisoned himself that night and died.®” His body was dumped in

% Que, 111.
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the ocean. Thetrain rides were not that moh different because the carriages were

"% Someone

packed “filled to capacity, the back entrance . . . shut down, letting no air in.
died from suffocation and exhaustion, Father Que notes. What awaited Father Que and
thousands of prisoners were the northern cold, the hostile northern people, their isolated
agrarian culture, the barrenness of their existence, the long separation for families, and
the hard labor imposed on them.

All narrators distinguish their narratives of experiences in the South camps from
their yearsin the camps north of Hanoi. The narratives of Peter Dinh Ngoc Que, Colonel
Tran Van Phuc, Colonel Huynh Van Chinh, the unnamed Colonel (Narrator 12), and
Nguyin Ngoc Ngan depict the severe cold northern terrain as hostile, foreign, and
unsuitable for living. In thisremote terrain, prisoners were hidden from the international
scrutiny. While the unnamed Colonel spent five years and Nguyin Ngoc Ngan who spent
one year in the northern camps, the other three spent 13 years in prison, mostly in the
north. Northerners lacked technological advancesin farming and were still using human
wastes asfertilizer. Labor was done by hands without the aid of machines. The misery
of the northern camps was further exacerbated by the fact that prisoners were locked up
in actual prisons cells run by the police rather than by the local bodois. Rather than the

open space in which one big fence enclosed the entire campus such as the camps in the

south, these northern camps were compartments of barracks and cells. Tran Van Phic
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was handcuffed in barracks where “ninety or ahundred . . . inmates lie down side by side
like sardines.”® The death journey is pronounced in witnessing the deaths of others.

Tran Van Phuc records deaths that he saw and heard about in his yearsin the
North: “Thefinal and irrevocable release by death continued to come to many. Professor
X died of astomach ulcer and inmate L. died of leukemia. Genera N. passed away from
prostrate cancer, Colonel Ph.Nh.H. from tuberculosis, and Colonel H. and General Q.
from strokes. These were the only deaths that | witnessed, but there were many more
which | did not see” ™ The cause of death is not execution but extreme starvation
combined with hard labor. Chapters “Winter Weather” and “Slow Starvation” tell why
prisoners die over time:

Our minimum daily need for rice alone was six hundred grams, additional food not
considered. Many times we had to eat rotten rice, spoiled by worms and yearsin
storage. Now and then, the rice was replaced by some manioc, potatoes, corn, bo bo,
which was akind of cereal normally fed to cattle or pigs, or boiled rolls of wheat flour.
Exhausted by daylong hard labor and plagued by constant hunger and thirst, we
resorted to eating rare, unlucky grasshoppers caught and roasted over small fires.
Those who worked in the fields were fortunate to have the opportunity to catch and eat
frogs, earthworms, and crickets, in addition to some edible wild weeds. Those who
worked the rice paddies occasionally found small shrimp and tiny crabs, which were
quickly consumed raw before the guards discovered them. It was a sad, uncivilized
spectacle of frail, deteriorating bodies seeking any way to survive.”*

“Deteriorating bodies seeking any way to survive’ is suggestive of killing through

deprivation of the basic necessities of life. Men were |eft to eat whatever they could find.

Deaths by food poisoning, dysentery, and lack of nutrition were the result of such
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deprivation. An eight-hour workday ranged from blacksmithing, carpentry, gardening,
and farming. Hunger is described by all the narrators as one of the most effective means
of control. Hunger, along with extreme hard labor, culminated in death and destruction.
Colonel Huynh Van Chinh represents his death-like experience by displaying two
sets of photos: two taken in 1973 and two taken in 1988, after he had spent thirteen years
in prison. The image of ayoung man in his military outfit standing proudly, hiswide
face with full cheeks smiling, contrasts with a picture of an old man whose face is
skeletal with sunken eyes. This photographic juxtaposition functions as testimony of his
“deteriorating body.” Similarly to other prison narratives, Chinh describes the executions
of those who attempted to escape as further proof to the horror of the camp. Chinh
describes their punishment:
The Communists had us dig four holes up in the mountain. The holes were just deep
enough and wide enough for aman to stand in. We laid planks across the top and
covered these with dirt, as though burying the men alive. The escapees were shacked
in these holes night and day, and were let out only to relieve themselves. They were
not given blankets or nets to keep off insects or to protect them against the daytime
heat and nighttime cold and dampness of the ground. After a short time, the three
prisoners who were not battle trained could no longer stand the punishment. They
confessed everything and were released to hard labor. Asfor the leader, he was found
hanged, although we thought the Communists had beaten and strangled him, since we
knew he had not been allowed to have anything on him with which he might hang
himself. For burial, the Communists simply placed him on amat deep in the jungle.”?
Chinh mentions another South Vietnamese resister who was tortured and executed. His

burial is characteristic of how in life asin death the value of South Vietnamese prisoners

amounted to nothing.
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The buria of these men is characteristic of the value of South Vietnamese
prisoners. Unlike Father Que’'s memoir, Archbishop Thuan’s The Road of Hope is not a
detailed account of his 13 years in the camps. Thuan’s narrative is unlike any other
prison narratives in that the 13 years experiences in prison is condensed to a brief
statement of fact of when he was detained and the exact date of hisrelease. Details or
accounts about his life in confinement are not recorded. The fact of his 13 years of
imprisonment functions primarily as an example of Thuan’s endurance through suffering.
The details of those 13 years are not the focus of Thuan’sbook. They serve asan
example of what is possible through faith hisfaith in God. Thuan’s message to his
readersisthat there is hope even in the most trying circumstances. Hopeis atheme
implied in all prison narratives, but it is atheme made most explicitly in Thuan’s spiritual
biography. Hisbook isaguide on how to overcome hardship and live aholy life. Each
chapter reflects on spiritual components toward a holy life. By not making his prison
experiences the primary focus of his book, Thuan reaches out to people who might not
have experienced prison but who suffer in other ways. Thuan'slife is the embodiment of
great suffering, but more importantly, it is his transcendence that he chooses to record.
Isolation did not strip him of his moral or spiritual beliefs. In fact, the incarceration
strengthened his faith. His message of hope is unequivocal: hopeispossiblein all
circumstances. Hope is a gift which the Communists could not strip from him. The Road
shares one common theme which underscores al prison narratives. the Communists
failed to completely strip men of their humanity; they failed to break a men’sfaith; and
they failed to destroy souls. Political prisoners narrate their stories to testify not only to

the horror of the camps, but they write to celebrate their strengths of surviving the horror.
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Thisis one of the reasons that prisoners who do not want to write their stories record their
experiences orally.

Prison narrators who did not write their own books relied on non-Vietnamese oral
historians, ethnographers, researchers, and trandatorsto record their stories. Once the
prisoners knew that | was going to have their stories published as a dissertation, they
agreed to have their stories recorded, translated, and made public. They wanted their
truths made known to the public. They wanted people to know what they lived through.

Five former officers of the Army of Republic of Vietham (ARVN) have had
stories documented through oral interviews. An unnamed Colonel (Narrator 12) and
Captain Hung are two narrators are part of a collection of fourteen Vietnamese-american
voices compiled by James Freeman in Hearts of Sorrow: Vietnamese American Lives.
Thus far, the only known anthology devoted entirely to Vietnamese political prisonersin
the reeducation camps is Reeducation in Postwar Vietham: Personal Postcripts to Peace
compiled by Edward Metzner. Thiswork consists of narratives of two prisoners:
Colonel Tran Van Phutc and Colonel Huynh Van Chinh. Metzner narrates aspects of
Genera Le Minh Dao that Metzner knew and what became of Dao who “rotted in North
Vietnamese jails for seventeen years.” " Because Dao did not narrate his own story, the
discussion will not include him.

A total of five out of ten prison narratives obtained through the collaborative
process of an interviewer demonstrates the importance of the role of researchers and
trandators. As American editors, Freeman and Metzner, add a different dimension to

prison narratives. They discuss their relationship with the men whom they interviewed,
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how they came to know these men, what they saw that was particularly interesting, the
interview process, and the general motive which underscores the narratives. Because
Freeman and Metzner are Americans, former Vietnamese prisoners knew that they are
speaking directly to their American interviewers with the possibility of reaching alarger
American audience. Asobservers, they could give abroader view of their subjects.
Metzner states thatthe main conviction behind the collection of prison narratives wasto
set the record straight: * Each of my former comrades who has contributed to this book
has chosen to tell his story so history and moral record might be set straight and that
accurate presentation of fact will illuminate and distinguish truth from the blatant
fabrication and fiction spewed from Hanoi.” " Asalong-time friend of the prisoners and
a Vietnam veteran, Metzner sympathetically reasserts the narrators' motivation behind
their willingness to talk about their past. Metzner becomes an agent by which
Vietnamese prisoners' truths are voiced in the American discourse.

Freeman enabled 14 Vietnamese refugees to tell their stories. Unlike
Metzner,who knew the men whom he interviewed, Freeman began his research project
knowing very little about Vietnamese-Americans. After talking to some 40 Vietnamese
exiles over the course of six years, Freeman gained insight into what diided their nation,
why North and South Vietnam exists. Hisinterview with Captain Hunga former
political prisoner, shed some insight into the deep division that exists among
Vietnamese. Freeman explains: “| wanted to understand why he [Captain Hung], like so
many other Vietnamese-Americans spoke of Communism with such vehemence. That

his father, awealthy contractor, had been killed by the Communists, came as no surprise,
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nor did his personal reaction. But as| listened to his story, | came to seein it not the
individual sufferings of one man, but the despair of a people who witnessed the fall of
their nation, the destruction of their way of life.” ™ Freeman not only gained insight into
the sentiments shared by Vietnamese-Americans but also insight into their historical
relationship wih the Communist Party. Captain Hung's father was one of thousands of
landowners who were slaughtered by the Communists during the land reform program.
In 1954, the Geneva Accord allowed for open migration of North and South Vietnamese
across the 17" Parallel. One million North Vietnamese left their ancestral land and
migrated south; they chose to live in a non-communist state because they had
experienced the violent annihilation of a class of people. Captain Hungecalls, “When |
was six years old, the Communists came to our house in Hanoi, killed my father, and
took away our property. My mother died of grief yearslater. | never forgot that, soin
1954, when the opportunity came, | left for the South; | was fifteen years old.””® Captain
Hung provides the historical context out of which his hatred for Communism stems. He
shares this view with other South Vietnamese, non-prisoners and prisoners, who were
unified in their purpose to have their works made available in English: they want to
expose and testify to the inhumane practices of torture, abuse, and oppression committed
by the Vietnamese Communist Party as experienced in their own lives.

Captain Hung, more than any other prisoner, expressed outrage at the Americans

and at Vietnamese Communism for the fate of Vietnamese prisoners. “1 want peopleto
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know what happened to us when America abandoned us to the Communists,””” he
remonstrates. Heis seemingly less hesitant than other Viethamese in caring about
sounding as though he is ungrateful to the Americans for their intervention in his exile.
He holds Americans partly responsible for the imprisonment of former allies. He lashes

out at South Vietnamese leader Nguyén Van Thié u and high-ranking officers who “ran

away and |eft usto our fate.” ®® Captain Hung's “blunt uncompromising manner””® as

assessed by Freeman pervades in his narrative.

Shorter than other prison narratives, Captain Hung's 13-page account of his three-
year in the reeducation camps consists of near death experiences similar to those recorded
by other prisoners. Execution, death, starvation, and hard work aretold in an
uncompromising style. Grotesgue images of deteriorated bodies arise from Captain
Hung' s matter-of-fact mode of speaking to Freeman. Hereis an example of Captain
Hung telling Freeman about the causes of death in the camps:

In my group of 30, two men died; some groups had more and some had less who
died. The causeswere first that we were forced to do very heavy work while receiving
little food. We quickly became exhausted; we deteriorated fast. Second, many people
had dysentery. Third, because of diet deficiencies, particularly meat and milk, many
people developed rheumatism and other crippling and paralyzing diseases that |ooked
like polio. Finally, athough we had doctors, we had no medicines and no surgery
room. The amputation of limbs was done with a handsaw, without anesthesia. | know
of six prisonersin our battalion who had their limbs taken off in thisway. Severa of
them died from infections.

The reason they lost their [imbsin the first place was infection. While working in
the jungle, they would get aslight injury. Because we had no medicines, infections
developed: pustules grew, the infection spread until the arm or leg was full of

| bid.
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gangrenous pus. Then the limb had to go. The prisoner was put in sick bay. Inside a
mosquito net they cut off his limb, applying the only medicine they had, hot water.
The patients cried loudly because there was nothing to stop their enormous pain.
Everyone in the camp heard their terrible screams. Then their stumps became infected,
and they died.*
The horror of the camps isreveaed in these two paragraphs. The image of the handsaw
cutting flesh, hot water, no anesthesia, and the terrible screams is perhaps one of the most
terrifying images of deteriorating bodies. This bleak picture invokes the reality of the
Nazi internment camps where people were also operated on without proper modern
medical apparatus. The magnitude of crimes committed against humanity by the
Vietnamese Communistsis described in these passages. They underscore the brutality
and inhumane practices of the Communistsin slowly slaughtering their enemies.
Freeman’ s interview with an unnamed Colonel (Narrator 12) shows mental afflictions
that prisoners endured.

Freeman was able to interview the Colonel within three weeks after hisarrival in
Americawhich may explain his passion, anger, and vivid details. Freeman knew of the
Colonel by a Vietnamese man who had been alife-long friend of the Colonel. Freeman
spent 28 hours with the Colonel and observed this: “During his year as a prisoner, the
colonel’ s body weight dropped by almost one-half, from 75 to about 40 kilograms. The
ravages of his experience showed in his gaunt face, deep sunken eyes, prematurely gray
hair, and in his slow speech and weary movements. Despite the pain it brought, he

insisted on recalling his experiences in detail so that Americans will know of the ordeal

of the reeducation camps’ prisoners.”® This detail is compelling because it shows the the
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Colonel’ s conviction and his purpose in talking to Freeman. Freeman’s description of the
Colondl is significant because it revealed the toll prison life had on the Colonel.

The Colond’s narrative is startlingly vivid in images and expansive in his subject matter.
Like Que, the Colonel spent five of hissix yearsin the northern camps. What is
strikingly different about the Colonel’ s narrative is his willingness to reveal his own
mental collapse which led to attempts at self-annihilation. A chapter entitled “ Attempts
At Suicide’ recounts the unbearable conditions that led the Colonel to attempt to take his
own life. Suicideisaredlity in the reeducation camps as recorded in other prison
narratives such as the suicide of Lieutenant Colonel Hoain Lu Van Thanh’'s The
Wandering. In narrating his own attempt at suicide, the Colonel sheds light on the
unbearable circumstances led him to that point. He was criticized and later ostracized by
fellow prisoners because he did not finish hiswork on time and kept others behind.
Compounded with the extreme conditions of hunger, exhaustion, and an untreated ul cer,
the Colonel’ s emotional state descends into total despair. Suicide was an aternative
except that his chloroquinine was confiscated. Prisonerstook their frustrations out on
each other and inflicted pain onto one another by socially alienating them from the group.
The Colonel’ s narration of his second suicide reveals his alienation from his prison mates
and from hisimmediate family.

Colonel’ s second attempt at his own life was made shortly after hiswife's
surprise visit. Sheinformed him that his two sons were held in the Cong Son prison, a
remote island which held criminal and political detainees, for trying to flee the country.
The Colonel’ s wife blamed him for not leaving Vietnam earlier when the family had the

chance. Asreflected in the narratives, prisoners were confronted with terrible choices to
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leave their homeland or stay and persevere under the new state. The Colonel says: “My
wife was very angry with me. She reminded me that in 1975 she had implored me by
telephone to let her and the children escape in advance of me, but | had preferred that we
escape together. My plan of escape had failed."®? Thousands of South Vietnamese
families faced similar miseries, regrets, and post-1975 depression because of their
decision to stay together asafamily. The Colonel's narrative stresses the fact that part of
the misery was knowing that families were mistreated and deprived. One of the major
themesin prison narratives is the suffering endured by family members because of their
relationship to the prisoner. Thistheme is accentuated especially among prisoners who
were married with children at the time of their imprisonment.

Like other prisoner narratives, Colonel Tran Van Phic and Colonel Huynh Van
Chinh invoke the struggle of their families as a source of suffering. Phac writes, “ That
absence of twelve years, eight months and four days is clearly burned into my memory
because of the great and constant pain endured during the separation from the family.®”
The loss of 13 years spent away from families can never be replaced. Chinh describes his
family’ s life when he was released and saw what they had lived through: “The family
enjoyed the blessing of being together for the lunar New Y ear celebration even though
the house was in terrible condition. The roof was half thatch and half tin and leaked
badly when it rained. Posts were propped up in many places to keep the roof from

collapsing. It grieved me to realize that my wife and children had been living like this for
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thirteen years.”® In the post-prison narrative, prisoners share the unjust and oppressive
experiences with family members. Release from prison did not mean freedom. Prisoners
represent their post-prisn life as one of poverty, discrimination, alienation, “big brother”
interference, “jungle law,” and second-class status. Branded as ex-prisoners, they
confronted a society which had degenerated into lawlessness, corruption, and treachery.
Prisoners went from one state of imprisonment to another. Chinh describes his post-
prison life as an entering another mode of imprisonment: “Under the Communists, every
place was like a prison, but at least now | was with my family and not trapped inside four
walls, waking each morning to the clanging of a gong.”®

South Vietnamese political prisoners set up the post-prison context as a depraved
and dead-end kind of existence to convey that exile was the only means for the family to
survive. They represent their feelings of despair, ineptitude, alienation, and emasculation
by portraying the victimization of their family members. Prisoners saw their children
being disqualified from attending universities because of their father’ s prison status.
Most likely, their children received an education inferior to their fathers' because they
were discriminated against in schools. Their wives worked long hours in menial jobsto
support the entire family. Family properties were confiscated, forcing them to livein
impoverished conditions. They had to report to the hamlet chiefs who had the power to
certify their citizenship rights or send them to prisons. They could be arrested at anytime

for whatever charges and be thrown back into the camps. Family businesses and profits
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were forced to pay taxes and debts that exceeded their capability. Furniture and goods
were confiscated to pay for debts owed to the government. The fear of being sent to the
New Economic Zone loomed over them. These facets of post prison life are represented
as a continuance of Communist revenge and hatred against their former enemies. Exile
was the only means to achieve freedom and equal opportunity for the prisoner and his
family to thrive socially, economically, and politically. Lu more than any other narrator
elaborated on the oppressive state of the post-prison experience.

Lu devotesfifty pages of his 180-page memoir to the post-prison condition. He
recounts his two desperate attempts to illegally escape the country as a testimony of the
unbearable weight of the iron clad regime. He builds his narrative towards a dramatic
escape at the end when 59 on a small rickety boat were rescued by an American naval
ship. The chapter entitled “Freedom at Last” depicts the dangerous journey to escape out
of Vietnam, a*“land seething with hatred and revenge.” %

All Vietnamese prison narratives, reconstruct post-prison life as a continual
experience of Communist revenge and hatred which extends to all members of their
families. In asimilar conclusion, Le Huu Tri’s Prison of the Word recounts his
dangerous escape with his wife and other family members as the onlymeansto a better
life. Livingin an assigned hamlet for five years after his release from prison, he sumsip
the misery and despair in thisway:

The government had conducted its ‘ agricultural revolution’ in my hamlet for two and
one half years now. | had farmed and worked hard every day, but | was not able to
earn enough rice for my family to eat. If my mother had not helped me, the
Communist would have taken the tin roof off of my house. | wanted to move my

family back to Ho Chi Minh City, but | could not. Because | had been an officer for
the Old Government, the Communists would refuse my application for permanent
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residence in this or any other city. | decided to escape.®’
This passage reveals government’ s interference in fundamental aspects of life. The
unbearable condition led 52 peopleto risk their for freedom. In Hearts of Sorrow, the
Colonel’slife after his release consisted of a series of hellish experiences, including six
escape attempts, imprisonment in the Bién Hoa with his two sons, and brutality in the
Thailand refugee camp before his exile to America. Captain Hung also escaped by boat
after his release from prison.

Not all escapes out of Vietnam ended in safety. Nguyin Ngoc Ngan's The Will of
Heaven: A Sory of One Vietnamese and the End of His World ends with the shock and
horror which one associate more with the reeducation camps rather than toward the
journey to America. The Will of Heaven is different from other prsoner narratives
because it is Ngul/ n Ngoc Ngan's autobiography. While the contents of the prison
journey bear similar death-like experiences to other prisoner narratives, they alone do not
comprise the entire book. Deaths, in Nguyin’s story, become his wife, Tuyet-Lan, and
their son Tran. The Malaysian police fired at the boat which sank. Nguyin never found
hiswife's body, and the Malaysians buried his son’s body without allowing Nguyin to be
there. At the end of the book, Nguyin sats silently alone looking at the sea became a
tomb. Nguyin autobiography honors his wife and his son. His chronicle of their deaths
underscores the dangers and risks that prisoners and their families take for the sake of
living in afree society. Their deaths represent the thousands of nameless Vietnamese
who diein their search for freedom. Their deaths make up the casualties of war. On

American soil, Viethamese casualties inflicted by the Vietnam War have no resting place.
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Vietnam, the country, becomes synonymous with the repressive regime rather
than the prisoners homeland. Americais synonymous with freedom and equal
opportunities. The success stories exemplify in the employment, children’s education,
and the families’ overall well being indicate that the experiences of atrocities and traumas
are those of aremote past. Americais represented as a physical, political, social, and
psychological safe haven in contrast to Vietnam. The final aspects of these stories echo
other successful American immigrant stories of hope realized in the face of great
adversity.

The prison stories that | have collected are a continuation of the adversities that

confront them.
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CHAPTER 13

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN LIVING AND SURVIVING: A JOURNEY BACK TO
VIETNAM WITHMS. H NH

| have wanted to come back to Vietnam since 1991, when | was twenty-four years
old. Atthetime, | had applied for a $1000 grant at the University of Oklahoma and
received the money to travel to Vietnam and write about my experience. | did not go
through with the trip because my parents adamantly opposed my travel home. They were
frightened for my safety and told me it was a country everyone was trying to flee from, so
why would | want to return? Yet, | wanted to see who | was before | came to America,
how we lived, and how | grew up. | wanted to know what my life could have been had |
stayed back in Vietnam. Livingin AmericaasaVietnamese, | often felt like an outsider.
| longed to find a path to the land where | was born so that | could settle an existential
problem once and for all. Was | beter off in Americaor in Vietham? What would | have
been had our family stayed behind? Who could | have been? Because | have no
recollection of my childhood, Vietnam was a mystery to me.

In 2004, at age 37, | decided that | was going to Vietnam no matter what my
mother says. When | told her of my decision, she reiterated the same fears and
observation, thatVietnam was a place of esc ape, not a place of travel. Her mother and
brother died in Vietnam, but she never went back to bury them. What was important to
her was that | remained alive here in America no matter how confused | felt as a person.

“Remember, we left that country, not once but twice. You are traveling to Hanoi,

the nesting ground of the Communists. They will kill you. Y ou have two children who
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depend on you. What if you die? What if they kept you there? Don’'t say | didn’t warn
you,” she yelled on the phone.

Any talk about traveling overseas to work or live was out of the question for her.
When | was 24, | till cared what my mother had to say, so | stayed.

Thirteen years later, | had amission to go to Vietnam. | had to complete awriting
afamily’ sstory. | had to get Hb%ou' s story. Hi %ou, Mr. Phiic and Hanh’s son, was left in
Vietnam when his parents and sister went to America. Mr. Phic, Ms. Hanh, and Théo
spoke to me about their stories, but none came right out and told me what had happened
to Hi%ou. | wanted to know why he was | eft behind and how he was living.

When | told my mother that | would like to visit the Tan Mai, Bién Hoa, the
village where | was born and grew up, she became indignant.

“Don’'t call on your cousinsto pick you up. If you have no money to give them,
they will secretly curse at you. They are very poor. Y ou being there will cost them more
to host you. You do not have money to pay them,” she warned. | did not want to hurt
her, so | did not contact my cousins. | was determined to go partly because Professor
NoraTaylor had invited me to stay at her home in Hanoi.

| had planned the trip with Ms. Hanh in the Spring of 2003, but she cancelled at
the last minute because she did not have enough money. When Ms. Hanh told me again
in the fall of 2004 that she had no money to go to Vietnam, | booked my own ticket
traveling to Hanoi and departing from HO Chi Minh (HCM) City. | was hoping that she
would arrange for me to meet her son once | wasin HCM. After Ms. Hanh learned that |
had booked aticket to Vietnam, she asked meif | would please charge her ticket on my

credit card. She said that she would pay me back later. | hesitated for a couple of days
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before | called her back. | did not want to get into a situation where | would have to ask
Ms. Hanh for the money back. Besidesthat, | was hardly making ends meet for my own
family. But for the sake of the getting a story, | put both our tickets on my credit card. A
part of me feared traveling alone to Vietnam. | did not know how they would treat me.
For the last five years, | have been hearing stories of horror and persecution told to me by
political prisoners and Ms. Hanh. Vietnam seemed like an oppressive and dangerous
place. | had pictured in my mind comrades armed with guns walking the streets directing
people where to go. | imagined guards going through my bags searching for suspicious
items. My travels, | thought, would be confined to just the addresses that | had put down.
| even had to politely refuse to bring this dissertation to one of my committee members
who was then residing in Hanoi. | thought that | could be arrested at anytime for any
reason and denied due process. In short, the Vietham of my imagination was the
Vietnam of the political prisoners.

However, Ms. Hanh, my father, my older sister, her husband and children have
traveled to Vietnam and have come back safely. Ms. Hanh had been back to Vietnam
three times: the first time was in 2000, the second time was in 2001, and the third time
wasin 2003. Fear isnot based on reason but on emotions.

Not only did Ms. Hanh borrow money from meto go to Vietnam, she wanted me
to change my itinerary. | was set to travel to Hanoi first, then to HCM City, and back to
the States. Ms. Hanh told me that she had heavy baggage to take to her family, so she
could not go with me directly to Hanoi. “I have no heavy baggage,” | told her. “Still,
you don’t want to carry your luggage around in Hanoi?” | told her that | could meet her in

HCM City later, but she insisted that | go step by step with her. “Don’t you want to
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travel together with me?’ she persisted. The way | was traveling was wasteful, according
to Ms. Hanh. She could show me the whole country. | trusted her because she had lived
in Vietnam up until she was 47 yearsold. She had traveled to north Vietnam to visit her
husband when he was incarcerated. Though | thought she was pushy and unreasonable, |
agreed to let her book the flights and charge the tickets to my credit card.

| traveled blindly, allowing Ms. Hanh to show me Vietnam. | resisted my friend’s
ideathat | should get atour book and get information about different tours. “No, I'm
going with Ms. Hanh. She knows that country inside and out. She's lived there most of
her life,” | told my friend who was deeply worried about me. He insisted that | get a
hotel room and not stay with Ms. Hanh’s son. | told him that | would think about it. |
wanted to travel asa Vietnamese not as an American. There was something authentic
about traveling with Ms. Hanh.

Theflight left at 9:55 am., but Ms. Hanh said | would have to be at Will Rogers
Airport by 5:30 am. to check in baggage. | told her that was too early, but she said her
daughter would come pick me up. At the airport, | immediately understood why Ms.
Hanh insisted that | travel step-by-step with her. Each person was allowed two 70-pound
pieces of luggage. Ms. Hanh checked in two bags in my name and told meto carry my
own bag on the plane. She was taking 280 pounds of goods to Vietham. These bags
bulged out at the seam as if they would soon bust open. Thiswas main reason for the
alteration of my flight. These 280 pounds weighed me down the entire trip.

Ms. Hanh was not the only who traveled with heavy luggage to Vietnam and
heavy luggage back to America. At the Los Angeles airport, hundreds of Viethamese

going back to their country loaded big boxes and suitcases of goods to give to their
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families. Ms. Hanh told me that sending a box like that to Vietnam would cost her about
$125 dollars each box.

We arrived at Los Angeles at 11:00 am., and | was shocked to know that my
flight would not leave until 1:15 in the morning, adelay of fourteen hours. Thisdid not
include the 20 hours airtime to Vietnam. The travel time, which should have only taken
one day, was now extended to two days. Ms. Hanh said that we were going to her
nephew’ s apartment. He arranged a man to pick us up at the airport and drive us to the
apartment. It was a Saturday, and the nephew and his wife worked until 7:00 at night.
We walked their apartment, and | felt like an intruder. After afew hours of waiting, |
could not stand it anymore in the apartment. | suggested that we walk around the
neighborhood. | wanted to buy some mosquito repellent, so we stopped at the dollar
store. Ms. Hanh bought $40 worth of bar soaps and stuffed themin my luggage. She
said the soaps were for Hi%ou and his wife to sell.

“1’m not going to give them money from now on. I’m going to give them things
they can sell. It will make them happy to earn their own living. They can start a
business,” she said.

| felt cornered. How did | let myself get involved? From 11:00 am. on Saturday
morning to 1:15 am. Sunday, we lingered in Los Angeles. It was her nephew’s
apartment; but | was walking into astranger’ s house. | could have accepted the delay
better if | felt that it was a good opportunity for her to see her sister. But thiswas not the
case. Ms. Hanh's sister did not get off work early to see her. Instead, she worked the
whole day and got to her son’s house, which was three hours away, at 7:30 that evening.

They did not speak much to each other. Ms. Hanh asked her sister to pay for two boxes
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of green menthol that she bought for her mother. A gift from Ms. Hanh to her mother
cost her sister, Hangp100.

| was beginning to feel likeanidiot. | felt used and stupid for allowing another
person to dictate my travel. At her nephew’ s house, Ms. Hanh was outrageously tactless.
She pointed to her nephew and said, “Do you know who hisfather is? Hisfatherisa
VIE t Cfing from the north who came to the south after liberation. He told Hang that he
did not have afamily. When she got pregnant, he left her and returned north to hiswife
and children. He came one time to visit the boy. | was selling goods on the street when
he asked me to take him to hisson. | didn’t know what to do. | felt sorry for him, so |
took him to visit his son. When my sister found out, she rushed to find him immediately
and forbade him to see hisfather. She was afraid that his father would kidnap him.”
Hang remarried a man who was a political prisoner and came to America with him under
the H.O. Program. They have one daughter together.

When we landed in Tan SOn NhAt, the airport in HO Chi Minh City (HCM),
people on the plane pushed their way down the stairs. Ms. Hanh said that we must hurry
down because people have been known to have their goods stolen. We hurried through
to register with the Vietnamese Customs. Thefirst time | saw men in olive green
uniforms, | wasterrified. | thought about the comrades that the prisoners talked about. |
remembered the man’s face who processed our custom paper. He had a broad face with
sideburns. Ms. Hanh told me to put $2 in my passport so | could be processed without
any problems. | did, and it worked. An American who did not do so was sent to alonger

line. Ms. Hanh rushed down the stairs.

229



“Stay put,” sheyelled, “I'll go get our stuff.” She ran down the passageway to
gather four large suitcases. | watched as people pushed carts piled with oversized boxes
and heavy bags. People screamed and yelled around the baggage pick up, out to the
security gates, and around the airport. People carted huge boxes to the gates. | saw asix-
foot Toshiba freezer box and other boxes wrapped with duct tapes being pushed through.

A security guard told us to open two of the bags. “You are bringing quite alot
into the country,” the guard said. “If these items are new, you will have to pay taxes.”
Ms. Hanh yelled for me to come over, “Give him a couple of dollars,” she ordered. Ms.
Hanh paced around pretending to ook for the keys. | handed him a couple of dollars, but
it did not work. The guard shook his head, smiled, and said, “Y ou don’t need to do that.
| just want to see what’ sinside these big bags.” One bag was along oblong shaped like a
coffin. Ms. Hanh finally unzipped the bag and a bunch of colorful plastic watches fell
out. “These are for my grandchildren. | got them at work for them,” Ms. Hanh smiled,
and so did the guard. The bagsthat Ms. Hanh opened were stuffed with individual plastic
bags that were knotted. Inside them were old clothes. The guard looked at them and saw
no price tags on them. He told us to open the other luggage and saw the same things, so
he let us go.

Walking out of the airport was like walking into an auditorium. Hundreds of
people gathered outside waiting for their families. Thelr faces beamed with smiles. They
brought flowers, held up signs, clapped, and whistled as they searched out the faces of
their loved ones. The Viethamese say, “There are more greeters than there are travelers.”
For every one person coming home, seven people or more came out to meet them. It was

like watching these travelers walk into the arms of adoring fans after a great performance.
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Indeed they have performed greatly! They performed the duties of carrying goods and
money for their families and saving them from poverty.

| pushed my cart out following Ms. Hanh and a group of people gathered around
her. They were her three brothers, sister (Van), son (Hi%ou), daughter-in-law (Cuc), and
granddaughter (ThO), who was about eighteen months. | felt Ms. Hanh' s reception was
quite different than other families around us. No one hugged each other or cried. Ms.
Hanh told me to wait with her family while she and Van went to buy a one way ticket to
Hanoi and exchange money. | handed her $200: $100 for the plane ticket and $100 to
exchange for spending money. What away to travel! Get there at 10:00 in the morning
on Sunday, drag 280 pounds of goods to a house, fly out of Tan SOn NhAt at 8:30 at
night, and arrive in Hanoi at 11:30. | was not traveling as atourist, but as a Vietnamese
encumbered by my relationship with Ms. Hanh whose responsibility to her family
weighed us both down. | wasjust beginning to see how heavy her loads were.

We got to the parking lot where avan sat, but the driver was not there. They had
to go look for him. Vén carried my bag and sat next to me in the van.

Hi%ou, Cuc, and ThO rode to the airport by motorbikes, so they could not ridein
the van with us. From the airport, | saw trails and trails of Honda motorbikes called xe
Oom, which means “hugger” bikes. These bikes are the main transportaton in Vietnam.
People put everything on these bikes. Anything they need to transport, they carried on
these huggers. | saw two children put between a father and mother in the middle, or
children dangle on the front across the bar. Men carred glass panes; others carry pots,
statues, etc. Children as young as twelve or fifteen drove their friends on these huggers.

The majority of them did not wear helmets or safety shoes. Many women protected their

231



hands from the sun by wearing long gloves, and they covered their mouths with cloths
against the dust and smog. However, they still exposed themselves to the open elements:
rain, cars, trucks, buses, bikes, rickshaws that clog up the deadly streets. Y ou could hear
beeps blaring from the huggers and honking from cars and trucks all around. No laws or
regulations governed the directions where these motorbikes go. No laws regulated who
goes and who stops. Vehicles, bikes, huggers, trucks, buses, cars, rickshaws, walkers,
and the likes, rushed up and swerved to avoid hitting other vehicles. Professor Taylor
told me that 100 people die daily from fatal car accidentsin HCM City and 40 in Hanoi.
Those who cross the streets do so at their own risk. | saw a man without legs wobble his
way to the curb trying to cross the street.

The van dropped us off at the end road of an aley. Next to the alley wasalarge
piece of land fenced off for construction. We walked through an alley to a one-room
house no bigger than a standard American dining room. Several one-room houses
stacked one on top of the other. A couple of feet behind the house belonged to another
family who had abrown Shih Tzu tied to afence. The dog barked non-stop as we walked
in. Ms. Hanh's mother greeted me and told meto sit. Almost immediately,Ms. H anh
told meto wait there for her because she had to go take care of some businesses for her
son.

Before Ms. Hanh left with HPou, | looked at him closely for the first time. He
was about 5’5 and of medium build. He had dark rough skin. There was nothing
distinguishing about hislooks, but he talked slower than everyone there. He did not ook
meet anyone' s gaze for long. He and hiswife had fearful looksin their eyes. They

cowered away when | looked in their faces. No one talked to them. The only person who
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spoke to HPbou was Ms. H énh who sat at the table with him. Ms. Hanh had arranged to
have the 280-pound goods taken to Hi%ou' s apartment. A bony old man without teeth
and shoes came to pedal the goods to Hi%ou' s house. Ms. Hanh left me at her mother’s
home because she said she had many errands to run before going to Hanoi. She had to
distribute goods that Viethamese-Americans gave her to give to their relatives. She had
to get clothes for Th&o and her, and she had to attend to her son. | had six hours to wait
before we were to get on the plane for Hanoi.

| sat on awooden platform that served as a bed, atable, and a sitting place. To
my right was an dtar of Ms. Hanh' s father, and five feet away was a bedroom. The walls
were painted an aqua blue like my parents’ house, but this was nothing like my parents
housein America. The cleanest part of the house was a glass chest used as an altar. A
picture of the father was placed in the center surrounded by brass candles and fruits.

Van handed me a set of her clothes and insisted that | go bathe, though I told her
that | wasfine. She told me my jeans were too heavy and uncomfortable. She was very
persistent and smiled as she handed a washcloth. Out of the whole family, she was the
prettiest. She had light skin, her eyebrows were perfectly arched, her teeth were straight
and white, she wore makeup, and she was thin. She asked me when we were riding in the
van from the airport if | went outside alot because my skin was dark. Vietnamese people
value light skin asamark of beauty. | told her yes.

| relented, allowing Van to walk me to the backend of the house. | walked past
two partitioned rooms. The bathroom was the same place where the dishes were washed
and set. It was an open room with no roof. The floor of the bathroom was wet and

muddy. Therewas aholein the corner to serve as atoilet. It wasthe only water drain for
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the whole house. There was no toilet paper, only water from afaucet. A plastic bucket
and a pot were set underneath the faucet already filled with brown water. Van camein
just as | was changing and handed me shampoo to wash my hair. | just got my hair wet,
changed clothes, and walked out. Her clothesfit tightly around my body. | knew right
away that | had to go to a hotel room when we returned to HCM City from the north. |
am an American who has to piss, shit, and bathe in anice clean room. | haveto sleep on
clean sheets, and | have to have a private room where no one can walk in on me when |
am in the bathroom.

Van made me coffee and asked if | wanted to eat something. | told her that |
would wait for Ms. Hanh who finally came back about two hours later. Ms. Hanh
complained to Van and her mother that the motorbike that Tung bought for her son was a
piece of junk. Tung was the oldest son next to Ms. Hanh who was the eldest. She had
called Tung two days before her arrival to Vietnam and asked him to buy a motorbike for
her son and have it insured and licensed for her when she got there. The motorbike cost
Ms. Hanh $600. HPo u was dissatisfied with his mother’ s gift; he told her that the motor
was not a genuine Honda. He wanted something more expensive, and he wanted his
uncle to return the bike and genuine Honda everything. Ms. Hanh's mother begged her
not to exchange the hugger, fearing that it would hurt Tung's feelings, but Ms. Hanh did
not relent. She told Tung that what he bought for her son was a piece of junk.

When Hi%ou' s family walked into the house, no one spoke to them or looked at
them. Cuc had on tight jeans, a spaghetti strap shirt, and high open-toe heels. Shewasa
very pale looking girl whose neck and front chest had bite marks. She dangled her

daughter asif shewere adoll. When her daughter peed on the floor, she wiped it up with
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the girl’s underwear and said softly, “1 told you not to do that. Why did you do that?’
Then she put the underwear in her purse. No one tried to help her clean up. The family
ignored Ms. Hanh, H%o. u, and hisfamily. Cuc crouched down and bowed, hardly saying
anything, perhaps because she knew no one in the family liked her husband.

Ms. Hanh told meto stay at her mother’s house because she had to go do yet
more business with Hi%ou. She was going to look at where he was currently living,
which was with hiswife' s parents. She wanted to rent him a new apartment for his
family. When Ms. Hanh left, Van came out to talk to me about what | thought about
Vietnam so far. Then, Tung came back with Ms. Hiéu’s hugger and parked it in the
living room of the house. It was a nice maroon Honda which looked like new to me.
Tung sat on the platform and talked to me. Van left and went to the back.

“If | had known there would a day such astoday, | would have left V»ng TAu
thirty years ago. | was atrandator for the Americans. The day Saigon fell, my
commander told me to get on the plane. | asked him if the plane would ever fly back to
Viethnam. He said never. | was twenty something and alonein VUng TAu. | had to get
back to Saigon to see my parents no matter what. If only that officer would have lied and
said the plane was heading to Saigon, | would be in Americaright now and would never
be as bad off as| am today. | work at 3:00 in the morning, distributing papers to other
local vendors. My wife and | make $80 to 100 a month. When we don’t make enough,
we starve,” Tung said. He was about 53, but he looked old. He smoked and sat
scrunched up. “Did you have to go to reeducation camps?’ | asked.

“1 burned all my paperwork that linked me to my job asatrandator. | lied and

told them that | worked for my father. | knew English, but | had to act like | was
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illiterate. | tried to escape the country in 1986 but was captured and sent to four yearsin
prison. The prison condition was so horrible and grotesque,” Tung said as he shook his
head. “I’ve lived under two government systems, Republican and Communism. Y ou can
tell which oneis better by the number of people trying to leave the country. | would
leave immediately if | had a chance, but thereis no chance. My brother missed leaving
under the political prisoner’s program by two weeks. He was let go two weeks before
serving three years, a criterion to leave the country through the H.O. program.

Tung walked me outside to the fence where they are doing construction. “You
seethissite. Thisused to be the archbishop’s place of residence, Ngb fiinh DiGEM's
brother. They tore it down to build a new shopping mall,” he pointed and gave me a
cynical smile. “It will be good for us because it make the value of our home go up.”

Behind their house were the zoo and a museum. | told him that | would love to
visit these places when | returned from the north. The rain poured down heavily. His
other brothers who lived there came in and out of the house, while his mother and sister
stayed in the back. Tung left to go to his home, which was about ten miles away, and
Vén came out to talk to me. Van told me that they had to build a cement dam at their
door or they were flooded every timeit rained. Van told me to come to the back room,
lie on the bed, and watch TV with her. | sat for alittle while, but I got uncomfortable and
went to the living room. | still had nearly four hoursto kill before we departed for Hanoi.
| asked Van if she could take meto alocal barber to get my haircut. | had let my hair get
too long.

Van drove me on her hugger. | wasterrified sitting in the back. It was raining, so

she draped her raincoat over my head. It wasdark. The only light came from where my
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left foot rested. Puddles of wet water hit against my feet. | saw wheels drive by and
heard huggers beeping. We finally stopped at a barbershop. The owner of the shop told
me | needed to condition and straighten my hair. | told him | just want a haircut. Van
said it would make my hair very soft and delicate. A group of young girls gathered and
told me that | need to get my hair conditioned. He said it will take three hoursto get it
done. | looked at VVan who told me it was fine with her. | did not want to wait at Ms.
Hanh' s house, so | agreed to get my hair straightened and conditioned.

While the man was cutting my hair, | saw along rat’stail underneath Van's
hugger. A woman took meto achair to wash my hair. | leaned back and saw thousands
of antson the celling. Then agreen lizard crawled across the wall. Three feet from
where my foot rested was a man sleeping on the floor. | realized thatbusinesses are
worked out of people shomes. Restaurants, salons, vendors, welding shops, bike shops
are partitioned halfway by a curtain or awall separating the domestic space from the
public space. Y ou can stop to get a coke and peer into afamily’slife.

At the barbershop, | saw women balancing two baskets of goods on along pole
over their shoulders, children playing barefooted in the streets, people walking, and
huggers driving by. Van stayed to talk to me. She told me that her eyes were
cosmetically tattooed and so were her lips and eyebrows. If | wasinterested, she could
take me to haveit all done for less than $50, but | told her that | was definitely not
interested in that. She told me that her sister in California came back to Vietnam and had
liposuction doe for $1000. Because the barber knew that | was a ViEt KiSu, a
Vietnamese foreigner, he charged me $15, which was more than what | had planned to

spend. But it was worth getting away from the house for alittle while.
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When we came home, Ms. Hanh was very upset that | was not home. | told her
that | was not sure when she would be back. We ate alunch that VVan cooked. It was
delicious duck eggs and caramel pork. | told Ms. Hanh that | would get a hotel room
when we came back from the north because | needed space to get my work done. We
went to look at ahotel close by. | was glad to see that it wasjust asniceasaU.S. hotel
but for only $12 anight. | was so happy that | even put an $8 deposit for them to reserve
the room for me.

When we left for Tan SOn NhAt, no one said much to me Perhaps they felt
angry at me for taking Ms. Hanh away. We rode the taxi out to the airport, and Ms. Hanh
did not want to pay for her share of the taxi, which was $3. | had to ask her explicitly to
contribute her share. She got very angry and told me that this trip to Hanoi was for my
sake not hers. | could not believe that she was arguing over $3. | told her that | would
pay a hotelin Hanoi b ecause it was too late when we arrived to go to Professor Taylor's
home. | had planned to meet her face-to-face for the first time and talk to her about my
dissertation.

Ms. Hanh was not enjoying herself. Her mind was with her son. She had to
spend more money on him than she had expected. He had asked for an additional $400
more to buy a better motorbike. When she returned to HCM, she would haveto rent a
new place for him. She told me that before she left with me for Hanoi, he told her, “You
are abandoning me again.” She was anxious to get home. He called to tell her that he
found an apartment. She told him to take it, that she would pay for it when she got back.

On the plane, | saw atall white man dressed in a business suit who seemed to

know where he was going. | asked him if he could suggest a hotel. His name was Alf.
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He recommended the one he was staying which was the Polumbo Hotel on Nguyin Du's
street. It was $22 and came with breakfast for two.

We slept well, and the breakfast was delicious. Ms. Hanh wanted to stay there the
next night and then leave right away to return to HCM City. She thought that | would
agree to pay for al the hotel costs. But | told her that | had already made plans to meet
my professor and stay with her. Compared to HCM City, | found Hanoi less hectic, less
painful, less rushed, and not so sad. People walked around, and the city seemed less
clamorous. | realized that | could not count on Ms. Hanh to show me around because
she did not know whereto go. The city had changed, and she never knew anything but
the route to the prison. | asked Alf and later my professor about placesto go. Ms. Hanh
and | went to the HO Chi Minh’s Mausoleum, the HO Chi Minh Museum, the
Revolutionary Museum, and the Opera House. Ms. Hanh and | had mixed feelings about
our visit to the Mausoleum. It was the coolest and cleanest placein al of Vietnam. From
the steps up to the coffin and all around the body, the air conditioner was the cool crisp
air comparable to an American shopping mall. It felt so refreshing. Guards dressed in
clean white uniforms stood at attention guarded the dead body. Ms. Hanh said it was
sickening to see, and | agreed. But we had to seeit. People camein busloadsto seeit.
HO Chi Minh was everywherein Vietnam. His presence was everywhere in Vietnam.
On billboards, in post offices, and in al the museums, HO Chi Minh was Vietnam's god.

| asked the taxi driver where the prisoners used to be in Hanoi, and he took usto
the Hoa Lo Prison. Ms. Hanh said that was where she used to visit her husband. The
Hoa Lo Prison where Mr. Phuc stayed was now a 26-floor tower used for offices and a

hotel. | insisted that we stop at it. The wall was preserved to honor patriots and
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communist prisoners, but not the South Vietnamese political prisoners. In fact, none of
Vietnam’s museums and exhibits that | visited acknowledged the facts of the reeducation
camps. | visited several well-known museums in north and south Vietnam, and there
was no mention of the reeducation camps existing after 1975. | was beginning to see
Communist lies and propaganda.

Ms. Hanh and | found Professor Taylor’s house in an alley away from the busy
street vendors. We got to her home ten minutes early. When we saw her, she wasriding
the hugger wearing ahelmet. Dr. Taylor was very much the person | imagined her to be,
atall beautiful Swedish woman with long hair. She wore kaki pants and a loose knit
shirt. She parked her hugger inside the iron locked gate next to agirl’s bikeand a
tricycle. Three raincoats hung against theiron wall opposite of the gate. Little girls
shoes scattered around the entryway which had a wooden stairway. On the right was the
guest bedroom, and the left was a living room which further extended to the kitchen. A
three-bedroom two-bathroom house, it resembled America’ s condos. Ms. Hanh and |
were curious about how much Dr. Taylor was paying for rent.

“$550 not including bills,” Dr. Taylor said. That was how much | was paying for
my home in America. “Vietnam has changed alot since | was herein 1991,” Dr. Taylor
said. “Everything the prisoners said about Vietnam, food coupons, inspectors, poverty
was all true. People were starving not like now when people could afford giving their
leftover food to dogs.” She lived in Hanoi in 1991 when Vietnam was not a free market.
Shelearned Vietnamese and did most of her research for her dissertation in her five years

in Hanoi. She spoke Vietnamese fluently. Ms. Hanh had never met a non-Vietnamese
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who could speak Vietnamese, so she could not get used to talking to Dr. Taylor directly.
She spoke to her through me.

Dr. Taylor graciously showed us our bedroom and offered to make us lunch, but
we told her we had eaten. Ms. Hanh and | brought mangoes and papayas as gifts. Dr.
Taylor said that her daughters loved mangoes. They were not homedoecause they were at
school learning French, the language Professor Taylor spoke to her daughters. What an
incredible courageous woman, | thought. | wondered how she managed to live in Hanoi
when it was not an open society with businesses blooming everywhere. | became morein
awe of after | met her two daughters, Lune (Moon-8 years old) and Soleil (Sun-2 years
old). Dr. Taylor was not just an incredible scholar, she was an attentive and loving
mother. After giving her daughters snacks, Dr. Taylor checked Lune's French
homework. After Lune got comfortable with me, she showed me a Japanese picture
book. She read the English trandlation from pages that her father typed for her. Her
father, who was Danish, spoke Japanese, Thailand, and other languages. Professor
Taylor spoke French, English, Vietnamese, and Russian. This was a high-functioning
cultured family, | thought. Soleil, a darling two-year old toddler with blond curls and big
blue eyes crawled around her mother.

Ms. Hanh went to sleep and spoke very little to the family. | could not have asked
for a better hostess than Dr. Taylor, but she let me know upfront that she did not have
much time to show me around the city. She was very busy with her children who came
firstin her life. Sheregulated their sleep, making sure they got full sleep. She saw to
their education, thelir diet, and their health. When we went out to eat, she carried bug

spray for her daughters. They have traveled across the world aready. They stood worlds
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apart from Thom, Ms. Hanh’'s granddaughter. Thom learned to “dah” all the adults
around her. Shelearned to bow down to adults, but her future was left up to chance
rather than to the care of her parents who invest in their children. Lune and Soleil were
given the very best that their parents could give them, Thom drifted from one place of
living to another depending on her parents’ state. Vietnamese children should obey their
parents and elders, but they have very few rights and resources.

“1 feel for the Vietnamese,” Dr. Taylor said. “My father fought in WWII. He was
an Englishman. | try not to waste anything.” Dr. Taylor was a wonderful host, but her
care for her children came first.

In Vietnamese culture, the host focuses her whole attention on the guests. If the
host has children, their needs became secondary. It was the save-face culture which
dictates that hosts should go out of their way to entertain and ensure her guests' comfort.
In aVietnamese household, children suffer through the wants and desires of the adults.
Dr. Taylor was not Vietnamese. Her care for her daughters was uninterrupted even
though she had guests. She made sure her children slept, bathe, ate, and studied
accordingly. When we went out to eat the first night we arrived, we left the restaurant
early because the girls were getting sleepy. | could move in and out of both worlds, but
Ms. Hanh felt estranged from Dr. Taylor’s family. She withdrew from everyone around
her and seemed to resent Dr. Taylor. She did not speak to anyone.

Ms. Hanh could not sleep. Her son had been in contact with her, asking her when
she was going to come home. | woke up at about 2:00 am. to find her rummaging
through her bags. She told me she wanted to leave. She hated Hanoi because she felt

people were ripping her off. | told her to go ahead. She said she did not want to go to
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Hu%o with me anymore. She said that she was out of money, but | did not believe her. It
was just a ploy to get me to pay the entire trip back to HCM City. | told her to leave, but
she said that she would not because she felt responsible for me. | felt confident that |
could handle traveling around Vietnam because it was open, safe, and easy to get around.
She said she had my plane ticket, that | had to get back to HCM City with her. | agreed
to leave Hanoi Tuesday on thetrain if she agreed to go to Hu%.. She fussed about paying
for her share of the hotel and taxi cost, but | told her that it was only fair. It wasa
miserable affair.

We rushed through Hu%o, and stayed there for only one night. As soon as we got
there, Ms. Hanh bought us atrain ticket to HCM leaving the next morning. We went to
the Thién M@ Pagoda. When we got there, Ms. Hanh left and went back to the hotel
because there was a 25,000 COng entrance fee, which was about $1.50. She became
indignant and hateful at the idea of sightseeing. She felt like everyone was taking her for
aride, and that she would have no money left for her son. When we walked around the
street close to our hotel in Hu%o, she bargained with a vendor for a dress below half the
marked price. The vendor tried so hard to sell the dress. Ms. Hanh pretended that she
left her purse at another store and ran away. She was behaving like amiser, and | was
embarrassed by her. Everywhere she traveled, no matter whom she was with, her son’s
plight plagued her.

| was starting to catch acold and develop diarrhea. A nurse once told me that a
cold was a sign that a person was unhappy; | was very unhappy. | could not believe we
had traveled all this way to go home without seeing much of north Vietnam. | was

hoping we would travel to SOn La, the northern region, or the border of Chinawhere her
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husband was also imprisoned. He had described tall mountains and trees. But nothing of
scenery or connection to her husband' s past was present in Ms. Hanh’s mind. She did not
care about anyone except her son who was suffering in HCM City. Shefelt guilty for
taking a vacation with me.

The train ride from Hu%o. to HCM was 20 hours. The bathroom situation was so
miserable. When the train moved, shit that went down the hole shot right out of the hole
onto the seats and your buttocks. When there were no toilet papers, you had to wash
yourself with a cup of water. It was so miserable and filthy. | was so sick of Vietnam.
When | asked Ms. Hanh for the Pepto Bismal from my bag, she told me she did not bring
it because she forgot. At 3:00 am., the train came to aloud screeching halt. A young
man rose from the floor and screamed. His scream woke everyone up.

Rumor was that the train wheels had broken on the last four cars. No one officia
told us anything. People began shoving, pushing, and screaming their way to the first-
classcars. It didn’t matter if an old woman or a woman with a child stood right in front
of them, they would push their way through. People loaded their thingsin beds where
first-class passengers slept. They sat at the end of beds where first-class passengers were
sleeping. We rode the last four standing outside thewalkway of the first-class cars.
Ramen noodle soup was handed out to everyone. People ate and threw their paper bowls
dripping with juice on the floor. When we got off and onto ataxi, Ms. Hanh said that our
ride was nothing compared to the train rides she took with her children twenty years ago.
“They didn’t even have seats. Hi%ou stood the whole time. Thisis much better

compared to the time | took the trainsto visit my husband,” she said proudly. But | was
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too angry to pay attention. | was mad because she had taken my medicine out of the bag.
| was mad because she had rushed us back. | didn’t care if she had it worse.

Friday at 11:00 am., | checked into the hotel | had left aroom deposit with. |
bathed and rested and felt almost human again. Van brought me my fresh clothes and
took my dirty clothesto wash. | was refreshed.

Van asked, “How wasthetrip.” | did not say much. “Wasit fun?’ she prompted.
| did not reply; instead, | asked her what Ms. Hanh was doing.

“What else? She'staking care of her son. She's getting him another apartment.
Getting him anew refrigerator. Getting him agas stove. Getting him a different
motorbike. She’'s not happy with the one Tung gave her,” Van said sarcasticaly. “She
bought all these things for him the last time she was here. When she leaves, he sells
everything.”

| stayed quiet, not knowing whether or not | should tell Van about my troubles
with Ms. Hanh.

“None of us are happy when she comes,” Van continued. “There are always
problems when she comes. Problems with her son. She thinks he's sick and dying so she
sends him $600 each month. Y ou know all the stuff she brought home. We saw nothing
of it. Infact, | know nothing of what she brought. She took it all straight to her son. We,
each of her brothers and sisters, got $50. My mother she gave $100, then borrowed the
money back. That’s how shetreatsus,” Van did not let up. “You wonder why we are so
cold to her when she comes? We know she works hard. We told her that her son was a

bad boy but she does not believe us. She thinks we speak ill of him for no reason. He
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has no idea how hard his mother works to support him. Do you know what he does with
the monthly $600 U.S. dollars?’

“Heroin,” | said. “He's an addict.”

“Anyone with eyes can see through it except my sister,” Van said. “She’skilling
him faster by giving him so much money, while her family gets nothing. Sheis sending
him to the death squad,” Van said.

“What do you mean?’ | asked.

“The comrades know Hi%ou’ s history well. All he hasto do is not pay them and
he' sthrough. If something happens to her to where she can’t send him money, he will
steal or not pay the officials to keep quiet. They will charge him with conspiracy to deal.
Then, they will execute him. They execute people here for heroin distribution,” Véan said.
“They are lying low because they know his mother in Americais sending him lots of
money. The apartment she rented for him is an area known as a nest for heroine users,
prostitutes, and gamblers. All the officials haveto do is arrest a group of heroin users at
his apartment, accuse him of being a drug dealer, then he'll be executed,” Véan said
assuredly. Shewasangry. | could tell she had wanted to talk to me before | Ieft for
Hanoi.

| had suspected drug addiction all along, but | never heard anyone come out and
say it. Heroinisabig problem in Vietnam. | flipped through the Thanh Nién (Y oung
Men) newspaper dated September 1, 2004, which reported that the Hanoi officials had
captured two heroin dealers.

“What happened to hisfirst wife and son?’ | asked. | wasfearful of what she

would say, but | wanted to know.
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“Hisfirst wifeisdying of AIDS from her heroin days with him. She'slocked up
in the reeducation camps. Their son has AIDS too. He's about Betty’s [ Théo’ s daughter]
age. They won't let Hanh see him. The grandmother would rather see the boy die than
let my sister sponsor him. That’s how much she hates Hi%ou. He has severa wives not
just these two,” Van added emphaticaly.

| was horrified at the facts, but also at why Van wastelling me all this. Why was
she betraying her own sister to a stranger?

“What about his current wife? |s she aheroin addict?’ | asked, wanting to know
the full story.

“No. She clings to him because she does not work. He has money. But any
decent girl would have nothing to do with him. Her family is poor and needs the money,
so they allowed the marriage. At first, she sent money to her son through us. But ever
since we told her that her son was a drug addict, she stopped sending us the money.
Instead, she sent it to other people, who report to her that her son isterminaly ill. They
get aportion of it. What do they care? They tell her he' s sick, and that’s what she wants
to believe. They tell her what she wantsto hear,” VVan said emotionally.

| was sad that Van was telling me this, but | had come to Vietnam to get the story
and | was getting it. Still, | felt like | was betraying Ms. Hanh. | tried to find something
good in the whole situation.

“Was it always thisway? Hanh told me how much fun she had when she came
home the first time. What was that like?’

“That was when Hi%ou wasin jail. He'sbeen in and out of jail fivetimes. The

first time she came home was good. The second time she came home, we buried our
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father, and Hi%ou was till in jail. The last time she came home was adisaster. She
yelled at everybody. Everybody was at fault because of her son,” Van cried. “Now, she
gives us nothing. Her own mother she gave $100, then borrowed it right back.”

“But Hanh spends no money on herself,” | said defending Ms. Hanh. “Sheis
selfless. Sheworks so hard in America. She and her husband take no vacations. They
don’'t even go to the doctor when they are sick.”

“We know. Sowe don’'t ask her for money. But she knows nobody except her
son. Shedidn’'t aways used to be like that. It was only when her son went to jail that she
lost her mind. She'scrazy. From the time he was 14 and been in jail, she has been
driven out of her mind,” Van said coldly.

“A heroin addict would sell his own mother for a hit,” someone once told me. As
| listened to Vén, the words rang literally true. Van had aburning hate for her sister. Ms.
Hanh knocked on the door. The sisters hardly said aword to each other. Van left. She
told me she would come back later to take me to Ca Chi. | wanted to visit the place where
Mr. Phlc was captured.

Van was the only person in her family who works for the state. A registered
nurse, she was born in 1961 making her fourteen years old when Saigon fell. Her parents
were street vendors, so she had a clean record. She earned a salary like those who work
for the military, security, and public schools. She will get a pension when she retires.
The state provided housing for her and allows her to go on tour around the country. Even
with these benefits, she wanted to leave Vietnam.

“If you know an American who is interested in meeting a Viethamese woman,

please introduce him to me,” she said frankly. “I’'m tired of Vietnamese men. They have
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little to offer, yet they do the most outrageous things that are beneath words.” Van teared
up and started crying. “I said nothing to my husband when | found out that he was living
with amistress. There was nothing for me to say. | went to the house where they lived.

| introduced myself to the young woman. | told her | just wanted to see for myself if the
rumorsweretrue. Then | filed for adivorce. | never even argued with him. He'sabus
driver; | am anurse. | never thought he would stoop so low.”

| asked Van if she spoke English. She said no, but she told me she has always
been good in school and can learn quickly if she hasto. Whilel wasin HCM City, Van
took me to nice expensive restaurants. Unlike Ms. Hanh who ate at vendors' partitioned
homes, Vén ate at restaurants where hand towels were given for us to wipe our hands and
faces. | imagined Van in America shopping happily in the big malls. | told her | knew of
no man who was interested in going overseas. It was strange for someone whom | did
not know to ask for such abig favor. | was surethat | was not going to help Van and
wondered why her two sistersin Americadid not try to help her.

Vén took me to the Cl Chi tunnels after she shared with me the devastating
struggles of her sister’slife. | was glad to get away from Ms. Hanh. | wanted to see
something about the war. C0 Chi tunnels were the place where Mr. Phlc was captured as
well aswhere Ms. Hanh went to visit him. Going through the tunnels, seeing the booby
traps that were laid there, any person would know there was no way the Americans could
have won the war. There was awhole way of living and fighting that took discipline,
ingenuity, and sacrifice. When the guide took us to show us the different weapons used
to kill Americans, | said, “It must be hard for Americans to come to the tunnels.” Hetold

me that the prior week, a young American woman told him that her father waskilled in
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Cu Chi. She cameto see where and how her father had been killed. She cried through
the whole tour.

Vén took me to shopping malls and nice restaurants around HCM City. | paid for
our expenses, gave her gas money for her hugger, and extramoney for her time.

Ms. Hanh asked if | was okay. She asked meif | wanted her to spend the night
with me at the hotel. | said no. | wanted be alone. She told me to be careful and not
allow Van to take me to expensive places fearing that | would have no money to spend on
myself. “You two are similar in age, so you have more in common,” Ms. Hanh said,
almost apologetically. “Age has nothing to do withiit,” | said, still angry about how she
had treated me in Hanoi.

On Sunday morning, | went to mass at the Notre Dame Cathedral with Van.
Later, we went to the old Republican Presidential Palace now called the Reunification
Museum. It was so sad to imagine what the last days of April 1975 were like for the
South Vietnamese. | thought of what Mr. SU said about seeing people climb the fences
at the Palace and at the U.S. Embassy.

Later that day, | went to the Thi NghE church with Ms. Hanh. Outside the
church, | saw a man who had no legs and fingers. We walked into a middle of a church
service. Ms. Hanh was telling me significant things about how much the church has
changed. But | felt uncomfortable because people were trying to worship. | asked her if
we could go. When we walked through the gates, a beggar was sitting outside the
church. Histhighs oozed out bloody pus. | saw asimilar situation at the Fatima Church
where Mary supposedly appeared in 1954, a man used along metal canister to extend his

leg. Sitting at the church corner, the man said nothing, shook his head in sorrow, and
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reached out hishand. We did not stay in Hanoi long enough, so | did not see much
begging there. All over Vietnam, | saw alot of unemployed young men sitting on
huggers begging people to hire them for rides. In Hu%o, HCM City, CAn ThO, Chéau
fiOc, An Giang, and B%on GiS8i people rushed up to me begging. People without arms or
feet, old people, children, children pushing their parent’ s wheelchairs around all came up
to beg for money. At Ch® L8n, in the Chinese quarters, old women roaming the streets
came up to where Tung and | ate and begged for money. There, Tung reiterated his
family’ s painful story.

“You know the sad situation in my home,” Tung said. “Y ou must wonder why
my family is so cold to Hanh. Itisher son. Heisadrug addict. Everyone tells her, but
she does not listen. My father when he was alive told me to take him home and teach
him. When Hi%ou got out of jail, who did he stay with but me? My wife and | washed
his clothes, cooked food for him, and waited at night to open the door for him when he
came home. Y et, hetold my sister that every pair of his pants | washed, | charged him
10,000 COng. When his mother came home, | asked in front of him and my whole
family if | did that. He sat still. My sister told meit wasjust arumor. Every dime that
my sister gave my son, | gaveit to him. | was the one who took that boy to my home
when he got out of jail. Helived in my house. His mother sent him money, | gaveit to
him. | never shortchanged him a penny.” Tung said.

| asked him if he knew anything about Ms. Hanh' s grandson.

“1 took him home from the hospital when he was just born. His mother was so

sick. He was shaking from heroin withdrawal. | had to wrap him up. | raised him for
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several months. Then he got better. But his grandmother came for him. | had no rights
over him, so shetook the boy. My sister has not forgiven me for that.”

Everywhere people were selling lottery tickets, earning .10 cents each bookl et that
they could sell. 1n one of the pagodas in Hu%o, a young boy with a deformed hand held
out his other hand to beg. | sensed that anything could happen in this bizarre country. |
saw aman roll around in mud. | saw bike accidents where the victims laid on the side of
the road unable to get up or get help. Outside my hotel, a woman, whose husband | eft
her, laid on her elbows all day. She had lost her mind, so the state gave her a small
corner of the houseto live. Her children were sleeping in that corner when Ms. Hanh
opened their shade from the outside to show me.

On Monday, | called Ms. Hanh at her son’s home to see what she was doing.
Hbeou answered the phone and said his mother was on her way to see me. | told him,
“Hi%ou your father loves you. He wants you to have agood life. He wants you to do
right by yourself. He does not express his feelings because he’'saman, but | know deep
down inside he loves you.” Hi%ou remained silent over the phone. At last he said,
“Vang,” whichisapolite “yes.” Hi%ou knows his father wants nothing to do with him.
Vén told me that Hi%ou' s father did not see him when he was in Vietnam about two years
ago. What can you say to a man who was on a destructive path?

Ms. Hanh came to see me and told me she had time now to spend with me
because all her businesses were taken care of. Van was at work, so Ms. Hanh and |
walked to the zoo and the history museum inside it. These were places that Ms. Hanh
grew up in, so she knew it well. Her husband and she had often taken Hi%ou to this zoo

when he was achild. She pointed to the school where she attended and where Hi%ou had
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attended. “Hi%ou was a naughty boy since he was alittle boy,” Ms. Hanh said. “He
ditched school, came to the zoo, and taunted a monkey, who bit him. The teacher rushed
him to the hospital where he was treated. They yelled at both of uswhen | picked him up
from school .”

Indeed, the zoo was an awful place. | dreaded going to the zoo because | had seen
how dogs roam the streetsin Vietnam, spotted and diseased. In Hanoi, several
restaurants advertised cheap dog meat. The trees, flowers, and hedges were magnificent,
but the animals were badly treated. Two large crocodiles laid on top of one another next
to asmall puddlie of water. Monkeys were kept alone in small cages. A tiger was pacing
aimlessly around in his small den. The animals of the zoo were a metaphor for the
people, | thought. They lived in a beautiful landscape but were caged and badly treated.

Later that day, Ms. Hanh took me to her father-in-law’s house. When we parked
the hugger, awoman came up to us. She was dressed in a black sweater and black pants.
Shewore ahat, and carried agold purse. She held out her hand. When | looked at her
face, half of the bottom of her nose and mouth did not exist. She did not have half anose
or amouth. Her cheeksrose, so | could tell shewastrying to smile. “I wasburnedin a
fire,” shesaid. We gave her some money, and parked the hugger. Ms. Hanh told me,
“She did not get burned. She was a young woman in her teens when she dated a high-
ranking commander. The commander’swife got jealous. She hired a hit man who threw
acid on thiswoman’sface. That stuff happened all the time when | was growing up.”
Seeing the woman who tried to smile at me, horrified me. She seemed to have come out
of nowhere. That night, | woke up in anightmare. | dreamt that | was Sleeping in my

bed with my pet dog Misty, awhite Shih Tzu. When | touched her head, boils grew out
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from her white hair. She clawed me because she was in so much pain. | woke up in
sweat and fear. | felt like everything in South Vietnam was 0ozing with pain.
Everywhere | went | saw pain.

Ms. Hanh came home in 2001 to bury her father in B%on GBi, about twenty miles
outside of HCM City. Shewanted to visit her father’s grave. She asked me to split the
cost of thegas. “Fine,” | said.

We got lost to trying to find the burial site. When we found it, | saw Ms. Hanh's
dignity, worth, and humanity in the way she treated her father’s coffin. She flew back to
Vietnam in 2001, bought two buria sites for her parents, had a coffin built for her father,
and prepared for her mother’ sfinal resting place. It cost her $600 for the coffin, the
inscription, and the picture. The body was buried above ground. Beautiful small maroon
tiles covered the entire rectangular shaped casket. Above the casket was an overhead
cover. Ms. Hanh wiped the dust off the coffin and hugged it. We sat on the coffin and
talked. A family close sang songs and ate food on the coffin. Their coffins and
mausoleums are elaborate. They build a house or fortress around their coffins. Near Ms.
Hanh's father’s coffin was a coffin of a young girl which was decorated like a house.
Tung told me that he pays a man $8 a month to keep his father’s coffin clean. He said no
matter if he starved, he would still pay the $8. Tung makes $80 a month, and 10% of it
goesto hisdead father. Although | respected a need to honor his dead father, | did not
see a need to put oneself out for the dead. The Vietnamese honor their dead more so than
Americans.

On the way home, Ms. Hanh saw a sign that said school for the blind and deaf.

She wanted to visit it, so we went in. The school served as a school for some and an
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orphanage for others. The nun told us there were 320 students who live on the campus.
The state gives the school $9 per child each month for the orphans. Those with parents
have to pay that much to keep their child there, and many could not afford it. Some
families, she said, were cursed with two or three deaf children. They have no other
choice then to send their children here because they have to work to earn aliving. The
sisters have buried children who live there until their deaths. These were children who
were left from the war. Her oldest student was a sixty-year-old woman whom she buried
not too long ago. The children weave and do needlepoint for aliving. When we visited
one of the classes, the children stood up, folded their arms, and bowed. The children
were treated very well by the sister and teacher, and seemed happy to be there. It was
refreshing to see something good happening for children who otherwise would not have a
chance. Ms. Hanh bought a framed picture of a needlepoint. Then, she was ready to
spend time with her family.

| took athree-day, two-night trip to the Mekong Delta with Van who asked for
time off to accompany me. People live out of small wooden boats on the delta. The tour
guide said, “They eat, sleep, marry, and make babies in the boats.” They bathed in the
rivers where shit, piss, and dirt congregate. Companies pay local people to scoop up the
sand from the bottom, causing erosion of the land. The flood of 2000 killed 3000 kids
who had thought it was alot of fun to play in therain. The guide said the peoplein the
deltas have more TV antennas than there are babies. “T.V. antennas make |ess babies.
That isgood,” he said sincerely. The tides were high when we landed in CAn ThO. The
streets were flooded up to our knees. The walk to the hotel was dreadful because we

knew what the streets werelike. | carried my tennis shoes, hiked up my jeans, and waded
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through the water. | heard Michael Jackson’s “Beat It” song blaring from one of the
houses that we passed. | thought it was strange and sad at the same time.

When we got to the hotel, Van and | washed our feet immediately. She said it
was truly disgusting, and | agreed. Throughout the trip, she remained aloof to other
foreign travelers whom the Vietnamese call Western backpackers. At night, she told me
stories about the plight of divorced women in her district. None of the stories, though
was as painful to me as that of her nephew. | realized that | had very little in common
with Van. She remained quiet and to herself during the long four-hour boat ride and
three-hour bus ride back. In my native country of 81 million people, | felt lonely and
homesick. | wished that someone in Americawas with me to share in the experience.
Americaismy real home, | thought. There lived all the people whom | love. | thought
about the saying which | used to detest, “Home is where the heart is.”

The day before | left was a Saturday and Tung was off from work. He wanted to
take meto Tay Ninh to the Cao fiai Temple. | wanted to go there because Mr. Thi(Et told
methat if he returned to Vietnam, he wanted to settle in the central area near Tay Ninh.
Véan was very upset because she said there was nothing to see. She preferred that | go
shopping with her, but | told her that | wanted to see thetemple. | had afriendin
Oklahoma City who gave us the address to his brother’s house. “If you get lost,” my
friend told me, “just ask anyone where Ms. Nhan's house is and they’ll tell you. My
father isknownin all of Tay Ninh.” It wasjust as she had said. Tung and | did get lost
and were told to go to the ceramic and tile shop. The back of the house was a beautiful
two-story house with awooden staircase and a full American standard bathroom. A

young boy was playing video in his bedroom. An and hiswife greeted us. They had
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been expecting us for weeks now. By Vietnamese standards, he has done very well.
Tung asked him how he acquired his business. The man snickered, “My father owned
most of propertiesin Tay Ninh. He owned a bike shop and became wealthy. The
Communiststook all our properties and left my sistersand | our homes. There' s a school
down the street which used to belong to us. My sister rents out her home to the barbers
and lives upstairs. We make enough to get by. They don’t buy any of my tilesfor state
use. | sdll strictly to the private sectors.” An and Tung got along very well. They agreed
that if the state thought An owned too much, they could take it away from him at any
time. Antook usto the Cao Dal temple where hisfather’s funeral had taken place the
month before ago.

The Cao fAd temple was an incredible work of art. The columns were vibrant,
colorful, and majestic. | asked the spiritual leader if there was any literature that | could
buy. She told me that the government forbids them to publish prayer books, history
books, and religious books. She said they were not even supposed to teach Cao Aai
religion. The temple extends to smaller temples and living quarters that seemed peaceful
and respectful. There was not the begging or desperation in Tay Ninh that there werein
other parts of South Vietnam. The priests and sisters fast eating mostly rice and potatoes.
They willingly give of their mealsto strangers.

On our way back, torrential rain flooded the streets, and we had to pull to agas
station. We were drenched and it was freezing. | was worried that Ms. Hanh would be
mad at us for being late to the dinner party. She had invited her whole family and meto a
dinner the night before our departure. She asked me to contribute money for the dinner.

| said sarcastically that it wasn’t much of an invitation if | was asked to pay. | gave her
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the money, but | could not help commenting. We were late getting back to Ms. Hanh's
dinner party, but she was happy to see us. She ordered an extra plate of egg rollsfor us.
| told her that Tungand | had nothing to eat allday, but that was all she ordered for us.

| knew where al the money was going, and the situation angered me. Her son and his
family were not at the dinner party. He did not want to face his uncles and aunts. Van
was not there. | had given her $20 for taking me all over the place. Ms. Hanh told me
that was too much, so she told meto tell Van to give Tung haf of it. | did.

At the family dinner, not much was said. Ms. Hanh was asked by one of her
brothers to give money to his son, and she did so. Afterwards, Ms. Hanh took me to her
son’s apartment. It wasin the dead-end alley. There was a king-size mattress on the
floor of the apartment. Next to it was a glass case which contained shampoos, soaps,
toothpastes, toothbrushes, children’s plastic watches and such that Ms. Hanh had bought.
Ms. Hanh told me that may of the items had already been sold. Though she tried to
persuade me to spend the night there. | insisted going back to my hotel.

The next morning, | could not wait to leave the country. Ms. Hanh told me
leaving Vietnam was different than coming. “We go alone. No onetakes us,” she said
sadly. At theairport, Hi%ou and his family, Tung, and another brother were there. “Be
well. Remember what | said about your father,” | told Hi%ou. They did not hug their
mother. Tung gave me afarewell shake. “If there is anyway you could contact my
former commander to help me get out, | would be so grateful,” he said. “1 can’t promise
anything, but | will try.”

Ms. Hanh and | went through the check-in counter of China Airlines. Hi%ou and

hisfamily left. When we went through the baggage counter, it was the same 280-pound
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maximum capacity drag only worse. We were asked to reduce the weight of our carry-on
by half. Ms. Hanh spent 45-minutes repacking al our things. We were asked by an
airline employee to please go to a corner, to get out of people’ sway. When she opened
the luggage, | saw about 30 packages of coffee, boxes of candies, dry shrimps, dry squid,
and other food items. On the plane, Ms. Hanh bought 20 boxes of 555 brand cigarettes.
When we landed in Los Angeles, she called her nephew to come get the goods she had
brought back. Shetold her sister in L.A. to sell the cigarettes for her and send the money
to her mother because Ms. Hanh owed her mother some money.

Ms. Hanh never stops working to make an extradollar here and there for her son.
She takes the items she gets on her trip to Vietnam and sells them to people at her work.
She told me she would sdll the coffee packages for $4 abag. The cigarettes were $20 a
carton. | decided to buy nothing from her. | remember what Th&o said to me one day,
“The only way my mother would ever be freeisif my brother dies. His death would set
her free.” Then | remember what Tung said about Hi%ou' s life, “ The way he'sliving, he
won't last but two or three years max.” My son, Minh, whom | sent to another foster
when he was fourteen, was in no way as bad off as Hi%ou. | thought about what would
have happened to my family had my parents not left Vietham. My father would have
died in the reeducation camps. My mother would have tried to escape and been thrown
injail. My sister Chi%on, who was schizophrenic, may have been entitled to a subsidized
shack. | would have been one of the children running up to people begging them to buy a
lottery ticket. My older brother, who had lung surgery when he was thirteen, would
surely have died in Vietnam. Even with all our traumas with my father, we were better

off in Americathan we would have been had my parents stayed in Vietnam.
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| now know from first-hand experience what my mother did for me when she left
her land, home, family, friends, and everything she had known to go to V»ng TAu to
escape Vietnam. She saved me from alife of poverty, ignorance, disease, and cruelty.
The government of Vietnam subjected its people to horrendous living situations. There
was no middle classin Vietnam. There' sonly the very wealthy and everybody else.
Everybody else lived a hand to mouth, day-byd ay kind of existence. If you did not
work, they starve. If they got sick and could not afford hospital treatment, they stayed
sick. Despite the Communist rhetoric of unity, independence, and freedom, it was
capitalism at itsworst. It was buying and selling minus any socia programs. The system
was rotten and corrupt, so it trickles down to a people who must work so hard just to get
by. Asthebarber in HCM City told me, “They say a wealthy country makes for a
stronger people. Hereit isawealthy country makes for a weaker people.” He meant that
the few wealthy comrades who rule the country make everyone else poor. There were
wealthy business people building hotels and selling real estates. They make up the
wealthy few.

| have been having nightmares since my return from Vietnam. One night, |
dreamt that | was still sailing the boat around the Mekong Delta and seeing these small
boats where entire families lived. | was one of the children living on aboat. | woke up
sweating. | wassick for aweek with a cold and stomach problems.

| went to visit my mother after my return. My mother said, “Are you cured of
Vietnam forever?’

“Yes, | am cured for good. | never haveto seeit again,” | said somberly.

“Forever?’ she asked surprised that at last we had agreed on something.

260



Mr. Thi¢t guided me to the infernos of the Vietham War. He told me he had gone do the
deep far-reaching regions of hell and emerged. He led meto other Vietnamese who
shared their hell, their triumph, their disappointments, and their hopes. | became less

afraid and ashamed of the Vietnamese. | became less fearful and ashamed of myself.
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Appendix 1
Th® Cho Phép
Cong Trinh Nghién-CUu B&o Tr® Ca TrU®©ng fi&i Htc University of Oklahoma
LuZEn An Ti%on Si Mon Anh-Van t¢a CS: “ Trong thAm I¥ng, t6i tranh CAu:

Ti%ong néi cla nh»ng ngU®©i tu chinh trT MiSn Nam Vit Nam” (“In Silence, |
Struggle: Voices from the South Viethamese Political Prisoners’)

Gido SU Ti%on Si Robert Con Davis-Undiano: Cha Tich HYi Ai0ng Gidm
Khéo

Nguyin Thi Mai Thiy NgU®i Th¢c HiEn D¢, An

Nguyln ThiCEt Phg Ta

Mgc Cich clia cdng trinh nghién-cUu ndy 1& C< Clic k%ot ¢, tranh CAu clia nh»ng ngU®i
td chinh trf MiSn Nam Vi@t Nam sau ngay 30 thang 4 neam 1975. PhAn chAt liGEu s&
CU®c Cc k%ot beng s¢, phOng vAN co thau baang va sé CU®c ghi 14, dich sang ti%ong
Anh C< diing vi%ot ban [uZEn an ti%on si. LuAn an cb th« CU®c in thanh sach sau nay.

S¢, tham dy¢, clia Béc trong cong trinh nghién-cUu |a hoan toan t¢, nguy@En. BAt cU lic
nao Béc khong CONg & ti%op tec tham d¢, cuflc phOng vAn va cong trinh nghién-cUu thi
Béac c6 quySn chAm dUt va sé khong cé gi tr2 ngai ho¥c khé khaen cho Béc vachéu
khodng c6 quySn c6 phéan Ung gi COi v8i Béc. Chéu sé giao |18 cho Bac nh»ng cuOn
baang, ban sao phAn chAt liGEu va bén phién dich Bac Ca cho chau. Béc co quySn yéu
cAu chéau khdng CU®c in mfit phAn ho¥c tAt ci bai n%ou Bac thAy khéng Clng vEi 3
clia Béc. N%ou ban luZEn an ndy CU®c in thanh sach sau nay, thi chau sé vi%ot thO thong
béo cho Béc. Bac co quySn yéu cAu chau khdng in CU®c phAn phOng vAn Béc trong
guy<n sach thi chau sé lam theo S Béc.

S¢, tham d¢, clia Béc trong cufic phOng vAn ndy co the 1am Béac nh§ 18i nh»ng naem Béc bl
t0 Cay va cUng co the anh hUang C%on tréng thé tam thAn cla Béc khi%on Bac cam
thAy v vtng, buOn chén, cd COn vatUc gin. Vi vAy cO quan St. Joseph’s Family
Counseling Center tai 1501 N. Classen, Oklahoma City, OK 73106 sO CiEn thoéi (405)
524-0969 san sang gilp Bac gi» cho tréng tha tam thAn (;U®c thaang beéng. fnay lacO
quan chuyén gidp cac canhan va gia Cinh bl rOi 1o&n tam thAn. CO quan c6 ngU®i
théng dich ti%ong Vit n%ou Bac cAn.

N%ou Béac cAn hOi CiSu gi lién quan C%on cufic phOng vAn va bén luEn an ti%on si cla
chéu, Béc co the lién I &c:

1. Office of Research Administration: (405) 325-4757

2. Gido SU Ti%on Si R. C. Davis-Undiano: (405) 325-4531

3. Nguyin Thay: (405) 946-8304
Tén clia Bac ghi trong thU cho phép nay sé CU®c chau ghi trong ban luEn an ti%on si va
trong s&ch sau nay.
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Toi ténla

TOi QOng §cho phép cd Nguyl n Thay phOng vAn t6i vas® deng nh»ng CiSu do téi cung
cAp vS nh»ng naam t6i bl giam trong cac tréi tAp trung cla Cfing San Vit Nam C«
Vi%ot bén luAEn &n ti%on si clia cd t¢a CS: “Trong ThAm L¥ng, T6i Tranh AAU: Ti%ong
N6i Clia Nh»ng NgU®i T Chinh Tri MiSn Nam Vi@t Nam.” (“In Silence, | Struggle:
Voices from the South Vietnamese Political Prisoners.”)

Toi CU®c c6 Nguyin Thy cho bi%t réng bén lu/En an ti%on si s& CU®c CCE trinh |én
HYi A0Ng Giam Kh&o trU©ng fidi Htc University of Oklahomavasé cé th« CU®c in
thanh s&ch sau nay.

Téi hoan toan hi<u rd réng cufic phOng vAN nay cé the [am téi nh§ 1& nh»ng naam toi bl
t0 Cay va cUng co the sé dnh hU2ng C%on trang théai tam thAn clia tdi khi%on toi cam
thAy vo ving, buOn chan, cd COn vatUc giZn. C6 Thiy Ca cho tdi bi%ot chi ti%ot vS
cO quan St. Joseph’s Family Counseling Center, chuyén gitp C«vS tdm thAn cho ca
nhan va gia Cinh.

Téi hoan toan hi<u rd réng cuflc phOng vAn ndy sé CU®c thau baang G« €0 Thuy dung
Vi%eot ban luZEn an ti%on si cla cd va sé co the in thanh sach sau nay. BAt cU IGc nao téi

cUng c6 quySn yéu cAu c¢d Thiy khéng CU®c in mfit phAn ho¥c tAt ca bai phOng vAnN.
CO Thay phéi giao 1& chotéi nh»ng cuOn baang Ca thau trong bu®i phOng vAn va
khong CU®c c6 bAt cU phén Ung gi COi v8i t6i.

Toi COng $ cho phép ¢ Thiy CU®c ghi tén tdi ghi trong thO cho phép trong C< in vao
bén luAen an ti%on si clia cd vatrong saich CU®c xuAt ban sau nay.

Toi hoan toan COng $v8i tAt canh»ng Cicm ghi trong lathU ¢d Nguyin Thay gd cho téi
vatrong thU cho phép nay.

K3tén Ngay
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Consent Form

Resear ch Project Supported by the University of Oklahoma

Dissertation Title: “In Silence, | Struggle: Voicesfrom the Former the South
Vietnamese Political Prisoners’ (“Trong ThAm L¥ng, Toi Tranh fiAu: Ti%.ng Noi
Clia Nh»ng NgU®©i Tu Chinh TrT MiSn Nam ViEt Nam”)

Dr. Robert Con Davis-Undiano Ph.D. Committee Chair & Faculty Sponsor
Nguyln Thl Mai Thay Principal Investigator
Mr. Nguyln ThiEt Co-Principa Investigator

The purpose of this study isto collect stories and narratives from the experiences of
former South Vietnamese political prisonersin the concentration camps after April 30,
1975. The stories and narratives will be collected through oral interviews which will be
tape recorded, transcribed, and translated into English to be used as part of a Ph.D.
dissertation, which may be published as a book.

Y our participation in this project is voluntary. Y ou may withdraw at anytime in the
process without any consequences at all. All the materialsincluding tapes and written
materials will be returned to you. Y ou have the final editorial right to exclude any part of
the written product, regardless of the methods by which you choose to narrate your
stories. The dissertation may be published as a book. If this happens, you will be notified
in writing. You have the right to withdraw your story at this time so as to not be included
in the book if you choose.

Y our involvement in this project may expose you to possible risks. The questioning may
bring to mind painful events. Y ou may relive traumatic experiences that may cause you
to feel helpless, depressed, alone, and angry. Because of thisrisk, you are encouraged to
contact the St. Joseph’s Family Counseling Center at 1501 N. Classen, Oklahoma City,
OK 73106, phone (405) 524-0969. The counseling center provides family and individual
counseling assisted by a Vietnamese interpreter.

You may contact the Office of Research Administration at (405) 325-4757, Dr. R.C.
Davis-Undiano at (405) 325-4531, and Thay Nguyln at (405) 613-7708.

The name that you provide in this form will be the name you wish to be used in the
dissertation.

My nameis
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| agree to give Nguyin Thiy permission to use the collected material regarding my
experiences in the Vietnamese Communist concentration camps to be submitted to the
dissertation committee as part of her Ph.D. dissertation at the University of Oklahoma
entitled: “In Silence, | Struggle: V oices from the Former the South Vietnamese Political
Prisoners’ (“Trong ThAm L¥ng, Téi Tranh AAu: Ti%ong N6i Clia Nh»ng NgU®i Tl
Chinh Trl MiSn Nam Vit Nai)

Ms. Thiy has informed me that the dissertation will be submitted to the Ph.D.
dissertation committee at the University of Oklahoma. The dissertation may be published
asabook afterwards.

| understand that my involvement in this project may expose meto possible risks. The
guestioning may bring to mind painful events. | may relive traumatic experiences that
may cause me to feel helpless, depressed, alone, and angry. Ms. Thay has given me
adequate information about St. Joseph’s Family Counseling Center. | understand that |
may withdraw at anytime without any retaliation against me.

| understand that the interviews will be used by Ms. Thay to write her dissertation which
may be published as a book. | have the right to exclude any portion of the interview. Ms.
Thay will return all tapes and written materials to me without retaliation against me.

| give Ms. Thly permission to use the name indicated on this form to be used in the
dissertation.

| completely agree with all the criteria set forth in the letter and in this form.

Signature Date

July 31, 2001

Nguyen Thi Mai Thuy
University of Oklahoma
Ph.D. Candidate

Dear Mr.
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My name is Nguyen Thi Mai Thuy. | am currently a student at the University of
Oklahoma

In 1975, my family and | fled to Americawhen | was eight yearsold. It has been twenty-
five years since we have lost our country and yet still | do not a clear understanding about
our country, Vi(Et Nam. This incomprehension has been a source of pain and sadness for

me; nonetheless, | continue to search for knowledge and understanding of the Vietnamese
people and our culture and history.

Two years ago, | came to know Mr. TrAn Chung when | taught English to the
Vietnamese refugees at Catholic Charities. From Mr. TrAn, | became more aware of the
tragic and sorrowful realities of our country in the days before April 1975 and in the days
after. Solely through Mr. TrAn, | came to know the truth about concentration camps
instituted by the Vietnamese Communists regime under the guise of “Reeducation
Camps.”

This truth has moved me greatly and has inspired me to pursue this conviction: to speak
out about the whol e truth about your struggles and the struggles of others like you who
were interned by the Communists in the dehumanizing concentration camps; to speak
about your struggle against hunger, against the cold winter days, against inhumane
oppression by the Communist guards; to speak about your struggle against your
alonenessin the silent longing

for the people you love; to speak about your struggle against the temptation offered by
the guards to become their informant.

Y our struggles required great courage and demanded extraordinary strength to endure the
non-stop day to day, moment-to-moment torture and deprivation. When you were
released, and after you were allowed to immigrate to America, you continued in your
struggle to adapt to the new life.

| propose to write my Ph.D. dissertation entitled “In Silence, | Struggle: Voices from
South Vietnamese Prisoners’ [“Trong ThAm L¥ng, Téi Tranh fiAu: Ti%ong N6i T
Nheng NgU®©i Tt MiSn Nam Vi Nam”]. This dissertation will be a collection of
voices of the political prisoners of the defunct South Vietnamese government, voices that
have been up to now virtually been unheard. The voices speak not only to Viethamese
readers alone but also for non-Vietnamese Americans and to readers worldwide. | am
sure that readers do not know the full account of the South Vietnamese political
prisoners. | have submitted this proposal to the dissertation committee for their approval.

The completion and realization of this dissertation is only made possible with your help.
Y our experiences form the primary source of material for this dissertation. Mr. TrAn
encouraged and helped me develop a set of questions that will be given to you as aguide.
In case you do not wish to write about your experiences, | will give you cassette tapes for
you to record at your convenience. If you wish for Mr. TrAn and | to interview you
instead of the other two options, we would be happy to accommodate you.
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Before submitting the written work to the dissertation committee, | will send you the
transcribed and translated written work for your review. If you wish to exclude any part
of the written work. In accordance with the University’s policy, | ask that you please
read and sign the Consent Form which gives me the permission to gather the narrative
you have given me for the dissertation. | include thisin the attachment.

| hope the voices of the South Vietnamese political prisoners collected in the dissertation
will portray the reality of your struggles rather than the often distorted representations of
books written about the Vietnamese Communist concentration camps and about the and
about the South Vietnamese people.

| hope you will be able to help me with this project. Thank you very much.

Sincerely,

Nguyen Thi Ma Thuy
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Ngay 31 Théng 7

Nguyin Thi Mai Thay

Kinh ThUaB&c:

Chau tén Nguyin Thi Mai Thiy, hiGEn la sinh vién trU©ng fidi Htc University of
Oklahoma.

Naam 1975, chau theo gia Cinh vU®t bién, valic C%n M1, chéu chi ¢o tam tu°i. fi%on
nay C&hOn 25 naam troi qua k< t@ ngdy mAt nU§c ma chau vAn chUa hi<u CU®c rd
rang va CAy Ci vS qué hUOng claminh. Sg¢ hi<u bi%ot khéng CU®c trtn vEn [amft
CiSu rAt buOn COi v8i chéu. Tuy nhién chau vAn cO gjng tim hi<u cfi nguOn dan tfc,
van hoa, valich s° Vit Nam.

Céch Cay hOn hai naam, Ilic chau ddy Anh-Van cho ngU®©i toendn Vit Nam téi HYi
USCC, chau CU®c bi%ot Bac Chung TrAn. T@ C6 chau bjt CAu hi<u nhiSu hOn vS
nh»ng bi%on chuy<n Cau buOn cia CAt nUSc chiing ta vao nh»ng ngay trU8c va sau
théng 4-1975. fi¥c biCEt qua Bac Chung TrAn, chau bi%et CU®c chinh quySn CYing Sén
Vi@t Nam C&Angey danh céc tréi tu tAp trung kh° sai 1a“TrU©ng Htc TAp Ca Téo.”

S¢ th/A2 nay lam chau xdc Cling tt CTva Ca CUachau G%on mit quyeot Cinh: Cola
phai néi 1én tAt camti s¢.tranh (;Au clia Béc va nh»ng ngU®i cling canh ngf nhU Béc
trong suOt th©i gian bi giam cAm khOn kh° trong ngec td CYing San; noi 1én s¢ tranh
CAu chOng v8i cai Ci triSn mién, chOng v8i céi rét mia Cong; noi |én s¢, tranh CAu
chOng 1& nh»ng dp bUc vd nhan Céo clabtn cai tt Cing San; noi 1én s¢ tranh CAu am
thAm vi nh§ nh»ng ngU®i minh thUOng yéu; néi 1én s¢, tranh CAu ngay cavSi chinh
ban than minh C< khdng bl sangélam tay sai cho btn cai tl.

fiOi v8i chéau Co lasg tranh CAu vo cling can Cam, Coi hOi 2 Bac mit nghl | ¢c siéu pham
C< Bé&c ¢6 the sOng sot trong mfit hoan cénh bl thi%oeu thOn mti thU mathan xéc 1An tinh
thAn 1& bl hanh hat@ng gi© t@ng phit khéng ng@ng. Khi CU®c phdng thich, va sau
nay CU®c ta Cinh cU téi MT, Béc 1&i ti%op tac tranh CAu C« thich nghi v&i hoan canh
m8i.

Chéu Ca quy%ot Cinh chtn CStai cho luEn an ti%on si clia chau vS mdn Anh-Van
(Ph.D. in English) t¢ala “Trong ThAm L¥ng, T6i Tranh AAu: Ti%ong N6i T@ Nhx»ng
NgU®i Tu MiSn Nam Vit Nam” “[In Silence, | Struggle: Voices from South
Vietnamese Prisoners].” Lu4En an ndy sé lati%ong néi cliangU®i ti chinh tri MiSn
Nam Vi@t Nam t@ bao 1au nay khong CU®c ai bi%ot C%on; khong phéi ndi cho riéng
ngU®i Vit ching ta nghe mandi cho ngU©i MT vanh»ng ngU®i ngodi quOc CachUa
CU®c bi%ot h%ot vS ngU®i tu chinh trl MiSn Nam Vit Nam. Chau CACCE trinh én
h1i COng giam khéo t¢a CS vati%on trinh Clc k%ot C< Vi%eot béan luEn an ndy.
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ThUa Bac, ban lu/n én clia chéu CU®c thanh hinh 1anh© s¢, gitip G« cia Bac. ThAR
vAEy, Béc chinh 1angU®i cho chéau chAt liGEu Cang va th/ZEt Cc< chau Clc k%ot |&i

Vi%ot ban luZEn an. Bac Chung TrAn Cakhuy%on khich va phg gitp chau sodn m1t sO
cau hOi va chéau xin g Béc Ctc Ce gitip cho chéu. Ngoai rachéu xin gé Bac mfit cuOn
baeng cassette C< trong trU©ng h®p vi khéng cd thO©i gi© ngOi Vvi%ot, Bac ¢d the n6i vao
baang va g hoan 18 cho chau theo Clachl CStrénlathU. N%.u Bac COng § cho phép
chéau phOng vAn Béc thi chéu vaBac Chung TrAn sé san sang |am theo § Béc.

TrUS&c khi CCE trinh bén luEn én [én hfi COng gidm khéo, chéu sé g Bac bén sao phAn
chAt liCEu va ban phién dich Bac G4 cho chau G« Béc kim 18i, van%ou cd Codn ndo cAn
bO Ci thi chau s& lam theo § clia Bac. Ngoai ra, C< theo Clng qui Cinh clatrUong,
chéu xin Béc vui 1ong k3 giAy cho phép chau CU®c Clc k%ot phAn chAt liCEu Bac Ca
cho chau C< vi%ot ban luEn an. (MAu giAy cho phép Cinh kém.)

Chéu hy ving nh»ng ti%eng noi cangU®i tu chinh trl MiSn Nam Vit Nam qua chinh
|©i claBac CU®C Cuc k%ot thanh luEn én ndy sé trinh bay trung thec s¢, tranh CAu cla
Béc vanh»ng ngU®i COng céanh ngf v8i Bac, chU khong phéi 10i trinh bay bdp méo s¢,
kiEn Iich <° ctia nhiSu cuOn séch vi%ot vS tréi ti tZEp trung cla Cing San Videt Nam va
vS MiSn Nam Vit Nam.

Xin Béc gitp chau. Chau cam On Béc.
Kinh chao Béc.

Chau,

Nguyin Thi Mai Thiy

Project Title: “In Silence, | Struggle’

Date of the interview:
Name of the Person:
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Age:

Former rank in the SYNG:

Questions

1. ThUaBaéc, trU8c ngay 30 thang 4, 1975, Bac phac va trong cO quan nao clia

chinh quySn MiSn Nam ViGEt Nam. ChUc vg va cAp bZc cla Bac nhiEm
vglagi? Giacanh cia Bac ltc C6 nhU th%o nao?
Before April 30, 1975, what was your position/rank in the SYNG? What wa

your family life like?

Vao nh»ng ngay cuOi thang 4-1975, ltc tinh hinh MiSn Nam ViGEt Nam bAt
°n, mqt sO tinh Caltt vao tay Cfng San, nhAt la khi lan song di tén cla
COng bao MiSn Nam C4& Ién cao, Bac c¢6 § Cinh di tan hay khong? LS do nao
Bac Ca21&i vachiu canh tu Cay?

In the last days of April 1975, when you first realized that the conditions of South
Vietnam wer e unstable and that many of the provinces were under the Vietnamese
Communists’ control, and when a great number of people had evacuated the
country, did you have intentions of fleeing the country? Why did you stay?

Bac Ca 2t mAy naam? CufcsOngtrongti rAt cO csc vathi%eu thOn mti
thU nhUng Béc Ca sOng sot cho C%on ngdy CU®c phong thich. fid lamqt s¢,
tranh CAu vo ciing can Cam va kho khaen. Bac co th< cho bi%ot Bac Ca
phAn CAu vatranh CAu chOng l&i mti thi%eu thOn, mti kho khaen nhU
th%o nao C« tOn sinh. Kinh nghi®m ca nhan cia Bac rAt h»u ich cho mfti
nguU®i.

How long were you in prison? During your timein prison, you must have
endured many deprivations and harsh conditions until the time you were released.
It must have been an extremely difficult and courageous struggle. Please let me
know how you struggled under such deprived and harsh conditions to survive.
Your own experiences are helpful to everyone.

Bac CU®c phong thich vao naem nao, thang nao? Khi travs, gia Cinh Béc
chijc chijn co nhiSu thay C°i. Bac phai phAn CAu C« thich nghi v&i cufc
sOng chung ciing gia Cinh. Béac phéi tranh CAu C< ¢6 th< hYi nh/Ep vao
mYt x& hYi m8&i. Bac cd th« cho bi%et Bac Ca phAn CAu vatranh CAu nhU
th%o nao v&i mti hoan canh m&i C< c6 th« sOng hoa h®p v&i mti ngUoi k<
ca v8i v® con.

When were you released? There must have been many changesin your family.
How did you adapt to the new society? Please tell me about your struggle under
the new circumstances to live harmoniously with everyone around you, including
your family.

5. BAac ¢ the cho bi%ot nh»ng kho khaen trong viGEc mUu sinh 2 gira mqt xa

h{li hoan toan m8i 1& COi v8i Bac, va Bac Ca phéi tranh CAu nhU th%. nao
C< Ca sOng?

Please let me know about the difficultiesin earning a living in the new society.
How did you struggle to survive?
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6. Cam tUangva Usc mO cha Bac khi bi%ot tin vS chUOng trinh H.O.? Béac
Canghi gi vSm{t tUOng lai khi Cinh cU t& Mi?
What wer e some of your hopes and dreams when you first learned about the
H.O. Program? What did you think your future would be like when you came to
America?

7. Sau khi C%on M1, Bac CathAy c6 s¢, khac biEt ndo so v8i nh»ng gi Bac Ca
cam nghi khi con 2 ViEt Nam? B&c cho bi%et nh»ng khé khaen Bac Ca g¥p
trong nh»ng ngay thang CAu tién. S¢, phAn CAu vas¢ tranh CAu clia Bac
nhU th%o nao C< tdo CU®c mYt cufc sOng msi tUOng COi °n Cinh trén
CAt Mi. Giacanh claBéac bay gi© nhU th%. nao?

After you came to America, what wer e the differences between the realities of
American life and what you imagined? Please let me know some of the
difficulties that you experienced in thefirst daysin America. What were your
strugglesin creating a relatively stable lifein America? What isyour family life
like today?

8. Hi@En nay Bac cd suy nghi gi ho¥c c6 USc mO gi cho tUOng lai hay khéng?
What are your thoughts and dreams about the future?
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Appendix 2

C6 m¥t trong bu®i phOng vAn ThU Ba Ngay 30 Thang 7, Naam 2001:

Nguyin SU

Lé ThitEp (Washington D.C.)

LéThe,

Nguyin Long

Nguyin Gido

SU:  C6 Anh ThiGEp t@ Washington D.C. anh $vS d¢, Cam cUSi cliachau. Ong Ay

sing
sang tra1©i cau hOi clacd. Anh em tinh c© g¥p 2 Cay, uOng ca phé.

ThiGEp: Céi ch CAutién Ctc cé s¢ hicu bi%ot CAp be mit CiSu rAt buOn. Phéi vi%ot
s¢, hi<u bi%ot khdng Cay Ca.

SU: €6 3muOn tim hicu thém. Co §qua Cay m8i tam tu°i.

ThiGEp: Cau sO 4 vacau sO 5, minh phai n6i xahfi ndo. Co vi%ot, “Xah{i M1 hoan
toan xahfi m&i.” fAOi v&i t6i xa hTi Cing Sén hoan toan m&i. Cau hGi 5, “Lam
th%o ndo C« thich nghi v&i xahfi M1?”, chU con M1 Cau co gi ma phéi tranh
CAu. QuaCay cé gi cUng tr® cAp cho minh Gl thU chi c6 cé minh thich nghi
v8i céi xahTi ndy chU khéng c6 gi phéi tranh CAu h%ot.

The:  Toi c6 8ki%onsO 3vasO 4. Coding hai ch», t¢ do. Thi cau C6 néi, “Bic Ca

sOng
s6t cho C%on ngay t¢,do.” Th¢c rand tha chiing téi vS chU khong phéi t¢, do.

Theo
t6i nghl cd ding ch» release, laCU®c tha. Chuing téi CU®c tha chU chiing toi

khong
phai 1A CU®c t¢, do. Khi mano théatai toi rakhOi tréi §thi sau Co vS Cla

phUOng n6
con quan ch%eo.

Long: N6 vAn gti lahouse arrest co nghialase, quan ch%o. fii Cau phéi khai béo phéi
xin phép trong vong hai naam.

The:  MamAt quySn cong dan. Cd C@ng nghi rang ching toi ra céi téo gti lathate,

do.

Long: Sau khi hai naam CU®c thé, thi chinh quySn Cla phUOng htp rOi nd cU xét |a

sau
mitt naam hai n%ou né néi ngUOi Co tOt theo quan niEm cliand chU khong phéi
1atOt theo quan ni@Em clia minh thi m&i CU®c gti |a phac hOi cong dan. Con
n%oU khong lavAn ti%op khéng cé quySn cong dan clia xa hti Cing San.

Ki<m: Khoéng cé quySn cong dan |a khéng CU®c Ci bAu trong céi bAu c®. N6 ¢

nh»ng
céi hfi htp vaxinh htp thi minh khéng CU®c thaam d¢.

ThiCEp: Cé nghS nghi@Ep Iam clia minh chinh thUc |a self-employ vi n6 khdng

nhAEn minh.

Long: NghialatAt ca COi v8i tai Cling San khong co quySn cong dan thi mii viEc di

lam
CSu khong CU®c béo d« bzo lgc.  nh hUang %ot tAt ca nh»ng CUa con Ci htc

Ci
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xin viEc 1am c6 cha mE 1ath nhan chinh trl né khéng nh4n.
ThiEp: NO ghi s° h%et.
Ki<m: N6 CU®c Ci htc, nhUng mavé htc trU©ng chuyén mén thi khong Ca Ci<m.
Long: Khi maCAu song mavo nh»ng ca trU©ng chuyén mdn thi n6 ghét rangoai.
SU:  Laca sO Cikm Coi hOi cao hOn. Thi dgnhU vao trU©ng Y Khoathi con can b

khoéng 5 chAm. Con clatei céi téo laphé cao hOn. o
Long: Nghialano co discount. Béy gi© laCi bui CitEn ngU®©i Veteran n6 chl cAn 85
Cikm

né CU®c gti. NhUng mangU®i khdng phéi |a Veteran laphai t@ 90 Ci<m ch?
nén

n6 v8i gti laco cé point discount. Thi nh»ng con em clia Can Cing San thi
CU®c 5

giam Ci<m. Con nh»ng ngU®©i con em cia miSn Nam la khéng CU®c giam
Cicm.

Téo kho khaan G« khong c6 cO hfi Ci htc.
Kicm: Ti%ong MI gti ladiscrimation. Cai kythl. )
Long: Ca C6 n6 thng bdo rd rang. N6 thong bao tAt cacai trUong Céi htc.
SU: N6 khong co trathanh [u/Et. NO chl lamfit cai thdng cdo. BAi vi Cling San no cal

chi b¢ng nh»ng cé thong céo, beng nh»ng céi quy%ot Cinh. N6 khong CUa vao
cai

luA chano. N
Long: NO rathdng cao C<« lUONg C« cho con em clatgi nd. Con nh»ng con em cla
MiSn

. Nam lalam khé kha. . A

SU: NG Vvi%et nh»ng t© thdng céo. Chinh gia Cinh t6i hOi C6 cUng nh/En CU®C t©
théng

céo. Téi CtcrOi gac Ci chU a magi» Colam chi. N6 CUaramAy bén théng
céo

gian 2 phUong 2 quAn. ROi cUng Coi khi mAy éng mat® trUang CUa vS thong
bao

cho céc dan @trong sém. Nh»ng ong t° trUang C6 thU©ng thU©ng langUGi cla

minh. TUclangU®I chi CY cU. Cé théng cdo C6 cUng CU®c Cang lén trén
baochi

chU Cfing San khong lén |Gt Cau.
Long: Béo chi trong ViEt Nam la clla Cang Cing Sén. N6 Caang nh»ng céi thdng céo
G«

TrE,

cho bi%ot 12 CiSu kiEn nhU vAEy. Bo Nhan Dan, Bdo Sai Gon, Gisi Phong, Tai

Thanh Lién, Lao fifng Caeng mAy thOng céo CTing Sén.
Kicm: VSca CiSukiEn thi ¢®cliacon nh»ng si quan ma Ca Ci cai tdo thi toi ndi cho cd

r6. NO cd 14 cai COi tU®ng. Thi cad COi tU®ng sO mit la thufic vS Cang vién
Cang ) . ) o

Cfing San. SO 2, 3, 4 cUng cland. SO ma clatu nhan chinh trl [&asO Cti tu©ng
14

| chét hd%ot. M$i mit cai Cti tU©ng thi du con can b nd 1Ay 19 Cicm 20 Ciam
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cheng hén. Thi C%on céi COi tU2ng ma con cliasi quan ngay thi phai 1a Cikm
th/a
cao hOn.

Long: fiti tUsng nghiala category, tAt 1and sAp lodi phan 10&i.

Ki<m: N6 Uu tién C< né nh4n.

Long: Du tién mTt lacon em Cang CYing San va nh»ng ngU®i ¢6 lién hE t8i Can CYing
San. RO nsipt@sO: 1,2, 3, 4. ... Thi nh»ng ngU®Oi clia miSn Nam la thufic
han 14, coi nhU lathe bottom.

ThiCEp: Con clia tt nhan chinh trl c6 CUanao vo Céi htc. Hi%om lam. Phé noi

la C¥c biEt
thi v8I CU®c V0.

Kicm: C& nhan maCéi htc tOt thi de nhU Y Khoa ma ra ki%em viEc CU®c thi n6

khong cho
con clath nhan chinh trl vo.

SU:  NO chi chové ca Céi htct°ng h®p thdi. NhUng céi Ci<m nd rAt |a chénh IGch.
Thi dg nhU con em cén b Cfing San né Ay 70 Cicm théi, con con ti nhan chinh
trl phai 100 Cicm. Ma100 Ci<m n6 con I¢altc theo céi 13 1Tch clia chame cla
t@ng ngU®i. Thanh th° radi c6 CU®c 100 Ci<m chUatrjc Ca CU®c vao. Céi
trU©ng Céi htc t°ng h®p lacé trUong Céi htc tAy huAy, htc cé gi cUng htc
h%ot. NhUng vao trU©ng cdng nghé chuyén khoa |a né khong cho thi dg nhU Y
Khoa, K1 SU thi
khéng cho.

Long: Cé gi macd the latéo rachuy@n nghS lané khéng cho. Thi céi vAn CSnd la

C6 thi dUSi céi x&hTi C61acéi CAu tién 1axét 131ich. L&IichIacai background,
cé history. L3ITch n%ou la cong quan canh chinh ctia miSn Nam Co 1as%op hén
sO 14. Khi c6131ich CélathAy céi chuy@En vo trong Céi htc 1a chuy@n khong
tUng tU®ng céi vidEc Co. Céi I151ich lacéi quan tring nhAt COi v8i céi xa hfi
CYing Sén. N%ou C& chOng nd ho¥c lamft phan ma COi trfi v8i né, coi nhU |a
cé CO ludn ludn co tfi. Vabao gi© cUng skop han tam cing claxa hfi. Con céi
td nhan chinh tri
) khong c6 cO hfi. Coi nhU lalam 2ngodi CU©ng lam chui, lam illegal, [am bAt
cU
cé gi C< ki%om CU®c mi%ong sOng. Khéng co luAet IE gi G« béo vE cho
nh»ng ca vitEec
lam. NhathUOng thi C@ng c6 néi vé tai vi khi maCagti laillegal. Nha
thUOng G«
ranh trl b@&nh cho nh»ng ngU®!I cong dan ciaxa hfi CYing San.
ThiCEp: Butién claht.
Long: Khi nao macd t§i minh lathU©ng thU©ng latgi nd khéng co v&i t&i minh ma
chuy@n Co hi%om lam. Ch%ot bO. Minh sOng nhU mTit con tht v/, chU
khong pha la
ngU®i quan trtng.
ThiEp: NgU®i b&Enh thi co th« Ci y ta Cla phUOng va cUng co the vo nha
thUOng. NhUng
phéi co tiSn.
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Ki@Em: Theo linh tathi né cUng cho vé, nhUng v nd khéng san soc.

Long: Khong cho thuOc. Chl lahinh thUc thoi, chU treatment thi khong c6. Thanh ra
ca

CStai nay rAt 1at%o nghl, rAt [ahay. M#i anh em chii Bac 2 Cay CSu lanh»ng
ngUO®i ]

cam nh/4En vasOng trong cai xa hfi Co.
ThiCEp: _Tdi GSnghl ¢d soén céu hOi.
Long: CauhQi qliat’ng quat. ) N
KiEm: Thi dg nhU cau sO ba nhU Chu Long k< chuyEn gufic sOng trong tu rAt c8 c¢c,
thi

nén vi%ot c§ c¢c nhU thd%o néo. )
Long: Nén hOi hoan cénh nhU thd%. nao? N6 COi ° v8i Béac nhU th%o nao? Thi%ou
thOn nhU ] ) 5

th%o Na0? Thi%ou thOn nh»ng gi? Co6 quAn &0 C< m¥c khdng? Cai CiSu kiCEn
nhU th%o i

nao? Céi tOi thiEu con ngU©i nhU th%o. nao? NgU®i tl b@&Enh nhan CU®C san
soc vS

sUc khoE khdng? ThuOc men Cay Ci khéng? Nghiala cang nhiSu cau hOi cang
di

rang hOn. ] A
KiEm:MAy céi ch%. Cf Cfing San COi v8i ngU®©i tu nhan chinh trl th%. nao la quan
trtng

lam. Hi néi 1a qufic sOng thi%ou thOn thi n6 t°ng quét qua, N6 khdng néi v&i céi

Sau sO.
Long: Xin céc Bac  Gay vi%ot thém cau hGi rOi gom 18i gitip G,
KiEm:Vi%ot cau hOi vatral©i cau hOi caminh [udn. A
ThiEp: Bay gi© Béc g8p 8. Nh»ng cau hOi nay hAu h%ot thi cUng CU®c, nhUng
pha sjp Skop

|8 cho rd céi nghia. Béc théng cam cho chau vi ti%ong Vit khong ranh. Vi dg
nhU

ch» CU®c théte, do, were free, thi chau dung CU®c thara, were release.
Long: Cé vAn CSvS van hdanhU th%o nay, nd hay |am. Théng Vit Cng nd ° degng
ca

céu travS cho gia Cinh tra COn s¢, vS cho gia Cinh nhUng ma giU s¢, quén ch%o

cla
ClaphUOng. GiaCinh pha chiu tréch nhi@Em méatU céc céi s¢, sOng ciangUSi
CAtéi vi ngU®i C6 khong phéi 1acong dan. Release to family under house arrest
by the local government. The family isresponsible for everything when the
person isreleased. House arrest is like probation.

ThiCEp: N6 quan ch%eo.

Long: Khi tharacho giaCinh ngU®©i C6 khong phai 1a cong dan.

ThiEp: N6 chi tharakhOi tréi tu théi.

Long: NgU®i C6 mAt quySn cong dan vagia Ginh phéi chiu tréch nhiEm C< ngU®i
Co ) )
sOng theo xa hfii m8i. T@ Co phé sOng theo s¢, phi phan cla njm nhiEm cla
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local government. C6 mit cdi committee C< cUu xét sau probation. Phéi theo
CiSu kiEn ht muOn chUng tO thi CU®c lati<u thec. Khi khéng c6 quySn cong
nhan thi Ci 1am khong CU®c. Phéi xin phép vakhong CU®c Ci t§i Ci lui di
dang. N%ou né nghi ng® minh thdi 1a ch%oet rOi. N6 mahQi, “Téi sao anh Ci ra
khOi ph&m vi makhong béo. Anh Ci hod&t Cfing chOng chiing téi.” CYing Sén cai
trl b¢ng céi s¢, nghi ng©. AS tai ndy rAt 1a hay n%ou cd [am CU®c thi cac Béc tl
nhan chinh trl vinh d¢, TAt canh»ng céi C6 phé gidi thich ki cang vi 2 ngoai xé
khong hi<u.
ThiEp: Minh Ci t&ng bUSc mft. ThU nhAt Iaminh soén cau hOi. Céi nfi dung
noi hoan
toan vS hoan canh th nhan chinh trl thi rd rOi. Téi CS nghl nh»ng ngU®i néi
phai
néi beng s¢ tran thZet. fidng ndi quiavi ngUOi takhdng tin. Toi Ci phOng vAn
pha
Coan clia M1 thi ngU®©i tahQi, “Té sao anh Ci kinh t%. m8i?’" C6 ngU®i nai,
“NO bjt bufic di ¢ téi n6i 1atéi pha Ci. N%ou khéng thi n6 bO th.” Céa Co M1
khong tin. M1 hOi téi thi toi ndi, “L3do téi Ci kinh t%. m8i vi chinh quySn néi
v8i V® tbi rang n%ou ba Ci kinh t%. m8i thi chOng ba CU®c thavS s8m. Vi v®
t6i muOn t6i vS s8m cho nén phai chAp nh/ZEn Ci kinh t%e m8i C< t6i CU®c vS
s8m. MTnotintdi. Vit Cling né 1@a Céo. N%ou ht khong muOn Ci thi né béo
rang 1a khéng phgc hfi quySn cong dan thi vAn ti%op tec probation. M¥c di nd
khoéng bjt bufic, nhUng cé C6 hinh thUc |a bjt bufc vi v® nao khéng thUOng
chOng. fi6 lamfit céi bit bufc nhUng rAt tinh ly. N6 khdng phéi Cem sting Can
t8i bjt minh Ci. CUng c6 trtU©ng h®p no t8i bjt Ci tly theo Cla phUOng, nhUng
no6 khdng ph° bi%on cai s¢, CO.
Long: Kinh t% m8i laNew Economic Zone. Y ngodi nay nghe thAy Co lamft céi
chuOng
tr©i chinh sang nhU mit céi rainbow. NgherAt 1a CEp nhUng phéi diin ta Co 1a
mit cé ving trUadevelop. Chf C6 lar@ng, khéng ai sOng C6 h%ot. Chi Cem
tSi
mi%ong CAt chung quan c6 cdy. N6 CUanh»ng ngU©i miSn Nam
t8i CO khdng cung cAp Cay Cl nh»ng céi CiSu kiEn cho ngU®i tasinh sOng.
Khong
c0 nhacla.
ThiCEp: N6 khdng cho minh 2thanh phO; né bjt minh phé Ci t&i mAy khoang
viing
C< mate khai thac t¢, sOng. SOng 2 C thi con minh lam sao CU®c Ci htc.
Long: Khong cé nh»ng dang cg C< 1am nha long thi t¢, 1am sao thi [am. Phéi glai
thich trong céi thesis cho ngU®i ngodi quOc hi<u chU khdng c6 ngU®©i ta nghi,
“N6  CUaanh Ci viing sinh sOng m8i thi c6 sao Cau maphéi thijc mjc.” Phé CUara
cé CiSu kiEn, céi condition, céi environment clia kinh t% m8&i lamft céi ving rAt
xaC< cho nh»ng ngU©i khong tra1& thanh phO cU minh nx»a.
SU:  Thém cai phAn It nAy anh em CS c/p t8i vS con cé cliangU®i tli nhan chinh
trl
¢6 bl &nh hUang nhU th%o nao vS vAn CS gido dgc, vSvAn CS htc vAn, thi bA
théc rAt l1adnh hUang. Trong mTit céi dip vao khodng neam 1981 t6i vS. Téi phéi
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cO6 milt céi cong viEc lam téi thanh phO clia mfit céi h®p tac xa thi v8i CU®c cU
tra @
thanh phO m¥c du trU8c minh 2 C6. N%ou khong co h®p téc thi no xé CUaCi

chi
~ ClnhcU tri c6 nghialané xé CUa Ci kinh t%o m8i theo céi ClaphUOng né
muOn
minh Ci. 3
Thiép: N6 bjt bufc cU trd. Minh Cau cd quySn chtn nGi @
Long: NO chl CInh ch} nao laphé 2cht C6. N6 dung céi kinh t%. m8i C< chi%om |&nh
nha
clavata san ctiangU®©i miSn Nam Vit Nam. N6 vo trong miSn Nam né thAy
ca
nha CEp clia ngU®i vién chUc pha Ci tt thi né hUa hEn rang Ci C%on cé viing
chi
_ CInhrOi thi n6 xé thangU®i chOng vS. NgU®i ta Gi rOi ngU®i chOng né
cUng khéng 3 N
tha thi coi nhU mAt nhalubn. Tei n6 vo 2lakhong bao gi© IAy 1&i. Cé
C6 phéi giai thich. 3
KiEm:Tu nhan nay lakhong cb bAt an, khong xét x° khong CUaratoa. 3
Long: Khong trial, khong luAt sL~J khong qui Ilch la#bao lau. Lic nao Cu®c travs
khéng ai bi%ot. "t nhAt mAy cau hOi ndy phéi thanh 200 cau hOi. T@ nh»ng cau
hOi
nay laco th« lam thanh 10 cau hOi thém ._Phai break n6 cang nh*thi cang tOt C«
cho mAy Bac di nh8. Vi lau ngay quamAy Bac quén thi cau hOi xac Clnh ¢d th
nhjc nha Co c6 the hOi mAy cau nhU vAy: Tu chinh trl bl Can dp nhU th%o
nao?
S¢ loling claBéc lacé gi? Cé tam IS rAt laquan trfng hOn lathi%ou vAE chAt,
hOn lac¢c kh® vilao Cing. Ai cUng lao Cing céc kh°. C« nao cUng chiu C¢ng
CU®c.

NhUng con ngU©i ma bl Céanh vao tam IS1adi bl gec. Céi happiness clia family
breakdown. Con céi khéng CU®c htc hanh. Camft céi xa hfli, generation, va
generation chUa CU®c recover. Ca GO CSu c6 phai Cénh veé.

Vi@t Cfing ding hy vitng C« téo s¢, tranh Cua gi»a anh em trong ti vi nd hUala
x& CU®c ch?vS. Nh»ng ngU®i bl k> I¢c xé 1am CiSu khong tOt COi v&i anh em
C< CU®c vS s8m. N%ou khong thi ngU©i M1 xé tUang 1at dOng nhU clia M.
figy lamfit ca nhiEm v chung. C6 t¢, CUng ravi%ot céi lun an vi thAy cam
Cing, con nh»ng ngU®Oi Vvi%ot C< IAy bang thi khac. Céi luZEn jn ndy phé noi
th/et vard rang. LAy chinh nghialdi cé righteousness cho nh»ng ngU®©i t8i bay
gi© bl hiculAm. figy khéng vS vAn CS nhan Céo malatréch nghiEm cla
ngU®i Mi. Minh phé C¥ vAn CS C< ndi Ién cho ngU®i MT bi%ot. Khi malam
céi nay rard rang nhU chiing ta Catin, thi mAy CUatrE né xé Ctc CU®c téi vi
nd xé Ctc CU®C ti%ong anh. MAy CUatrE khong Ctc CU®c thi%ong ViEt.
LuZEn én xé CU®c bO vo thU viEn. Chi gi» Co rOi release to family theo céi
quy%ot CInh cam hUng clia nh»ng ngU®i Cing San. fi©i sOng 2 M1 khi qua Cay
phAn 18n nh»ng ngU®i td nhan chinh trl nh»ng céc Bac va Cha rAt cam On xa
hfii nay Cacho cé cO hfi G« sOng Cu®c |am mTt con ngU®i CUng Cin. Co6
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quySn nhu cAu hénh phc va con cé c¢6 ¢O hfi ¢d cong an viEc 1am cho mAy
em makhong CU®c Ci htc 2bén Vit Nam. Con con em nhO CU®c Ci htcva
thanh cong. N%ou 2 bén Vit Nam chi |a second citizen. Céc cong aan videc [am
trong cO s? clia Cng San lanh»ng cong ty, cO s2thUOng méi |athufc vS quOc
danh, 1a cia government chU khéng phéi tU nhan. N%ou ma cla quOc danh thi
n6 chl thau nh/ZEn dan ctia CYing San. N%ou minh khdng thufic vS Cing San thi
né xé khdng thau. Coéng viEc cla nh»ng ngU®©i tt nhan chinh trl vangU®©i lién
hCE thi Ci bam 2ngoai long rong thAt tha lam nh»ng nghS ma Cing Séan khong
muOn [am. T@ C¥p xich 16, Céy xe, mAy viCec lao CYing laphé 1am. Tuy nhién
cé CiSu kiEn, céi psychology ciamit con ngU®i bl tran Cp. Con ngU®i sOng
bang cé hy ving bOi céi tUOng lai. N6 usnh gap thi con ngU®©i tra thanh con
tha.
SU:  Béay gi© tém 18 lanhU vAy. Nhy»ng cau hOi sodn & cho thém nhiSu cau hOi vi
mAy cau Cay quat°ng quét thi n6 khdng co Ci vao chi ti%ot. Thi dgnhU land
phan
biEt COi s° v&i nh»ng cai ngU©i sOng dUSi ch%o CY miSn Nam Vit Nam th%o
nao va
phan biEt trong ban than nh»ng ngU©i C6 nhU th%o ndo? Phan biEt COi <° vEi

gia B o B
Cinh v8i con céi nhU th%o nao nhAt latrong vAn CS htc vAn? Ho¥c lakhi thOi
glan ) - )
3 vS bl quén ch%o nhU th%o nao. Tai bl quan ch%. mfit neem sau khi t6i CU®c tra
vS.
Trong céi naam C6 thi m$i mfit tuAn |atdi phéi 1am cé hO sO, céi report cho no.
Ngay nado, Ci Cau, lam gi, ndi chuy@En v8i ai, ndi vS céi gi, ti%op sic v8i ai thi
phéi

khai vo céi report tU©ng ngay tU©ng gi© mTt. Thi da hém nay ngay 30 thang 7
bu°i sang anh lam cai gi, gi© nao bu°i nao.
Long: Nguyén ngay.
SU:  Téi phai vi%ot racé quy<n séch Co C< n6 ding quan ch%o minh. M tuAn I no
Xét.
N%ou N6 CONg $v8i nh»ng 1©i khai mané cho minh [am tOt thi nd Céng cho cé
dAu. fii khi n6 ndi, “Anh v anh 13m 18 cai hO sO vi b»ahom C6 anh Ci C6.

Toi
thAy anh.” N6 tdo ranh»ng céi kho khamn valam ric rOi ghé g&m Iam v&i nh»ng
ngU®i tu cai tat. Trong xuOt neam 52 tuAn t6i phéi I®p céi report t8i cong an
phU®ng C< nd sét nh/En. N%ou t6i khong lam thi nd xé tim nh»ng bi@Et phdp C<
no
lam khé di ho¥c 1ané k» luA. Sau mfit naem thi c6 mft céi thiéu htp 2trong cél
t° dan phO G« no xét co tra quySn cong dan cho ngU®i C6 hay khéng. M1t céi to
dan phO thi thU©ng khoéng 40-50 gia Cinh htp I& theo cai 1énh cla cong an
phU®©ng va canh séat clia cong an khu v¢c. TrU8c mti ngU®©i thi minh it nhAt
pha
c6 cuOn séch C6 G« Cte 1& nh»ng phAn quan trtng. Téi phéi trinh bAy |én cé
S¢,
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A vi@Ec minh l1am céi gi thUc lapha béo ratrU8c h%oet. Lic Co thi nh»ng ngUoi
Cla -
_ phUOng trong t° C6 ht nh/En xét tOt thi lic bAy gi© né véo vién béan vand tra
quysn 3 X e .
cdng dan cho minh. Khi cé quySn cong déan thi nd xét vAn CS cU tra. TrUSc

A

Cay
minh vS chl t&m tr(i v&i gia Cinh. Trong th©i gian C6 ma bl pham tfi thi nd xé&
tong Ci kinh t%. m8i ngay. Sau khi tOt tAt camti cai rOi tUc [aminh khong vi
pham
nh»ng lu4et |E hay luEt phap cla Cla phUOng thi tc bAy gi© no xé xét cho
minh C«
nh/ZEp hY khAu tUc 1a CU®c thU©ng chi. Céi hf khAu 2VidEt Nam rAt |aquan
trtng.
BAt cU cé cong viGEc gi lam, Ci xin viGEc, muathsc phAm, Ci muavé xe Co hay
xe
1% G« Ci chi ndy cht khiathi cAn hfkhAu. HfkhAulas® giaCinh.
Long: HY khAulacé report card cliagia Cinh. fii Cau cUng phd mang theo C< ¢ sing
sang. Y Cay than nhan ¢ t8i nha@khong sao h%.t. NhUng 2bén ViEt Nam |a

cd

phéi khai bé&o rang lahém C6 co khéch t8i @ khéch t@ Cau va© mAy ngay |a
pha

bgo trU8c. NO xét nhaluctOi. No xét t© hf khAu mathAy dU ngU©i 2nhala
no

lam khé di. Ai cUng co bang hfli khAu t@ céi th©i bay gi© vatrUsc Cay cUng
VAEY.
SU:  T6i mang céi hfi khAu theo t@ Vi Nam tdi c6 the cho mfit céi bang copy. CO

mit quy<n sach report clatéi khong bi%ot tdi mang theo hay dec 2 Vit Nam rOi.

M1t vai nh»ng chUng t@ khéac mathi dg nhU tra quySn cong dan téi mang theo
va

_ tdi cothe cho bEng copy Ce it nhAt c6 cdi mAu vS cai xahfi Go. fii chi ndo

cUng

phai mang theo. CO céi bang photo CUt trong tui, 3-4 t©: GiAy ratréi gti la

Release Certificate, giAy Cong Dan, giAy hf khAu.

PhOng VAn Béc SU riéng

VS vAn CS bzo chi ca hfi Ta Nhan Chinh-Trl C6 thi CU®c trU8c Cay cU hang
théang |a chiing t6i Ceang mit cai ban tin tém tit vS mfit sO céc hodt CYing cla hfi vatin
tUc c/Ep nh/E m8i nhAt vSvAn CS CAu tranh v8i Cfing Sén Coi céi t¢, do dan chd cho
Vit Nam. Céi tai chanh cUng eo-hEp cho nén |a khong co th« phét hanh hang thang
CU®c n»a. Bay gi© chi vao nh»ng céi dip i nhU ngay 30 thang 4, ho¥c 1a ngay quén
l¢c ngdy 19 thang 6, ho¥c lavao ngay Df T° HOng VUOng thi khu hfi chiing ti ra mft
céi ban tin C¥c biEt C< ma ph° bi%on trong nh»ng ngay |1 C6. Variéng céi ngay t%ot
Nguyén-fian thi v&i ra CU®c céi t© C¥t sip C< Canh dAu miit neam hoét Cing khu hfi.
Trong CO thi c6 nh»ng céi bai vi%ot vS vaan hoa, khoa htc, CAu tranh chinh trl, vasinh
hoét clia hfi trong neam. Ngoai ra Cla phUOng nay cUng c6 miit t© béao ma CU®C s¢,
ti%on nhi@Em clia COng bao cng COng 2 Cay 1at© Oklahoma Vit B&o. Khi macod
nh»ng céi tin tUc gi co lién quan cAn phé ph® bi%on thi chiing toi nh© céi t© bao Co.
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ThU©ng thU©ng hang thang chiing téi cUng c6 nh»ng cé bai g°i 1én Oklahoma Vit
B&o C< ph° bi%on ranh»ng céi tin tUc sinh hodt, ho¥c lanh»ng céi cuflc CAu tranh v8i
Cfing San nhU th%o ndo C« it nhAt nh»ng ngU®i tt nhan chinh trl Oklahoma nay cUng
c0 ti%ong NGi qua céi t© bao CO. Phe bi%on ring réi t8i CONg bao ti<u bang nay vamvt
sO ti<u bang cénh sét.

S¢. di ching téi khong the rat© béo l1andi thEng khéng cé tiSn. B4 vi in 200 béng
tin thi tOn h%oet $400.00 nén khong cé tiSn C< 1am trong khi C6 khdng ¢6 gi thAu nhAp
vao h%ot. Thi cé tiSn Co lado anh em Cong gop lanién liim. Cé tiSn Co6 rAt laham
ch%o. M1 mft ngU©i mTt naam Cong $30.00. TiSn CiSu hanh hii vS quan hém tang
ch%o ho¥c lamAy céi thU m®i ho¥c lain nh»ng céi tai licEu C< g°i C%on anh em. Thi
céi tiSn C6 cUng chi v@ia < chi phi ranh»ng CiSu hanh ctia hli thdi. N%ou ma cé dU
thi gi» 2 C6 cho khi thi%ou. Vao nh»ng t° chUc ngay | thi anh em Céng gop. HYi khéng
c6 bAt cU mfit ca fund nao clia chinh quySn hay lamft céi t° chUc ndo cho h%oet. Chiing
t6i lamAy ngU©i qua sau thi nh»ng céi t° chUc maxin fund C« tai tr® gitp C« cho
nh»ng ngU©i ma anh em td nhan chinh tri. HYi Vi@t MT Trung Tam TaeNan Caxin céi
fund C6 G« hT gitp cho chung tai trong nh»ng ngay CAu. Trong o cU Ing c6 hfi
U.S.C.C. NgU®i tagiup C« vSvAn CSlam giAy t©, Ci kham sUc khOeg, ho¥c 1A Ci
théng dich. Ching téi CasO lakhdng cé danh ti%eng M1 hOn n»am8i qua khong bi%ot
gi thi nh© ht gitp C«trong th©i gian CAu. Nh»ng céi t° chUc thiEn nguy@En C6 rAt 1a
tOt. Ht cUng c6 nh»ng céi fund clia chinh phdl C« tai tr® cho ht C< ht gitp cho ching
t6i. HT cO s2cd sEn rOi. Hang naam cU xin fund. Chuing t6i khéng co cO 2 thi khong
the chUng minh CU®c v&i chinh quySn lién bang cUng nhU ti<u bang C< xin fund. Va
muOn c6 mTt céi cO st hodt Cling bay gi© thi miit thang thué mUgn cUng tOn hang b¥c
ngan.

NgU®i Vit Nam, néi chung ngU®©i A fidng, céi tinh cam COi v8i gia Cinh rAt
|a cao, cho nén nh»ng ngU®i Ci naam 75 cUng nhU nh»ng ngU®i Ci sau ndy theo céi
diEn H.0. nhU chiing t6i thi vAn con C< 1& chamE anh chl em bén C6 rAt nhiSu. Chi
Ci CU®c mit gia Cinh ciaminh tUc |av® va céc con claminh théi. ChamE vaanh chi
em con 18 Vit Nam. Céi tinh gia Cinh vAn quy%on luy%on. Sau khi °n Cinh rOi cUng
c6 mTit sO anh em travS thaam chamE, gia Cinh, ht hang, vabacon. Ho¥c |anh»ng
ngU®i Ci naam 75, ht cUng travS Vit Nam. B3 vi cd ngU©i Vit Nam minh tinh
cam gia Cinh qué hUOng n¥ng nS1jm cho nén ai cUng muOn travS C« thaam hOi, g¥p
g« nh»ng ngUOi thUONg yéu clia minh thi riéng v§i tai thi tdi chUa co § Cinh chtvS
Vit Nam trong IUc nay. Khi nao ch%. CT Cing San Vi@t Nam khdng con n»a ho¥c it
nhAt ca vAn CS bOn Hi%on Phép clia Cing Sén n6 khdng con. C6 nghiala Cing San
n6 khéng con co CYlc tai Clic CENg n»a, co nh»ng t¢, do thi 1Gc CO toi v8i vS qué hUOng
thaam than nhan 2 Vi Nam. HiEn nay t6i chUaco § nghi CO.

BO ME vacac Anh Em téi nh© céi s¢, béo |anh ctia mfit ngU©i em bén nay
CU®c qua M1 sau banaam t6i qua Cay. Lam COn b&o lanh t@ naam 1981 cho C%on naam
1994 thi BO ME vacéc em qua. Bay gi© gia Cinh téi ruft thit thi chi con & cd em bén
G6. Con giaCinh bén v® thi ChaME vatAt ca Anh Em vAn con 18i 2 ViEt Nam.

Chinh v® t6i cUng chUa c6 dip C« vS Vit Nam. Ca mOi s® clatdi COi V8i laCing
Sén 1and cé the [am bAt cU I ¢c videe gi gian &c nhAt di gian &c ¢@ ndo n6 cUng vAn
lam. T6i engéi khi vS Vi@t Nam. N6 cd the trathd b3 vi mfit sO hodt Cfing clatéi. Toi
nghi réng né xé nghe tAt vS hodt CYing cliati b vi nh»ng céi bai vid%ot cliatdi khi toi kS
tén, khi t6i g°i Caang bao khong nh»ng 2 riéng ti<u bang ndy ma Ci xa cho nhiSu ti<u bang
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khéc va trong nh»ng cai neem it nhAt la sau bay naem nay t6i gi» céi chUc hfi trUsng.
Toi k3 rAt nhiSu vaan thU chOng cfing Coi hOi nh»ng vAn CSt¢ do ton gido, t¢, do nhan
quySn, ho¥c lién an Cing San. Trong nh»ng ngay | téi cUng c6 nh»ng céi bang tuyén
céo Ctc trU8c cuOc dan COng bao 2 Cay. Toi nghi rang nh»ng cé hodt Cing cla toi
cUng khéng qua khOi cai mjt ciamfit sO nh»ng Cfing Sén ht 1dm ving 2tay sai Cfing
Sén téi ClaphUOng nay. fiUONg nhién ht th%. ndo cUng béo céo vS toa Céi sU Vi
Cfing # Cay ho¥c la cho nh»ng cai t° chUc Cfing Sén chi huy th%o ndo cUng phéi co céi
GiSu Co.

Nh»ng céi con em masinh vién du htc t@ Vi@ Nam qua phai néi thEng lahAu
h%ot la con cé clia nh»ng by Cing Sén cao cAp ho¥c lamt sO ca ngU®©i giAu co thi
v8i ¢6 tiSn C« gi® cho céc con em clia ht qua M1 htc hanh CU®c. Céi vitEc ma Ce ti%op
sUc v8i cac em htc sinh t@ Vit Nam quala U8c ving clanh»ng ngU©i hodt Cling vS
vAn CS chinh trf 2Cay thi ching t6i coi ht cUng nhU 1at© giAy tring. Ht khéng bi%ot
gi vS dan quOc giavangU®i miSn Nam. CUng c6 USc ving C< g¥p cac em CO Ce ndi
cho céc em bi%ot lacéi s¢, 1Uu vong qua Cay nhU th%o. ndo. V8i cac em chjc chijn khong
6 h/En thi. MuOn ti%op sUc ndi chuy@®n nhUng ma nh»ng em Co6 ht cUng ¢o céi t°
chUc rAt lach/A hEp. Ht khong bao gi© C< cho cac em ti%op stic v&i nh»ng cfing
COnNg ho¥c lamt sO céc t° chUc hoédt Cing vS VAN CS hfii Coan chinh trl 2Cay. fi6i
khi ht Ci phO ho¥c Ci tr® thi cUng g¥p cUng ndi chuy@En, khdng co gi hZEn thi vi céc
em. Riéng vS cé viEc manghe tin chin em CAu tién qua htc OU, thi Cfing COng cUng
nhU mt cé sO céc hfi Coan 2 Cay c6 g¥p mit sO céc em |dnh Céo cliatrU©ng OU Cx
n6i cho cac em laphéi ti%op sUc v8i cac htc sinh clia Vi Nam qua nhU th%o ndo phéi
dung tinh cdm, b¢ng cé s¢, chan th/Et, béng céi t¢, do phong pha clia miSn Nam, vacla
MT nhU th%o ndo C< cho mAy em bi%ot. Man%ou cd thc CU®c thi m©i cac em vS nha
C< sinh hodt. Thi cac em v8i thAy CU®c céi t¢, do tOi thicu t¢, do cianUgc Mi Coi Vi
con ngU®i nhU th%o ndo. Thi nh»ng cai em CO6 sau th©i gian htc 2 bén nay cd the ba
naam, nam naam, hay mTt vai neam ht ch2vS Vit Nam thi it nhAt ht cUng C&ndi 1én
cho nh»ng ngU®i 2Viét Nam C¥c bi(Et l1athan nhan claht vS ca COi sOng 2bén M
nhU th%o. n&o va C¥c biEt lavAn Cc t¢, do ralavAn CSt¢ do ralam sao. Thi cUng hy
vtng réng trong tUONg lai nh»ng em CA |a ch? thang nh»ng céi 1anh Céo clia VidEt Nam
thi tinh hinh c6 th« n6 ¢6 cai C°i m&i hOn chU bay gi© |anh»ng cé thanh phAn gianua
ki co Caeng |anh C&o 1and con hZ&En thu ljm. Ht h4&En tha tei toi thi toi cUng hZ&En thu ht
théi. Lam sao masdabO CU®c.

Thi vi v/Ey riéng Coi v8i céc em htc sinh thi t6i cUng co céi hy ving réng khi ma
travS Vit Nam thi hy ving réng ht xé néi 1én CU®c cho nh»ng cé ngU®©i 2 Vit Nam
|a chinh BO ME vagia Cinh ht bi%ot |a céi t¢, do bén Mi nhU th%o. ndo va céi dan chi
bén M1 1am sao ma Vit Nam Coi dUSi Cing Séan lakhdng co gi t¢, do. fidy lavAn CS
tam 13 thi chinh chamEk ht chamE ht laai lanh»ng céi can b Cing San la nh»ng
ngU®i giAu c6 ht thAy lacon c& minh n6 khong noi dOi khong néi sai. C6 CiSu labO
mE C6 co dam néi ranh»ng CiSu con céi n6i cho nh»ng ngU®i khéc nghe hay khong.
Chic chjnlangU®i C6 khdng dam néi cho nh»ng ngU©i khéc téi vi ch%oe CT Cling Sén
ki<m soét rAt lagjt gao. Nh»ng ngU®i C6 chjc ching laxé g¥p nhiSu céi kho khaan.

VS VAN CS céi ngU®i th tfi cao &nh hUang t§i stic khOe vS tinh thAn khong thi
théc t%o 1a@nh hUang. Trong th ch%ot nhiSu ljm. Ch%ot Vi thi%ou aan, ch%ot vi bEn At
ch%ot Vi lao Cing, ch%et Vi tai ndn. Céi tinh thAn rAt lakhu khOe. Téi muOn noi t8i
tinh thAn clia nh»ng ngU®i ma quOc da chOng cfing thi nhiSu nh»ng anh em Cabfc I
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céi tinh thAn Co béng céch cgc th%o trong céi tréi th cho nén bi xU t° trong th ho¥c bl
giam cAm cho t8i ch%ot ho¥c bl Canh ch%et. Vanh»ng anh em C6 bi<u | b¢ng hanh
CYing bS ngoai ca sO nay ¢ nhiSu ch%ot trong td nhiSu lim. Con CasO thi ht chOng
b¢ng hinh thUc khéac. Khéng chOng beng hinh tU®ng bén ngodi. Cho nén CYing Sén nd
khong bi%ot CU®c minh d» v»ng tinh thAn anh em.

LS do chinh hi%ou la2cé cht nay. Tam cai ngU@i cin b Cling Sén Co ¢o vU
trang, n6 co siing v8i mt ca sO 1U®ng 400-500 ngU®i tu o the gi%ot né di giang, th%o
nhU ng ma gi%et NG rOi Ci Cau b4 vi chinh quySn minh khong con n»a. N%ou chinh
quySn minh con trOn vS v8i chinh quySn clia minh v&i nUSc claminh. Bay gi© gi%ot
n6 rOi chdy vao rdng. R@ng vU khi minh khdng co G« chOng 18i rOi IUONg th¢c khong
cO C< an chdy vSv8l gia Cinh labl bjt ngay. Chdy Ci Cau. AU©ng cuing 1a h%ot ch®
rOi. Makhi ma gi%et CU®c tam ngU®i nhU vAEy v8i 400 ngU®Oi chdy vao r@dng thi
chjc chjn né xé mang huy Cfing c& hang trung Coan ratéi ch° rAt |anhan tréng bao vay
gi%ot trtn. NO X& gi%ot h%ot ngay. Makhong chdy Ci Cau CU®c h%ot bd vi nh»ng céi
khu véc mand lam ratréi céi tdo CO land Cabao vay ch¥t ché hd%ot rOi, sO C6 lakhong
c6 dan chl ¢6 n6 bte chung quan h%ot ca. N6 co b° chi tAt canh»ng céi chOt Ce n6 kicm
traki<m sodt h%ot rOi. Khi macé cé chuy®n sAy ra, nd bung nguyén mflt trung Coan
clian6 heéng nhan quan Ci v8i vU khi thi no tiéu gi%oet naam sau tram ngUOi C6 nhU troi.
NO x& gi%ot h%ot. Chdy vSvS§i gia Cinh labl bjt ngay malién hE v8i giaCinh n»a. Ma
chinh pha minh khong con. HOI sUatrUSc 75, minh bl bjt hay bl nhOt 2 chi nao thi
minh con pha td ho¥c 1a gi%ot tgi N6 C< minh chOn vSv8i COng CTi cliaminh. Minh
CU®c bdo vE va CU®c chan bl vU khi C< chOng I8 nd. ficng ndy h%et rOi, CUGNg
cting rOi khdng chi nao h%ot.

Th%o con céi vidEc mano ndi réng co nh»ng cdi ngU©i maco céi hy ving C«
CU®c tha vS thi n6 téo ra céi hy ving Co Cc bst cé s¢, chOng COi atrong tréi ti. Ai
cUng hy vitng C< travS v8i gia Cinh cho nén khong n°i lo&n. Laulauno 1& cho vS vai
chge ngU®i ¢o the sau th©i gian hOn miit naam né cho vS mit sO, sau hOn hai neam 1&i
cho vS mft sO, sau th©i gian hOn banaam 18i vS miit sO. Th%o thi nh»ng céi sO ngU®i
anh em C6 CU®c vS C6 thi CUONg nhién khi minh CU®c thavS v&i gia Cinh lamfit s¢,
vui m@ng cho nén téo racé hy ving cho ngU®i conal&. Ht vSthi minh cUng xé
CU®c vS. Nh© cé hy ving C6 maanh em cUng c6 CU®c sOng sot. N%ou con ngU®i
ma tuy@t ving thi xé& CUa C%on n°i 108n va cé s¢, chd%ot C%on rAt nhanh. Con n%ou
minh bi%ot chjc chijn lakhéng c6 cé hy ving vSthi xé&n°i lodn man°i lon thi bjt bufic
phéi c6 C° méu. Ht ch%ot thi minh cUng ch%ot.

Khi n6 thatéi rakhOi tu, thi co the hai banaam né msi cho 1.D. card. CUng tuy
ngU®i. NhiSu th¢ng kho, nhiSu théng di. N6 bédo, “Anh SU, chiSu mai nh/ZEu, anh
SU.” Minh cUng phéi chiSu no bd vi khdng 1a co chuy@®n. N%ou minh khdng co tiSn
thi aan nh/Au sO sO. CH tiSn thi pha Ci nhahtng. NO bi%ot réng téi vS toi Cap sich 16
ho¥c Ci lam mAy ché 14, tiSn Cau co. NO bi%et minh Cau co. C¢c kh° nd vAn quAy
rAy. Nh»ng chuy@®n nhO n6 cUng xin, bay gi© né ndi, “Anh SU h¢ng Cém téi phéi Ci
tuAn canh ma Cén bin h%ot rOi, anh SU cho xin mAy cgc bin.”

Téi hOi, “Bao nhiéu mft cec?’

Th%o da bo béo, “$500 COng mTt cec.” Thi téi CUand $2000 tiSn HO Chi
Minh C< né mua bOn cac bin. Né mua hay khdng lavi@Ec nd. Thee rathi nd muOn
ki%om tiSn minh. N6 c6 rAt nhiSu khé khaen nhU v/Ey.
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Trong tb Can ba cUng rAt 1anhiSu nh»ng can bY. Si quan quan cénh trinh Vit
Nam CYng Hoa hOi sUa nam cUng c6 nh» cUng c6. NhUng thAn phAn C6 can b Cé 1a
CSu bl bjt sau naam 75 C< vao tréi céi t&o h%ot. Tréi n» ht nhOt riéng khdng bao gi©
nhOt chung h%oet. Con 2 hfi tt nhan chinh tr c6 mSit vai ngU®©i th nhan chinh trl 1an».
BaTrung TAHO Thi V& baAy lachi huy trU2ng n» quan nhan Ing hoa hOi sUaba § bl
t0 mU©i mAy naam rOi ba Ay qua Cay naam 1995. HiEn nay ba $ sOng 2 Oklahoma.
Ba cg hdm nay cUng trén bAy chec tu®i. Thinh thodng vao nh»ng ngay thi dg nhU ngay
Céi hli vS t%ot thi baSthaam d¢, T6i vi%et trong céi quy<n C¥c x& clia hfli th nhan chinh
trl naam t%ot naam v@arOi k> nhiEm mU®i naam thanh | A&p hTi thi t6i vi%ot ra céi qua
trinh hodt Cfing mU®i naam. Lanh»ng céi hodt CYing clia khu hfi C¥c biEt 1a co vi%eot
vScéi tric CU©ng mU©i naam hodt Cling clath nhan chinh trl. Néi vS nh»ng thanh

| /Ep.

HYi T@ Nhan Chinh Tri CU®c thanh | p CAu naam 1991. Chuing téi qua cuOi
naam 1990. fiAu naam 1991 lathanh IAp. HYi c6 300 ngU®i. Tai langUoi hY trUang
thU naam. fiAu tién laBéc Lé Thanh Danh. i%on Bac thU hai 1a M6 Quang Thi, rOi
C%on Bac Quynh Ngtc Théch. Bac Ay rarOi lam CU®c hai thang rOi ch%oet. Bjc thU
tU lafiti Uy ChUng, bay gi© lachd tic cng COng. Béc LS Xuan MYc 1én 1am hfi
trU2ng CU®c hOn miit naam thi Bac Ay ch%ot. T6i |én [am thay quySn hili trUsng. fi6 |a
naam 1995. T 1996 t8i bay gi© t6i 1ahfi trU©ng Tt Nhan Chinh Tri. H%ot nhiEm ky
1& bAulén ngU®i khéac. M1i mfit nhi@Em ky lahai neam. Cé hfi T Nhan Chinh Tri
CU®c thanh | Ap gia ca mgc Cich 1a C< anh em tUOng tr® |An nhau vi nh»ng céi
ngU®i tt nhan chinh trl myt cai hoan canh. NgU®i Ci quatrUSc thi gitp ngU®i Ci qua
sau. AONg th©i cUng C« t&o thanh mTit céi Coan th« C< tAEp trung CU®c sUc ménh. Cho
nén sau céi th©i gian CAu gti 1a & h»u thi chuy<n qua CAu tranh chinh trl v&i Cfing Sén.
fiAu tranh chinh tri ngodi giao, CAu tranh tuyén v/ZEn vanhiSu nh»ng m¥ khéac. AU V8i
CYing Sén b3 vi N%ou maminh | Ep ramft ca hfi Coan machi ai heu tUONg tr® nhau
khodng, n6 cUng phi phdm Ci. Ma C¥c biCEt 1anh»ng ngU®i td nhan chinh tri 1anh»ng
ngU®i maht Ca hy sinh xUOng méu C« béo v t° quOc miSn nam Vit Nam.

Sau nay céi s¢, phén bfi clia M1 cUng nhU céi s¢, 1anh C&0 y%ou kém clia cAp 1anh
C&0 mi%on nam. M1 CabO miSn nam cho nén miSn Nam m§i |1t vao tay Cing Sén
miSn Bjc. Phé c6 M1 y«m tr® vSvU khi, vS Cén dU®c vanhiSu vAn CS khéc cho mit
cé v¢c chi%on tranh. B3 vi CYing San CU®c khOi CYing Sén th%o giSi trong C6 ¢6 Lién
S6, Trung CYing, Hungary, TiGEp Khjc, BaLan, Cubay<m tr®. Trong khi C6 MI cjt y<m
tr® cho miSn Nam Vit Nam thi quan | sc ViEt Nam Cfing Hoa cé the n6i laquan |éc
rAt lahung ménh. Khi mabi cjt ycm tr® nhU th%o. tUc 1a ¢ sting ma khdng c6 Can, ¢6
may bay ma khodng co xang, cd xe makhong cé sang. Thi%ou thOn nhiSu m¥t khac n»a
thi hOi 1am sao c6 the chOng c¢, CU®c v8i quén CTii bic tuy@& CU®c khOi Cing San
y«m tr® nhU th%o. Bit bufic phéi thua. Thua Cay lathuatheo céi sich IU®c céi chi%on
IU®c claMT, chU th¢c ran%ou ma co d»a miSn Nam v&i miSn Bjc maCOng IU®c
Canh nhau chUatréc bén nao thang bén nao thua.

Vi céi quySn I®i claMTi nhU th%e ndo C6 n6 bO miSn Nam. CuOi cling chiing
t0i khong CU®C ti%op t%o sting Can, Canh nhau @ ngoai m¥t trAn khong c6 Can, ho¥c la
sO Cén rAt 1a hanh ch%o |am sao Canh. M1t ngay c6 the mit céi canh cU Vit Cing no
c6 the< phéo khich vao mflt chec ngan trédi Cai bjc Cl lodi t& 1051y, 1551y, 1301y, 1221y
van van ca héng ngan tréi. Trong khi C6 chiing t6i phén phao I&i thi chl ¢6 5, 10 tréi théi,
lam sao Céanh. Bit bufic 1amiSn Nam phéi thua. Thuavi M1 bO phé néi theng. Thec ra
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laMi bO. Vi vAy cho nén bl Cling San miSn bjc nd thdn tinh miSn Nam m8i sAy ra
ngay 30 thang 4 naam 1975.

Bay gi© hé¢ng naam cng COng 2 Oklahoma cUng nhU nh»ng cfing COng khac 2
khip nU8c MT vatrén th%o gi§i CSu t° chUc céi ngay 30 thang 4, ngay quOc h&n C%o
tU2ng nh§ |1& ca ngdy mamiSn Nam Vit Nam mAt vao tay CYing San vanh»ng ngU®i
Vi@t Nam khéng th« sOng dU8i CT Cfing Séan phé bO nUSc ra Ci tim t¢, do trén tho%o
giSi C¥c biCEt 1a2nUsc M1 nay nhiSu nhAt 1aMT, Canada, Uc, va Phdp. N6i chung la
rAt nhiSu nU8c khéc trén th%o giSi thZEm chi canUgc Dio Théi, Phi Chau, cUng co. Khi
vU®t bién 1&c va nh»ng céi tAu C6 ht cUu, thi cé mfit sO COng bao Vit Nam sOng
may nU8c C6. M1t céi qufc chi%on gia dan nhU vAEy cUng tOn xUOng mau rAt nhiSu
k< cahai miSn Nam Bjc macuiing langU®©i Vit Nam ca fidy [amfit céi Cau kh° Iam
chU khong. NhUng maai gay racéi cufic chi%on Co thi cau tra 1©i theng thanh nhAt 1a
qua ° liCEu tAt c& nh»ng ngU®i ma ht nghién cUu vS s¢ liGEu va chiing toi cUng CU®c
bi%ot rd rang la chinh CYing Séan Vit Nam CUng CAu laHO Chi Minh gy racé cufic
chi%on.

ThU®ng thU©ng ban chAp hanh chiing toi thi cU mit thang ho¥c 1a hai thang
htp mfit IAn. Con khi ma co nh»ng céi viGEc gi cAn thi%ot thi chiing toi cé the 1amTit
tuAn htp hai IAn ho¥c CTit xuAt, lGc ndo cAn thi triCEu tZEp v8i anh em ban chAp hanh
C< CUaramft sO kh%o hodt hodt CYing cho hfi ho¥c 1a y<m tr® cho nh»ng céi quiic CAu
tranh clia céc t° chUc céc Coan the 2nU8c MT cUng nhU lanh»ng céi t° chUc CAu tranh
aquOc nli. Thi dg nhU hi®En nay lacé cuflc CAu tranh 2 quOc nfi vS Coi hOi vSt¢, do
tén gido, tU do dan chi cdalinh mec Nguyin Ve LE2ngoai Hu%o, ho¥c Hoa ThU®ng
ThUc Quang i, ho¥c |a cliabén gido hfi Ph/Et Gido Vit Nam ThOng NhAt, ho¥c 1a
Cwg Lé Quang Liém clia Ph/& Gido HoaH&o bén nay. NgU®©i Vi(Et 2hai ngodi ¢
nhi@Em vg phéi y<m tr® nh»ng cé cuflc CAu tranh trong nU8c C6 vakhu hfi clath nhan
chinh trl cUng phéi cd céi tréch nhiEm C¢ y«m tr® nh»ng cé cuflc CAu tranh Co. Vi%ot
nh»ng petition C< g°i cho nh»ng cO quan. CO khi tai toi gi% t°ng thOng Hoa Ky. C6
nh»ng trU©ng h®p phéi g% cho Lién HiGEp QuOc va cho éng bY trUang. Ching téi gi
cho éng BY TrUz2ng Colin Powell. Ong Ay qua Vi@t Nam v@a rOi thi g°i cho 6ng & mit
cé thU. Cai thU C6xinyéu cAu ong $ ngodi giao khi mathi%op xtc v&i chinh quySn
Cfing San Vit Nam thi C¥t vAn CS t¢, do ton gigo va tha nh»ng ngU®©i Cing Sén bt b§
giam cAm. Chang téi bjt bufic phéi 1am nh»ng céi vidEc C6 vakhéng riéng gi cé khu
hfii Oklahoma ho¥c |a cfing COng 2 Cay matrén toan nUSc MT rAt nhiSu nh»ng céi khu
hfii va Coan th« CAu tranh CSu g° nh»ng céi khéanh thU ho¥c lanh»ng céi petition cho
ong Colin Powell. T6i langU®©i Cai diEn hi thi xé kS tén xin ch» k3 cla anh em cl tAt
ca hfi vién kém theo.

Th/Et raphéi néi theng ramAy céi naam CAu naam 1975, tinh thAn vanh»ng s¢,
CAu tranh C6 cliangU®©i Vit hdi ngodi Ci naam 1975 Ci suOng hen. T@ ngay ma
nh»ng td nhan chinh tri té Cinh cU 2Hoa Ky theo trUOng trinh gti 1aH.O. thi ltc Co la
céi phong chao ma C« CAu tranh chOng Cfc tai Cfing Sén thi bAy gi© m§ bling phét tr2
|&i, m8i lasOng tra 18 manh mé nhU ngay hom nay. Trong mft cufic CAu tranh ndo
cUng cAn phai c6 mit céi S¢ y«m tr® clia nhiSu céi t° trUc. Thi dgnhU cufic CAu tranh
tén gido 2 Vit Nam bay gi© cAn c6 nhiSu nh»ng céi t° chUc khéng nh»ng 2trong nUSc
manhAt |a2ngoai nay n»a C< CAu tranh vSvAn CS chinh trl. Ca sO ngU®i ti nhan
chinh trl qua Cay cUng rAt lanhiSu. Céai Ugc IU®ng vao khodng 40,000 t§ 50,000. Thi
n%ou k< gia Cinh n»athi con sO ngU®i c6 the [én 200,000.
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Bay gi© cac Béc Cau co siing Can C« CAu tranh beng vU k3 thi minh phéi CAu
tranh b¢ng phUONg tiEn khac. Cai nhiEm va clatai t6i trUSc mit laphé d» céi s¢, ma
cting cO an todn am ninh 2 cai ClaphUOng ndy. N%ou 2ti<u bang vathanh phO ndo ma
khoéng co céi t° chUc cing COng ngU®i Vi, hay hfi Coan quan nhan, hay t° chUc Tu
Nhan Chinh Trl thi Cfing Sén no sé t¢, tung t¢, tac vano xé xuAt hi@En @ cac thanh phO
ch® buia va co the lanh»ng céi c© CO sao vang clia CYing Sén, c© mau minh, nd xé xuAt
hiEn nhiSu nOi. Vand xét¢, do ndlam gi nd lam. Nh© c6 cfing COng nh© céi Coan the
quOc giavatrong Co co nh»ng Coan the nhU [a Tt Nhan Chinh Tri thi ht khdng dam t¢,
tung t¢, tac h%ot. Khi ma chi ndo xuAt hitEn |4 c© CYing San thi chiing téi t&i Cc lién l&c
v8i nh»ng cO quan ho¥c nh»ng t° chUc C6 C« minh C¥t vAn CSv8i ht vayéu cAu ht
halac© Cng Sén vadeéng 14 c© quOc gia cliaminh 1én, |14 c© vang bastc CO. Téi
Oklahoma nay la chiing téi hd CU®c naam 14 c© CYng San. Ch® Buy 4 Less cach Cay
khoéng 3 naam ht treo rAt nhiSu c©. Trong C6 cé mit céi 14c© Clng Sén. HT treo nay
2 cog bUSC vao bén tay tréi. COo ngU®Oi Ci ch® thAy thi ht vS béo ti. Toi htp v8i mit
sO anh em thi t8i g¥p cé ngU®Oi quan IS clia ch® nai cho ht bi%oet 1aCay lala c© Ciing
San Vi Nam. Machinh vi lac® nay maching toi phal bO nUScraCi. Chinhvila
c© nay ma 58,000 quan nhan Hoa Ky Calam xuOng t&i miSn nam Vit Nam. Vi vAEy
ching téi c6 the ndi réng cfing COng ngU®i Vit quOc gia chiing toi khdng chAp nh/Zn
lacO nay. fiSnghl dng quén 13 h&lac® Co suOng vadéng lac® quOc gia Vit Nam
lén. Ht hGi 14c© nhU th%o ndo. Thi ching toi CUaracé lac®. Ht rAtvui vE. HT
nhan chong hala c®© xuOng trU§c m¥t minh vaht treo 14 ¢© cliaminh |én. Nay n%ou Ci
ch® Buy 4 Less, cU Ci vao bén tay phé giAy tinh tiSn thi thAy 14 c© Vit Nen Cng
Hoatreo 2Co. Chinhlac® toi trao cho ht. Ho¥cla®trong cai ch® fleamarket QU@ng
N.W. 10 vaPenn. Khi C6 cUng v/Ey, cUng c6 nh»ng ngU®i ht Ci trong C6 ho thAy
milt céi tiEm C6 ban nhiSu thU 1jm c&c© n»a. Trong Qo na treo rAt nhiSu c© cUng c6
c© Cfng Sén Vit Nam. Nh»ng ngU®©i Ci ch® C§ thAy nhU vy thi ht vS béo toi.
Téi t/Ep chung miit SO anh em C« t§i g¥p chll nhan clati®Em. Tai trinh bAy cUng
giOng nhU 2ch® Buy 4 Less. Toi maang sAn c© QuOc Gia. Sau céi trinh bAy ht rAt
vui VE. HT g« xuOng vaht xin IFi ht khéng bi%ot CAy lalac© Clng San. Ho¥c lagAn
Céy ¢6 hai nhath© Tin Lanh 2t& Oklahoma. Ht cUng treo nhiSu c©, thi trong C6 cUng
061400 Cing San. Nh»ng ngU®i Gi Ii ht bi%st, ht vS béo. Tai toi lién 1ac v&i Mac SU
ho¥c ngU®i quéan trl 2cé nhath© tin lanh Cc< yéu cAu ht théo g« 14c© Vi Nam Cling
Hoaminh Ién. Thi ht cUngvui VE ht 1am. Ht xin I$i & ht khéng bi%et. Nhath© C6
6 nhiSu ngU®i Vit Nam t8i thaam d¢, thanh I ChiiaNhA&t. HT muOn treo 14 c© Vit
Nam |én C< lam vui long nh»ng ngU®©i t8i thaam gi¢, cac thanh |1 Co. Khi maht d@ sach
ho¥c Internet thi ht thAy Videt Nam tUc lac© CO sao vang laht 1Ay raht treo. Ht
khéng bi%eot bA vi c© Vit Nam CYing Hoa coi nhU bay gi© bl quOc t%. khéng con
cong nh4An n»a. NhUng COi v&i nh»ng ngU©i Vi QuOc Giathi 14c© tOn téi méi.
BAt cU 2 Cau tdi Oklahoma ndy ma phét hitEn céi 14 c© Ciing Sén treo |én thi ching toi
t8i yéu cAu hdxuOng. Hang CMI hOi C6 2xe | 1-40 2 Y ukon treo rAt nhiSu c©. Céi
ky C6 n6 cUng treo mTt céi 14c© Cling San. Tai lién I&c v8i CYing AiOng. Nh© bén HYji
C¢u Chi%on Binh Hoa Ky v&i ba dan bi<u Debbie Blackburn Burn, va mAy t© béo
American Hero lién 1&c v8i ch hang C< h&lac© xuOng. Vak%ot cuflc C6 cUng thanh
cong. Thi 2Co hiEn nay cb 14 c© Moroque, cUng c© CO sao vang nhUng ma co Céi
viSn Cen. NhiSu ngU®i Ci quanhiSn thi tUang 14c© Ciing San. T6i cUng bOn naam
|An CU®c COng bao bo céo nhU vAy. Thi mti IAn bdo céo thi téi Ci xem. Thi sau
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CO t6i Vi%ot thU ho¥c 1a CiEn todi cho ht bi%ot 1a C6 |a c© clia Morogue chU khong
pha lac© Ciing San.

Y Céi htc OU thi trU8c Cay khong c6 c© CTing San. T@ khi bang giao thi c6 mit
sO sinh vién chinh quySn M1 bang giao v&i chinh quySn CYing San Vit Nam. C6 mft
sO sinh vién t@ Vi Nam quadu htc té trU©ng OU thi ht CUalac© CO sao vang lén
vao nheng céi ngay man khoara trU©ng ho¥c 1a Ci diin hanh thi ht dEp céi 14 c© cla
Vit Nam CYng Hoa. Qua nh»ng cé s¢, lién hCE tranh CAu cla cfng COng 2 Cay cUng
nhU 14 C¥c biEt cac em htc sinh OU, thi ban danh hi@En nhatrU©ng Ca chAp nh/En
cho 14c© Vit Nam Cfing Hoa CU®c Ci diin hanh trong nh»ng cac ngay Il. NhUng ma
c6 VAN CStOn téi céi 14c© cla Vit Ciing thi trong tUONg lai ma n%ou ma cac em htc
sinh OU ¢6 nh»ng céi vAn Cing ménh mé hOn nxa thi ¢d the 14c© Cing Séan xé khong
con xuAt hi@En trong bu®i viin hanh clatrong quan vién nha trUeng.

M1t céi quOc giabao gi© cUng lamit céi biu tU®ng 14 c© lacéi biw tU®ng cé
linh hOn. Mabay gi© cai miSn Nam minh la bi<u tU®ng ba stc CO mamiSn Nam minh
bl CYing San chi%.m rOi. MiSn Nam khdng con n»a. Nh»ng 14 c© con tOn téi 2trong
long nh»ng ngU®i miSn Nam Vi@t Nam. NhAt |anh»ng ngU©i C& chi%on CAu v8i
Cfing Sén vakhi ma cufc di tan cUng nhU 14 Ci tI nén2nUSc ngoai thi ngU®©i Vit Co
mang theo céi hOn Ci. TUc lacé 14co.
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Interview July 30, 2001
Nguyin SU
Lé ThitEp (Washington D.C.)
LéThe,
Nguyin Long

Nguyin Gido

Su:  Mr. Thiepishere from Washington D.C. Heis attending his niece’s wedding. He
would be happy to answer any questions you have. We brothers meet here regularly
drinking coffee.

Thiep: Thefirst part of the letter in which you wrote, “ my understanding was shattered,”
it needs to be written that your understanding was not complete.

Su:  Shewantsto learn more. She came here when she was eight years old.

Thiep: Questions4 & 5, you need to clarify which society you are referring. Y ou wrote
that American society was a new society. To me, the Vietnamese Communist society was
something completely foreign aswell. Question 5 should read, “How were you able to
adapt to the American culture?’ because once we are in America, you do not have to
struggle. We were given everything we need to live; the only thing we had to do was to
adapt to the new society.

Thu: | have asuggestion concerning questions 3 and 4. Y ou used the word freedom,
“You were incarcerated until the day you were freed.” Thetruth isthat they let us go
home but we were not freed. | think you should use the word release which meansto be
let out. After they released usto alocation, they still directed us.

Long: Itiscalled house arrest. Everywhere we went, we had to get permission. This
went on for two years.

Thu:  Welost our citizenship. Do not think that we were freed once they let us go from
the prison.

Long: After two years, thelocal committee meets to examine whether you have been
good, according to their standard of goodness, and whether they should restore your
citizenship. If you have not been good, citizenship in the new Communist society is not
granted.
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Kiem: Without citizenship, we could not participate in the election and political and
socia activities.

Thiep: The only work we could do was work we created because they would not hire us.

Long: This meansthat none of the work was sponsored. No citizenship affects every
aspect of life from education for the children to employment. Former political prisoners
are not employed by the state.

Thiep: They write everything on your file.

Kiem: Children do get to go to school, but they are not accepted to specialize schools
because they do not have enough points.

Long: Children whose fathers' were prisoners were scratched off from being admitted to
specialized schools.

Su:  They demanded higher scores for those children. For instance, the school of
medicine would require cadres’ children 5 points whereas prisoners’ children higher than
5 points.

Long: They get special discounts. For example, alibrarian position may require one to
earn 85 points for veterans but 90 points for nonveterans. Communists' children were
given discounts on their points but not prisoners’ children. They created hardship so that
there would be no opportunities.

Kiem: The English word for that is discrimination! Discrimination!
Long: They post those notices at the universities.

Su:  They did not write thisinto laws, but they wrote these notices in the bulletins.
The Communists governed by bulletins and decisions not by laws.

Long: They come out with announcements to support their own children while South
Vietnamese children are | ft out.

Su:  They wrote these bulletins. My family got one. | read it and threw it away. Why
would | want to keep it? They post those bulletins on streets and at county and district
meetings. Sometimes, county chiefs, our people from the old government, would notify
us about these bulletins. They print these edicts in newspapers. The Communists do not
hide these agenda.

Long: These newspapers are published by the Communists: Nhan Dan, Sai Gon, Giai
Phong, Tui Tre, Thanh Lien, Lao Dong.
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Kiem: There are 14 categories, and we were the 14™ one, the last one. Thefirst one,
second, third, and fourth belong to the different Communist ranks. Political prisoners of
South Vietnam were placed as the last one on the list of priority. If the criteriato get into
specialized schools were 19 or 20 points for the Communist cadres, then our children
would have to have higher points than that to get in.

Long: They organized society by categories.
Kiem: They favored their children.

Long: They favored their children and the ones affiliated with them. South Vietnamese
were placed on the bottom of the list.

Thiep: 1t would be an exceptional case for children of prisonersto enter college.

Kiem: The school of medicine where one could get work would not admit children of
prisoners.

Su:  Our children could attend general schools and take general courses, but the
specialized schools such as medicine and engineer are closed to them. The criteriaare
biased. For example, cadres children require 70 points; prisoners’ children would
require 100 points. Even with 100 points, they would select the students based on their
parents' background. Thereisno way our children could attend such schools.

Long: Whatever degree programs that would enable a person to develop skills or craft
would be shut to prisoners and their children. Communism organizes society by a
person’ s background or history. If aperson was a high-ranking military member of the
old government of South Vietnam, heis classified as #14™, the lowest category in the
new society. With that background, their children’s entrance into college is but a dream.
Once aperson is classified as being oppositional or defiant, he is marked forever asinner.
He will aways be at the bottom of society. His children will have no chance. He works
on the street in secret and in hiding. Hiswork is considered illegal. He does whatever it
takesto eat. No laws protect him or hiswork. He cannot enter a hospital because heis
not acitizen. Hospitals treat citizens of the Communist state. They are reserved for
them. Itisextremely rarefor himto get treatment at the hospital. Heliveslike an
animal, not a human being.

Thiep: He can goto local clinics, but it costs alot of money.
Kiem: They may admit him, but they would not treat him.

Long: They would not give him medicine. If they admit him at all, itisjust aformality
because they have no intention in treating him.

Long: Thisisavery decent project. All of these men have witnessed and lived through
that society.
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Thiep: | suggest you rework these questions.
Long: They are too general.

Kiem: Question 3 just as Long told you about the hardship under Communist society.
Y ou should asks, what hardship did you face?

Long: What is your circumstance? How did they treat you? What did you lack? Did
you have proper clothes? What were the living conditions? How were the sick and
injured treated? Was there enough medicine? The more specific you can be, the deeper
the discussion. | ask all of you to write more questions for Thuy.

Kiem: Write the questions and answer them.

Thiep: | understand your circumstance since you came here when you were eight years
old, you do not know Vietnamese well. Change the word freedom to release.

Long: The Vietnamese Communists were very clever about their wordings. When they
released prisoners, they specifically wrote, “ Release to family under house arrest by the
local government.” The family isresponsible for everything but the person is still under
house arrest, placed under probation.

Thiep: That was how they controlled us.
Long: Oncereleased, they were still not citizens.
Thiep: They only let us out of the camps.

Long: They lost al their rights as citizens. Their families were responsible for them.
They had to obe