


 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Part one 
 
 

THE BOAT AND 
THE NATION 

HISTORICAL 
PERSPECTIVES 



St Giong, Hero of Independence 
 

uring the reign of Hùng Vương VI, Văn Lang was invaded by Ân armies (giặc Ân)
1
 of 

the Yin Dynasty
2
 from the North. The King sent emissaries throughout the country to 

recruit warriors as in these feudal times of local chieftains, there was no standing 

national army. In the village of Phù Đổng, there was a three-year old boy who had not smiled, 

laughed or uttered a word since birth. When the King’s call to arms was read in the courtyard of 

the communal temple (đình), suddenly the boy started to speak to his mother, asking her to call 

the envoy to their modest mud and thatch home. He told the envoy to request the King to build 

him a large iron horse and a sturdy iron rod, and he would fight the invaders. The King, pre-

warned by a favorable oracle, gladly obliged. He ordered his blacksmiths to work day and night 

to forge the impressive fighting gear. The boy then asked the villagers to bring him 100 

cauldrons of white rice, in effect confirming Vietnam’s early notion of ―It takes a village to raise 

a child.‖ He consumed all the rice specially cooked for him, then stretched his shoulders, and 

miraculously grew to a tall and strong young man. With his iron horse spitting flames, he rallied 

the Lạc Việt troops and quickly routed the Northern invaders.  

 

His mission accomplished, Phù Đổng Thiên Vương
3
 −Divine Lord of Phù Đổng, rode his 

horse to the summit of Sóc Sơn Mountain and then up into the firmament. Sóc Sơn Mountain 

still bears imprints of the iron horse hoofs on its rocky terrain in the form of a succession of 

round water holes. The Phù Đổng village, also called ―làng Gióng‖ in Bắc Ninh, North Vietnam, 

celebrates yearly its legendary hero Thánh Gióng (Saint Gióng). The jubilant celebration takes 

place over several days, with colorful reenactment of the battles against the invaders. It became a 

major cultural event for old and young, and an opportunity for young men and women to meet 

each other, leading to these verses: 

 

Ai ơi mồng chín tháng tư  

Không đi hội Gióng thì hư một đời. 

 

Hear ye, on the ninth of the fourth month, 

Not going to Gióng festival turns life all wrong. 

 

The Tale of Enduring the Elements 
 

The other fable associated with the Hồng Bàng dynasty also raises many unsettled questions 

about dates, underscoring the imaginary nature of the story and of the dynasty itself. This is the 

tale of Sơn Tinh (Mountain Deity) and Thủy Tinh (Water Deity) competing for the hand of Mỵ 

Nương, the charming daughter of King Hùng Vương the 18
th

, whose reign ended in 258 BC 

when historical facts could be recorded.  

 

                                                 
1 20th century historian Trần Trọng Kim noted that there is no mention of this tale in Chinese archives, and doubted 

that Ân aggressors were actually involved as they lived at that time way up North, in the Huang He River basin, too 

far away to wage war with such a small tribe-nation as Văn Lang (Hien V Ho). A second view maintains that it was 

possible as the Văn Lang territory of Lạc Long Quân extended to Động Đình Hồ (Dongting Lake in Hunan, China). 
2 Also called Shang Dynasty, ca 1600-1046 BC. 
3Title conferred by King Hùng Vương VI. 
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The young men were both witty and handsome, and came from noble families. The King 

could not decide on his future son-in-law, so promised to give the princess’ hand to the first 

suitor to return the next day with offerings worthy of his status. Early the next morning, Sơn 

Tinh came to the palace bringing with him treasures from lofty mountains and deep forests 

ranging from precious stones of all shapes and colors, life-enhancing rhinoceros horns, majestic 

elephant tusks, rare hardwoods sculpted with exquisite mountain landscapes, perfectly seasoned 

venison jerky, lovely singing canaries in finely crafted bamboo cages, to the most fragrant tea 

available anywhere complete with a set of tea cups carved from solid cinnamon wood. The King 

was very pleased with the magnificent gifts, and Sơn Tinh and his young wife happily made the 

trip back to Tản Viên Mountain, in Sơn Tây province.  

 

After the couple left, Thủy Tinh presented with the most precious products from the 

depth of the oceans, but he was too late. Furious, he declared war on Sơn Tinh, calling in 

hurricane winds, pouring down the heaviest rains in human memories and raising the level of the 

sea day after day. But as the water level rose, Sơn Tinh simply made his mountain taller and 

taller. He also fired lightning bolts at the hideous marine monsters unleashed by his enemy. 

Finally, realizing the futility of his attacks, Thủy Tinh pulled back. The two powerful opponents 

still fight their thunderous battles every year around July-August, during the monsoon season, 

inundating the land and destroying the crops with unexpected rushes of water coming from all 

directions. 

 
Legend of the Magic Crossbow  
 

In 258 BC, Thục Phán, a talented warlord from neighboring Tây Âu, overthrew the last Lạc Việt 

king, Hùng Vương the 18
th

, and created the state of Âu Lạc, unifying the Lạc Việt with the Âu 

Việt. At the dawn of History when national identity was a vague notion, the local inhabitants 

might have called the place they lived on Đất (land) and Nước (water) which became in Chinese 

characters Ou Luo, Âu Lạc.
4
 In contemporary Vietnamese, ―đất nước‖ is ―nation,‖ and ―nước 

Việt Nam‖ is the state (country) of Vietnam.  

 

Thục Phán took the name of An Dương Vương
5
 (258-207 BC). He was probably able to 

protect his kingdom against Qin Shi Huang (259-210 BC) thanks to a well equipped army of 

archers and new weapon systems that provided him military superiority. Legend has it that he 

had a magic crossbow (nỏ thần) that could fire multiple arrows at the same time thanks to a 

special trigger made with the magic claw given by Thần Kim Quy, the Golden Turtle Genie. In 

addition, he embarked on massive defensive works for his capital Cổ Loa, but the hard labor was 

undone every night by mean ghosts until he received guidance from the Golden Turtle. The saga 

of structures crumpling nightly might have referred to a learning curve in adobe construction.
6
 

Archeological findings show that the ramparts of Cổ Loa were erected with unbaked, sun-dried 

mud bricks,
7
 the same material used for the famous Bam Citadel in Iran,

8
 built around the same 

period by the Parthian Persian Empire (250 BC - 226 AD).  

                                                 
4 http://www.viethoc.org/phorum/read.php?10,7679  accessed 12-03-2007 
5 Redundant but consacred by popular usage as Vương means King. Đền Vua An Dương Vương is the Temple to 

King An Duong. 
6 http://vietsciences.free.fr/vietnam/danhnhan/vua/anduongvuong.htm . Accessed 12-19-2007. 
7 http://www.viettouch.com/arch/vietnam_architecture_military.html . Accessed 12-19-2007. 
8 http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/middle_east/3349353.stm . Accessed 12-19-2007. 

http://www.viethoc.org/phorum/read.php?10,7679
http://vietsciences.free.fr/vietnam/danhnhan/vua/anduongvuong.htm
http://www.viettouch.com/arch/vietnam_architecture_military.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/middle_east/3349353.stm


Besides the establishment of numerous fortresses, Âu Lạc military strength could have 

come from the strategic use of long-range archers well protected by the thick walls of their 

fortifications. The archers would become infantry soldiers for close combat. It is possible that 

instead of the slow crossbow, King An Dương might have armed his archers with a compact 

longbow, allowing for faster firing of arrows with improved accuracy and lethality. Indeed, 

troves of well-crafted bronze-tipped arrows
9
 have been recovered in the ruins of the ancient 

spiral-shaped Cổ Loa Citadel, in the outskirts of Hanoi. More than 1500 years later, the fast-

firing longbow gave the English their edge over the French at the battle of Crécy
10

 (1346) and 

Poitiers (1356), and most famously at the Battle of Agincourt (1415) in the Hundred Years War 

(Guerre de Cent Ans, 1337-1453) of Europe chivalric Middle Age. 

 

 
 

Bronze barbed arrows unearthed at Cổ Loa Citadel, the ancient capital of Âu Lạc. 
Courtesy of Wikipedia 

 
 

February 14 & July 14, 2008 

Chat V. Dang, MD 

                                                 
9 Tens of thousands of bronze arrow tips. 
10 http://www.archeryweb.com/archery/crecy.htm . Accessed 12-03-2007. 

http://www.archeryweb.com/archery/crecy.htm


Bao Vinh 
 

hen I recall my past, the most significant thing that comes to my mind is the house 

where I was born. It was located near Bao Vinh,
11

 the northern part of the city, in the 

space between an artificially created branch of the Sông Hương River (Perfume River) 

and the massive walls of fortresses protecting the old imperial city that were built according to 

the principles set forth by French military architect Vauban.
12

 

 

We lived near the Cửa Trài and Cửa Mang Cá (Gill Entrance to the Citadel) that gave 

access to one of the most important strategic parts to the imperial city. A few critical historic 

military events happened in that area during French colonial times. During my elementary school 

years, there was an improvised open market there. It got larger and larger, probably due in part to 

the increased presence of refugees from the North who fled the communist regime after the 

Geneva Peace Agreement of 1954. Most of them were Catholic and though they were from the 

same country, we actually considered them as foreigners who spoke a very different accent and 

practiced different customs. There was probably significant discrimination against them. It was 

from that open market at the entrance of Cửa Mang Cá that my mother almost daily bought 

small household items, her food and groceries. Once in a while, when we had a surplus of crops 

like coconuts or bananas from our large grove, my mother also had her maid bring them there 

and sell them for some extra money. 

 

The small branch of the Perfume River that ran on the east side of our house was a place 

where so many activities of the neighborhood took place. People bathed, washed their laundry 

there, and got their drinking water from the same place too. Motorized boats with their excessive 

load of passengers and their heavy cargo of rice or building material went up and down the 

stream, leaving behind their wakes high waves that almost drowned swimmers nearby. Fishing 

sampans added to the busy traffic on the water. Fishermen used large square nets operated with a 

weighed lever to catch schools of fish that were bounded to their trap by assistants who made a 

loud, rhythmic noise by banging on the sill of their smaller boats. Swimming there for hours 

using an inner tube as a float was also my favorite pastime during hot summer days when I came 

home from boarding school. 

 

 

January 19, 2008 

Hien V. Ho, MD  

                                                 
11 The ancient town of Bao Vinh and its Thanh Ha port, about 4 km from the Imperial City of Hue, were busy 

trading places populated with Chinese immigrants in the 17th century, attracting ships from China, Japan, Spain and 

Portugal. In the 19th century,‖ under the Nguyen dynasty (1802-1945), Thanh Ha was a busy port, whereas Bao Vinh 

town was renowned for its floating markets, where local and foreign merchant ships came to barter for goods. Many 

of its relics remain until today and should be restored and preserved as a national cultural heritage‖. (From Vietnam 

Travel Guide:http://www.vietnamtravelguide.com/article_detail.php?article_id=367&cat=3&sub_cat=1). 
12 The Citadel of Huế was built from 1805 to 1824, based on Vauban’s military building principles transferred by 

French mercenaries who helped Nguyễn Ánh ( King Gia Long) to victory in his struggle against the Tây Sơn 

Brothers.  Sebastien Le Prestre de Vauban (1633-1707) was a French maréchal and a specialist in the fortification of 

places. 
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Part three 
 
 

REMEMBERING 

 
Royal Poinciana –Delonix regia 

Bông phượng vỹ 



 Reflection over my journey and my life since leaving Vietnam 
  

 came back to Vietnam twice, the first time in July 1996 and the second time in February 

1999 to celebrate the Lễ Mãn Tang
13

 of my parents. My mother passed away in 1994 and my 

father in 1997. I went by myself the first time and I took my daughter with me on the second 

occasion. She really enjoyed the trip and was glad to meet her extended family. 

 

My daughter told me while she grew up that she did not remember me talking about my 

life and my family in Vietnam. She also mentioned I often looked sad but seemed to smile and 

laugh more after my first trip to Vietnam. I am sure she was right in her observation. 

 

An American friend once asked me how I felt about coming to and living in the USA. I 

told her that my children enjoyed a better life and future in this country than in Vietnam and for 

that I am grateful. As for me, I really don’t know. When I was by myself either late at night or 

early dawn, I thought of myself as a person living in exile, longing for the day I could go home 

to my country. I felt like I was standing on the shore of a small island, looking toward the 

direction of the Pacific Ocean, and out there, I could see the shadow of my country seashore. It 

felt so close, as if I could just extend my hands and touch it, yet it was also so far away. I don’t 

know what it is about what we call ―Quê Cha, Nước Mẹ or Hồn Nước‖
14

 that was so dear to our 

heart. 

 

I still don’t have a clear memory of all the events that happened the moment I was rushed 

into the military aircraft in Vietnam. For many months, I felt like I was in a twilight zone, in a 

dreamlike state, and when I woke up, I was back in my home in Vietnam. 

 

 

August 12, 2005 

Bác Sĩ Phạm Thị Lan Hương 

Lan H.P. Bui, MD (since May 1975) 

                                                 
13 Lễ Mãn Tang celebration consisted of prayers and offerings on the occasion of the second anniversary of a 

person’s death. 
14 The Vietnamese have many words to express their patriotic attachment to their country: they called it Quê Cha 

(Fatherland), Nước Mẹ (Motherland), or Hồn Nước (Spirit of the Country). 
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The Tet Offensive of 1968 
 

hợ Rẫy Hospital was like a beehive with swarms of people at every corner.
15

 The 

ambulance carefully moved through the crowded alleys and stopped in front of the 

operating room suite. My father swiftly ran into the building. I jumped out of the rear of 

the van but did not follow him: I was not a surgeon. Standing in the open, my heart racing, I put 

on my white coat and looked around. Doctors, nurses, medical attendants, interns and medical 

students who could not go home were seen running in between units, skimming the walls as if to 

dodge stray bullets, to provide care to the patients or wounded civilians intermittently brought 

into the hospital. Already brimming with all the stimuli, my senses suddenly were gripped by the 

staccato clatter of an attack helicopter strafing a street nearby. I instinctively crouched. Only then 

did the war seem to be real, but strangely enough, I was not scared. I just wanted to make myself 

useful. Without anyone assigning me a task, I secured some medical supplies from an adjacent 

ward, then headed towards a crowd of injured civilians waiting with resignation for care. Social 

introduction and questions about what happened became odd under the circumstances. A mutual 

understanding, a natural communion had taken place between them and me, and I proceeded to 

gently clean their wounds and bandage them with my ungloved hands. Victims of a war they 

hardly understood, they were too frightened to be worried, too depressed to be hungry, too 

desperate to ask for help. They huddled in smaller groups, maybe because they were from the 

same family, the same neighborhood, or the same attack. I moved to a second cluster, and caught 

sight of a small girl about 6 or 7 years old quietly sobbing with her head down. She had cried 

herself to exhaustion. As I approached, she looked up toward me, and we made eye contact for a 

moment. Beautiful dark black eyes reflecting an impenetrable, almost mysterious sadness. Her 

name was Nga, but I do not remember if she had any family with her. Her delicate face, framed 

by flowing black hair, was smeared with tears, dirt and coagulated blood, but could have graced 

a Bé Ký
16

 silk painting with its soothing pastel colors. Her white pajama, stained with blood of 

different shades, was partially rolled up on one side, exposing her small leg which was still 

bleeding. I had to help her. But how would I stop the bleeding? Looking around, I saw a fifth-

year medical student hurriedly passing by. I ran after him to beg for help. He ignored me and 

kept his fast pace. I stopped him and we almost had a fight. I wish I could express to him my 

regrets for the incident. In the end, I sutured little Nga’s gash under local anesthesia after 

obtaining instructions from an Interne des Hôpitaux de Saigon –Intern of Saigon Hospitals.
17

  
 

After the Tet offensive, communist fighters indiscriminately fired volleys of rockets into 

Saigon just before dawn whenever they could smuggle them close enough during the night. One 

such rocket hit the empty waiting room of my father’s medical office at 214 Gia Long Street 

around 5:30 AM. No fire was started. Remarkably, the large glass-framed portrait of Saint 

Bernadette of Lourdes, the bronze bust of my paternal great-grandfather and the white marble 

bust of my maternal great-grandfather were unscathed. Growing up in a war environment, I 

searched the rubbles and found a ragged, deformed cylindrical metal piece. I took it home, 

measured its circumference then divided by 3.14 to find that it was a 122 mm rocket!  

                                                 
15 The hospital consisted of multiple single story wards and low buildings spread over a large campus. In Vietnam, 

families used to accompany their loved ones to the hospital to help care for them. 
16 Contemporary female Vietnamese painter famous for her black ink sketches of children. She is also known for her 

softly colored silk paintings of peaceful and loving family scenes. 
17 Under the French system, elite class of physician-in-training recruited after a rigorous exam; their starting 

proficiency was equivalent to a US Resident with 3 years of post-graduate training. 

C 



Of Medicine, War and People 
 

I shared thriftily the meager lunch served at the military hospital for the four on-call 

surgeons. There was plenty of white rice for about ten of us, but the main course was only for 

four. Soy sauce, fish sauce and a lot of chili paste helped make the rice palatable. We were happy 

when salted fish or omelettes were on the ―menu‖ as their quality and taste were more 

predictable. Indeed, we had to use a surgical scalpel to cut the tough meat served. Beef was 

supposed to be provided, but some of us suggested that it was really meat from old water 

buffalos, sacrificed after they could no longer work in the rice fields. After lunch, especially 

during the hot summer, we crawled on the floor of the call room. It was a small room about 9 by 

12 feet, and the only room available to us Army surgeons on duty that had a working air-

conditioner. The old machine was tired from working non-stop, and had surrendered the upper 

part of the room to the heat radiating down from the corrugated galvanized steel sheet roof. Only 

the lowest two feet had some semblance of cool air. Now, in the comfort of my Southern 

California home, I cannot understand why at the time, none of us doctors complained or 

suggested some form of insulation for the roof: we just simply accepted our lot.  

On 07/07/07, at a party at his home in Palos Verdes, California, Dr Phạm Vũ Bằng, a 

classmate friend and former career military physician, related to me an unusual experience still 

fresh in his mind. In early spring of 1975, he was providing emergency field care for the elite 

258 Marine battle group assigned to defend Phước Tường, a strategic position north of the famed 

Hải Vân pass. Its mission was to protect National Highway 1 between Hue and Danang to allow 

for the pull back of Marines, Rangers, First Army Division, Armor and Artillery units operating 

in Quang Tri province. However, on March 25, the day Huế was lost and four days before North 

Vietnamese troops entered Danang unopposed, his unit was ordered to abandon its positions at 

Phước Tường to regroup in Danang. Because of saturation bombardments by enemy cannons, it 

was unsafe for helicopters to land. Dr Bằng had to evacuate wounded Marines back to Duy Tân 

military hospital in three GMC trucks escorted by a platoon of Marines. They left at 6 AM, but 

were delayed by equipment breakdown, congested traffic, poor road condition and heavy 

artillery barrages. At one of the forced stops to take cover from massive shelling, a young 

woman, her white aó bà ba blouse all splashed with fresh red blood, was breathlessly running 

toward the Marines, cradling a small baby in her arms. ―Please save my son! Save my son!‖ she 

cried out frantically. Dr Bằng immediately rushed to attend to them and found that a large shell 

fragment had taken off nearly half of the back of the head of the baby and brain tissue was 

exposed. He then observed that 2 fingers on the woman’s hand holding the baby’s head had been 

sheared off by the same projectile without her being aware. The innocent woman was so stressed 

that her beloved infant had been hit that she felt no pain. A comparable situation happened 

during D-day landing on Normandy beaches when many American soldiers, scurrying to find a 

place for protection from deadly German fire, did not realized that they had been shot in the legs 

or thighs. Dr Bằng cleaned and bandaged the fingers of the desperate mother who kept repeating 

―Save my son! Save my son!‖ still clutching her lifeless child. She appeared to be in total denial 

or in psychological shock and Dr Bằng decided to spare her the tragic news that her baby was 

already dead. Instead, he directed her to immediately go to the nearest civilian hospital to seek 

further treatment.  

 

August 26, 2005, April 19 & November 1, 2007, June 24, 2009 

Bác Sĩ Đặng Văn Chất  

Chat V. Dang, MD 



American Presence at the Medical School 
 

ortunately, I also had the opportunity to study from a few excellent American teachers. 

American institutions like Georgetown University (Physiology) and the University of 

Texas (Pediatrics) were trying to help our school through the Medical Education Project, 

conducted by the AMA, under contract with the Agency for International Development of the 

United States (USAID). At some point, there was a failed attempt to establish an English section 

reserved for a group of students particularly fluent in English and taught by professors from 

different American universities, apart from the main student body. I was among the few students 

who were bored and felt abandoned by our antiquated system and looked forward to something 

new and challenging.  

 

Outside of the formal lectures and hospital rounds, many American doctors contributed 

significantly to my medical education: Dr Joanne Smith T in internal medicine; Drs Gerald I. 

Wasserwald and Benedict B. Benigno from the Medical College of Georgia School of Medicine 

in obstetrics and gynecology; Dr James T. Lambeth, from the University of Pennsylvania in 

radiology; Dr B.J. Hodgkinson from Harvard University; and Dr McDermott (a volunteer 

physician) in ophthalmology. They volunteered much of their time tutoring our small study 

group of students and generously taught us how to understand signs and symptoms and how to 

solve clinical problems rationally. 

 

The ophthalmologists even took other student volunteers and me along with them to a 

hospital in Vĩnh Long, a city in the Mekong Delta. There, we had a marathon-like week when we 

did more than ten eye surgical procedures a day, mostly cataract patients who had not seen light 

for years. One of the patients prostrated herself before the surgeon to show him her gratitude 

when the dressing on her operated eye was removed. It was one of those few moments when I 

witnessed the ―miracle of medicine.‖ I also had the chance to help with two cases of cornea 

transplants. I went with the ophthalmologists to the morgue to remove the corneas from the eyes 

of a dead man, probably a homeless person. The next day, we transplanted one cornea to a 

healthy female adolescent and the other one was given to a sickly, tuberculous young woman, 

probably in her early thirties. Ironically, the graft did well on the rather weak woman and failed 

on the other patient. The surgeons and I spent our week in the same military living quarters; we 

drank milk, ate plenty of bacon and other staples of American food in the military cafeteria. We 

also went together to Vietnamese restaurants. As it was wartime then, we rode a military Jeep 

having to bring along M-16 rifles in case of terrorist attack.  

 

Those American teachers were especially helpful to my quest for learning in very 

difficult times. There was less of a generation gap due to their rather young age, their open-

mindedness to challenging questions, and their willingness to help. I had very little direct, one on 

one contact with our own Vietnamese faculty, in part because of my own personality. I was 

rather too independent to fit in to the patron-pupil system. I spent most of my adolescence away 

from home and that probably had something to do with my uneasiness in dealing with the senior 

professors in the faculty.  
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Kontum in the Highlands 
 

The week preceding the 1973 Vietnamese New Year Tet Festival, I had to leave my wife, five 

months pregnant with my first son. Kontum was still under communist siege and there was no 

regular access to the town. The communists were pouring in mortars occasionally. The road to 

the nearest city of Pleiku in the south was still blocked at an enemy stronghold called Chupao, a 

narrow passage between mountains. I boarded an Air Vietnam propeller plane to Pleiku where I 

spent one or two nights in the Military Hospital, waiting for a lift by helicopter to Kontum. 

Pleiku was a small city; red volcanic soil and its mountainous configuration gave its road and its 

landscape a peculiar, romantic impression celebrated in many Vietnamese folk songs. Its cool 

climate gave its women a rosy complexion on their cheeks: 

“Em Pleiku, má đỏ môi hồng, ở đây buổi chiều, quanh năm mùa đông...”  

(Còn một chút gì để nhớ, Lời Vũ Đình Dinh, Nhạc Phạm Duy) 

 ―Pleiku girl, with your red cheeks and your pink lips, here in the afternoon, it is year round 

winter…‖ 

(Còn một chút gì để nhớ, Something left to remember. Lyrics by Vu Dinh Dinh. Music by Pham 

Duy) 

The enemy, hiding in the surroundings, also regularly bombarded the city with mortars. 

In the hospital, piles of protective sandbags surrounded doctors’ beds. Some had photos of their 

wives and children pinned on the wall. The radio was playing the favorite song of the time, 

before it was banned from military stations: 

 

―Em hỏi anh, em hỏi anh bao giờ trở lại? 

Xin trả lời, xin trả lời: mai mốt anh về. 

Anh trở về có thể bằng chiến thắng Plei-Me, 

Hay Đức Cơ, Đồng Xoài, Bình Giã, 

Anh trở về hàng cây nghiêng ngã, 

Anh trở về có khi là một chiếc vòng hoa, 

Anh trở về bằng khúc hoan ca 

Trên trực thăng vang trời thanh vắng… 

Anh trở về trên đôi nạng gỗ 

Anh trở về bại tướng cụt chân… 

Anh trở về hòm gỗ cài hoa 

Trên trực thăng sơn màu tang trắng.” 

(Kỷ Vật Cho Em, Thơ Linh Phương, Nhạc Phạm Duy) 

 

―You ask me, you ask me when will I come back?  

Let me answer, let me answer: tomorrow, or after tomorrow.  

I may return victorious from (the battles of) Plei-Me,  

Or Duc Co, Dong Xoai, Binh Gia. 

I will return to the row of slanted trees, 

I will return perhaps with garlands of flowers. 

I will return with a celebration song 

In a helicopter resonating in the empty blue sky… 

I will return on my pair of wood crutches. 



I will return a vanquished one-legged commander. 

I will return in a wooden casket decorated with flowers 

In a helicopter painted white, the mourning color.‖ 

(Kỷ Vật Cho Em, Souvenir for Her. Lyrics by Linh Phương. Music by Pham Duy) 

Not very encouraging thoughts for a rookie in this interminable war! 

 

The Flies 

When I recall the days I spent in the reeducation camps in Vietnam, the memory of the flies 

comes first to my mind. Somehow those small and annoying creatures became for me the symbol 

of my two years of misery and human degradation.  

It started with a high school in Cholon where we had come to register as officers serving 

under the previous regime. After one or two days on food provided by local Chinese restaurants 

and sleeping on the floor, we were transferred in the middle of the night to an unknown 

destination. We climbed over hundreds of large military Russian made trucks that furtively took 

us out of Saigon. In the morning, we found ourselves in a devastated military camp, in the 

middle of nowhere. None of us recognized the place, until later when some looked at the small 

mountain that was overlooking the compound in a sinister manner and knew that we were 

located in the Tay Ninh province, west of Saigon, near the Cambodian border. It was formerly a 

South Vietnamese military camp, with most of the buildings made of corrugated sheet iron. 

Buildings that remained intact were already occupied by the communist military. They led us in 

Indian file through a hole torn in a fence to an abandoned hangar, probably a former garage for 

military trucks. So, about a hundred people tried to settle into that small space. There was no 

bed, no cot, not even a sleeping mat. Everybody searched among the wrecked buildings, looking 

for a plank, any piece of wood that might be used as an improvised couch at night.  

 

It was summer time in Vietnam and needless to say, it was terribly hot. But heat itself 

was not the main problem, after a while you got accustomed to it. To me, the most terrible thing 

was the fly. Right behind the hangar where we lived, there was a large moat that had protected 

the compound when it was still in use by the South Vietnamese military. Now, it was our 

garbage dumping ground, our privy and our sewage outlet. I don’t think that I minded the smell 

so much; I only remember the fat, giant flies with their glossy, metallic blue color and their 

relentless buzz around us. 

 

One of my new friends was a pharmacist. His name was T. T. M. and he was probably a 

few years older than I. He had the foresight of bringing along a military nylon hammock that 

could be used also as a bed blanket at night. To me, his hammock, swinging him in the air was 

the most effective solution against those flies that tried perpetually to land on our face, our nose, 

and our ears. In retrospect, it sounds a little ironic that such a small creature had so much impact 

on our consciousness of our own misery, and how long it will remain lively in our memory while 

much more important things would fade away. 

 

September 2005 

Hien V. Ho, MD 

Dr Hien Van Ho practices pediatric medicine in North Virginia. In the last 20 years, he has 

written for diverse Vietnamese media about pediatrics, health care and Vietnamese culture. 



A Pilgrim 
 

t all began when I was drafted into the South Vietnamese army to begin the service to my 

country. We would remain for the duration of the war, not for one year like in the U.S.: the 

length of service could thus last five or ten years or until we were disabled, died or until the 

war ended. And the war, like tropical monsoons never seemed to end. Although it had been 

going on for almost two decades, it kept going and going. I was sent to the medical support team 

in the fourth Military Region (MRIV) in the Mekong delta. The area was relatively calm 

compared to the northern front close to the demilitarized zone. People attended their private 

businesses without any disruption and no night curfews had been imposed on Can Tho except in 

1975. On our arrival at our unit, my friend and I were assigned to do an autopsy on a first 

lieutenant who passed away the night before. The macabre assignment was certainly not what we 

expected on our first day of duty. From what we had heard, the officer was commanding a 

fortified camp sixty miles south of town and was checking the perimeters of the camp when he 

accidentally stepped on one of these naughty mines that blew him apart. 

 

I stood silent in front of the victim not knowing what to do. No autopsy was needed in 

this case. The cause of death was obvious: a shattered right foot and leg along with hundreds of 

fragments of mine scattered all over his body. He was a young officer whose ―baby‖ face and 

healthy body did not seem to be touched or ravaged by the war tribulations until then. 

 

I signed his death certificate and we left. I could not avoid thinking that a lot of tears 

would be shed that night over this man. He was young, most likely a few years out of a military 

academy but he was already a war victim. His young wife and his parents would no doubt be 

devastated. Yet, they could not do anything either, except weeping until their eyes became 

swollen shut or ran out of tears. And the widow would ask herself why would such a tragedy 

happen to her? Why her? Why her? Who would take care of their young children? How would 

they survive? And she would start blaming herself for not taking good care of him or spending 

more time with him. And the parents would ask themselves the same question: out of the 

millions of parents, why did this happen to them? For this family, he was a son and a husband, 

full of energy, promises and destined for a bright future. But at that sad moment, he was just a 

cold and disfigured body wrapped in a yellow flag adorned with three horizontal red stripes. A 

bright future cut short by the meanness of war. 

 

War was definitely brutal, senseless, and unforgiving. 

 

The vision of this mutilated body followed me for sometime. Not that I had not seen any 

dead body before: there were many of them in hospitals where we received our training. It was 

the degree of senseless mutilation that this man had suffered and the fact that he was so young 

and already dead. I could not sleep for many nights haunted by a vision I had a hard time to rid 

of. It was like the odor of decaying organs that persistently stuck to a surgeon’s hands for many 

days despite repeated hand washes. As for this officer, I knew that at least he was finally at peace 

and was no longer suffering. It was his family’s turn to go through the agonizing pain of the 

grieving period. This tragedy however was not unique. At that time thousands and thousands of 

soldiers suffered from the same fate each month all over Vietnam. Each war victory seemed to 

be built on a mountain of dead brave soldiers. The only victor was Death itself.  

 

I 



Twenty-one years had passed since Vietnam had been partitioned into two countries. 

During all that time, I had lived, grown up, studied, and worked in a war-ravaged country. All I 

knew was war. Signs of war were everywhere: on the walls, in newspapers, on television, in 

movies and songs, and especially on all human faces. There was a feeling of sadness, despair and 

fatigue on each face although it was hidden behind this Asian mask of serene acceptance. Once 

the surface was scratched off, one would be able to see the pain, disappointments, suffering, and 

the agony of defeat. Talk to them and one would see tears welling up in their eyes and flowing 

down their bony cheeks.  

 

I did not know where I was going and what my future would be. I did not even know 

where this boat was heading to. All I knew was that I wanted to get out of the country, out of this 

sadistically unending fratricidal war and especially out of reach of the communists. I was 

attached to my country as long as it was free from communism. Now that the land I called home 

for almost three decades was taken away from me, I had no more sacred land to fight for. But I 

knew I would always fight for freedom. My choices at that moment were to accept the 

communists or to escape. Having known the communists and what they could do, I chose to 

escape without a second thought. 

 

For the first time in our lives, we were without a country. A very strange and 

indescribable feeling hit us for the first time in our lives. An hour ago, everyone on the boat was 

connected and linked to a land called South Vietnam. Then suddenly there was no more South 

Vietnam. What we had called Motherland or Fatherland no longer existed. What we had 

cherished the most was lost. We were all ORPHANS. We never thought we could be without a 

country. The suddenness of the disconnection stunned us all. I then realized what Phan Bội Châu, 

one of the country’s greatest revolutionaries, meant when he wrote in 1907 that there was no 

greater loss than that of losing one’s country.       

 

The loss of our country still stunned us. We did not know what to think about the sudden 

collapse of Vietnam. Like drunkards we all seemed to be in a denial mood.  

What were we doing on this island? How could we have lost the whole country? This 

must have been a bad dream. How could a country of 20 million people surrender to the enemy 

and collapse almost overnight? Why did the U.S. not help us during this tragic moment? Were 

our leaders inept to the point of losing the war? Had we done our share in this fight? Should we 

have done more?  

 

Days and nights went by without any answer. After spending sleepless nights tossing, 

turning, and torturing ourselves with these unsolvable questions, we just gave up. This 

maddening intellectual exercise led to nowhere except more self-recriminations, anguish and 

pain. By that time, we had lost track of time and dates. 

 

October 16, 2005 

Nghia M. Vo, MD 

 

 

 

 



At the Discretion of Providence 
 

ince I was a French citizen, I could have gone to France on a scholarship after passing the 

Baccalauréat,
18

 but I chose to stay in Vietnam instead. I loved the country where I was 

born and raised, and I never thought of myself as anything but Vietnamese with an odd 

name. I also never had any intention of going into medicine. Throughout my childhood, I always 

wanted to be an artist, to paint and sculpt all day long, and to live surrounded by beauty. I 

attribute this desire to my father, who was a very unusual man.  He was very artistic, fun-loving, 

and sensitive; he sang to us with his beautiful tenor voice and laughed and played with us; he 

instilled in me the love of beauty and the joy of living in all circumstances. My mother, on the 

other hand, was very strict (although quite generous). It was she who made me take the exam for 

APM. Like a good daughter, I obeyed, but I secretly hoped that I would fail.  Fate, however, 

decided otherwise: since I was in the ―Classic‖ section in the French high school Marie Curie 

and had taken 6 years of Latin, I was awarded 6 extra points on the exam, and to my 

disappointment, I passed.  I was scared of medical school, which I thought would be very dry 

and difficult. Little did I know that I had just entered the most beautiful years of my life and 

would soon meet the people who would become my lifelong friends. I was not prepared to deal 

with pain and suffering, but the medical school milieu and my friends pulled me through. 

 

I knew Trần Huỳnh Anh from my girl scout days when she used to boss me around as 

assistant chief.  Huỳnh Anh was very serious and knew that I was fun-loving and not very 

studious. She would drag me to the library with her and came to take me to school every day on 

her Vélosolex motorized bicycle.   

 

I met Phạm Thị Lan Hương on the first day of Travaux Pratiques.
19

 She had big round 

black eyes and long ebony hair, and was one of the most intelligent people I have ever met. It 

was Lan Hương who helped me understand Vietnamese scientific vocabulary, physics, and 

chemistry. She was calm, level headed, modest, and always ready to help others. Lan Huong 

became one of my best friends and we confided in each other until her recent death. We planned 

her engagement party together, and I baked all the pastries and cakes. Later, she even asked me 

to deliver her first baby. 

 

Because of my French citizenship, I was not allowed to practice in Vietnam officially, so 

I left for Paris on the 8
th

 of May 1973, thinking that I would return after obtaining a specialty, 

and might then be allowed to work at the Medical School.  However, I found out that I would not 

be allowed to practice medicine in France, because I had a Vietnamese diploma. On top of that, 

foreigners were not allowed to go into surgery unless they agreed to return to their home country 

immediately after their studies had ended. If I wanted to be able to practice in France, I would 

have to start again from the 3rd year of medical school. But my lucky stars intervened once 

more: in 1974, France created the equivalency exam. Since it was only in its first year and no 

formal exam had been created yet, I only had to take an oral exam, which consisted simply of an 

interview to see if I could speak French fluently. 

 

                                                 
18 French high school Diploma. 
19 Laboratory sessions or labs. 
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I simultaneously began studying otorhinolaryngology (ORL) and aeronautic medicine at 

Université de Paris 7ême while also working at Pontoise Hospital in the northwest Paris suburb 

as an interne fonctionnel. The ORL service had just recruited an assistant professor from 

Lariboisière Hospital who had a nasty character, but I was not afraid of him. He even had 

developed some respect for me because I could tie a surgical knot with one finger and he 

couldn’t. The service only had five beds, so I was not very busy, even with 15 days on call a 

month. I was also permitted to work in the emergency department, since I had the surgical 

background from Vietnam. When I was on call, I would ride around in the ambulance with the 

French fire department –I even had an ID as a pompier!
20

 

 

I just retired from the University, but I am still continuing my private practice.  Nam and 

I travel at least three months out of the year. I still paint and teach a painting class in 

Iconography.
21

 I am currently painting an entire Iconostase
22

 for a church. I also dabble in oil, 

watercolor, and Chinese brush painting. I enjoy cooking gourmet food and drinking good wine. 

But most of all I enjoy my good friends. 

 

 
 

Church Iconostase painted by the author 

 

October 23, 2005 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 

Anne Regina Capdeville, MD 

 

                                                 
20 Pompier is French for fireman. 
21 Orthodox Christian sacred art with egg tempera. 
22 Whole wall panel separating the altar from the main worshipping area. 



Serving in the Central Highlands 
 

arlier on that evening, Ton with other physicians and close friends had been invited to 

dinner at the residence of Mr. and Mrs. V. G. Nghĩa. Their home was a familiar gathering 

spot for health professionals during their military service in Ban Mê Thuột. Mrs. Nghia 

was an excellent cook who frequently served French and Vietnamese delicacies to the group of 

friends, many of whom were away from their families. After dinner, everyone had planned to go 

to the night club to listen to a special music program being performed that evening.  However, 

while sipping tea, Ton received a call to go to the Civilian Hospital for an emergency case. The 

patient turned out to have a stomach ulcer perforation and needed to have an operation.  

When he finished the case, around 9:00 PM, there was a huge detonation in the town. 

Immediately after, the hospital was inundated by an endless stream of ambulances, private cars 

and all sorts of vehicles transporting wounded people. Loads of casualties were carried in. From 

all over town, people arrived to inquire on the whereabouts of friends and acquaintances. This 

was the first time such devastation had occurred in the town. Bodies in all states of injuries were 

laid in every available space. Ton worked without respite for two days, taking only a few bites of 

food here and there. He did not have time to shave, staying at the hospital all through that period. 

Dr Thuyen, the other surgeon, operated in the adjoining room under the same conditions.  

Dr N. H. Tin, Director of the Military Hospital, and other medical staff were also called 

in to help. Dr. Hien and Dr. Phac from the Medicine Department worked hard to accommodate 

the newly admitted victims. All the rooms were utilized to capacity. Patients in stable condition 

were transferred to other units or discharged to save the place for more critical cases. Dr. Tôn T. 

Niệm, Director at the Civilian Hospital, was much distressed by the circumstances. Even so, he 

managed to do the triage of the civilian patients, and graciously provided food for the physicians 

and staff who worked without rest. The most serious cases, especially the penetrating head 

wounds and eye perforations due to shrapnels, were transported by helicopter to Cộng Hoà 

Military Hospital in Saigon. Many persons suffering severe wounds expired before ever reaching 

the hospital. Sadly, a military physician who worked in the military unit nearby was severely 

wounded in the chest, and in spite of intense resuscitation and transfusion, expired shortly after. 

Among the civilian victims that we knew, the son of a coffee plantation owner died on the spot. 

A friend known from high school, Major D. C. Thanh, suffered an open wound of the abdomen 

from a piece of grenade. Another classmate, Captain N. D. Tam, had a knee crushed almost 

completely. Both were operated that night by Dr. Ton. Ten years later, during a class reunion at 

Mr. Thanh’s home, the two friends were still grateful to Ton for having saved their lives. There 

were so many casualties in that little town that the repercussions lingered for a long time after the 

tragic event.  

If we did not experience these harsh situations, we would not have been able to 

appreciate the full value of life. If something had happened to the physicians in that town, who 

would take care of the patients and residents in the community? How could a 14-15 year-old 

youth commit such a far reaching act of violence? What was the motive behind this act of 

terrorism? There are many components of his powerful motivation that we still cannot 

understand—similar to what is going in Iraq nowadays. 

 

February 10, 2006 

San Diego, California 

Written from memory by Bác Sĩ Trần Duy Tôn & Tiến Sĩ Trần Bình-Nhung 

Ton D. Tran, MD and Binh-Nhung Tran, PharmD 
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Only after the Devil and the Ghosts23 
 

By nature more interested in playing than in studying, 

I had a passion for everything but learning…
24

 

 

he eldest son of a lawyer coming from the former Imperial Capital of Huế, I received 

more attention from my parents than my younger brother and two sisters. That meant that 

I was doted upon more than they were, but also that I received more corporal punishment 

than they did. But, as habit is a second nature, I kept playing truant and being lazy in my studies, 

just getting by well enough for promotion to the next grade. That was how I became very good in 

soccer, skillful in chucks,
25

 swell in coin tossing games,
26

 talented at hopping games, dexterous 

at the game of chopsticks, versed in cricket fights, and well read in Chinese traditional novels 

during my primary and secondary schools. Later, instead of getting prepared for the 

Baccalauréat 
27

 exam, I spent most of my time reading the novels of Louis Cha
28

 and knew his 

novel, ―Cô
 
 Gái Đồ Long‖

29
 by heart. During my medical years, I delved into his wuxia heroes 

like Lệnh Hồ Xung and Vi Tiểu Bảo.   

After I passed my high school graduation exam, and when most of my friends were going 

overseas for higher studies or painstakingly did their preparation for the entrance exam to 

Medical School or Pharmacy School (it was the school’s first entrance exam), my friend Nguyễn 

Lương Đán and I learned… to play mahjong day in and day out. Fortunately, we both made it to 

medical school. 

 

Actually, we were indeed aware of the societal situation and the tragedy of war that our 

country was in; we felt much moved by the spectacles of extreme poverty, death and grief of our 

people, and early on we had tried our best to bring them some help. In 1964, the seniors at my 

high school, Lycée Jean Jacques Rousseau, in cooperation with our friends from the all girl 

school Lycée Marie Curie, organized a fund raising movie night at Dai Nam Movie Theater for 

the purpose of helping flood and typhoon victims in Central Vietnam. We showed ―Private Life‖ 

(Vie Privée) starring Brigitte Bardot.
30

 Mr. Ưng Thi allowed us to use his theater for free and 

Cosunam Films’ Mrs. Nguyễn Thị Lợi lent us the movie without charge. 

 
 

                                                 
23 Nhất quỷ , nhì ma, thứ ba học trò. Students were famous for their wickedness, 
24 Lampooning  two lines of The Tale of Kiều by Nguyễn Du 
25 Tạt hình: a game consisting of throwing chucks at small figurines 
26 Đánh đáo 
27 French end of high school exam 
28 Kim Dung in Vietnamese. Louis Cha or Zha Liangyong (also Cha Leung Yung), born June 6, 1924, known to 

most by his penname Jinyong (Jin Yong) or Kam-yung (Cantonese), is one of the most influential modern Chinese-

language novelists. A co-founder of the Hong Kong daily Ming Pao, he is widely regarded as the finest Chinese 

wuxia ("martial arts and chivalry") writer, a reputation that is based on some 15 wuxia novels and short stories he 

wrote between 1955 and 1972. He has a widespread following in all Chinese-speaking areas, including mainland 

China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Southeast Asia. His books have sold over 300 million copies worldwide (over 1 

billion if one includes bootleg copies), making him by far the best-selling Chinese author still alive. His works have 

been translated into Korean, English, Japanese, French, Vietnamese, Indonesian and Thai and he has many fans 

abroad as well, thanks to the numerous adaptations of his works made into films, television series, and video games. 

Asteroid 10930 Jinyong (1998 CR2) is named after him. (Wikipedia). 
29 Đồ Long is the name of a sword. Cô Gái Đồ Long: ―The Đồ Long Girl‖ 
30 Famous French actress, born 1934 
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When we talk about our generation, it’s necessary to mention its historical background. 

Most of our classmates were born in 1947, the year when all Vietnamese were following the 

policy of ―scorched earth and resistance.‖
31

 Everyone could say: ―I grew up in a storm of fire and 

gun smoke‖ in a lugubrious and devastated country: 

My country has lived through so many seasons of war, 

Houses were burned, orchards left untilled, bridges in ruin, 

Wearing heavy burial gauze turbans, we mourn our national disaster 

How much ink, how many pens we need to tell all our stories of suffering?
32

 

After the Geneva Agreement that divided our country in two halves in 1954, the Bình 

Xuyên Rebellion
33

 of 1955, and after less than five fleeting years of peaceful life, we witnessed 

an aborted coup against President Ngô Đình Diệm on November 11, 1960, then the self 

immolation by fire of the Buddhist monks and the Buddhists’ street manifestations in 1963, 

followed by the successful military coup against President Diệm and his brother and advisor Ngô 

Đình Nhu on the 2
nd

 of November of the same year. 

1964 was a year of multiple coups d’état, of ―chỉnh lý‖
34

 (correction measures) between 

the generals that left the defense of the countryside in neglect. In 1965, the US started sending 

their troops to Vietnam and the war kept ―escalating,‖ Buddhist altars were brought down on 

street pavements 
35

 as an act of defiance against the government. Demonstrations of Catholics 

versus non-Catholics
36

 became more and more intense, sometimes ending up in lethal 

confrontations, sowing further division among the South Vietnamese population in the years 

1964-1965. At last, the Council of the Armed Forces of the Republic of Vietnam
37

 realized that 

the situation was not acceptable anymore, the ―young generals‖ had the courage to step in and 

the situation became somewhat stabilized from June 19, 1965. Two months earlier, we had 

passed our Baccalauréat de l’Enseignement Secondaire
38

 and were then getting ready for the 

admission exam to the University. 

 
Bình Long District Hospital  
 

We got shelled frequently, and I still vividly recount instances of death or cheating death. In a 

heavy enemy bombardment that took place in the early morning, with a precision only possible 

with a spy pointer, Private Nguyễn Văn Dở, the driver of our military ambulance was 

immediately killed. An older medic warrant officer by the name of Lũy was seriously injured at 

the lower jaw and neck.  He was suffocating from the bleeding. I had to perform an emergency 

tracheotomy on him. He recovered from his ordeal. After his release from the army, I met him by 

chance. He spoke with an aphonic voice, making me feel guilty, wondering whether this resulted 

from his wounds, or I had inadvertently injured the nerve to his vocal cord. In another 

engagement with an enemy vastly superior in numbers, the Rangers suffered heavy casualties. 

                                                 
31 Tiêu thổ, kháng chiến.(To scorch the earth to leave nothing to the enemy, and to wage a resistance war). It was the 

war against the French that ended with the Geneva Conference Accords in 1954 
32 Quê hương tôi trải bao mùa chinh chiến, Nhà cháy, vườn hoang, đổ gẫy nhịp cầu, Vành khăn sô nặng màu tang 

quốc biến, Bút mực nào kể  hết chuyện thương đau. Hồ Tấn Dần in Tâm sự người lính nhảy dù.. 
33 Bình Xuyên: under the leadership of Bảy Viễn, they tried to take power from President Ngô Đình Diệm 
34 Multiple coups among the Vietnamese military junta were called ―chỉnh lý‖ 
35 Altars were brought down on the streets as a form of non-violent protest against the government. 
36 Lương: the term includes people whose religion is the worship of their ancestors, Buddhists and other non-

Christian faith followers. 
37 Hội Đồng Quân Lực Việt Nam Cọng Hoà 
38 Diploma obtained through an exam at the end of French high school. (Tú tài in Vietnamese) 



Amid a tumultuous atmosphere with everyone yelling, the hospital staff was scrambling to care 

for the wounded. Sergeant Nguyễn Kim Anh, our nurse anesthetist, was feverishly helping clean 

the wounds. He cut himself, and self injected with a tetanus shot. He immediately collapsed from 

an anaphylactic shock, and died in our hands. Dr Nguyễn Đệ and I knew well the condition and 

how to treat it, but despite all our efforts, the medications did not work. 

 
Steele inscription: An Lộc Địa sử ghi chiến tích, Biệt Kích Dù vị quốc vong thân   

An Loc Land marks their military accomplishments,  
Airborne Rangers made the ultimate sacrifice for the Country 

 

One time, I came out to the surface to take a cigarette break, and enjoy fresh air. For no 

particular reason, I decided to go down to look for a book to read, and pass the time. As I was 

shuffling things around, a shell hit exactly the spot where I was sitting just a minute before. It 

was like Fate or my luck made me suddenly go down into the dug-out shelter to search for some 

material to read, and saved me from certain death… 

 

I have personally saved the life of three communist soldiers and operatives ambushed and 

captured by our district Rangers. One time, I had the courage to deny the army intelligence 

officer immediate access to one prisoner of war to interrogate him before his injuries could be 

stabilized… 

 

An T. Thân, MD  

From “Con Đường Tôi Đi” by Bác Sĩ Thân Trọng An 

Translated, abridged, and annotated by Chat V. Dang, MD (October 14, 2006) and by Hien V. 

Ho, MD (February 5, 2007) 
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EXPANDING  
THE LEGACY 



A Love Affair 
 

 always knew that I needed to go to Vietnam but for what reason and under what 

circumstances was unclear and uncertain. Perhaps reason wasn't my guide, perhaps it was 

something greater than my rational mind could comprehend, perhaps it was love that was my 

guide; the love for the country bestowed to me by my Vietnamese parents or the latent love for 

the country that would soon develop. This desire to travel across the world and to leave my 

comfortable surroundings was strong. 

 

And all I knew was that soon enough I would go to live in Hanoi. Prior to my departure, I 

read and re-read a memoir by Dana Sachs, an American journalist who spent some time in 

Hanoi. I would underline certain sentences without knowing why or when or if those words 

would ever be more than mere words on a page. She wrote ―Staring across the rice fields toward 

that unknown mountain, I'd felt alone and quite terrified.  My plan to come here, which had once 

sounded like a great adventure, now seemed foolish, like a game of pretend that I had taken too 

far. I had nothing except a backpack and a wavering determination to build a life for myself in 

this place.‖ 

When I arrived in Hanoi's Noi Bai airport, I thought of her words and how they so 

strikingly mirrored my own. I had no idea how this adventure would unfold and whether or not I 

had made the right decision in moving to Vietnam. I only knew to make the most of the 

experience. 

 

Perhaps because I view my life through a lens of love, I often compared my experience 

with Vietnam as a love affair of sorts, for it was certainly a country that I feel in love with over 

and over again. Eric Fromm defines love as ―The will to extend one's self for the purpose of 

nurturing one's own or another's spiritual growth.‖ I believe Vietnam contributed to my person 

growth, that in many ways I was able to face myself, see myself more clearly in this familiar yet 

unfamiliar context. I was able to pose questions I perhaps didn't ponder while living in the States. 

I fell in love with the natural beauty of the country from the northern most tip bordering 

China all the way south where the country meets the Gulf of Thailand. I loved and embraced 

every region, every variation of this country –the green rice paddies of the countryside to the 

cluttered and bustling Mekong Delta, to the beautiful, rocky islands of Nha Trang, to the fresh 

and verdant Central Highlands. 

And, of course, I loved the human extension of the country –the people who I was 

eventually able to see as my own people. I was often asked by my friends at home whether 

Vietnamese people harbor resentment toward Americans. Perhaps they do. Perhaps they mask it 

well underneath their open, loving and gracious demeanor. But, in my opinion, they have truly 

mastered the art of forgiveness. They consider it a compliment that foreigners, especially 

Americans, are now coming to Vietnam to live and work. They want to teach you about the rich 

history of their country, they want to demonstrate by example what it really means to be 

hospitable, they want you to understand and embrace what it means to be Vietnamese. Their 

desire to open their country and their hearts is in essence what it means to be Vietnamese. You 

show a modicum of interest, they give you their world. 

 

November 17, 2007 

Christina T. Vo 
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The Journey Home 
 

 have traveled to many places in my life and have met many different people from all over 

the world. There were two kinds of people I met in Vietnam, the rich and the poor. The rich 

lived very, very well. But the majority of the people were poor and those were the hardest 

working people I had ever seen in my life. I had thought working 80 to 100 hours a week during 

medical residency was difficult until I met these people. The majority of the working class 

worked seven days a week, twelve hours a day, and 365 days a year. There were a few days off 

to visit their families during the year, but otherwise, there were no weekends and holidays for 

them. They didn’t have much of an option; if they were not happy, there were still hundreds of 

other people waiting right behind them to take their job.  

 On one of my tour days, I decided to go to Cho Lon (the ethnic Chinese ―grand 

market‖). The place was filled with thousands of people trying to make literally a few pennies. 

The minute I stepped into the area, I was solicited by hundreds of people trying to sell me 

everything from food, clothing to souvenirs. I sat down and had a nice bowl of soup for lunch 

that cost less than one dollar. Then I started walking through the crowds of people, some had a 

stand to put their stuff on and others only had a simple blanket on the floor. I pictured in my head 

my pregnant mother with two sons, approximately 30 years ago, sitting in the same spot trying to 

make a few dollars. It was extremely difficult for me to walk through these areas without 

stopping and buying something. It was not that I wanted any of these things, but it was rather 

because I wanted to find a reason to buy some of them. I kept these emotions inside and my 

traveling colleagues were not aware of my mental distress. I myself did not fully realize what 

was going on. 

 That afternoon, I met two teenagers who were fleeing the flood up north and were 

trying to shine shoes for some food money in Saigon. I offered to buy them lunch, and they were 

ecstatic. Both of them looked emaciated, soiled and lost. To my surprise, they offered to show 

me a much cheaper place to eat, a ten-minute walk away. It was on the side street where people 

cooked and sold meals out of a small pot, using whatever utensils they could carry on their back. 

I would have easily paid for whatever meals they wanted. But they did not want to abuse my 

generosity and waste my money. I asked myself what I would have done if I were in their shoes. 

If my parents had not risked their lives so many years ago to bring me to the United States, I 

could have been in their position. Would I have the integrity that they had or would I try to take 

as much as I could? I was so touched I prepaid their meals and gave them some money for the 

road. I left them with some encouragement to try and study hard in school to find a better future, 

knowing very well that attending school without money for books and food was almost 

impossible when they were happy enough with just having something to eat for the day and a 

place to sleep at night.   

 There are still a lot of poor children in Vietnam. I don't think there is an official curfew. 

Therefore, they are always wandering around trying to make a dollar. The law prohibits them 

from soliciting. But, they are allowed to sell things for a dollar or two (lottery tickets, fruits, 

roses, candy). Some full time laborers only make a dollar a day and this allows for another 

source of income for a poor family. A large number of these children don't have a home to go to 

or they share a small room with five to six other children. And with the money they save, they 

send home to their families in the countryside.  

 

December 15, 2007 
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