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Author’s Note
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I started writing this years ago, and finally finished in 2025. 

I have lived through a lot. 

I want my children to understand. 

I am grateful for many things, including the opportunity to live here now. 

I love this country, the United States of America! 
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Note About Vietnam
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This is for those who want to learn more about the political side of history between the first war from 1947 to 1954 and then the second part from 1954 to 1975. 

A ceasefire was finally established in 1954 between Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam, officially ending the First Indochina War. The attendees of the 1954 Geneva Conference came to an agreement, meeting the timetable of French Prime Minister Pierre Mendes France. Plans would proceed, with some hope for lasting peace. 

In Vietnam, the Geneva Accords created two “regroupment” zones separated by a Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), roughly along the 17th parallel, and they restricted the activities of foreign military personnel in South Asia. French forces had to withdraw south of the DMZ and the Communist forces north. 

The accords also called for a general election within two years in both the North and the South to establish a single national government. An International Control Commission (ICC) composed of Canada, Poland, and India supervised the implementation of the agreement. 

The US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles tolerated most of these terms, but did not agree to consult with other conference participants on ensuring respect for the agreements. He believed it would imply a multilateral engagement with communism. President Eisenhower backed his position. The United States and South Vietnam both refused any formal association agreement. Other nations only signed the cease-fire agreement. 

The peace didn’t last. War flared to life again, focused on the two halves of Vietnam. The North was backed by communist allies (China and the Soviet Union), while the South had support from the USA and other enemies of communism. This was a very messy conflict between nations. For the people in Vietnam simply trying to survive, the horrors of war were ever-present. 
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Chapter 1

My Childhood
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––––––––
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It’s been a hard life. What I’ve been through has not been easy, even from the beginning, with my widowed mother raising four children alone during a war. I wish for my own children to understand, as they have had a good life here, with a good education and a wonderful country that gives them many opportunities. So here is an account of my life. 

I apologize for shortcomings in using the language, as English is not my native tongue, and I did not have the opportunity to go back to school and learn it better, because I was constantly having to work to support my family. So I am having my friend Mara Lynn Johnstone help me correct this, taking it directly from my own personal writing. Any shortcomings are my own, and any mistakes I have to claim as well. I hope my story is clear, despite how badly I’ve been treated at times for not speaking perfect English. 

I hope everyone will understand and sympathize for my devotion to my family. I was helpful, caring, and loving, but that was still not enough to make things perfect. How hard it was for me to make my life a good one. This story is the truth. I’m not adding or cutting any details. From childhood to the present day, things continue to be difficult. All I want to do is live a simple life, for everyone to get along. I will tell my story. 

* * *
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The story I wish to tell begins with the death of my mother, who passed away when I was 52 years old. It was a very sad time for me, and I decided to return to Vietnam for a visit around 2009. I was walking along in my old hometown, and I came across an elderly couple, and greeted them with simple “Hi.” They looked fixedly at me and asked who I was. Perhaps because of my white hair they may have seen me when I was younger, and they weren’t sure I was the same man they knew before. 

It turned out that they had lived in the same village as my uncle when I was a little boy. They seemed certain they knew me. I asked if maybe they were mistaken, but they were sure, and asked if they had seen me somewhere before. I told them they had the wrong person, then quickly added maybe you saw my uncle and aunt Mr and Mrs Hiu. They both said yes, that must be it — you look like him. They went on to tell me that even though his own children did not resemble him, I bore a close resemblance to Mr Hiu. 

They invited me to come to their house, which was not far. Apparently they had moved back to my hometown many years ago. It was unexpected that I should meet anyone who had been friends of my parents, but here they were. They invited me in to sit down, where they made fresh green tea and we talked for a couple hours. 

Our conversation went from my family to the history of the area, with all the sorrows of the war, which had seemed to never end. It made me remember the parts I had been there for, and understand other parts that I had been too young for. People suffered intense hardships in northern Vietnam. There was a famine in 1945 that left a thousand people dead of starvation. When I was a child, my mother always told us not to waste food. She also told us that if we couldn’t help people, then not to harm them either. There was enough harm going around already. 

We spoke about the parts of our country’s history that I was there for. After 1975 when the communists took control of South Vietnam, bringing a fresh wave of suffering, a flood of refugees fled the country. I was one of them. I left in a desperate search for safety and freedom, something that took me a long time to find. I was very lucky; many others didn’t find it. 

The conversation was sobering. My children didn’t know much about any of this, which had happened long ago and far away from their safe lives growing up in the USA. 

Writing it all down felt like a good idea.

And now, years later, I have. I want my children to know their roots — where their parents come from, why their parents are here to have them. Their parents spent a long difficult time hungry and thirsty, overcoming obstacles to find the path to freedom and peace ... in the United States of America, the number one country around the world. I am grateful that my children live here in this land of many opportunities. This story of my life will show why it matters so much to me. Their lives could have been so much worse. 

* * * 
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To better understand what I went through, it will help to start with what happened to my parents. In 1954, the country was split. The Vietnamese people revolted against the French, and the communist faction became more of a dominating factor. People who wanted to be under the communist regime moved to the north, while nearly a million others fled to the south, evacuating their families to safety. My parents were among them. 

In fleeing so, they had to leave behind all property and any wealth they had accumulated, which the communists quickly confiscated. They claimed it was on behalf of the Vietnamese country, still loyal to the French, and those who provided the boats to evacuate people to the south. It was cruelty. 

In Catholic parishes in Vietnam, all the families and friends knew each other from a young age — like my grandparents and parents, their family and friends — because they lived in the same community. Before the war, it sounded nice. Conversation with my parents told me how many children their families had back in the north. My mother’s side was from the province Hung Yen, while my father’s was from Bac Ninh. They told me that almost everyone in their families had died. Only a few very old people still lived. 

They recalled my grandfather, Vu Van Huu. He was born in 1895 in the Hung Yen province, and was an old-fashioned school teacher for the town. My grandmother, Vu Thi Ton, was born in 1900. She made old-style herbal medicines for toothache, diarrhea, arthritis and many other ailments of the time. 

These were my mother’s parents. They had six children; three boys and three girls. First, there were two boys, and then my mother was born, followed by two more girls and the last son. That was a total of six people: 

Vu Van Hiu — 1930–2017

Vu Van Hieu — 1932

Vu Thi Huu — 1934

Vu Thi Nghiem — 1936

Vu Thi Tho’ — 1938

Vu Van Hieu — 1940–1975

On my father’s side, my grandparents’ friends told me all about how virtuous and honest my grandfather was. 

My grandfather, 1894–1930, was Nguyen Van Teo

My grandmother, 1895–1962, was born in An Thai Bac Ninh province

My father’s brothers: 

1 / Nguyen Van Ty’ 1925–1951

2 / Nguyen Van Com 1926–1978

My father was born Nguyen Van Vien in 1928 (–1964) in Bac Ninh province. My mother was born Vu Thi Huu in 1934 (–2007) in Hung Yen province. 

Before my mother’s family moved to the south, my grandfather worked as a teacher and my grandmother as an herbal medicine healer. My mother helped her sell traditional Vietnamese herbs in the local market, and it was here that my father met the woman who would become his wife. 

It wasn’t long before my parents were blessed with their first child: me. I was born Nguyen Van Vien on Jan/02/1955. My mother’s father took special pride in me being the first born of his first born daughter. While my mom helped my grandmother in the market, selling traditional Vietnamese herbs every afternoon, my grandfather would put me on his shoulders and take me around the neighborhood to show how happy he was. 

But life there turned dangerous. My mother’s family on her father’s side decided to leave to the south, escaping the hardships of the communist rule. My mother’s two older brothers had also gotten married and had started to raise families, and it was a hard decision to leave, but the decision was made for the entire family to go south. Everything was left behind and the families boarded the boat that would take them to the territory and their new life. 

Just as the north and south of Vietnam were separated from each other, the south was divided even further, with too many factions disputing for control. Mr Ngo Dinh Diem, the president in the south, was confronted with rival political parties like Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, Buddhists, and also criminals and gangsters without law. It was a mess for my family to arrive in, hoping for safety. 

All the Vietnamese people who evacuated from the north were broken-hearted and worried. However, of the refugees from the north who came to live outside Saigon, about 45 kilometers from my grandfather’s family, all the Catholics joined the village parish. This was called Hoa Khanh, belonging to the province of Tinh Long An. Community made things better. There was war to worry about, but they weren’t going hungry. 

Outside, all were native farmers. They were honest and gentle. My relatives and many thousand others found new places to live, scattered across the south. Some stayed in big cities, some small, and some like my village, which contained about 1000 people, including my family. 

I was still a baby then, but I heard older people talk about it later. Everything was surrounded by bamboo trees. Most of the village houses were made of mud and thatch. My grandfather made small partitioned places for the family to sleep. Our mud and thatch storage hut was also used for my grandpa’s office, since he was a school teacher. My grandfather’s second son was a carpenter, and he helped my grandfather build a table and a bench with bamboo, so he could open a small private school for the younger children in the village. 

My parents bought a small patch of land to use for irrigated rice cultivation. My grandfather’s older son made tofu for sale at the villages, and also raised pigs. On my grandmother’s side of the family was the herbal medicine. My grandmother was very knowledgeable, and that knowledge of traditional Vietnamese medicine let her earn a living. 

My grandfather spent a lot of time with me when I was a toddler. He taught me to cross my arms on my chest when I said thank you, and to show obedience to my parents. He taught me to respect all older people, and reminded me to show the right attitude, because if you saw older people and did not hold your arms correctly or say hi to greet them, they would tell your parents and you would get in trouble. It was the old fashioned traditional way. It was very important to learn how to speak in a special respectful way to them, giving a respectful yes when called and using another form of respectful yes when obeying. 

When I was around two years old, my grandfather tried to build an extension room to make the house wider, because he still had a younger son who was fourteen or fifteen at that time. My young uncle went to school every day by bicycle. He was so nice, gentle and helpful, before my mom had another son and my grandfather tried to help my mom. 

My grandfather gave my mom his old house from when he began living there. Now that my mom was going to have another child, she needed the house. He gave it for free, but pretended to sell it to her. But my other uncle knew that was pretend, and he watched enviously. He was my mom’s second older brother, the carpenter who could build his own. So my grandfather gave it to her. 

My uncle asked my mom to give the small house to him, and she did not agree. He was mad and he beat her when she said no. At this time, she was pregnant with my younger brother. 

My grandfather got very mad at him and started drinking. He drank so much that day and night that he passed out and died in his sleep. 

After my grandfather died, my uncle took his two sons and one daughter and moved away. We were not to get in touch with anyone of my grandfather’s family. My grandmother was very sad. 

As I was growing up, I heard people talk about it. When I heard that, I did not like my uncle very much. After I grew up, I forgave him. Also, after some time my mother would still talk with him, as she was very easy-going. She would not stay mad at things too long. Her life was pretty hard, but she always kept a smile. Good and bad luck always followed my mother. 

* * * 
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About the time I was four or five years old, and my younger brother was two or three, my parents went to the church every Sunday morning. One day before he left, my father told me and my younger brother to keep an eye on the stove in the cooking shack while they were gone. This was a three-legged stove with a big pot, heated by firewood, and food was cooking in it for the pig my mother had bought. The pig was still young, but my mother hoped to breed it when it grew up (it was a female pig). The food cooking would help. 

But my brother and I were too young, and didn’t understand how dangerous fire could be. We played with it, and the fire quickly grew out of control, climbing the walls of the cooking shack. We were terrified, panicking and crying. 

Luckily the neighbors saw right away, and they came running, yelling for help. They used water from the nearby well to control the fire. It was nearly put out by the time my parents got home from the church. 

My father had a hot temper. He shouted at me, almost beat me, and called me a little rat. I was still scared, and now more scared. I ran away to hide at my grandmother’s side. He had told me to be careful, but I was just a kid, and I didn’t know. I thought it was safe to have fun. I knew better now. After they got the fire under control, my father rebuilt the shack. I was more careful of fire after that. 

Unfortunately that wasn’t the end of the fire problems. There was another one, much bigger and much worse, though it wasn’t our fault. I never found out how it started. All I know is that one night when I was not much older, the darkness was suddenly full of smoke and screaming. It was very dark, but turning rusty red, and everyone was crying and running — everyone living in the village, and the nearby ones too. The fire raged out of all control. The neighbors shouted at my parents to run while my parents hurried to pack our things. I didn’t understand anything. My father tied the pig and told me to hold it with my younger brother. My parents had cargo. A lot of people were running to get away. We ran. Luckily the fire was traveling in the other direction, and we could run fast enough to escape. 

After we got to safety, a big bus came for us; I think it was sent by the government to help. The village and the surrounding area were destroyed. For a second time, my parents had to move to a new land. Everything was gone and they had to start again from the beginning. They got a new territory, where they could build a new house out of bamboo and mud, surrounded by grass and trees. This was in Tinh Phuoc Thanh province, in the new village of Dinh Dien 1. (There were five of them; it was a big fire.) Everyone in our town followed the parish priest, and stayed together.  

Gradually all the people found a new place to live, with small pieces of land. If they had money, they could buy more land from the native people of the south, who lived around there before people came from the north to live. The native people were kind to us. 

Then after my family was settled, my father was called to join the military. 

I hardly spent any of my childhood with my father. He would come home for a couple days at a time, helping my mother with things like building a melon trellis and digging a well. 

My brother and I hung around with a neighbor kid who was a native: while my parents came from the north, he was born in south Saigon. 

With my dad gone to the military, it was just my mother and us two kids living on our square of land 100ft wide 100ft long. During Vietnam’s six months of monsoon season, I would love to take baths outside in the rain with other neighbor kids, a girl and a boy around three, four, or five years old, all of us unclothed and running, jumping, and playing in the rain together. It was very fun. 

My mother worked hard every day. She planted sweet potato, manioc, and winged yam to cook soup with. It was delicious. She also planted a lot of green vegetables and all kinds of squash and fruit trees. She grew food to eat and also to sell at the market.

Life was hard, but full of good memories for a little boy. I was about five years old when my mom told me to cut a branch of sweet potato to replant. It would grow, then we would harvest it when it was ready. I dug out an enormous sweet potato, and carried it to show my mom. She laughed at the sight. I asked her to cook it for me to eat, and she did. We tasted it, and it was not good because it was too big: almost five kilos. I still remember that. 

I started school. It was from eight to noon. While I was there, my mother would bring my younger brother to stay with my father’s second-older brother, who lived nearby: about 1000 feet away. My grandmother lived there too — my father’s mother — and she would play with my brother for a few hours a day while my mom went back to the farm to work. She walked around 1 1/2 miles each day, clearing trees and weeds. When monsoon season started, my mom planted the rice paddies and corn, and also cut down the trees. My mom was a very strong woman who did hard work: exhausting and arduous. She was a Vietnamese woman who had assumed responsibility for the household. She is my mom, and she worked hard all her life. 

My mom also traded with some neighbors to dig a deep hole. It seemed like a swimming pool, about 5’x10’. They used hay and mud mixed together and built it up to seem like a grave, until the six-foot hold looked like a chimney. They cut four-foot logs to place inside and burn for three or four days, and made wood charcoal for sale. They opened the gate and carried out the charcoal wood, then put it into big bags. A bus would come over and weigh it for sale, then take it off to be sold in big cities like Saigon, Binh Duong, and Bien Hoa. The city people would use it for cooking. 

Every day after school, my mom would come home and eat lunch, and I would follow her to help on the farm. Sometimes she would cut wood and tell me to help her hold one end of the long saw. When she moved, I would move my hand, but it wasn’t easy for a little boy, even after a year of two of practice. 

Around April before the rains started, my mom would use two big wooden sticks to make a shape like an arrow — she would go first to make a hole, and I would walk behind her to put rice inside each hole, then kick dust over the hole. It was very fun. 

Sometimes I would hang around to pick wild fruit to eat. There were some sweet, and some sour like lemon that made me shudder. In this land the forest had all kinds of wild fruit trees: mango, lichi, and many others. There’s one that I don’t know the name of in English that’s very tiny and when it’s ripened on the tree it is very sweet, with a faint aroma that is very good, though if it’s not ripened yet it’s sour like a lemon. 

From Monday to Saturday my mom worked around the farm and house, cooked food for the family, and very rarely saw my dad. Soon she had another baby, and my brother and I had a sister, but my father was never home to help her. My mom sacrificed her whole life for her husband and children, working hard because he was only home from the military a couple days at a time. She was at a disadvantage compared to other people, but still she managed to be happy, and to make our lives as good as she could. I helped take care of my little sister, playing with her around the house or with neighbor kids about my age, some a little older. 

On Saturday nights my mom made sure we went to sleep early so we could wake up early the next day, since Sunday morning at around eight or nine we would all go to the church. This made me very happy because after Mass I could hang around with my cousin. He was orphaned: his father was my dad’s older brother, who died when he was two or three. His mother had also died, though my other uncle and my dad loved him very much. I was six or seven years old, happy to play with him. 

Around that time, my father had time off duty to be home. On Sunday morning he bought pig’s tripe and blood in the village, from the neighbors who killed the pigs themselves and brought them to the market for sale along with meat they’d already cooked. My father bought some in the early morning to eat with white wine and sticky rice before going to church. 

He wanted me to go to church with him, which I was happy to do, since I never got to spend time with him. He told me to hurry and eat so we wouldn’t be late for Mass. But I ate too fast with a mouth full of food, and he slapped me hard on the face. I’ll never forget the shock of it. Maybe he’d drunk too much in the early morning. I said to myself that I would not eat with him anymore. 

Somehow my father seemed to love my cousin more than me, I think because he was an orphan. He was kinder to my cousin than to me. Other children in the village had parents who loved them more than my family did. My mother and her side loved us more than my father’s side did, which was good. My grandmother on my father’s side was the only exception to their coldness: she loved me and my siblings more than my orphaned cousin or the children of my father’s second brother. I don’t understand why this should be. I was happy to spend time with my mother’s side since I loved them more too. My father was mean and rude, and loved his nephew more than his own children. I didn’t mind as much that he was never around. 

My father’s friends also made a rule that anytime they saw me they would pull my cheek, and I didn’t like that. If I saw them first, I’d run and hide. But if they saw me first, they’d call me over, and if I ignored them they’d tell my parents. I would be beaten by a bamboo stick for the disrespect. 

At least my grandmother from that side of the family was nice, and I also loved my cousins. My second uncle only had one daughter, and I loved her because I knew her well. My grandmother was very old fashioned and busy in the parish community — every day at noontime she would go to the church and stop by their house to visit. Her older son had two children, ages nine and twelve, but he died in the war so she visited them every day. 

My other cousin also lived nearby, and so did my mom’s older brother, and their mother. My grandmother on my mom’s side lived with her older son. Across the street on one side was the market, where my aunt on my father’s side had a store. She was my father’s sister-in-law, a business woman living with her parents, with a small grocery store that sold everything. Candy, cookies, fish sauce, soy sauce, fruits and vegetables — my cousin was always waiting for me there, and I could enjoy all the candy and cookies I liked. He was my first cousin, and was very close with me. 

Also my mom’s older brother and his family still made tofu for sale. I loved deep fire tofu, still hot and deep with fish sauce. Put some garlic on it, mix it with hot chili, and oh man. Very delicious, unbelievable. Almost every morning my grandmother sat down right in front of the house to sell hot tofu. Sometimes on the weekend when we were going to the church or passing for whatever other reason, we’d stop by to visit her. 

When she saw me, I’d yell “Hi Grandmother!” very loudly. She would look at me and smile, and she always said “Tien Su may con da toi roi me con dau,” which means “you come here where your mom is.” She said it very sweetly. It was natural for older people to be so nice, also if they like you or love you, they could be very friendly. If they have something to eat, they will call you and give it. If they love you, they’ll always say that. I loved my grandmother. 

My father still visited sometimes, and after a while my brother and I had a little sister. The three of us lived with my mother who worked very hard. Things were always busy. I went to school every day at the village. I was always late because I hung around with some neighbor friends, a boy and a girl, who lived two or three blocks away. I liked to have fun with them. This was in the countryside where everything was natural. They had cows. 

On the weekend nights when I was around six years old, I could go see my cousin, who was four years older than me, my grandmother, and my uncle. Their house was in the center of the front row, not too far. My cousin was the son of my father’s older brother: my uncle who made tofu and taught the Bible. I was in a Bible class in front of the church, which met three or four times a week. All the kids in the villages sat together, boys and girls. I could visit with my cousin after Bible class was done. 

When I was young, everything was nice and fun. One time I was going home at nighttime with some neighbor friends, and some kids a couple years older than us yelled to scare us about a ghost. Everyone ran and ran, and it was a lot of scary fun. 

I was a good boy. Older people sometimes saw me and liked to pull my ear and pinch my cheek, though I didn’t know why. I was a little bit clever, and I was very religious like all of my family. I studied the Bible, preparing to pass the test on it. I started catechism with the priest, did first communion, and started Bible class again six months later. My friends and I received confirmation from the Bishop, who came from the bigger district to perform Mass for the parish (the religious area of the village). 

Every year the people from the parish community church organized to celebrate the memory of Jesus, Maria, our patron saint, or our sponsor, and parade around the church. 

I was part of the band who played music for the parish. One boy a couple years older than me carried the large drum while I played it, along with another boy my age. We used two pieces of bamboo to beat the drum, and it was very fun. My uncle was in charge of the band. 

When a big celebration was coming, the vicar of the church announced it on Sunday morning after Mass. My friends and I enjoyed preparing. We got new clothes, new uniforms. Some years, I remember all the songs that we played. When I got older, I was nominated to carry the big drum and lead the band. 

One time I was very excited to carry a palanquin from the church down the main street, along the center side of the parish. The band all wore red cloth wound around our legs; it was the style. But one house we passed had water buffalo, and they didn’t like the noise. They ran out and all the band fell down into the rice field, everyone scared. Some women were in long dresses and panicked about being trampled. They fell into the rice field too, which was full of water because the rice was planted underwater. Everyone got wet. Some cried, but some burst out laughing. I thought it was fun and exciting. After that, the parish decided not to parade that far in the future. 

Time went by, and soon we were ready to celebrate Christmas. We went to the church for midnight Mass, then all of my family came to a reunion at my grandmother and uncle’s house. Everyone sat down and enjoyed the food. My uncle’s wife had stayed home to cook duck soup and chicken soup. When we were done, we all went home. Because everyone lived in the countryside, we all had our own land for rice fields. My mom was busy at home for weeks, preparing rice foods to give my grandmother and uncle’s family to celebrate the new year: sticky rice cake, sweet and covered with banana leaves, and sticky rice wine. We also had peanuts, beans, and corn to give as gifts. 

Vietnamese people celebrate Tet Nguyen Dan, the Lunar New Year. We are content with time to relax, which is sacred in the Tet season. This usually falls on the second half of the first or second month of the year. It’s the time when family members gather together to make fruit and incense offerings on the family altars to commemorate their ancestors. This reminds children to respect their parents and remember where they come from. On special days like the New Year or a death anniversary, families will gather around the altar to pray for peace and good health. The atmosphere is calm and full of gratitude as if the spirits of the ancestors are still present in the house. Ancestor worship teaches that the family members at the root of the family tree are the foundation of the family’s identity. Gratitude to them and in general is a value that should never be forgotten. It gives Vietnamese family life a sense of depth and harmony, which is celebrated in the New Year festival. 

This is also time for people to visit friends and neighbors as well as family, especially during the first three or four days of the festival. The first visitor of the year (Xong Dat) brings good or bad luck to the home or business, hopefully success for the coming year. This is especially important among business people. We all like the special time for enjoying traditional food. 

I’ve always loved celebrating the new year. My brother, sister, mother and I would buy new cloth to make a lot of sticky rice cake with. In Vietnam, sticky rice can make many kinds of cake, as is custom. 

On the first day of the new year, every kid got a gift from their family. All my relatives put money inside a small red envelope. They would come to visit, say a kind word, and put money in the envelope, which was called Tien Li Xi. This meant hopes that you would grow up to be good natured, intelligent, clever, docile, obedient, and to do well in school. My grandparents and parents loved it. They always followed the rules and morals in an old fashioned way. My grandparents on my mother’s side wore updated clothes, but my grandmother on my father’s side was more old fashioned. She always wore a black skirt with a towel around her belly. 

Days and weeks went by in the villages, with everyone living well in peace, all activity as normal. My brother and sister and I were growing up. Then one day my uncle came to talk with my mom. He said my grandmother was very ill. He hurried to send word to my dad in the military — far away, about 30 or 40 kilometer away (this is a guess; I heard them say he was close to the Cambodian border). A few days later, my dad came home in his uniform. But it was too late. He fell onto my grandmother’s casket and cried. I remember he said “Why did you not wait for me to come home? I love you, Mom. I love you, Mom.” My father was young at that time, about 28 or 29 years old, while my mom was only 25 or 27. I was seven, while my brother was five and my sister only three. We had a funeral for my grandmother. It was 1962. 

* * *
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My father didn’t stay home with us for very long after the funeral, and I didn’t have much conversation with him. After a few days with family, he had to go back to where his troops were. After that, I went back to school. 

One day on a rainy weekend, when my mom was home instead of working, some neighbor friends who were four or five years older than me came and asked my mom if I could go with them to dig bamboo in the jungle. My mom agreed. But before I went, she told them to be careful and told me not to get lost. Then she let me go learn how to dig bamboo. I was happy to go with them. It was the first time I’d gotten to go dig bamboo instead of buying it. 

I enjoyed this, but got greedy and went too far from the others. Vietnamese bamboo jungles are very thick, and have a lot of species of thorny bamboo. I couldn’t see the others. They were careful, but I had gotten lost and it was my fault. I stayed overnight in the jungle, waiting for my friends to find me. I sat by myself at the side of a big tree, crying in fear and trembling from cold all night. Insects were loud. A terrestrial leech sucked blood from my foot until it was full and the leech fell off. The two friends couldn’t find me in the rain and dark. They didn’t have a flashlight. They couldn’t go home without me, because they would get in trouble. They were older and had promised to watch me. A tiger or a snake or a centipede could kill me. They were awake all night looking for me, worried, and it was very hard to see. 

Finally in the morning the rain stopped, and I started looking for the way home. They suddenly found me, and we all went home together. They were mad and yelled at me, saying they told me not to go too far from the group. But it was my first time digging bamboo and I was so interested that I lost contact with them in the jungle. I said sorry to them. They said they wouldn’t ask my mother to let me go with them again. They were still mad. 

I did get have a lot of bamboo, though. It was maybe 20 pounds, heavy to carry on the way home. The bamboo harvest was good. Everyone had enough to take home, and we didn’t have to buy it. We could even sell some, or make pickled bamboo and sell that. It was good to find natural wild vegetables like bamboo, for eating and for earning money for the family. 

When my mom saw me coming, she cried. She asked what went wrong, since we were gone all day and night. I said I made a mistake and got lost. She apologized to the neighbor friends who had to get wet all night because of her son. They went home. After that she never let me go again. It was very scary, but also a little bit fun. Sometimes I think back on it and it still scares me. I could have been eaten by a tiger. 

* * *
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My mom worked on the farm every day. Our neighbors were happy with their harvest, with lots of fruit, rice, corn, sweet potatoes, peanuts, and all kinds of bean. It was a good time for me because there was no more rain; monsoon season was over. Just a few more months and it would be Christmas again. 

Even so, at times we could hear distant gunfire and the noisy counter-battery artillery, with airplanes in the sky. It was far away, but people feared that activity wasn’t really normal. 

My mom kept working very hard for a living. She didn’t have any support from anywhere, even my father in the military. Sometimes my mom sent rice to help support my father’s troops. She was a very hard worker, strong through difficulties, clever and skillful. She made all kinds of food from sticky rice: sticky rice cake, sesame seeds sticky rice ball, and more. She was knowledgeable because she grew up in the north and moved to the south. She knew how to be patient to survive, and how to withstand hardship and sacrifices. She grew the farm in production of wood, rice, corn, beans. She understood how to cooperate with neighbors to make charcoal. My family was living a little bit better all the time, and my mom was friendly with people around the villages. She was a helping hand with those who needed help. She was a good natured person who wouldn’t harm anyone, so all the neighbors loved our family. 

Things were going smoothly, then my mom went into labor with my other sister. There were going to be four of us: two boys and two girls. But my father was in the military and couldn’t come help her. So my mom told me to go get the neighbor family in the next house to come help: Bac Hai (I called them Uncle Two). I knocked on the door and called them to hurry and help my mom because she was going to have the baby soon. My mom always said to me “Sell a sibling far away; buy a close neighbor — some of them are better than relatives.” Sometimes you could ask too much of a brother or sister, then get help from a neighbor. These neighbors helped her have the baby. 

After having the baby, my mom went back to work on the farm. Her friends helped. I would go to school and come home quickly to take care of my little sister. Normally in Vietnam, people who work on farms get December and January off for celebrating Christmas and the traditional New Year, but my mom was still working to cut wood and make charcoal. The neighbors had an ox wagon to transport wood from the jungle. They would bring it to my mom to be put into the brazier. 

More time passed with distant gunfire, then suddenly disaster happened. A friend of my father came and said he was in the hospital. My mom panicked. She brought my two sisters to my grandmother, and told my brother and me to stay home. She went with my father’s second oldest brother to the hospital 40 or 50 kilometers away. I was still young and didn’t know anything, but a few days later my mom was home crying that her children would be fatherless. I looked at her and she was very tired, weary with my little sister only two months old. 

Family, neighbors, and my father’s friends went to prepare for my father’s funeral. The Army group carried the coffin and did a gun salute. I was afraid and fell, and my aunt fell stepped on me then fell. It’s a memory I’ll never forget. I was wearing the old fashioned clothes with the trailing dress, longer than I am tall, and I had to hold it up as I walked. 

After the funeral, my father’s friends comforted my family and talked with my mom about how he died. He was patrolling with his group, then suddenly was fighting a battle with communists. My father got shot, and other soldiers were injured too. He was taken to the infirmary, but his wounds were serious, and somehow the military did not have enough transportation, and they waited too long. They finally transferred him by helicopter to the hospital, but still couldn’t save his life. After that, all information was very limited. 

They brought my dad’s body to my family for a couple days for a family burial service. Then after that, no one helped my mom with her four children. She stayed home for a few days, and I didn’t go back to school either. I helped clean the house and paid attention to my mom. She looked very sad at heart, wandering around. After a few days she started to smile again, but I still did not know what was going on with her. At dinner, she talked about how her children would need to survive. My mom said to me that I was older and needed to help my brother and sisters, and also work hard in school. She said she would do whatever she could to support us. Meanwhile she continued to make sticky rice cake. 

I couldn’t sleep, so I came to the kitchen and sat next to my mom to help her put the wood in the stove. She held my younger sister to suckle at her breast, and cooked and talked with me. We exchanged confidences, mother and child, and I listened to her advice. I was still very little. I liked to have a good time and hang out, and didn’t know how to think much, just play and be happy with younger kids together. Living with the war, we did not know if we would live today and die tomorrow because the war could start up anywhere. Some people had run early and some moved away late like my family, and somehow my mother ended up caring for four children’s survival by herself. 

My mom resumed work on the farm and continued making sticky rice cake and more to sell. She worked very hard and was a wonderful mom. I was very lucky. She pampered me the best she could. 

* * *
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After a while, the villagers didn’t feel safe anymore. We heard gunfire every day, closer and closer to us. It wasn’t secure. My grandmother and my mom’s older brother called my mom to move as soon as possible or else we would die. 

Once more, my mom had to flee her home because of the war. She was heartbroken after spending many years and going through many hardships to create her own property, which she now needed to give up and leave again. But she had no choice. Her four children were still young and needed to survive. She told me that if she didn’t have her children, she would have died long ago. My mom lived in the south for 20 years and had to evacuate three times. My mom was beautiful, but her life was very hard. Too many things happened to her, but even so, she remained a very strong and courageous person. 

When my mom had plans to follow my grandmother to the city where it was safer, she sent me to my uncle on my father’s side. Then she went with my brother and sisters by bus back to Thu Duc outside Saigon. My grandmother and my mom’s older brother had already moved a few weeks earlier. 

I found out later that the bus went on the road that the communists used for underground activity in enemy occupied zones. The communists laid a mine in the center of the road. The bus that traveled this road daily suddenly had a military group surround it and stop the bus. A soldier told the driver there was a live mine on the road, and they needed to take the passengers off the bus to be more secure. 

Everyone got off and laid down on both sides of the road to wait for the soldiers to destroy the mine. They were just about to start when the enemy attacked. Both sides were shooting, people were running hunched over and scrambling for safety, crawling away. My mom said gunfire went over her head while she was holding my six-month-old sister and also my three-year-old sister with my little brother behind her. He was crying and afraid. My mom said to him, “Stop crying and just follow me, okay? Compose yourself and calm down.” She’s had to deal with trouble many times, and she was calm. She said a prayer every day for her children to get away unscathed. She was tired and both her arms were bloody and her knee was torn to pieces by sharp rocks. But she got them away safely, and made it to my grandmother and uncle. 

I didn’t find out about this until later. When I did, I didn’t want to think about how I’d almost lost all of them. 

* * * 
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A few days later, when there was no gunfire, my mom went back to bring me to our new home. Her younger sister’s husband helped my mom buy the small house next to her older brother (or maybe her brother bought it; I don’t know). But they stayed next to each other. My house was on the left side of Thu Duc. To get there I would go up past the married quarter Le Hang Minh, on the same left side as Tam Ha, and my new small home was on the right side of the temple Bo De, in front of the Buddhist Temple. There was a big fruit tree in front of my house, called a star apple. 

My mom had to change her job, since there was no land to farm here. She had some friends with knowledge to help her apprentice to make sweet soya cake. This job was easy and cost-effective, and in no time she had stable employment. 

She talked about sending me back to school. On my uncle’s advice, she sent me to a Catholic boarding school called An Ninh, next to the high school Duc Minh. They were named after the village Bac Ninh. I went to live there, where I would eat and sleep and obey a lot of rules. It was run by the Sisters of Mercy nuns. In early morning we would go to the church for prayer, then come back, eat breakfast, and go to class. After break, we would go to church, then back to class, to dinner, to church again, and to bed. Every day was like that. 

I was sad. I hadn’t been in school very long, but it seemed like a big problem to me. I ran away home, only to get spanked and sent back. My mom apologized to them. After she left, the nun ordered me to genuflect for an hour every day. If I was late to do something, I would get in trouble, and one nun always chastised me. 

Time went on, and my mother worked carrying soya cake from Tam Ha past the Thu Duc market and the Highway 1 to the place called Small Market For Sale. We had peace and contentment for years, then my uncle and grandmother moved away again. My mother also moved. The Catholic priest had found land to set up a new parish for people who ran away from the old village. They started to rebuild the new village around 1965-66. (I’m not sure exactly; I was still young.) The vicar of the parish came back to new land, and each family was given a parcel of land 60ft wide and 120ft long. The new land was called An Binh parish, belonging to the territory of district Duc Tu, province Bien Hoa. 

My mom went with my sisters and brother, but I stayed at the Catholic school because I was pious now. I’d come to believe in God, confessed my sins so He would love and forgive me, and become devout in the religion. And my mother always prayed day and night for her children to get away unscathed, and it worked. 

My mom worked hard and saved money for her children to have adequate food, clothing, and schooling. She was very successful in working with sweet soya for breakfast. Then the government announced agricultural law. My mom worked with my uncle and a neighbor to begin changing waste land into a cultivated area. In 1966 there were about 300 families responsible for deforesting and dividing a parcel of land for each family to cultivate. Some families planted corn, beans, peanuts, manioc, and Indian taro. My mom planted sweet potato because it was easy to harvest, and smart because many small-town people were breeding pigs who needed sweet potato branch buds for the pigs to eat. My mom was quickly wholesaling. She knew how to do business, so she easily made plans for it. The monsoon season in South Vietnam is six months, and sweet potatoes are simple to harvest. Even if the ground is too soft and there aren’t many potatoes, there are branches and buds. My mom cut them three or four times a week. 

My uncle had a car: a three-wheeler that was common in Vietnam at that time. Very cheap and convenient. He used it as weekly transportation for my mom. She also made sweet soya cake that was good nutrition. 

I went back to school with my little brother. I left Thu Duc and went back to the village for school. After only a few years, all the people went back to normal activity there, living and working in peace and contentment. 

That lasted until 1969, when everything blew up into a crisis again. A small group of people were being cruel and inhumane, coming to smash and grab and appropriate land. The highest ranking man in the military there was corrupt and did not help the people of my village, who owned that land given by the government. They destroyed our farm. Eventually the people gathered to go on demonstration marches, but the local government was corrupt and did not help the people. The people were not powerful enough to make themselves heard. 
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