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To Dad, Grandma, Grandpa and to all the displaced,
misplaced, stolen people on this earth and
those not of this earth.













Came all the way here by boat; now I can’t get off them.
- Hung Le, Crap Refugee 













PROLOGUE




Telling jokes on cruise ships for a living had never entered my mind. I didn’t even know it was a thing. But one day, about five years ago, I was down at Southbank in Melbourne, hanging out on the busking pitch, having a few beers with my old mate, super magician Nick Nickolas. Financially, things were tough. I’d had to break into my piggy bank and was down to my last foreign coins, which are only useful for jamming up bank coin machines. 


Nick understood my predicament. We had spent a lot of time counting foreign coins together while busking on the streets of London. He told me he’d just started working on cruise ships and that I should look into it. You only have to do two shows a week and you don’t get paid in foreign coins. Easy as! Why had everyone kept this a secret from me? 


Nick bought me a cold Melbourne Bitter longneck and gave me his agent’s name. 


The agent put on a stand-up comedy showcase featuring all his potential acts for several cruise entertainment directors at a pub in Fairfield. There were about twenty comedians in cheap suits, the biggest rag-tag bunch of muttons dressed as lambs-to-the-slaughter that suburb had seen. I wore a cheap suit I got as payment for a corporate golf day gig, and brought my fiddle and ukulele. I did my best fifteen minutes and stormed it … pardon the cruise ship pun. 


A week later, I was headed to Circular Quay in Sydney. As I boarded my first cruise ship, with my new red four-wheel-drive suitcase, a panicked thought crossed my mind. Are boat people even allowed to make jokes about boats? Are we even allowed to enjoy cruising? 
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First night on the ship, I’m sitting there on my Pat Malone, looking around the crew bar and noticing that it’s strangely divided. White people on one side, Filipinos on the other. Indians in one corner. Pacific Islanders in a group, and the Eastern European jazz pianist by himself because Eastern European jazz is a lonely, lonely universe. I’m thinking, Who should I go hang with? 


First, I try to hang with the Pommy people, but I freak them out with my Filipino cabin-steward face and bogan Aussie accent. So I go hang with the Filipinos, who seem to be having the best time anyway. Coronas and karaoke. Grouse. And, because I look like a new cabin steward, I fit in straightaway. But shocking news: not all Filipinos can sing.


Anyway, the main entertainment is the jukebox with hits from the seventies, eighties and nineties, which they’d stopped feeding when Michael Jackson went white and Vanilla Ice went black. There’s also a soccer table, which looks like the most popular activity besides smashing black sambucca shots; and a pool table with balls that are flat discs, so they don’t roll with the waves. And there are five-dollar cigs and one-dollar shots – I’ve died and gone to heaven. 


Then I spy this Filipino guy, Francisco, strut in and, in slow motion, open a little cupboard full of cup noodles. Lights, sirens and whistles go off in my head. I’ve just hit the jackpot. I think, I gotta get to know this guy. 


I go up to him and say, ‘Mabuhay, Manila. What’s all this, putang ina mo?’ (‘Welcome, Manila. What’s all this, you son of a bitch?’ in Tagalog.) 


He replies, ‘Noodles, tang inna.’ (‘Noodles, you son of a bitch.’) 


I ask, ‘How do I cook them?’


He shrugs his shoulders and answers, ‘I don’t know. Get a kettle.’


I say, ‘Where the hell am I gonna get a kettle in the middle of the ocean in the middle of bum fuck nowhere?’


He shrugs his shoulders again and says, ‘I don’t know.’


I go to the bar and get him a double bourbon. 


He leans over and whispers, ‘I’ll get you a kettle tomorrow.’


Best Chinese whispers ever.


Happiness is a refugee with cup noodles and a kettle. When my family and I were on board the American battleship that rescued us from the South China Sea, noodles were my first happy meal. 













Chapter 1




War is EW


I was born on 18 August 1966. The Year of the Fire Horse. The year of the first Star Trek episode. Jimi Hendrix’s career exploded in London. It was also the year my favourite Beatles song came out – ‘Yellow Submarine’.




Fire Horse people do whatever they want and never do what they’re supposed to. In ancient China, Fire Horse girls usually ended up in the bin. The parents would try and try again, praying for better luck next time.






FUN FACT: The Battle of Long Tan and Vietnam Veterans Day are also on 18 August 1966. Every year, Merv, the head of the Melbourne RSL, calls to wish me a happy birthday and I wish him a happy Long Tan.







My full name is Le Trung Hung. Vietnamese for ‘Renaissance Man’.


The Michelangelo of the Mekong. The Da Vinci of Vietnam. The David of Danang.


I was born with two magnificent Buddha ears. It is scientific fact that if you rub the lobes long enough, you attain infinite wisdom and unreal luck. 


Our house, at 101 Nguyen Du, was situated right behind the Presidential Palace, which in 1970s Saigon was a very stupid place to live. During the war, the Presidential Palace was the end of the line. That’s where all the shooting was aimed. It was the Alamo; it was Custer’s Last Stand. You took the Presidential Palace and you took Vietnam. When I was growing up, it always seemed very scary and forbidden. 


Our house had a flat roof where I loved flying my kites. We used to make our own kites out of bamboo sticks. (They were also used to spank us with – bamboo, you wickedly versatile thing, you.) One dark, stormy day, I was up on the roof with my kite, going gangbusters doing loop-the-loops, dog-fighting other kites. Suddenly, my string snapped. The kite broke loose and went into a 4G inverted dive with a twist, straight into the side of the Presidential Palace, like a box-cutter-wielding Saudi student pilot. I just ran and hid, like an injured fat possum in Chinatown. I thought that was it for me. That was grounds for hard labour at the Hanoi Hilton for sure. You go back these days and the Presidential Palace, now the Reunification Palace, is a tourist attraction and wedding reception centre. Taking selfies with the tanks that rolled in that fateful day when Saigon fell is a surreal, awkward and unsettling experience. No news of my kite, but.


I lived with my grandmother, my grandfather, Mum and Dad, two sisters and a brother, a student of my dad’s, Anh Tam, and a guard dog. 


I don’t ever remember playing with this dog. We were never taught that dogs could be pets per se; they were just per pound. They either worked, or were lunch. Every time the dog would jump on me, I’d think he was attacking, and I’d shit my pants and hit him with a four-by-two. And if the gates to our place were locked, I’d be trapped with this ferocious beast slobbering all over me. It was like being a Christian thrown to the lions every time I left the bloody house.


At one side of our front yard was an enormous lychee tree, and right in the middle of the yard was a statue of the Buddha that my father had made, as big as a house. My father, Le Thanh Nhon, was Vietnam’s most famous artist. He became the country’s youngest-ever professor at the age of twenty-six. He taught and made art at all of Vietnam’s universities and colleges.


Dad was my hero; he made the best art I’d ever seen. He was a master of Eastern art, architecture and Western art. Sculpture, oil painting, watercolour, lacquer, ceramics, finger painting, woodwork, papier-mâché, collage – he could do it all. 


He was from a province called Binh Duong, an hour and a half north of Saigon by road. He was the middle of three boys and his mother died when he was ten years old. His father and grandmother brought him and his brothers up in abject poverty. They were so poor, my dad didn’t have any light to study with at night, so he used to study under a street lamp or by the furnace of the local bakery. His whole childhood, he smelled of baguettes. 


So, life was extremely tough for my father and his family. There was no money to buy him and his brothers clothes to wear to school, so they wore flour sacks. These sacks had the name of the flour company, and often numbers, written in big figures on the front and back, so the other kids used to tease them because the numbers made the sacks look like prison uniforms.


Food was scarce, so sometimes the three brothers had to catch eels from the river for dinner. The banks of that river were where my dad’s artistic talents were first detected and nourished. He began to make clay models of the barges and boats for him and his brothers to play with because they didn’t have any toys. 


My father was accepted into Binh Duong art school. He reckoned that when he graduated, the teachers wouldn’t hang any of his paintings because he was poor and had no clout … or nails to hang them. So he stacked all his paintings on the ground. People then bought them all because they probably thought the paintings were on sale: buy three get one free. And so the legend of Le Thanh Nhon was born. 


My father was internationally famous by the age of twenty-three and he exhibited his work in Paris. All his works are monumental; awe-inspiring. People have described him as a timeless genius. Mum is a great artist too. Dad was her personal art teacher when they started mixing colours. Explosions of colours. Not for the paint-hearted. 


When Dad spoke about his art, or his love for the motherland, he took language to an amazingly poetic level. And, man, could he tell a story. I loved watching him hold court with his friends. I’d sit next to him, and he would tell unbelievably tall tales and turn to me and say, ‘Isn’t that right?’ And I would nod and say, ‘Yes’, every time. There were times I watched him talk for two days straight. His friends would take it in turns to sleep, and by the end they’d would be asleep on the floor, and my father would still be up, still drinking whiskey, smoking ciggies … telling tall tales to himself. Legendary. He was so ‘art’, he reckoned he was the only soldier the army allowed to have long hair. 


Our house was always full of art: from busts, to bulls, to Buddhas. 


Dad always seemed to be making something. If it wasn’t a massive bronze bell for a temple, it was a bas-relief sculpture for a hospital. Some people have plaster gnomes in their yards; we had a cement cow. 


Dad liked to work on his sculptures at night because of the face-melting heat of Saigon, which is not good if you’re trying to sculpt a face. He’d turn on the floodlights and start working. Welding sparks would rain down like fireworks. All his works were too big for him to be able to use poncy little tools, so when he was shaping and cutting the clay, he would wield a machete like it was a Japanese katana; like he was the last Vietnamese samurai. 


For me, the two most memorable statues in our house were Vietnamese Girl and The Buddha. The first thing you’d see coming through our front gate would be the Vietnamese Girl sizing you up. She was a white granite bust, head to neck, of a girl wearing traditional headdress, calmly emanating all the stoic strength of the Vietnamese spirit. 


Then, down the driveway, on your left, was a massive Buddha statue. The reveal of it was so soul-stirring, uplifting and overwhelming that, as soon as they saw it, Buddhist monks would prostrate themselves in front of it, like they’d all pulled a hamstring or something. Monks would visit all the time and sit there with my father, drink beer, eat prawns and marvel at it. Nirvana. Smells like prawn spirits.


I grew up in the lap of that Buddha. Little did I know then that these two statues that watched over me for the whole of my young life would one day be the beacons leading me back home.




Work like you’re crazy, play ’til you’re satisfied.


- Life according to Le Thanh Nhon, Good Refugee
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Saigon was – and is – steaming hot, hellishly hectic, chaotic and noisy. It is so noisy that it’s said Vietnamese people sticky-tape down the horns on their motorcycles, because they’re sounding so much anyway, they might as well. 


Foreigners all reckon that when you cross the road in Saigon, you take your life in your hands. People say you should just walk and not stop because if you do, you put a spanner in the whole system. But if you’re a real thrill-seeker like me, cross the road looking up at the sky, not the traffic. People will think you’re insane and get out of your way.


Seeing life there from knee-height magnified the whole experience a thousandfold. There were soldiers everywhere, cyclos, Hondas, cripples. Women, faces burned by napalm, begging with their dirty, hungry children hanging onto them. 


Two things that you learned as a kid living in Saigon: first, the police were not to be trusted because they were corrupt and too chickenshit to join the army; and, second, don’t eat at restaurants located next to the pound.


On really special occasions, my dad and his mates would go to dog restaurants but they wouldn’t take us kids in with them. Dad would park the car around the corner from the dog restaurant, so we couldn’t see the butchering. But we could still hear it. Every couple of minutes, you’d hear the dull thud of a blunt instrument, then a yelp … then silence. That was much more brutal than seeing it, I reckon. It scarred me for life. I haven’t been able to look a dog in the eye since, in case they seek revenge, like with mad cow, chicken flu and Angry Birds.


What I miss most about our neighbourhood are the banh mi (Vietnamese sandwich) and noodle stands. Nowadays, these are the smells and tastes that draw me back home to Saigon. I drag my cousin Danh out all day so he can dink me around on his motorcycle to find the best street food. He knows where the number-one pho place is, the number-one dessert place, and the number-one broken rice joint. 


The banh mi would consist of one whole long baguette with pâté, coriander, pork-roll cold cuts, roasted pork, shredded pork, pickles, carrot, chilli, and special secret sauces and mayonnaise. It would come wrapped in a piece of yesterday’s newspaper with an elastic band around it. The first bite into the crusty French bread sparked an ignition that released all the opposing textures of the pâté and the cold meat, and the saltiness of the sauce and the sour of the pickles. The crunch of the crispy-skin pork shot you into heaven, then the chilli rounded it all off with an explosion of burning happiness into your gob. 


When we had emergency late-night munchies, Dad would ride us up to our favourite noodle stall on his Honda. I’d be up the front of the bike, jumping out of my pyjamas. Then, when we got to the stall, I was mesmerised by the speed, skill and accuracy of the cook, the heavenly aroma of the broth, and by the night sounds, including the excited chatter of the other noodle-lovers in the queue. Finally, they’d fill up your metal takeaway containers with steaming hot noodles and life was how it should be. Then we might stop off at the dessert stand, just to round it off with some colour and sweetness.


But, then and now, hot vit lon (foetal duck eggs) are the quintessential Vietnamese street-food delight. Duck season’s a piece of piss in Vietnam – we don’t even let them hatch. The eggs are boiled at different stages of maturation, depending on how aged you like your duck foetus. 


First, you gently crack the egg at one end, peel off the shell, make a small hole, and sprinkle some salt and pepper on it. The initial taste sensation is that of the warm foetal juice. You skol that hot, energising liquid, like an Italian skols an espresso. Then you grab a teaspoon and hoe in. There are at least four layers of eggy goodness and then you come to the pièce de résistance: the foetus. It’s a little duck, with all its hairs, and big, bulging eyes. It’s like its soul is passed on to you; like nature’s incredible life-creating power source is trapped – a big bang in a shell. And for a few dong, you get to administer it, like an adrenaline shot to the heart of a dying junkie. 


In Saigon, the only time we got to swim was during the monsoon rain. We would jump into the raging gutter, or block up the drain on our flat roof and pretend we had a swimming pool. Once a year, we would all get in the car and go to Vung Tau for the summer holidays. I would get sunburned and eat a succulent fish dish called ca kho, which I’ve not tasted since. I will never enjoy fish again until I taste another ca kho from Vung Tau. 


When I go back to Saigon, I’m eating every ten minutes. Food is a precious part of the few memories I cling to of a place I left too soon.


Hung, this was your life. But nothing lasts forever.
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My siblings and I went to a school run by my grandmother’s younger sister, Ba Sau (Great Aunty Six – I’ll explain that later). She was a thin, elegant lady who wore her long, grey hair in a bun, and who loved her pupils and they loved her back. She has two daughters, Di My (Aunty My) and Di Tuyet (Aunty Tuyet). One moved to Germany when she was young to study; the other stayed behind in Saigon and now has two grown sons of her own. Until her dying day, twice daily Ba Sau stood outside the gates of her school in her shiny white silk Vietnamese dress (ao dai), saying, ‘Bonjour’ and ‘Au revoir’ to all the little kids. 


At eight o’clock in the morning, school drop-off time, Dad or Mum would drive me and my sister, Huong, in the Honda or on the Vespa. I’d be up the front and Huong would be on the back, both of us wearing white shirts, me in blue shorts and her in a blue skirt. The street in front of the school would be a cacophony, with the horns, the revving, whiny engines, and the happy yippering-yappering of little chatterboxes.


‘Bonjour, Madame,’ we’d say, then bow to Ba Sau as she rounded us up.


We’d have classes, and at midday there’d be a siesta. We’d all go to sleep on straw mats under mosquito nets, and wake up to a cool afternoon breeze and a feed of something hot. The Vietnamese people have turned the siesta into an art form. They can sleep anywhere: in their cyclos, on motorbikes, in hammocks, standing, squatting. Most people’s days start pretty early, usually at four or five in the morning; then it’s amazing how by midday, in a big city like Saigon, all the noise dissipates while they wait out the searing heat.


We played marbles, learned how to read and write, and sang songs all day. One thing entrenched in my memory is the importance of beautiful handwriting to Vietnamese people. It is drummed into them as children and they take a lot of pride in their handwriting prowess. But soon, with computers and texting and tweeting, it’s going to be a lost art, like remembering phone numbers, talking to each other or spelling. 


At the end of the school day, there would again be a frenzy outside the gates, of parents on Vespas picking up their kids. We’d all bow to or shake hands with Ba Sau and say, ‘Au revoir’, then scoot off singing the latest song we had learned that day.
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I loved reading so much, I made myself short-sighted. My favourites were Asterix and Obelix and Tintin – all in French. Every night, after curfews had been implemented and the barbed wire erected and all the geckos had woken up for their nightly mosquito feed, I would sneak Asterix comics into bed, and read them in the dark with a sheet over my head and a flashlight.


This behaviour really took a toll on my ocular functions. I can only hazily remember a time when I didn’t wear glasses. At night, my eyes were so blurry that everything that moved – every shadow, every windblown tree branch – looked like a ghost. 


It was whiplashingly terrifying. 


Vietnamese people are shit-scared of ghosts but love telling ghost stories. Vietnamese people, of all people, should never be telling bloody ghost stories. So many people died horrific deaths in that war. There are so many ghosts in Vietnam. If you ever have the chance, get a Vietnamese person to tell you ghost stories. You’ll never sleep again.


Tell us one.


Okay. Here’s one: 


There’s a coffin standing up in the middle of a rice field, a couple of hours out of Saigon. The story goes that a soldier came home from the war. He went to visit his dirt-poor mother in the countryside. The soldier demanded that she give him some money to go out drinking. The mother said she didn’t have any money, so the son chased her around the house with a butcher’s knife. Just as he was about to bring the cleaver down on her, a bolt of lightning cracked down from the night sky and struck him. He died where he stood, stiff as old cheddar. So, they just put the coffin over him. 


I’ve seen it with my own eyes, going past in a bus. It’s quite a sight, a standing-up coffin sticking out in the middle of a rice paddy, like the monolith in 2001: A Space Odyssey.


Confucius say: Son with cleaver chasing
mother is stand-up guy.


You don’t mess with the women of Vietnam: it is a matriarchal society and women run everything. I have uncles who have creases between their eyebrows. So I asked one, ‘What’s with the massive crease between your eyebrows?’ And he said that every time he argues with his wife, she throws plates at his head.


The most famous warriors in Vietnam’s history are two sisters called Hai Ba Trung (‘the two Ladies Trung’). Every town and city has a road dedicated to them. 


They fought the might of the Chinese army by charging them on elephants.


What do you find between elephants’ toes?
Slow-running Chinese blokes.


When they finally met their end, instead of surrendering to the Chinese mob, they both rode their elephants off a cliff to their deaths. They were like the Thelma and Louise of Vietnam.


But back to ghost stories. My dad told me one. He said that the night before he was going into the army, the ghost of his mother, who died when he was ten, appeared in the kitchen and talked to him. They just sat there talking at the table – her telling him to keep his head down and stay out of the way of the bullets.


My grandpa used to tell me that when branches are swaying in the wind, a ghost is nursing its baby in a rocking chair up there. Why would you say something like that to a little kid living in the middle of a war zone? I had a sick imagination and saw everything they told me about. 


I used to be a sleepwalker too. You know how they say that you shouldn’t wake people who are sleepwalking? My uncle used to go out of his way to wake me. As soon as I woke up, I saw monsters in front of me. It was terrifying. My uncle thought it was hilarious. 


I even saw the bloody Virgin Mary … and I’m Buddhist-ish, I don’t even barrack for Jesus. But it wasn’t the first time she was watching over me.


You see, I was a very sickly kid. For years, I had a cough that nobody knew how to fix. I’d cough so much, everywhere I went baby geese would follow me around. Pretty much my whole extended family were either doctors or pharmacists, and no one had a cure for my honking. Bloody French education system. They invented penicillin easily enough; how about some Robitussin, Marie Curie? The doctors at the hospitals I went to were stumped. One said I had a heart problem and should never drink soft drinks. But, shit, the war was sponsored by Coca-Cola. Quack! 


Finally, my grandma took me to a Catholic priest, like we were in an old black-and-white Italian movie. The priest certainly seemed to have no idea what to do, so he performed a quick exorcism, and told my grandma I had the devil in me and to take me to a fountain of the Virgin Mary and drink the holy water.


So we drove down to this magic fountain in Saigon, with an empty Coke bottle to fill … that’s how holy water’s been drunk since Santa stole Christmas. The place was packed with people filling containers and searching for miracles.


I took one swig, and my cough was gone. A miracle.


I was thinking, Maybe they should give some to that poor fella nailed to a cross over yonder. Couldn’t hurt.
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Historically, Vietnamese people have had a lot of children but very few names. We have approximately five first names, five last names and five middle names, and just jumble them around. As there are a lot of people with the same name in Vietnam, you are also known by your number. That is, the number child you are in the family. 


It’s common to have an Uncle Ten or an Aunty Nine. We had an Aunty Eight who us kids would be threatened with when we were naughty. Aunty Eight would be summoned to dish out the punishment, sort of like outsourcing torture. She would administer the worse torture known to man: back scrapings … dry back scrapings.


If you don’t know what back scraping is, buckle up. 


When Asian people have a cold or the flu, someone will put some Tiger Balm-like substance on their back, then scrape it with a spoon, breaking all your red blood vessels and causing red marks to appear, and that makes you feel better. Well, when we kids were uncontrollable, Aunty Eight would come over and give us a back scrape, but she’d bypass the Tiger Balm and scrape us dry. The pain was excruciating and scared even the devil out of your body. 


Every family has an evil Aunty Eight. When my mum visits Vietnam, she’s the Aunty Eight our relatives all threaten their kids with. She doesn’t have any grandkids of her own, so goes back to Nam and screams at other people’s kids. 


For my birthday one year, my uncle, who was studying at RMIT in Melbourne, sent me a red studded belt and a T-shirt saying ‘Australia’. I thought I was so shit-hot. I wore that T-shirt to school and sat at the back of the class trying to kiss a girl whose two front teeth were missing. Di Tuyet, Ba Sau’s daughter, was the teacher that day and she made me stand up in front of the rest of the class as a punishment.


When I got home, my grandmother scolded me for getting in trouble at school.


In disbelief, I asked, ‘How did you know I got into trouble?’


Nonchalantly, she said, ‘I flew past and saw you.’


It blew my little mind.


The next day in class, we were learning about things that flew. Some idiot kid said, ‘Birds fly’; another one said, ‘Planes fly.’ Pfft.


I said, ‘My grandmother flies.’


I had to stand up in front of the class again. You could say I was a stand-up comedian from a young age.
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Every chance he got, my dad would take us to Charlie Chaplin movies when they came on in the Saigon cinemas. He absolutely connected with Chaplin’s Tramp. A favourite scene of Dad’s was in the movie The Gold Rush, when the Tramp is so hungry, he boils and eats one of his shoes, and eats his laces like they’re spaghetti. Dad thought that scene was very profound. But the best one was in The Immigrant, where Charlie played an immigrant coming to America by boat. When the immigration officer harshly manhandles him, the Tramp gives him a swift kick in the arse. That made Dad laugh. (Lo and behold, a few years later something similar would happen to us.) 


Vietnamese people flocked to see Charlie Chaplin. It was kind of like the effect Mr Bean has on the Asian world now, but on a much, much deeper level. Asians love slapstick and, all those decades ago, who would’ve thunk that this style of comedy was slowly seeping into my veins, helping to shape my future career.
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Mum, on the other hand, would take us to every kung-fu movie that came out. In the seventies, the Saigon cinemas were mayhem when a new Bruce Lee movie was on. They would be packed to the rafters with adoring fans, elevated to electrifying heights of delirium. Lee made people’s heads explode with excitement and pride. He was exceptional and undoubtedly the most handsome Asian man ever made. Every boy wanted to be Bruce Lee so badly. After I saw his movies, I would go home and kick the shit out of my pillows. 


Pillows don’t hit back.
- Bruce Lee


Mum loves kung-fu movies, but her biggest vice is wrestling. She watches it religiously, every day; she feels every punch and kick, and heckles the TV. It’s disturbingly hilarious. 


She has been deaf since she was a child, having been accidentally dropped on her head when she was a baby. She literally fell on deaf ears. I think she can tolerate wrestlers ranting on TV because she can’t hear a fucking thing they say. Mum has never heard one note I’ve played on the violin or heard one joke I’ve told (some people have all the luck).


My mum is stubborn and fiery, and has certainly never thought of herself as disabled. She does everything a hearing person can do and better, especially bartering. You haven’t bartered until you’ve bartered with a deaf Vietnamese woman. She’s the champion of bartering, because, as she’s deaf, the conversation only goes one way. She doesn’t hear the other person’s price, so she always wins. 


Her most amazing trick is understanding Days of Our Lives by lip-reading a language she doesn’t even speak. Sign language, that.


A lot of my comedy comes from funny facial expressions and I get that from conversing with Mum. We communicate by standing in front of each other and screaming while pulling faces. It beats words hands down. 


She’s selfless and inspiring, my mum. The only time her deafness holds her back is karaoke. And when she wants to return wrong-sized ladies’ undies she accidentally bought at the Chinese two-dollar shop. Then, all of a sudden, she’s unable to barter. She doesn’t tell me why we’re at the two-dollar shop. She waits until we’re at the counter and says, ‘Return these.’ There’s a huge sign at the checkout that says, No returning underpants. She totally throws me under the bus.


For with great wisdom comes great sorrow,
no piss-farting around.
- Solomon


I am the performer I am because of Dad’s love of Charlie Chaplin, and because of Bruce Lee movies and Mum’s deafness. 


Charlie Chaplin and Bruce Lee allowed Vietnamese people to escape their stressful, scary, uncertain, shitty war-torn lives for a couple of hours. They gave us all confidence that the little guy can overcome obstacles and in the end walk hand-in-hand with the girl into the sunset … and, boy, was this war a big, fat obstacle.




[image: ]




My grandfather (Mum’s father) was a landowner. Dad told me once that he owned land as far as a bird could fly (until it got mistaken for a Russian MiG). He was also a reader who seemed to have so much time on his hands that he read every book three times. Every morning, he would make a litre of coffee and read a book … again. It was as if someone was erasing his memory every night, after selling the contents to schoolkids for their book reports.


Once a week, I would sit down and get sadistic pleasure from watching Grandpa dry shave. His shaver was one of those old-school heavy metallic ones that you screwed the razor blade into. He used no shaving foam, soap or water. It sounded like he was scraping a cheese grater wrapped in gravel across his face. And when he got to the mutant protruding hairs jutting out of a mole on his neck, he’d get a pair of tweezers and pluck each one individually while looking up, wistfully muttering to himself, ‘She loves me … doink … she loves me not … doink.’
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My grandmother was the centre of our family. She was so smart she was allowed to go to school with boys, which would have been a massive deal at the time. 


Whenever she spoke to her sister or to Grandpa, the sentences were half in French and half in Vietnamese, like a Vietnamese sandwich. Lest we baguette.


Once a week, usually on a Saturday morning, she would teach French classes at the house, and it would be full of little kids running around, speaking French, jumping rope and heartily singing ‘Frère Jacques’. 


Next door was a big building housing American and South Vietnamese soldiers. I was shooting bats with my slingshot when one of my shots went into one of the apartments and shattered a fluorescent light. It was a magnificent shot, but as soon as everyone heard the bulb shatter, ‘Frère Jacques’ stopped mid dormez- vous and all us kids scurried off into hiding. We were sure the man who lived there was going to start shooting at us. We were genuinely scared of being machine-gunned to death.


A soldier appeared with a broom and swept up the broken glass. Slowly, ‘Frère Jacques’ started again. We were five years old. No wonder I have bloody restless legs syndrome.













Chapter 2


Apocalypse Soon


Nobody had any idea what the future held for Vietnam in those heady days. When my little sister was born, my dad took her to a fortune teller. They told him that she was going to be a great pianist, and that in four years’ time we’d be living in another country.


This had never entered any of our minds at that time. The notion was too far out to even contemplate. And the fortune teller was completely correct. People say hindsight is 20/20; her foresight was 20/20. I bet she got the first boat out.
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Life was grand, and by 1975 we had our very own sniper. Let me tell you about this dude. Every morning, he’d wake you up with a couple of rounds on the roof, then wait for you to go to the toilet and try to make you shit yourself before you got there. Outrageous behaviour.


One day, I was in my kung-fu outfit, reading Monkey, like you do, when I saw this little putt-putt plane fly past and drop a bomb on the Presidential Palace. I watched the bomb until it disappeared past the treeline.


I stood up on my tippy toes, waiting to see what would happen next. 


There was no explosion, but a white mushroom cloud appeared in slow motion, and I thought, Oh oh. This could smart. 


I jumped under the table. Still no explosion. I closed one eye, closed one ear, gritted my teeth, waiting for the blast. 


When it came, the force smashed all our windows in and blew the head off our Buddha. I grabbed my nunchakus, and ran down to our bomb shelter, which was a prerequisite for living across the road from the Presidential Palace in the seventies. 


The whole family and I sat in silence in the bomb shelter, all with uncontrollably restless legs. Sitting there, tightly grasping my nunchakus, I watched a row of ants making off with our stash of rice. Each ant was carrying a grain of white rice, getting the hell out of Saigon, in single file. Rice rice baby. Rice rice baby. 


That should’ve been a clue right there, but we’d been in the bomb shelter heaps that month, so it was pretty much a normal day by that time.


Vietnam brought the war into people’s living rooms.
Yeah, you’re telling me! And we didn’t even have a TV.


A few nights before that, a rocket hit the market around the corner. 


We were all asleep when it happened. In the middle of the night, a bright orange light flashed through the window. It felt like it came in, screamed at you, then ran away. I jumped out of bed and heaved myself up onto the windowsill to have a better look. Dad grabbed the back of my pyjama top and yanked me away from the window. 


The whole family ran down to the car and sat in it all night with the engine running, waiting for the house to get hit. I was looking out the car window, absolutely petrified, what with my blurry night vision, runaway imagination, the swaying trees and the Virgin Mary.


We sat in the car until the sun came up and all the snipers had gone to sleep. Then the day would start. The kids would get ready to go to school, people went about their chores. The market would have another postcode. 


It was exhausting. Thank God for siestas. 
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The morning of 29 April 1975 was like every other morning in South Vietnam. The farmers rode their buffaloes. The fishermen brought in the night’s catch. The cyclo drivers had a sleep-in. I was running around outside the house, shooting bats with my slingshot again, when suddenly an eerie silence fell over everything and a strong wind blew up. 


The phone rang. 


My dad picked up, talked for a second, and then hung up. Everybody knew this was it – this was the end. 


My dad had had an escape plan ready to go. He’d planned there would be a boat with provisions, and when the shit hit the Phan, that was how we were going to escape. But the shit came too fast and now the Phan had hit the shit.


The voice on the other end of the phone told him to just go. It’s too late now, the tanks are rolling in.


My grandma rang her little sister, Ba Sau. She was begging her to take her family and come with us when all the phone lines were cut. 


Everyone started running around like headless chooks, and we still had wet clothes on the line. Fuck our life.


We packed one suitcase, one tin of dry biscuits and some seasickness pills. What do you pack in one suitcase when you know you’re never coming back? 


As a nine-year-old, I didn’t have anything to lose, but for my parents and grandparents, having to leave everything they’d worked their whole lives for, their heritage, their history – to leave everything behind but themselves and one suitcase – was devastating. My grandfather didn’t want to leave his home but to stay meant jail, hard labour, re-education camps, constant interrogations and harassment, loss of freedom and being labelled a traitor. Leaving all his statues would have broken my father’s heart, but having the freedom to practise art and the freedom to express himself was also the main reason he had to go. Weighing it all up, we really didn’t have any choice but to become refugees. Nobody becomes a refugee on purpose. 


Nine of us jumped into the car. Mum, Dad, four kids, Grandma, Grandpa and Anh Tam, my dad’s student.


We drove out, locked the gate, left the key in it, left the dog screaming. Like the ants, he knew what was going on. 


We had to open all the barbed-wire barriers ourselves because everyone had gone. The building next door, usually teeming with soldiers, was deserted. Only one soldier was left guarding the Presidential Palace. The American troops had pulled out two years earlier and left this young fella holding his dong. He was shaking like a leaf. I will never forget the look of fear on the poor dude’s face. 


The might of the American war machine was about to be defeated by a bunch of pyjama-wearing, sandal-sporting, yellow-bellied, rice-eating gook motherfuckers, and the only thing standing in the way of the mother of all war losses was this young man with an M16, shitting bricks.






FUN FACT: Fifty per cent of American soldiers in Vietnam used marijuana and heroin. One hundred per cent of Vietnamese look the same even when you’re not stoned. America had no chance.






OEBPS/images/2.png
















OEBPS/images/1.png





OEBPS/images/05.png
MIX

ESC FSC‘ 009448






OEBPS/images/title.png
THE
CRAPPIEST
REFUGEE

“ipress





OEBPS/images/symbol.png








OEBPS/images/cover.png
= CAME BOAT, v S5
| CINTERTANNG

ir, - ‘H‘Mwﬂw»g ond hilarious!”
=== TIM Ferguson
——





OEBPS/images/4.png
Afflrmp ress

books that I






