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Lost at Sea
words jennifer latson images tommy lavergne, vu thanh thuy  
infographics tanyia johnson

How “boat people” fleeing the aftermath 
of the Vietnam War discovered safe haven  
in Houston  and how their stories 
found a home at Rice.

A S S O C I AT E D  P R E S S

Vietnamese refugees 
escaping a sinking 

boat yards from 
Kuala Terengganu 

beach, Malaysia, 
Dec. 4, 1978. There 
were 153 on board, 

and all were rescued.
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In the desperate days after the 
fall of Saigon, Vu Thanh Thuy 
didn’t know how she’d survive 
— or whether she wanted to.   

She felt like dying when 
she watched her parents 
and siblings leave Vietnam 
by boat, in the hope of be-

ing rescued by the U.S. Navy, and 
realized she might never see them 
again. She wished for death when 
her husband was sent to prison camp 
for aligning himself with the wrong 
side in the war — and once more 
when she herself was imprisoned. 
After escaping from prison only to be 
captured and tortured by pirates off 
the Vietnamese coast, she dreamed 
of death again. 

But Vu, who was a young 
journalist and a new mother when 
the Vietnam War ended (her first 
child was born just two weeks 
earlier, April 15, 1975), wanted to 
bear witness to the atrocities of war 
and its aftermath. And she could not 
abandon her daughter. 

“There were times when I thought 
of killing myself, but I couldn’t kill 
my baby,” she told a Rice University 
researcher. “So I started finding ways 
to survive.” 

Vu’s tale is one of a number of 
extraordinary stories of survival, 
sacrifice and resilience housed in the 
Houston Asian American Archive 
(HAAA) at Rice’s Chao Center for 
Asian Studies. The oral history 
archive was the brainchild of project 
manager Anne Chao ’05, along with 
Rice history professor Tani Barlow, 
who had been appalled to realize that 
Houston had no collection of archival 
information about the immigrants 
and refugees who settled here. 

“Houston is the eighth-largest city 
for Asian-American immigrants in the 
U.S., but it didn’t have a comprehensive 
repository to preserve and honor their 
life stories,” Chao said. “HAAA pays 
tribute to their vital role in building 
this city, and it provides scholarly mate-
rial that can help revise many aspects 
of U.S. history: the history of labor, 
immigration, the South, and Asian-
American history as a whole.”

Since its inception in 2009, the 
archive — which contains letters, 
diaries and other records as well as 

videotaped interviews — has become 
a sought-after resource for Asian 
studies scholars at Rice and beyond, 
including researchers in China, 
Hong Kong and Japan. Locally, the 
Kinder Institute for Urban Research 
relied on it in part to compile its 2013 
Houston Area Asian Survey. 

The collection, which is online, 
publicly accessible and free to use, 
chronicles a wide array of Asian 
immigrant experiences, with a total 
of 230 oral histories to date from 
Korean-, Chinese-, Japanese-, Fili-
pino- and Indian-Americans, among 
others, who were interviewed by Rice 
students and interns. 

And it includes a proportionally 
large sample of Vietnamese im-
migrants — fitting for Houston, a 
metropolitan area with the country’s 
third-largest Vietnamese popula-
tion, after Los Angeles and San Jose, 
Calif. People of Vietnamese descent 
outnumber those of all other Asian 
nationalities in Harris County, where 
the 2010 census identified 80,000 
Vietnamese-Americans, nearly a 
third of the county’s total Asian 
population of roughly 250,000. 

In 2012, the Vietnamese Ameri-
can Heritage Foundation, a national 
nonprofit organization, donated 88 
videotaped interviews with Houston-
area immigrants to the Rice archive, 
which was entrusted with making 
their stories available to researchers 
and the public. Like Vu, many of 
these interviewees identified them-
selves as “boat people,” refugees who 
fled by sea, beating enormous odds to 
escape the harsh conditions that fol-
lowed the war’s end and the change 
of regime in South Vietnam. 

Vu’s story — recounted below 
based on her nearly three-hour oral 
history, supplemented with an in-
person interview — epitomizes some 
elements of the larger boat people nar-
rative. But it also stands very much 
alone, revealing the extraordinary 

Houston is the eighth-largest 
city for Asian-American 
immigrants in the U.S.

toughness and tenacity that were part 
of her story long before it became a 
tale of sheer survival. 

An intrepid reporter

In 1969, when Vu was 19 and in her 
first year of college, she embarked on 
what would be a lifelong journalism ca-
reer when she answered a help-wanted 
ad from a Saigon newspaper in need of 
someone to translate French horo-
scopes into Vietnamese. Vu was soon 
promoted to society reporter — but 
what she really wanted to be was a war 
correspondent, covering the conflict 
that was ravaging her country. 

“I wanted to go to the front lines,” 
she said. “My editor said, ‘You are a 
child and a girl. No one would allow 
you to go there.’” 

Vu didn’t give up easily, however. 
Within a year, she had convinced 
a general in the South Vietnamese 
army to give her the press seat in his 
helicopter. Flying to and from the 
battlefields every day, she reported on 
the bombing of an elementary school 
that killed more than 100 children 
and the discovery of the mass graves 
of thousands of civilians killed or 
buried alive in Huế. For privileged 
urbanites — like herself — the war 
seemed distant and abstract, and she 
wanted to convey its grim realities to 
the sheltered elite in Saigon. 

As she explained in her oral 
history, this position also gave her a 
striking glimpse of humanity in the 
compassion and bravery of people 
who risked their lives for each other. 
And it was on the front lines that  
she met her husband, Duong Phuc, 
the newsroom chief for the military 
radio station — her competitor.  
They married in 1974. 

When Saigon fell, Vu was in the 
hospital with their 2-week-old baby. 
(In Vietnam, women normally spent 
a month recovering from childbirth.) 

TOP LEFT   Vu (crouched in back row) and other captives on Koh 
Kra greet the U.N. helicopter sent to free them. This photo was 

given to Vu by Ted Schweitzer, the American field officer who 
organized the rescue and who took the picture.

 
TOP RIGHT  Vu holds her daughter in their Saigon home while 

awaiting her husband’s release from a communist prison camp. 

BOTTOM LEFT  Vu reporting from the front lines of the  
Vietnam War in the early 1970s. She’d become so accustomed  

to the war’s carnage that she didn’t notice the human skull  
in the helmet on the ground. 

BOTTOM RIGHT Vu at the offices of Radio Saigon Houston, where 
some of her award-winning newspaper stories hang on the wall. 
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400,000
880,000

25,000

Every decade since 1990, 
the Vietnamese population 
in Harris County has grown 
by ~25,000 people.

The chaos of the military takeover, 
however, forced the hospital to 
discharge everyone, staff and pa-
tients alike. Vu rode home with her 
newborn, watching through the car 
window as tanks passed in the streets 
and helicopters hovered overhead.

“I saw people looting homes while 
other people were running for their 
lives. I saw dead bodies in the street. I 
was grieving for my country, but  
as a journalist I was still trying to 
make sense of it, to analyze what  
was happening.”

Vu’s father was a successful 
businessman with the means to 
obtain boat passage for everyone 
in his family. He hoped to sail into 
international waters, where he had 
heard the U.S. Navy’s 7th Fleet was 
waiting to rescue anyone who could 
get that far. If they made it, they’d be 
among the first wave of the 1.6 million 
people who fled South Vietnam over 
the course of the next two decades — 
the majority of them by boat. 

It would, however, be a dangerous 
journey. While there are no exact fig-
ures on survival rates, the United Na-
tions High Commissioner for Refugees 
estimates that as many as 400,000 
boat people died along the way. 

Vu’s father offered to bring 
Duong’s relatives as well, but they 
were afraid they’d be attacked by 
North Vietnamese forces along the 
coast. Duong was unwilling to leave 
without them. He was also optimistic 
that life would improve if they stayed, 
after a period of upheaval. 

“We’re the losers; they’re the 
winners,” Vu recalled him telling 
her when North Vietnamese forces 
occupied the city. “We’re no threat 
to them anymore. Why should they 
hurt us now?”

So Vu went to the dock to say 
goodbye as her parents and siblings 
boarded a boat without her.  

held without trial after the war. 
He was told he would be gone 

for 10 days. After two years, during 
which Vu survived by selling most 
of what she owned — furniture, 
clothing and even some of the baby 
formula she had stockpiled before 
her daughter was born — she decided 
she couldn’t wait any longer. She 
began to plot Duong’s escape. 

The prison camp was in a remote 
area, and although Vu was not allowed 
to see her husband, she began making 
the long trek to the camp several times 
a week. She watched as the guards 
marched their prisoners deep into the 
jungle to do forced labor. 

“I could stand on the road and wave 
at him. That really kept me alive,” she 
said. “I started to study the area, study 
the guards. I could see that they were 
walking for miles through the jungle, 
and the guards had no CBs, no way to 
communicate inside the prison. They 
only had their guns. So if I picked him 
up on a motorcycle, it would take them 
a while to come after us.”

She had begun bribing the guards 
with cigarettes, bringing a pack for 
them and asking them to slip her 
husband another pack. She had seen 
someone in a James Bond movie 
write a note and slip it inside a ciga-
rette, and so she communicated with 
her husband that way. Meanwhile, 
she got a motorcycle ready, arranged 
for seats on a boat out of the country 
and had ID cards made. 

But on the designated day, when 
she brought Duong a cigarette with 
the instructions for his escape, he 
had a new guard — one she hadn’t 
buttered up with cigarette bribes. The 
guard found the note, beat Duong and 
locked him in a 4-by-6-foot container. 

“I came back that afternoon to pick 
him up, not knowing they had found 
the letter, and I walked right into the 
trap,” Vu recalled. “They searched me 
and took me away at gunpoint.”

Out of the frying pan …

Vu was taken to a different prison, 
where her spirits sank to a new low. 
A guard implied that she would be 
killed. She didn’t care much. She 
suspected that Duong might be dead 

... the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees 

estimates that as many as 400,000 
boat people died along the way. 

HARRIS COUNTY’S  
VIETNAMESE POPULATION 
THROUGH THE DECADES

TIMELINE OF THE BOAT PEOPLE DIASPORA

BOAT PEOPLE FACTS AND FIGURES

<100 
1975 1990 2000 2010

31,056

55,489

80,409

1.6 million

2 million
80,409

Number of Vietnamese 
immigrants and their 

descendants in the U.S. 
as of 2012 — the largest 
Vietnamese population 

outside Vietnam

Number of those who 
eventually settled in the U.S. 

Number of people who fled Vietnam  
by boat each month in 1979, at the  

peak of the refugee crisis

The Houston/Sugar Land/Baytown 
metropolitan area has one of the highest 
distributions of Vietnamese immigrants 

Number of refugees who fled 
Vietnam after the initial wave of 
evacuations, the majority by boat 

Number of boat people the U.N. 
estimates died at sea from exposure, 
piracy, starvation or illness 

U.S. 
Australia 

Canada
Top three recipients of 

Vietnamese refugees

She worried it might be the last time 
she ever saw them. 

In fact, they returned the very 
next day. The voyage into interna-
tional waters had been so easy that 
her father had sailed back to reas-
sure Duong’s family of its safety. For 
the moment, at least, there were no 
military forces anywhere to be seen. 
Duong’s family was unconvinced, but 
Duong himself had a change of heart. 
He and Vu would go along, on one 
condition: If they didn’t connect with 
the U.S. Navy quickly, they would 
return to Vietnam, since a long trip in 
the open water would be hard on the 
baby. Vu’s father agreed. 

The best-laid  
escape plans

Reaching international waters was 
easy, as Vu’s father had said. Locating 
the 7th Fleet was harder. The group 
sailed for three days without luck. 
Finally, Vu’s father reneged on his 
promise and turned toward the Malay-
sian coast. But their boat was almost 
out of fuel, so he flagged down a fishing 
boat to buy some of its oil. When the 
fishing boat was close enough, Duong 
jumped aboard it. Vu, carrying her 
baby, jumped too. She felt torn; her 
father was beside himself. He begged 
the fishermen to send Duong back. But 
when Duong reminded him of their 
agreement, Vu’s father relented. 

Three hours later, the 7th Fleet 
picked up the rest of Vu’s family, 
while she and her husband and child 
returned to Vietnam. 

Duong and Vu made their way 
back to Saigon, but it wasn’t long be-
fore Duong was sent to a “re-education 
camp,” one of the 150 or so commu-
nist-run prisons where an estimated 
1 million South Vietnamese military 
officers and government officials were 

TOP METROPOLITAN AREA DESTINATIONS  
FOR VIETNAMESE IMMIGRANTS IN THE UNITED     STATES, 2008–12

April 30, 1975
Saigon falls and the 
diaspora begins

By the end of 1977
U.S. takes in more than 
175,000 refugees, 
many of them South 
Vietnamese military 
officials and other 
American allies 

1978
The second wave of 
refugees — the “boat 
people” exodus — begins 

June 1979
Overwhelmed by the 
number of asylum-
seekers, officials in 
Indonesia, Malaysia, 
the Philippines, 
Singapore and 
Thailand close their 
borders to refugees; 
President Carter 
announces that the 
U.S. will double the 
number of refugees it 
admits, from 7,000 to 
14,000 a month 

July 1979
The U.N. assembles 
an international 
conference to address 
the refugee crisis; the 
Orderly Departure 
Program makes it 
possible for Vietnamese 
refugees to migrate 
directly to the U.S. 

July 1979
American sentiment 
takes an anti-refugee 
turn; a CBS News/
New York Times poll 

finds that 62 percent 
disapprove of the recent 
increase in immigration 

March 17, 1980
The U.S. Refugee Act 
of 1980 is approved, 
raising the annual 
refugee cap and 
streamlining the 
admission process 

End of 1980
The U.S. hits a record 
for annual refugee 
admissions: 207,000

February 1981
Members of the Ku 
Klux Klan in Galveston 
County rally against 
Vietnamese shrimpers, 
whom they perceive 
as a threat to the local 
economy

Mid-1990s
The diaspora trails 
off; over roughly two 
decades, the U.S. has 
admitted more than 
a million Vietnamese 
refugees 

SOURCES: Roy Vu, “From the Ashes of the Cold War: Constructing a Southern Vietnamese Community and Identity 
in Houston,” published in the Houston Review, 2006; Kinder Institute’s Houston Area Asian Survey, 2013; www.
migrationpolicy.org/article/vietnamese-immigrants-united-states; U.N. Refugee Report;  crfimmigrationed.org; Pew 
Foundation; Refugee Council USA; National Archives; www.migrationpolicy.org/article/humanitarian-economic-
changing-face-vietnamese-migration; MPI tabulation of data from U.S. Census Bureau pooled 2008-12 ACS.
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a U.N. official’s account, one woman 
found a sea cave and stood in waist-
deep water for more than two weeks 
to avoid discovery, ignoring the crabs 
that bit chunks of flesh from her 
legs — and the piercing screams of 
her fellow boat people. Some hid in 
patches of tall elephant grass, but 
pirates set fire to the grass, scorch-
ing the women and obliterating their 
cover. Pirates tortured the men to 
find the hiding places of the remain-
ing women. Some did not survive. 

Vu lived through the abuse, in part, 
by thinking of herself as a journalist, 
not a victim. Instead of trying to hide 
from the harsh realities of her captivity, 
she imagined her experience as an 
undercover reporting assignment. 

“At my darkest times, it helped 
me keep my sanity,” she explained. “I 
promised God that if I could survive 
this, I wouldn’t forget it. I would tell 
everyone about it.” 

Vu and her family endured three 
harrowing weeks on the island. On 
Nov. 18, 1979, an American field of-
ficer for the U.N. High Commissioner 
for Refugees landed on Koh Kra 
after a helicopter pilot noticed the 
captives. The officer, Ted Schweitzer, 
accompanied by Thai marine police, 
rescued the 157 prisoners who’d sur-
vived their ordeal. 

In the Thai refugee camp 
where they were taken, Vu and her 
family found themselves safe from 
immediate danger for the first time in 
years. Vu kept her promise, however: 
She and Duong began sending a 

diaspora gave them a fresh supply of 
vulnerable targets. Piracy “swelled 
like the tidal waves that also plague 
these waters,” according to a 1986 ac-
count, published in Reader’s Digest, 
by investigative reporters Clark 
Norton and Howard Kohn. 

Because they operated in unpa-
trolled international waters, pirates 
easily eluded law enforcement. Some 
were after valuables; others seemed 
motivated purely by malice. 

The first pirates who encountered 
Vu’s boat robbed the refugees of the 
few possessions they carried, then left 
them adrift. The second set moved on 
when they saw that there was nothing 
left to steal. The third set became en-
raged and rammed the boat, cracking 
the hull. They were preparing to ram 
again when a fishing boat intervened 
and the fishermen begged them to 
stop. They did; instead of killing the 
refugees, they took them to Koh Kra, 
a remote, uninhabited island about 30 
miles off Thailand’s eastern coast. 

Koh Kra had become its own 
kind of concentration camp, far off 
the grid, where the pirates brought 
their captives to be raped, tortured 
and killed. When Vu and her fellow 
refugees landed, they found an aban-
doned lighthouse, its wooden sides 
charred and scratched with messages 
in Vietnamese. They were instruc-
tions for survival. 

“Women, find a hiding place right 
away,” one message read. 

“Cut your hair and pretend to be a 
boy,” another suggested. 

So the women hid. According to 

already. Her daughter, whom she’d 
left with a babysitter on the day of 
her failed rescue attempt, would be 
sent to live with a foster parent. 

“My husband was gone and my 
baby was with a stranger,” she said. 
“I thought, ‘If I’m going to die, better 
to get it over with quickly.’” 

But although she was half-starved 
and harshly interrogated, she wasn’t 
killed. One day, months later, the pris-
on chief told her that her husband had 
escaped. He demanded to know where 
Duong might be. When Vu swore she 
didn’t know, he released her. It seemed 
like a trap, but Vu wasn’t sure what 
kind. If her husband was still alive, and 
really had escaped, then surely she was 
being used as bait to draw him out of 
hiding. She guessed that she’d be fol-
lowed as soon as she left the prison, so 
she tried to elude her trackers. 

“I found out that my husband had 
escaped, and my network of friends 
had helped him hide. I went into 
hiding with him and the baby, who 
by now was almost 3 years old. We 
had friends helping us hide, but we 
moved almost every night.”

What followed was a succession of 
failed attempts to leave the country — 
20 total — each of which cost a small 
fortune. The money came from Vu’s 
parents, who had settled in the U.S. 
by then. What Vu didn’t know until 
later, however, was that her parents 
scraped together everything they 
sent her by working two jobs each: 
her mother on assembly lines and 
her father as a field inspector for the 
Dallas Water Department, among 
other minimum-wage positions. 

Finally, Vu, Duong, their now-
4-year-old daughter and their new 
baby, born while they were in hiding, 
made it out to sea. Two days into the 
journey, however, the boat’s motor 
died. They drifted for 10 days, ration-
ing their food and water. Then the 
pirates found them. 

… Into the fire

While pirates — or really, fishermen 
who supplemented their incomes 
through piracy — had roamed the 
South China Sea and the Gulf of 
Thailand for centuries, the postwar 

To complete her coursework for a senior-year history class, 
Cindy Dinh ’11 had to record the oral history of an Asian immigrant 
living in Houston. She chose one close to her heart: her father, Duc 
Cong Dinh, who was among the first wave of boat people to flee South 

Vietnam at the end of the Vietnam War.  
Now part of Rice’s Houston Asian American Archive, Duc Cong Dinh’s account 

was revelatory for his daughter, giving her a new appreciation for the scope of her 
father’s ordeal and the extent of his sacrifice in leaving home. His story, along with 
others in the archive, helped Cindy Dinh put the Vietnam War in a new context. 

“So much of what I learned in public school came from the military perspective 
and whether it was a wise decision to enter the war. But the oral history interview 
was a chance for me to learn from someone who lived through it and [came to] a 
new country as a refugee,” she said. “I always wanted to learn what happened to 
the Vietnamese diaspora in the aftermath.”

In fact, Cindy Dinh, who is now enrolled in a joint degree program in law and public 
policy offered by the University of California at Berkeley and Harvard’s Kennedy 
School of Government, had been part of a student initiative pushing for a course 
on Asian-American immigrants. Rice hadn’t offered a class like it for more than a 
decade, although there were plenty of courses about Asian countries and cultures 
themselves. In 2011, Cindy and her cohort got their wish: a seminar called The Asian 
American Experience. And she got the assignment to interview her dad. 

In spring 1975, Duc Cong Dinh had just graduated from high school in Saigon 
and was headed to college — then, he hoped, to medical school — when his 
education was interrupted by war. The night before the city fell, Dinh and one of his 
six brothers (he also had three sisters) boarded a 50-foot-long metal boat packed 
with about 300 evacuees. As he told his daughter in the interview, their plan was 
optimistic: They would return to Saigon shortly, just as soon as South Vietnam 
pushed the communists out. The rest of his family stayed behind to wait for his 
older brother, a police officer who was required to help defend the city. 

The next day was April 30. On the boat, someone’s radio broadcast a message 
from the president of South Vietnam: The army had surrendered, and he was 
stepping down as the nation’s leader. All around Dinh, people began to cry. 

“We knew we cannot come back,” Dinh recalled. “It was the point of no return. 
We didn’t prepare for this or have enough fuel, but we knew we couldn’t go back. We 
just went out to sea. We had an uncertain future.” They ran out of food. Then they 
ran out of water. The sun burned their skin and rain chilled them to the bone. They 
happened upon a barge carrying another 2,000 or so refugees, and since their boat 
was almost out of gas, they climbed onto the barge. No one there had food or water, 
either; a number of people jumped overboard, killing themselves to end the torture. 

When she interviewed her father, Cindy Dinh ached to imagine him, just 
younger than she was at the time, enduring such bitter hardships. His story put a 
human face on what she knew about the humanitarian efforts to aid the hundreds 
of thousands of Vietnamese boat people — or, as she noted, the lack thereof. 

“While my father was drifting at sea, there were nine boats that passed [the barge] 
without stopping. Nine boats. The 10th boat, a U.S. merchant ship, finally stopped.” 

That boat could only carry about 500 more people — less than a quarter 
of the refugees — but Dinh was among those who made it aboard. His brother 
was not. Dinh was shuffled between temporary refugee camps before ending up 
at Camp Pendleton in San Diego. “That was the first time in my life I ever left my 
country,” Dinh said. “This was the first time I felt like an orphan.”

— J.L.
*EDITOR’S NOTE: Dinh’s brother was later rescued by another boat and 
taken to a refugee processing center, where the two reunited.

The Asian–American 
Experience at Rice

LEFT  Vu, Duong and their daughters find safety  
at a refugee camp in Thailand. 

RIGHT  Pirates held Vu and others captive  
on the large island at the back of the photo.

Cindy Dinh ’11 and her father, Duc Cong Dinh

Duc Dinh carried few possessions when he fled Vietnam 
by boat in April 1975. They included this identification 
card, some family photographs, two pairs of clothing 
and enough food to last three days. 

Less than two years after arriving in the U.S., Dinh  
had saved enough money to buy his first car: an orange 
1971 Volkswagen Super Beetle, which he drove to work 
and to night school —  and on this occasion, to the 
beach in Galveston.

 One of Dinh’s only 
mementos of his 

life in Vietnam 
is this photo of 
himself, taken 

during summer  
1973, when he was 

visiting family in the 
southern coastal 

town of Vinh Long. 

continued on Page 38
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FOR THE REST OF THESE STORIES,, 
including oral history recordings and 
transcriptions, visit the Houston Asian 
American Archive at the Chao Center for 
Asian Studies: ricemagazine.info/323

series of open letters to their contacts 
in the international press, telling 
the boat people’s tale. The news 
stories that followed were the first 
many Americans had heard of the 
catastrophic proportions to which the 
refugee crisis had swelled. 

The news coverage helped spur the 
passage of the Refugee Act of 1980, 
which allowed more refugees to enter 
the U.S. and streamlined the process 
for doing so. That year, according to 
Refugee Council USA, the country 
admitted an all-time high of 207,000 
refugees, mostly from Southeast Asia 
— including Vu and Duong. 

They settled in San Diego, where 
some of their friends had founded a 
group called the Boat People S.O.S. 
Committee. Almost immediately, 
Vu and Duong became the group’s 
spokespeople, visiting Vietnamese 
communities across the country to 
tell their stories.  

“As journalists, we only wanted 
to share information about the boat 
people, to keep the community aware 
of what was happening and send the 
message that parents should not send 
their daughters alone,” Vu recalled. 
“But then people started sending us 
money … We got millions of dollars of 
donations, and then we started our res-
cue missions in the South China Sea.” 

With rented ships and volunteer 
crews, in cooperation with Médecins 
du Monde and the German organiza-
tion Cap Anamur, the group rescued 
more than 3,000 boat people during 
the 1980s and ’90s. On a 1988 mis-
sion, Vu was accompanied by Stone 
Phillips, then a reporter for the ABC 
news program “20/20,” which aired a 
segment about the group’s work. 

Vu’s own journalism career was far 
from over, however. After becoming 
fluent in English, Vu spent 13 years as 
a reporter for The San Diego Union-
Tribune. What brought her to Hous-
ton was an opportunity for Duong to 
return to his roots in radio broadcast-
ing. In 1997, Houston’s Vietnamese 
radio station was up for sale; Vu and 
Duong took the leap from California to 
Houston and into business ownership, 
co-founding Radio Saigon Houston. 

On April 29, 1975, Nguya heard a coded message on the American Radio 
Service station: “The temperature in Saigon is 105 degrees and rising.” His 

American friends had told him to listen for the message, which meant, “Drop everything and get the hell out,” 
as he recalled in his oral history. 

Nguya, then 39 years old, had befriended high-ranking American officers while teaching hand-to-hand 
combat to the U.S. Marines in Saigon. Now he was able to leverage those connections into an invaluable 
payoff: safe passage for his entire extended family, a total of 33 people, on a massive Marine helicopter, the 
CH-53 Sea Stallion. 

The helicopter was too heavy to land on the roof of the U.S. Embassy, so the pilot hovered about 5 feet 
above it and lowered a ramp. Nguya climbed it, gripping his 66-year-old mother’s hand with his right hand 
and his 5-year-old son’s with his left. His 3-year-old son was tied to his back; his 1-year-old daughter was tied 
to his wife’s back. Once in the air, Nguya could see the chaos that gripped the city. 

“Saigon was burning. Burning everywhere,” he said. “All of a sudden we took fire from the ground. It was 
friendly fire. ‘Why are you leaving us down here? If I don’t go, you don’t go.’ That was how people felt.” 

After Saigon fell, Chuong’s father was imprisoned, leaving her mother to provide 
for six children on her own. As the years passed without him, the family grew 

increasingly poor, hungry and desperate. So in 1980, when Chuong was barely 17, she set out on a perilous 
journey through Khmer Rouge-controlled Cambodia in the hope of reaching a Thai refugee camp where she 
could apply for asylum in the U.S. The fate of her entire family was at stake, since she would sponsor them as 
refugees once she made it to America. 

“I had to get out so they could have a future,” she explained. 
She joined a dozen other people making the journey to Thailand — on foot, through the jungle —  

but she was soon separated from the group. Only a few of them ever made it to freedom. Some were killed by 
land mines, some by animals and some by the Khmer Rouge. Chuong herself was captured three times by the 
communist cadre. The first two times, she slipped away from her captors while they slept. The third time, she 
was taken to a camp for Cambodian dissidents where escape seemed impossible. 

“A couple of Vietnamese people who’d been arrested were already there. One of them came over and 
said, ‘Whatever happens, try to deal with it. Accept it. This is a journey that you have to take. This is a time  
to survive; it’s not a time to fight, it’s not a time to resist.’ I did what I had to do to survive.”

A week after her capture, Red Cross workers came upon the camp, and one of the Vietnamese prisoners 
convinced them to take Chuong with them. They paid for her release with rice. 

In 1978, when Roff was 12, her family gave up their home and business in Saigon 
and boarded a wooden boat for Malaysia. But the boat broke apart in a storm, 

and of nearly 400 passengers, only 52 survived. Roff was one; she bobbed on a piece of the wreckage for 12 
hours before being rescued by fishermen. Her parents, two sisters, grandparents and much of her extended 
family died. 

The water was so cold that many of the people who initially survived the wreck ultimately succumbed to 
hypothermia. A boy Roff’s age floated on a plank next to her for hours, but eventually went limp and began to 
slide into the sea. She pulled him up and kept him afloat. He survived. 

When Roff made it to a Malaysian refugee camp, she saw people dying needlessly, of dysentery and 
treatable infections, but was powerless to help. The horrors she witnessed motivated her to pursue a 
medical career; today, she’s a doctor specializing in wound care. During her training, she worked at a VA 
clinic where many of the veterans she treated had served in the Vietnam War. 

“Every [Vietnam] vet I meet, I thank them for trying to protect me and my family,” 
she said. “I’ve had more than one vet say, ‘No one’s ever thanked me before.’ It feels very 
symbolic for me to care for them after they risked their lives to protect me.” 

Courage and Luck

NOTE: Nguya and Chuong’s oral histories were recorded by the VAHF and donated to 
Rice. Roff’s story was recorded by HAAA interns.
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views as an intern in 2013. Another 
commonality, per Cao: Many of the 
subjects underestimate the signifi-
cance of their stories. 

“All of my interviewees overcame 
enormous challenges to be where 
they are today, but almost all of them 
thought their stories were not worth 
anyone’s attention because they ‘just 
did what they had to do,’” he said.  
“I found it fascinating and somewhat 
worrisome that these exemplars  
of human resilience thought so little 
of their own history.” 

For scholars, the archive is a 
treasure trove of primary sources, 
Cao said; for the general public, it’s 
an eye-opening resource. 

“Immigrants and refugees show 
up as mere numbers in mainstream 
media, where they’re often portrayed 
as enormous threats to natives,” he 
said. “HAAA, on the other hand, gives 
immigrants a voice and an opportunity 
to tell their side of the story.” 

At a time when refugees are once 
again front-page news and terrorism 
has become a war with no front lines, 
Vu hopes her and her husband’s story 
will offer an uplifting message to 
anyone who feels afraid. 

“We wanted to tell our neighbors 
how bad it was during the war — and 
that we survived,” she said. “You 
will, too. Of course no one wants 
bad things to happen, but once they 
do, there’s always something more 
that you can make from it. You learn 
more from suffering and trouble and 
pain than you do from happiness. 
You grow from hardships.” 

LEFT  Vu hosts her weekly talk show on Radio Saigon Houston. 

RIGHT  Duong and Vu co-host a news radio program at  
the Thai refugee camp, circa 1980. 

A calling to talk

At the radio station, in the back of a 
shopping center on Bellaire Boule-
vard, Duong, 70, still hosts a morning 
news program every day, while Vu, 
who is now 65, has a weekly talk 
show about family and relationships. 
Their children — five daughters — 
are fully grown now, and they have 
four grandchildren. It’s been almost a 
decade since the couple won a lifetime 
achievement award from the Asian 
American Journalists Association, 
honoring their “courage and commit-
ment to the principles of journalism 
over the course of a life’s work.”      

Vu considers herself “semiretired,” 
even though she still travels frequently 
for speaking engagements around the 
world. She didn’t hesitate to provide an 
oral history for Rice’s archive in 2011. 

“I never say no when someone 
asks me to talk about my time as a 
boat person,” she said. “That’s a call-
ing. I have a duty to talk about it, if it 
can be helpful to someone else.” 

That doesn’t mean it’s any easier 
to tell her story now than it was three 
decades ago. 

“Talking about it makes me emo-
tional, but it gives me a clearer picture 
of life. And it keeps me humble. I 
didn’t come by that naturally. Being a 
female war correspondent in the ’70s, 
you couldn’t afford to be humble.” 

Although Vu’s story is singular, 
resilience like hers is a powerful 
theme in the Rice archive, according 
to Arthur Cao, a Jones College senior 
who collected and transcribed inter-
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We spotlight three more refugee narratives housed at the Chao Center for Asian Studies


