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VIETNAM WAR

Former South Vietnamese Army officers
gather in Longview for reunion

Some of them still bear the physical scars from wounds suffered during the Vietnam War. Some bear

memories of brutal conditions in Communist “re-education” prisons after South Vietnam fell in 1975. But the

reunion of members of a South Vietnamese Army officers school this week in Longview was largely a time

for laughter and camaraderie.

About 20 men who attended the officers school with Thuy Vo of Longview reunited for the weekend at his

home. For most of them, it was the first time they’d seen each other in 42 years. They passed around
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Former Longview City Councilman Thuy Vo, second from right, played host to a reunion of

members from his 1972 class at a Vietnamese officer's training school over the

weekend.
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smartphones with photos of them as young officers and of families they’ve had since, and they shared

stories about creating new lives in the United States.

“I’m really blessed we can have a chance to be together now,” said Hieu Truong, who now lives in Orlando.

They’re also thankful for the United States for helping

them resettle. “This is more like my second home,” Truong

said. “This country has so much to offer and so much we

can give it.”

The officers school class of April 1972 graduated a class

of 1,000.

“Six months later, 40 percent have been killed in the war,”

Truong said. “Myself, I have my friend die in my hand. But

life is life. We would think we can survive until the next

day.”

The officers in this group were about 23 years old and

mostly lieutenants when American forces retreated in

1975.

Some of the Vietnamese officers, including Vo, were lucky enough to get out with them.

Attending officer school in Vietnam, Vo was sent to the United States for a year to learn to fly a helicopter.

By the time he returned, “the war was almost over,” he said, and he didn’t fly in Vietnam. He was able to

leave the country in 1975, as was his future wife, Ahn. Reunited in Alabama, they got married and Thuy

started working 80 hours a week digging graves and cleaning the embalming rooms at a funeral home. The

Vos eventually settled in Longview, where Thuy started V.O. Printers and became a Longview City Council

member. Ahn worked for Head Start.

The Vos have returned to Vietnam several times; about half the others in the group have been back, too.

Some of Vo’s classmates didn’t fare so well at the end of the war.

“After the Communists captured South Vietnam they put all of us in prison, maybe three years, maybe five

years,” said Justin Pham, who now lives near Dallas. He spent three years in a prison, then tried to escape

Vietnam six times. Finally, in 1988, he made it to Malaysia with two children though his first wife. Their two

other children were lost at sea. Pham became a computer programmer. He eventually married a woman

from Cambodia, and they have two more children.

“I was captured on the battlefield,” said Lam Le, who now lives in San Jose. He spent 2 1/2 years in

confinement. “They chain us,” he said, pointing to his ankle. “Our commanders, they shoot them.”

“I have to do hard jobs,” Le said. “Finally, I escape out of the country by small boat and come over here.”

Buy NowTwelve members of the 1972 class

at a South Vietnamese officer's

training school fire off a playful salute as they

gather for a reunion this weekend at the

Columbia Heights home of former Longview City

Councilman Thuy Vo, second right.
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“It was very hard labor,” Truong said of his classmates’ ordeal. “They want to suppress you. If you don’t

have a very strong will, you die.”

Khiem Pham warmly shakes hands with his left hand — his right one is missing. Pham recalled what

happened.

“I was appointed to be head of five guys to participate in a combat drill. I was only 19.” Right-handed, he

made the mistake of holding a grenade in his left hand and pulling the pin out with his right, then passing it

back to his right to throw. “By the time I put it back it exploded in my hand.”

Khiem Pham’s injury prevented him from graduating from officers school. Because his father worked for an

American agency, the family was able to leave in 1975.

“In a way this is my ticket to America,” Pham said, pointing to his missing hand.

Pham, who lives in San Jose, became an accountant.

He’s is part of a group Vietnamese veterans who gather monthly to sing in nursing homes. “This month we

sang, ‘God Bless America.’ We really enjoy that song.”

Duc Nguyen also shakes with his left hand because his right one is mangled, and at the prompting of his

buddies, reveals a big scar on his abdomen. His injuries resulted from a land mine explosion in 1974. His

ordeal wasn’t over then: Nguyen spent 5 years in prison. “NO re-education,” he emphasized, even though

that was the official euphemism the Communist authorities used. “They call it re-education camp. We call it

hell.”

An American program to help former South Vietnamese Army officers assisted him in getting out of Vietnam

in 1993. “I come here with my wife and kids,” he said. He now lives in New Hampshire.

Dung Nguyen also has a scar to show from a combat injury. He said he was lucky to get out of Vietnam in

1975. “I came to the port at the same time as the ship leaves. Coincidence and good luck.”

“The first couple of years were rough,” he said, though Nguyen graduated from Sacramento State

University and became an engineer in San Jose.

Truong was a combat engineer. “I was wounded two times but I managed to be alive even though a lot of

people died,” he said.

Near the end of the war, Truong was allowed to visit his parents in Saigon, where his father was postmaster.

“He know when the Communists come life is going to change. If you have a chance, get out.

“I leave Vietnam on the last day when Saigon is falling. I was lucky enough to be picked up by the Marines

who came in to evacuate the embassy personnel.” (Truong later spotted himself in one of the iconic photos

of departing helicopters jammed with refugees.)

“I was lucky I did not have to stay behind and go through all these hardships my friends go through,”
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Truong said.

He was sent to a refugee camp in Arkansas and later studied technology at the University of Illinois. He’s

worked for several companies and for NASA. He returned back to Vietnam in 1994 when he worked for

AT&T, which was trying to establish a mobile phone network in the country.

The vets didn’t get a chance to know each other well before plunging into the war, according to Vo. Still, “I

can’t believe how much bond we have after 42 years,” he said. “This is part of the best gift we give to

ourselves.”

Tom Paulu is a features writer for The Daily News. He covers Outdoors and Entertainment, among other things. Reach him

at 360-577-2540 or tpaulu@tdn.com.
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Oracle - July 07, 2014 6:30 am

I think that TDN has slapped the faces of nearly 3 1/2 million U.S. military personnel who served in

Southeast Asia and 58,000 names on a wall in Washington D.C. with the statement "when American

forces retreated in 1975." The only forces that retreated were the South Vietnamese military when our

politicians withdrew our forces and support in 1973.

bretharte - 1 hour ago

I'm a combat veteran, 173rd airborne, got that out of the way, wanted TDN to know that this is a great

story, much different than what we hear today coming out of the middle east, how can these people be so

hateful of their own kind, not to mention the West? Congratulations to these men, they are a testimony to

the fortitude that people can have when their hearts aren't so full of hate?
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