
I’ve heard this story several times. It was like a bedtime story. My Dad used to tell me, and I would 
gather bits and pieces of it. I finally sat down with him with the tape recorder to write my play.  

Essentially they were about 26 years old. They had just been married, so they went into the ceremony. 
My dad says this was their honeymoon cause they never had a honeymoon. They were both raised in 
very poor countryside villages in Vietnam, so deep in the mountains that they didn't really see war. War 
wasn't very apparent for them. Not like if they were in Saigon.  

So, Saigon fell in ’75, and they escaped in ’81. At that time it was kind of like this underground railroad 
thing, where, ‘Hey, you can get to America. You have to pay the sum of an equivalent of one gold bar 
per person, and we can get you to America.’  

And the question I get a lot of times is, ‘Why did your parents want to go? Were the living situations, so 
terrible?’ Blah, blah, blah. And it's actually, you know, when you live in a third world country and you 
have this paved road to get to America or a free country, you go. And if you have the ability to go, you 
go. My parents were in a place where they were just married and they had the rest of their lives ahead 
of them. So they decided to go this route.  

It was the dead of night, a very dark night, and my parents gathered the clothes on their backs and a 
couple of satchels of stuff, their life savings, pretty much all the money they had, jewelry, anything that 
was valuable and any keepsake that they wanted because they were not coming back. Everybody 
climbed into this small fishing boat. It was at best 500 to 600 square feet. A hundred people packed into 
the whole of the boat. The fishing boat was rigged with a Jeep motor, and they went down the river, 
which emptied into the Pacific, in the dead of night, completely quiet. When they got to the coast just 
before they got into the Pacific, that's when the coast guards opened fire on them. All they know is they 
were getting shot at. My dad said the driver gunned the engine up top and then ran downstairs, ran 
down into the hole. The boat was essentially full throttle down the river bed with nobody driving it. And 
they made it out. No casualties. Boat was fine. The shots ended up stopping, and they were just out in 
the Pacific.  

In the Pacific, the idea was to get to a refugee camp in Singapore, in Hong Kong. They were heading 
north toward China. But imagine a bunch of people on a fishing boat, people who don't have any 
nautical skills or anything like that. After about three days, their engine failed and they were just lost at 
sea. On the night of the fourth day, I believe, they saw a caravan of freighters in the dead of night. Just 
little lights, a line of lights, way out in the distance. Everybody decided to take the clothes and the 
luggage they brought and set it on fire on the deck as a signal. The fire burned out. Freighters never 
stopped. The night passed, and the freighters never, never noticed their signal. Or they don't know if 
they noticed, but couldn't come help them or whatever. My parents, when they tell the story, they say 
they came to this country with nothing but the clothes on their back, which is 100% true.  

It was the seventh day at sea. My dad says the water they had for drinking water – and my play kind of 
bases around the idea of drinking water – he says the drinking water was in these old fuel containers, 
and you could see metal shavings and oil remnants in it, but that was all they had to drink. And it was 
running out. When they finally saw the USS Shasta, which was a huge, U.S. naval ship. The idea was, If 
you saw Americans, you are good as gold. You're saved. That was the feeling on the boat. Everybody 
was celebrating, just overjoyed. They thought they were going to die. And they were saved.  



The naval ship brought them on board. My father actually was the only person who spoke English 
enough to communicate with the captain on the ship, who told them to have everybody go down in the 
hole while they taxied them to the ship. They were brought on board and treated like guests, like full 
guests. On the ship, they knew this was the reality of their situation, that they could be picking up 
Vietnamese refugees at any time. In fact, before they got to the refugee camp, they picked up a second 
boat with another hundred refugees lost at sea.  

My dad remembers that they were free to roam about the ship as they pleased. They weren't treated 
differently or poorly or anything. They were really guests. And he got to know some of the captains and 
the people and he said it was the most jovial time. And for them, they were never on something like 
that. So they were like, ‘Really?’ My Dad said that he and his uncles would just wander around, 
marveling at all the contraptions and at the vastness of the ship. He says when they were on that deck, 
he remembers eating an apple for the first time in his entire life because apples aren't indigenous to 
Vietnam. They were essentially only shipped during New Year’s and only eaten by the really rich, and he 
says that that was the taste of freedom for him, eating an apple for the first time ever at 26, 27 years 
old.  

They were taken to a refugee camp in Singapore. When they arrived, the camp was overcrowded. It was 
too full. They had a capacity of 500, or 5,000. And they were over capacity. So much. So my parents had 
about 11 people in our family. They all lived on the patio, on the porch of one of the refugee barracks. 
They had to make makeshift nets because in Singapore you couldn't be without a net because you'd be 
eaten alive by mosquitoes and whatnot.  

They made a net on the porch and then just slept on the porch for a month or two before they finally 
got into the barracks. They lived in refugee camps for about a year, a little over a year. First in Singapore, 
then they were moved to Indochina, just waiting for sponsorship. Then in March of ’82, my uncle’s 
aunt’s sister lived in Denver, and she sponsored everybody.  

A month after they arrived to Denver, my mom found out she was pregnant with me. I came in 
November of that year. A month after I was born, the blizzard of ’82 hit, which was about three and a 
half to four feet of snow. My parents recall lying in their bed in a brand new country holding their 
firstborn son, seeing snow for the first time, and it was like four feet of snow.  


