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America, the Beautiful
TA ON MANH PAT NAY

PIEP MY LINH

Vira roi chiéc xe buyt cua cong ty du lich Trafalgar, toi cha y ngay dén mot nhom dan
ong 16n tudi, ngudi Nga, ngdi bén trai 16i di, canh con kinh dao. Mi ong mang mot nhac
cu nha binh nhu saxophone, trumpet, clarinet, v.v. Khong hiéu cé phai vi nghe nhiing
tiéng tham thi bang Anh ngit ctia du khach hay khong ma bdng nhién ban nhac déu dung
Ién, ctr hanh Quéc Ca Hoa-Ky.

Nhom du khach va téi déu ding budc, ngac nhién, vi day la lanh thé caa Nga. Du khach
My dé tay phai Ién 16ng nguc bén trai. Nhin cac nhac cong, toi nghi, co 18 ho la nhiing
ngudi linh tré nhat cua tran thé chién tha 11. Toi cam thay nao nao budn. Nhiing nguoi
linh gia nua, yéu dudi dang c6 kéo chut hoi tan dé tim su séng qua ban Québc Ca cua ké
thu xua, vi lvong huu caa cuu chién binh Nga rat thap!

Ban nhac dat. Du khach vui vé Iy tién cho vao cai xac nho duoc dit trudc mat cac nhac
cong. Cac nhac cong ngdi xudng, dong tau tiép ban America, the Beautiful. T6i ding
lang, long day xuc dong.

Niém xuc dong trong toi 1an nay ciing dat dao nhu nam 1977, khi dira con gai 16n cua i,
Xuan-Nguyét, lac d6 1a hoc sinh 16p 8, duoc trao ting giai nhat toan tiéu bang Arizona vé
bai luan van “What Makes America Beautiful?”



Gia dinh toi dugc giup phuong tién dé dua Xuan-Nguyét tir Yuma dén Phoenix nhan phan
thuang trong mot budi 18 vo cung long trong. D6 la lan dau tién toéi nghe ban America,
the Beautiful dugc ca hoi trudng dong ca. Tu dung toi khoc. Nhung rdi am diéu va 1oi ca
cua ban nhac khién long téi lang xudng. Téi tram tinh lai dé nhan nhiing vong tay than ai
va nhitng loi chiic mung caa nhitng nguoi My quanh toi. Theo nhitng 161 chiic mung cua
nhitng ngudi chua quen nay, toi hiéu nhitng nguoi nay nghi rang toi xac dong vi thanh
qua ctia con gai toi. Diéu d6 chi dang mot phan; vi, ngoai su hanh dién caa mot nguoi
Me, nhiing giot nugc mat caa téi con mang nang niém au lo va sy lac 15ng trugc mot
tuong lai day thir thach ma toi khong hiéu toi co thé vuot qua dugc hay khong!

Hon 26 nam qua, v&i tat ca hy sinh va nd luc, gia dinh t6i da vuot dugc nhiéu tro ngai.
Nhitng dtra con, dau va ré cua toi hién dang dem tat ca kha nang va kién thac da hoc hai,
da hap thu tai dat nuéc nay dé gop cong xay dung mot noi ma ai ciing hon maot lan uéc
mo duoc nhin tan mat sy van minh va phén thinh.

Riéng toi, ngoai su van minh va phon thinh, nuéc My con ¢é nhitng cong dan véi trai tim
rat vy dail.

Chi c6 nhiing trai tim v dai méi c6 thé thuc hién nhiing chuyén méy bay day thuc pham,
thudc men cung nhitng phai doan y té tinh nguyén sang Phi-Chau ctru doi. Chi ¢ nhiing
trai tim v dai mgi sang tac va hat say sua nhac ban We Are The World dé quyén gop hién
kim gui sang Phi-Chau ctru doi. Chi c6 nhitng trai tim v dai méi dua nhiéu phai doan y
duoc sy, dung cu y té sang Nga ciu giap khi 1o nguyén tir cia Nga, tai Chernobyl, bung
nd. Chi c6 nhitng trai tim v§ dai méi cé thé thuc hién nhitng chuyén bay khan cap dé di
chuyén hiang may tram em bé mé coi ra khoi Viét-Nam vao cudi thang Tu nam 1975. Chi
c6 nhitng trai tim vy dai méi cau giup hét dot di dan nay dén dot di dan khac. Trong sé
triéu triéu di dan do co gia dinh t6i. Gia dinh toi xin biét on:

- Cyu Thiéu T4 Thay Quan Luc Chién va ba Michael Z. Smith, nguoi da bao trg chung
toi tir Camp Pendleton. Ong ba Smith ¢6 ba nguoi con: Michael, hién la Dai-Uy Khong
Quan Hoa-Ky va c6 con gai nuoi, nguoi Nhat, Kristin cung véi bé Heather. Hién nay ong
Smith la mot muc su ¢ California.

- Ong ba Collins. Ong Collins ting tham chién tai Viét-Nam. Ong dugc mot gia dinh
Viét-Nam che cha trong khi Viét-Cong rudng bat. Ong Collins bao vi Ong mang on nguoi
Viét cho nén Ong thuong va mudn giap do nguoi Viét véi tat ca nhiét tinh. May man cho
chung toi, vi chiang toi la gia dinh Viét-Nam duy nhat tai thanh pho Yuma.

- Ong ba Collard, nguoi da that long thuong yéu gia dinh toi nhu ruét thit. Ong ba thuong
vui vé va hanh dién giai thiéu vai moi nguoi rang chang toi la con va chau cuaa 6ng ba.
Tai khong hé biét 6ng Collard 1a mét cuu chién binh thé chién tht 11; vi khong bao gio
Ong nhac nhé hodc dé cap dén cudc chién khoc liét d6. Bén khi Ong Collard qua doi,
ngudi ban dong ngii cia Ong doc diéu van, tdi mai biét ong Collard c6 mat trong tran



Tran-Chau-Cang. Chinh ong Collard da ctu giup nhiéu nguoi, ké ca nguoi dang doc diéu
van, roi khoi chién ham... va Ong la ngudi sau cung.

Sy hiéu biét cua toi vé quan nhan Hoa-Ky trong tran Tran-Chau-Cang hoic Normandy
chi can cir theo sach vo va phim anh nén rat mo hd, rat han hep. Nhung su hiéu biét cua
t6i V& su hy sinh va long qua cam caa ngudi linh My trong cudc chién tranh Viét-Nam thi
kha tuong tan - tedng tan hon ca nhiing cudn sach viét vé chién tranh Viét-Nam ma tac
gia chua bao gio c6 mat tai chién truong Viét-Nam. Do d6, téi nhan thay, du cudc chién
két thuc mot cach tic tuai, thiéu cong bang, nhung ciing phai cham dat; vi mau caa ngudi
Viét - ca hai mién Nam Bac - va mau ctia ngudi My da chan hoa trong ting thude dat noi
qué huong nghéo kho cua toi.

Sau khi mién Nam bj bic tir, ham d6i Hai-Quan Viét-Nam Cong-Hoa da di tan hon 30
ngan nguoi Viét thoat khoi hiém hoa Cong-san. Nhung néu khong cé su hién dién cua
Dé-That Ham-Doi Hoa-Ky tai Thai-Binh-Duong ciing nhu khong o su giup d& vo diéu
kién caa nhan dan Hoa-Ky thi s6 nguoi ty nan khong 16 caa ching toi s& vé dau?

Nuong vao long nhan i cua ngudi My, ching toi vao My vai thai do biét on va long ty
tin dé vuon Ién.

Nguoi Viét, qua bao thir thach cam go, da vuon 1én, da gop cong xay dap va bao vé dat
nudc nay.

Khi cudc chién Trung-Bong bung nd, nim 1992, t6i da dau budn va lo sg khi dua tién
maot doc gia tré va than thiét nhat cua toi, Hai-Quan Dai-Uy Hoang- Qudc-Tuan, tong su
trén hang khong mau ham USS Independence, ra khoi, tién vé vung la dan cia Persian
Gulf. Trong la thu gui vé tir vang Vinh, Tuan viét: ... Ngwoi linh Hoa-Ky diwoc hudn
luyén dé bao vé Hoa-Binh chiz khéng phdi d@é gay chién ... ” Theo tinh than cao ca dé, biét
bao thanh nién nam nir Vietnamese-American da tét nghiép hoic dang thu huan tai cac
quan truong lteng danh ctia Hoa-Ky nhu West Point Academy, Naval Academy, Air Force
Academy, v. v...

Ngoai nhimng tham gia dang ké vé quan s, gigi tré Viét-Nam ciing dd va dang xay dap
dat nuge nay trong tit ca moi lanh vuc nhu truyén thong, giao duc, y té, khoa hoc, khoa
hoc khong gian, v. v.

Gioi tré Viét-Nam co6 nhitng dong gop 16n lao nhu vay thi nhitng nd luc caa thé hé di dan
Viét-Nam dau tién ciing khong nho. Thir nhin ban d6 cua cac thanh phé 16n nhu Los
Angeles, Orange County, San José, Houston, v. v... thi s& thdy: Tir nhitng ving dat hoang
tan cach nay 20 nam, bay gi¢r da tro thanh nhitng ving thuong mai sam uat do nguoi Viét
khai thac. Va trong cac hang, xudng, van phong, biét bao nguoi mang ho Nguyén, L,
Tran ...



Khi nhitng dong gop ctia ngudi Viét vao dat nuge nay mdi ngay mdi thang tién thi bong
dung su pha hoai tir dau ua den, phu chup xuong ngay long dat nuéc ma gia dinh t6i da
am tham nhan la qué huong thi hai.

Tin Nitu-Uéc va Hoa-Thinh-Bén bi may bay tin cong dén véi toi trong luc toi cing nhom
du khach dung com trua sau nhitng gio tham viéng thanh phd Minks. Toi ngdi bat dong,
long day phan uat. Néu bao rang toi khong lo so thi khong han dang; nhung niém lo so
trong toi bay gid khac han véi sy hii so cua dta bé gai, gitra thap nién 40, theo Cha Me
tan cu va thay nhitng chiéc may bay mang co tam tai (co Phap) ban pha nhitng lang mac
xac xo. Nhiing chiéc may bay d6 ban vao tat ca nhitng vat thé nao di dong; vi vay nong
dan khong giam ra dong, sac vat bi giét hai, sinh san khong kip va con nguoi thi doi va
thiéu thén moi bé.

Hon hai muoi nam séng yén lanh tai mién Nam nudc Viét va hon hai muoi nam song
thanh binh trén dat My, toi c ngd rang bom dan da xa téi, khong con co hoi lam toi so
hai nira. Nhung khong! Trén man anh TV, mét toa nha caa The World Trade Center bbc
khoi va mot chiéc may bay lao thang vao toa nha thi hai. Ca hai toa nha lan luot sup
xuéng trong khi niém phan uat trong téi dang cao nhu nhiing cudn khoi den ngom thoat
ra tir The Twin Towers. Tinh cam trong toi chang khac gi ndi dau x6t cua toi cach nay
hon mot phan tu thé ky, khi Viét-Cong phao kich 6 ac vao Saigon.

La mot phu nit duoc giao duc chi dé nudi con va phuc tong chong, ngay do, trudce tham
trang cua qué huong Viét-Nam, toi chi biét viét nhitng dong ca ngoi tinh than chién dau
can cuong caa Nguoi Linh Viét-Nam Cong-Hoa va ton vinh long hy sinh vo bo caa nhitng
nguoi Mg, ngudi Vo va ngudi con.

Bay gio, trudc su do nat va thiét hai nhan mang mot cach phi Iy va tan bao tai Nitu-Uéc
va Hoa-Thinh-Bén, tim hon t6i bi chan déng manh va tdi mudn viét ra nhitng ¥ nghi tham
kin cua toi vé mot noi chdn ma gia dinh toi am tham tho on. Y nghi nay lam cho cudc du
lich giam thiéu nhiéu phan thich tha. Cudc du lich nay chi vi su to mo caa toi, mudn tim
hiéu vé mot nudc Nga rong 16n.

Nudc Nga rong 16n nhung méi ngudi Nga khong dan hdi cho nén nguoi Nga khong biét
cuoi. Thire an cua nguoi Nga thuong la nhitng miéng thit dai dir, ma khong ai doan duoc
va ciing khong ghi trong thuc don Ia thit gi, duoc tim triing hoac bt rdi chién, khong mui
vi, an dém voi khoai tay. Lau lam, may ra méi c6 mot bira thit ga. Thac an caa My nhu
cac loai keo, ice cream va san pham cua hiang Coca Cola dugc bay ban khap noi. Téi ciing
thdy vai nha hang McDonald’s va Pizza Hut. San pham tiéu céng nghé caa Nga nhu thay
tinh va dd gd thi tuyét dep, vi dugc lam bang tay. Hé thng Metro caa Nga tai Moscow
rat tdi tan, du da duoc hoan tat cach nay nira thé ky. C 30 giay, (vang, 30 gidy) thi mot
chuyén téc hanh dén va mét chuyén di nguoc 16 trinh véi chiée kia. Trong sinh hoat hang
ngay, ngudi Nga khong an mac gian di, xénh xoang nhu nguoi M. Nhitng budi trinh dién
ballet, skate on ice lam t6i say mé bao nhiéu thi nhirng man vii dan toc va nhirng ban dan



ca ciing khién hén t6i giao dong bay nhiéu. Am huong dan ca cia Nga mang nang niém
thong thiét cta dan du muc.

Dan Nga rat kiéu hanh vé Red Square, vi d6 1a biéu twong caa tha d6. Khi thy trong hinh
va phim anh, t6i ciing nghi Red Square rat v dai. Nhung sau khi thiy tan mét, toi nghi,
khong phai vi dinh kién chinh tri, Red Square khong la gi ca, vi thiéu su hai hoa gitra
thién nhién va nhan tao. Khu vuc Red Square duoc lat bang gach, trén trién doi thoai
thoai, dién tich khoang mét phan ba caa cong truong Thién-An-Mén. Phan cao nhat cua
Red Square 14 toa nha cua chinh phit va mo caia Lenin. Chan d6i bén nay l1a ngdi nha tho
véi nhitng chop cao hinh tron, cham trd va son phét rat ruc rd. Chan doi bén kia chi la
mot 16i di rong 16n. Lbi di nay, vao nhiing dip dién hanh dé phé truong luc lugng, dugc
Hong Quan Nga ciing nhu thiét giap va cac co giéi nang dung lam 16i ra. Bay gio, trén 16i
ra nay, ngudi ta xay mot ngdi nha trén cao, phia dudi dé tréng vira du cho bd hanh va xe
hoi nho ra vao. Léi vao Red Square, phia nha thd, ciing dugc chan lai bang nhiéu day tru
Xi-mang, véi muc dich khong cho thiét giap va co giéi nang vao dién Cam-Linh.

Trudce dién Cam-Linh, ban dém, trong khi nhitng cip tinh nhan tré tha thi bén nhau nhiing
loi man nong thi nhitng ngudi Nga 16n tudi lai cham budc, long hudng vé mot thi d6 da
d6i tén: St. Petersburg.

St. Petersburg la mot thanh phé mang ning di tich lich str caa Nga-Hoang. St. Petersburg
khong chinh phuc dugc cam tinh caa toi néu khong co ngdi nha thd ¢6 con han vét dan
cua thoi Hitler xam luoc va nhitng bue tranh day sinh dong cua Ivan Aivazovsky, Wassily
Kandinsky, Pavel Filonov, v. v...

Nhitng dong séng & St. Petersburg da dé lai trong hon toi rat nhiéu luu luyén. Nhitng dong
séng im lim, nhan nhuc, chi biét len I3i trong ting ngd ngach caa thanh phd truéc su kiéu
cang thach &6 am tham nhung 16 bich caa tirng day lau dai nguy nga. Lac xudi theo giong
Neva, trong khi moi nguoi luu ¥ dén may chiéc cau dung dung, vao nhing gio nhat dinh,
dé tau thuy co thé di qua, thi t6i chi nghi dén nhiing gi toi da thay trén doan duong sau
khi vao bién gigi Nga.

Trén doan duong loang ¢ d6 t6i da thay nhiing xom nha lup xup. Thinh thoang toi mai
thay mot chiéc xe hoi cii that cii dau dudi tang cay, khong biét xe con xir dung dugc hay
khong. Noi khoang san hep, mdi nha thuong cat mot cai choi nho, mai va chung quanh
dugc boc ny-long, dé trong hoa mau. Tai ciing thay ngudi dan qué canh tac bang tay chir
khong bang may.

Nhitng hinh anh nghéo khé nay ci theo téi mai. Nhung khi d¢én Minsk, moi hinh anh déu
bi day lui vé& qua khi, chi con trong toi ndi xot xa caa mot ngudi vira biét noi minh nuong
nau hon hai muoi nim qua dang bi xam pham ning né! Tir Minsk dén Riga, toi thay cac
thanh phd déu treo co rii va moi nguoi dan dia phuong co vé sot rudt, dan mét vao TV
hodc ngong tin tac ting gio. Diéu lam cho toi xuc dong nhat 1a hom 14-09, luc 12 gio



trua, tai khach san Scandic thudc thanh phd Helsinki cua nudc Finland, ban giam déc da
yéu cau moi nguoi ding nghiém, danh nam phat mac niém dé tuéng nhé nhitng nan nhan
cta khing bé tai Hoa-Ky.

Trong khi déing nghiém t6i van bi nhitng loi tuong trinh ciia xudng ngon vién dai truyén
hinh CNN, tir chiéc TV 16n treo noi goc phong khanh tiét, chi phdi. Téi dau dén, x6n
xang trong long nhu ngay xwa, nam 1968, hay tin Viét-Cong tin céng va cudng chiém
thanh phd Hué, qué Ngoai cua toi.

Sau khi Hué duoc quan lyc Viét-My giai toa, téi nén néng muébn tro vé dé nhin sy tan
thuong va do nat caa qué Ngoai. Bay gio, tai phi truong Helsinki doi may bay dé sang
Frankfurt, téi cing non néng mudn tré vé mot noi ma toi goi 1a nha — Home. Nhung ba
nhan vién hiang hang khong Lufthansa, sau khi nhin vé may bay va thay rd rang toi khong
phai [a mot nguoi da trang, toc mau, da khang dinh:

- Ba co vé. Tai s& ghi tén ba vao danh sach, nhung s& khong cé chd cho ba. Ba phai cho,
vi day la chuyen phan luc 747 dau tién tor Buc vao luc dia Hoa-Ky.

- Vé cuia toi mua tir 1au, tai sao bay gio toi phai cho? Va cho dén bao gio?

- Rat tiéc, toi khong biét ba phai cho dén bao gio. Khi nao cé chd ching toi sé thong bao
cho ba. Hién tai, ching t6i c6 rat nhiéu hanh khach « dong tir may ngay qua. Va chuyén
bay nay, tir Helsinki dén Frankfurt dé vé Nitu-Udce, chi danh wu tién ...

Khéng du kién nhan cho ba ay néi hét cau, téi cit ngang:

- Tai sa0 t6i mai roi nha chi c6 hai tuan ma nay toi khong thé tro vé, ha?
Ba dy ngac nhién, nhin toi, gan giong:

- Nha?

Toi dap vai giong nghen nghen nhu sap khoc:

- Vang. Nha cua toi.

- Cho t61 xem th¢ thong hanh.

Chi nhin thoang qua Passport, ba ay thay ddi thai d6 ngay:

- Vang. Ba la cong dan My. Ba uu tién di chuyén bay nay.

Toi cai xubng xach hanh Iy, 1ong am tham ta on nuéc My, noi da cho toi hiéu thé nao la
gia tri thyc tién cua tu do, dan chu va cong bang. Va trén tat ca moi diéu, nuéc My da cho
toi co hoi the hién tinh than tu lap cua mot phu nix./.

DIEP-MY-LINH
http://www.diepmylinh.com



WITH LOVE

AND APPRECIATION
FOR AMERICA
PIEP-MY-LINH

Translation by Merle L. Pribbenow

(While vacationing in Russia, Diép-My-Linh, a member of Ngay Nay'’s editorial staff,
watched the television in horror as the terrorist attack on America unfolded and hijacked
commercial aircraft crashed into the World Trade Center towers in New York and the
Pentagon in Washington, D.C. This short article was written at the airport in Frankfurt,
Germany, while the author was waiting for a connecting flight home to the United States.)

As I stepped out of the Trafalgar Tour Company’s bus, I immediately noticed a group of
old Russian men sitting on the left side of the entranceway, next to a small canal. Each
man was carrying a military musical instrument — saxophone, trumpet, clarinet, etc. |
didn’t know whether or not they had heard the tourists speaking in English, but suddenly
this little band stood up and began playing the American national anthem.

The entire tour group stopped in surprise, because we were in Russia. The American
tourists among us placed our right hands over our hearts. Looking at the band as they
played, I thought to myself that they might have been very young soldiers who fought in
the Second World War. | was touched with sadness as | watched these old, weak soldiers
trying to use their failing breath to make a living by playing the national anthem of their
former enemy, because a Russian veteran’s pension is very small.

The music ended. The tourists smilingly dropped money into a small bag placed in front
of the musicians. The musicians sat down and began playing “America, the Beautiful.” I
stood still, extremely moved.

The emotions | was feeling were similar to those that | felt in 1977, when my oldest
daughter, Xuan-Nguyet, then in the gth Grade, won first prize in the entire state of Arizona
for her essay, entitled “What Makes America Beautiful?” My family was assisted with
transportation to take Xuan Nguyet from Yuma to Phoenix to receive the award in a
wonderful and solemn ceremony. That was the first time I heard the song “America, the
Beautiful” as the entire audience joined in singing. I suddenly realized that I was crying.
But then the rhythm and the words of the song calmed my emotions. | regained my
composure as | accepted hugs and congratulations from the Americans standing near me.
From the congratulations spoken by these people whom | had never met before, | realized
that they thought I was crying tears of joy for my daughter’s success. That was true only



in part, because, in addition to a mother’s pride, my tears also reflected my worry and
homesickness as | faced future challenges that | did not know if I could overcome.

After more than 26 years and after great sacrifices and efforts, my family has overcome
many difficulties. My children and their spouses are now devoting the abilities and the
knowledge they have gained in this nation to contribute to building a prosperous,
educated, and cultured land. As for myself, in addition to culture and prosperity, | see that
the American people had truly enormous hearts. Only such good, great hearts would have
sent planeloads of medicine and volunteer medical personnel to save the starving people
of Africa. Only such great hearts would have written and sung a song like “We Are the
World” to raise money to send to Africa to stop starvation. Only great hearts would have
sent doctors, pharmacists, and medical supplies to Russia to help when the Russian reactor
at Chernobyl exploded. Only great hearts would have sent emergency flights to evacuate
orphans from Vietnam in April 1975. Only great hearts would have helped wave after
wave of refugees coming to this country. Among those millions of refugees were the
members of my family. My family is truly grateful to:

- Retired Marine Corps Major Michael Z. Smith and his wife, who sponsored us out of
the Camp Pendelton refugee camp. Mr. and Mrs. Smith have three children: Michael,
currently a captain in the U.S. Air Force; Kristin, whom they adopted from Japan; and the
youngest girl, Heather. Mr. Smith is currently a pastor in California.

- Mr. and Mrs. Collins: Mr. Collins was a Vietnam veteran. A Vietnamese family hid and
supported him when the ..... were hunting for him. Mr. Collins told us he owed a debt to
the Vietnamese people, so he loved them and wanted to help them with all his heart. This
was fortunate for us, because we were the only Vietnamese family in the city of Yuma.

- Mr. and Mrs. Collard, who loved my family like their own. They always happily and
proudly introduced us to everyone as their own children and grandchildren. | was not
aware that Mr. Collard had been a veteran of World War Il, because he never once
mentioned that terrible war. Only when Mr. Collard died and a shipmate of his gave the
eulogy at his funeral did I learn that he had been at Pearl Harbor during the Japanese
attack. Mr. Collard had saved many lives, including that of the man who gave the eulogy,
and had been the last man to leave his ship.

My knowledge about U.S. servicemen at Pearl Harbor, Normandy, and other such battles
Is very limited, because it is based only on books and movies. However, my knowledge
of the sacrifices and courage of U.S. soldiers during the Vietnam is rather vast — much
better than that of authors who never saw the war in Vietnam. | believe that, even though
the war ended precipitously and unfairly, it had to come to an end, because so much
Vietnamese blood, from both North and South Vietnam, and American blood had been
shed that it permeated every inch of the ground of my poverty-stricken country.



After South Vietnam expired, the South Vietnamese Navy evacuated more than 30,000
Vietnamese, rescuing them from the horrors of communism. If, however, it had not been
for the presence of the U.S. 7 Fleet in the Pacific, and if we had not received the
unconditional support and assistance of the American people, where would this massive
flood of refugees have gone? Thanks to the humanity of the American people, we entered
the United States with a spirit of gratitude and confidence that we could recover and
rebuild our lives. After untold difficulties and challenges, the Vietnamese have recovered
and have contributred to the building and the defense of this nation.

When the Gulf War broke out, | was worried and frightened when | said goodbye to one
of my youngest and most beloved readers, Navy Lieutenant Hoang-Quoc-Tuan, who was
serving aboard the aircraft carrier U.S.S. Independence and sailing off to the battlefront
in the Persian Gulf. In a letter he sent me from the Gulf, Tuan wrote, ... American
servicemen are trained to defend the United States, not to start wars.” Countless
Vietnamese-American young men and women who shared that wonderful spirit have
graduated or are now studying at famous U.S. military academies, like West Point, the
Naval Academy, the Air Force Academy, etc.

In addition to their significant participation in military service, Vietnamese young people
have contributed and continue to build this nation in every area and facet of society,
including the media, education, medicine, science, space science, etc.

While Vietnamese young people have made such enormous contributions, the efforts of
the first generation of refugees are no less significant. If one looks at large cities such as
Los Angeles, San Jose, Houston, etc., one will notice that areas that twenty years ago
were open land are now bustling business areas owned and operated by Vietnamese, and
If one looks at the rosters of employees of companies, factories, and offices throughout
the country, one will see countless people with last names of Nguyen, Le, and Tran...

As contributions to this country by Vietnamese continue to grow, suddenly sabotage and
terror struck right in the heart of the nation that my family had now taken as our second
homeland. The news about the attacks on New York and Washington using hijacked
airliners arrived as | was eating lunch with a group of tourists after hours of sightseeing.
| sat motionless; my heart filled with rage. Not that | was not afraid, but the fear and worry
| felt was completely different than the terror of a young girl who had to flee home with
her parents as they saw strange aircrafts with tricolor markings [French aircrafts] bombing
and strafing their poor village. The aircrafts attacked anything that moved, so the people
were afraid to go out to work on the fields.

The livestock were slaughtered, leaving the people to starve and to lack even the most
basic necessities of life.



After living for twenty-five quiet years in South Vietnam and more than twenty years of
peace in America, | thought | had nothing to fear from bombs and shells anymore. But
no! On the TV screen, one tower of the World Trade Center belched smoke as another
airplane flew straight into the second tower. Both towers collapsed, and the anger in me
grew apace with the black columns of smoke rising from the wreckage of the Twin
Towers. The pain | felt was exactly the same as what | felt a quarter of a century before,
when the Viét-Cong shelled Saigon. As a woman whose education had been aimed solely
at raising children and serving my husband, all | could do after | viewed the tragedy that
faced my native land of Vietnam was to write — write to praise the courage of the soldiers
of the Republic of Vietnam and to honor the indescribable sacrifice of their mothers, their
wives, and their children, because whenever a soldier fell the hearts and the lives of those
close to him were crushed as well.

Now, as | saw the senseless and brutal carnage and loss of life in New York and
Washington D.C., my soul was touched and | wanted to write out my private thoughts
about the place that had given us a home and to which my family is still so grateful. Those
thoughts took away most of my enjoyment of the tour, which I had only taken out of
curiosity and the desire to understand the vast country of Russia.

Russia is a vast nation, but Russian lips are tight and they do not know how to smile and
laugh. Russian food usually consists of tough, tasteless pieces of meat of unknown origin
(even the menu does not say what kind of meat it is) that is fried with eggs or flour and
eaten with potatoes. Every once in a while, they will serve chicken. American foods, such
as candy, ice cream, and different soft drinks made by the Coca Cola Company, are sold
everywhere. I saw a few McDonald’s and Pizza Hut restaurants. Russian handicrafts, such
as glassware and wood products, are extremely beautiful, because they are all hand-made.
The Russian “Metro” subway system is very modern, even though it was built a half
century ago. Every 30 seconds (and | emphasize that this is seconds, not minutes), a high-
speed train arrives and another passes going the other direction. In their daily activities
and work Russians, unlike Americans, do not dress in casual attire. While | was enthralled
with the ballet and the ice skating performance, the Russian folk dances and folksongs
touched my soul. The music of Russian folk songs reflects the sad, mournful fate of the
nomadic peoples of the steppes.

Russians are very proud of Red Square, because it is the symbol of the capital. When |
saw the square in photographs and in movies, | thought it must be magnificent, but after
seeing it with my own eyes, | decided, and not because of any political prejudice, that Red
Square was not as grand, because it failed to blend the natural and the man-made together.
Red Square is paved in red bricks and is located on a gently sloping hill. The entire square
covers an area only about one third the size of Tienanmen Square in Beijing. The highest
points in this area are the government house and Lenin’s tomb. A cathedral with gaudily



painted onion-shaped towers lies at one side of the base of the hill. The other side is just
a large roadway. During parades to display its military might, Russia’s Red Army troops,
tanks, and vehicles used this roadway as an exit. Now a high building has been erected
there with an open roadway through the ground level to allow pedestrians and small cars
to pass through. At the entrance to the other end of Red Square, the cathedral side, many
cement barriers have been erected to prevent tanks and heavy vehicles from entering the
Kremlin. At night in front of the Kremlin, while young lovers whisper sweet nothings in
each other’s ears, older Russians walk with halting steps, their thoughts turned toward a
capital whose name has been changed to St Petersburg.

St. Petersburg is a city steeped in the history of the Russian Czars. St. Petersburg did not
win my heart with its old cathedral, still bearing the scars of the bombs and shells of the
Hitler era, or with its colorful paintings by Ivan Aivazovsky, Wassily Kandinsky, and
Pavel Filonov, but | formed a deep affection for the rivers of St. Petersburg. The quiet,
peaceful waters that stretch through every part of the city are challenged at every turn by
proud, quiet, and strangely magnificent palaces. Sailing down the Neva River, while
everyone else was watching the drawbridges being raised to let ships pass through, I could
only think about the things | had seen along the road after crossing the Russian border.

Along a stretch of rough road, I had seen small clusters made up of rundown huts and
shacks. Once in a while an ancient automobile could be seen parked under a tree, but |
could not tell if the car was still usable or just a piece of junk. In the narrow yards, each
house had put up a small shed, with a roof and walls covered with plastic sheets, to grow
vegetables. | saw that the rural people farmed by hand rather than using machinery.

These scenes of poverty stayed in my mind constantly, but when we got to Minsk, all
these images were thrust into the past, and all | felt was the inner pain of someone who
had just learned that the place where she had lived for more than twenty years had just
suffered a serious attack! From Minsk to Riga, | noticed that all the flags in the cities were
flying at half-mast, and all the local people appeared to be worried, constantly watching
their televisions or anxiously waiting for the hourly news.

The event that moved me the most deeply happened at noon on September 14 at the
Scandic Hotel in Helskinki, Finland, when the hotel management asked everyone to stand
still for five minutes of silence to commemorate the tragedy. While | stood there in
silence, the reports by the CNN commentator from the television on the wall of the
conference hall filled my thoughts. I felt the same pain in my heart that | felt in 1968,
when | learned that the Viét-Cong had attacked and captured the city of Hue, the home of
my maternal grandparents.

After American and South Vietnamese forces regained control of Hue, | was anxious to
return to see the destruction that had touched the home of my relatives. Now, at the



Helsinki airport as | waited for a flight to Frankfurt, | was also anxious to return to a place
I now called home.

After looking at my ticket and seeing that | was not a Caucasian, the Lufthansa employee
told me:

“You have a ticket. | will put your name on the list, but you will not get a seat. You will
have to wait, because this is the first 747 flight from Germany to the United States.”

“I bought my ticket a long time ago. Why do I have to wait? And how long will I have to
wait?”

“I am very sorry, but I do not know how long you will have to wait. Whenever we have a
seat, we will notify you. Right now, we have a huge backup of passengers because there
have been no flights for several days. And this flight, from Helsinki to Frankfurt and on
to New York, is reserved only for...”

Too impatient to let her finish the sentence, | interrupted,

“I left home just two weeks ago. Can you tell me why I can’t return now?”

The woman looked at me in surprise.

“Home? " she asked.

| replied, my voice shaking as if | was about to cry,

“Yes, it’s my home.”

“Let me see your passport.”

After glancing at my passport, her entire demeanor changed.

“Yes, you are an American citizen. You will receive priority boarding on this flight.”

| bent down to pick up my luggage, silently saying a prayer of gratitude to the United
States, the place that had taught me the true value of freedom, democracy, and justice,
and where, in every respect, America had given me the opportunity to demonstrate my
independence as a woman./.
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