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Almost everyone who knows about my tumultuous life encourages me, “You should write about your life in captivity, which has been filled with so many stormy events.”

The opportunity came when I received encouragement and support from Ms. Dao Nguyen Da Thao, Mr. Dinh Quang Anh Thai, and Ms. Bo Kovitz, along with family and friends.

I hope that this memoir can partly vindicate the countless unjust deaths of Vietnamese people in both the South and the North; because until now, many people around the world still misunderstand the heavily unjust defensive struggle of the military and people of the Republic of Vietnam, an independent and sovereign nation. The political forces in America colluded with the deceitful propaganda of North Vietnamese Communists. Together, they forced my beloved country, the Republic of Vietnam, to death, solely for the economic interests of a small group of people.

The purpose of the Lam Son 719 Operation into Laos was to cut off the main supply route of the Vietcong aiming to invade South Vietnam. Left-leaning media had always remained silent about the reality of North Vietnamese Communists openly occupying the eastern part of Laos, from Sam Neua in Central Laos down to the southern border with Cambodia, and their system for transporting weapons and personnel from western Ha Tinh and Quang Binh, known as Route 559, ran along the Laos-Vietnam border down to Mondulkiri Province in Cambodia. If this transport network were to be cut from Lao Bao, in western Khe Sanh, all the way to the city of Savannakhet in Laos, then the Vietcong forces hiding in the Central Highlands and the secret bases located on Cambodian territory near the South Vietnamese border would be destroyed or forced to surrender due to running out of food and ammunition.

The deceitfulness of leftist media accompanied the U.S. military units to shout and protest against the efforts of the U.S. army to strike at the invasion routes of the Vietcong. Meanwhile, they are completely silent about the blatant invasion by the Vietcong into Laos, Cambodia, and South Vietnam. This memoir will recount what a special operations pilot witnessed firsthand, the main reasons why the South Vietnamese forces were defeated, and the many long years as a prisoner of war in North Vietnam.

I believe that through this memoir, readers will learn some truths that have been hidden or distorted, all orchestrated by the leftist media at that time. Very few people knew the truth about the extremely brutal prison regime of the North Vietnamese Communists toward prisoners of war. The stories I will tell of my long prison life will help readers who have never known the truth about the Vietnam War to gain an accurate perspective, breaking free from the cage of prejudice created by deceitful people.

While revising, supplementing, and editing the manuscript, I was truly amazed by the sequences of events that occurred during my time in prison. A miraculous hand had arranged each detail of these events intricately, causing many occurrences to be extraordinarily strange.

For example, during the period when fourteen officers of the southern Laos battle prisoners of war were sent to the most brutal discipline camp in North Vietnam at Đông Khê, Cao Bằng, one sly soldier who was brought into our ranks was from the defectors’ group. This petty was the reason why I was assigned to move to a jailhouse far away from the area where my brothers lived together. There, an unexpected event led me to uncover a mystery related to American prisoners of war, which, to this day, I am the only one who saw that scene. If I hadn’t exposed his theft, no one would have been in that cell at the right time to see the Vietcong’s covert deeds on the corpses of American POWs.

During nearly fourteen years of exile away from my homeland, I learned a lot about patience, humanity, true friendship, the savagery of those who speak Vietnamese, and the unexpected help that came from sources no one dared to hope for. I had escaped many times from the thin gap between death and life and still remained intact, thanks to the miraculous protecting hand from the realm of the divine.

I must express my gratitude to my mother and my parents in-law, as well as my faithful wife, my beloved children, and my siblings, who have endured hardships, waited, and visited me from Nam Ha Prison in the North to Ham Tan in the South.

I invite my dear readers to read the pages of the long and tumultuous prison memoirs of the special operations helicopter pilot who was downed in the Lam Son 719 battle in southern Laos in 1971, the longest-held prisoner of war after the war had ended.

Buu Tu Chung

Houston, Texas

Revised May 2026
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Senior Chung Tu Buu and I were both air cadets in the Nha Trang Air Force Training Center. He was from the class of 65E2, and I was from the junior class of 65G. After he left the training center, it took me some time to learn that he went to study in the United States. Then I heard the news that his plane was shot down, and he was captured as a prisoner of war during the Lam Son 719 campaign, in southern Laos, in February 1971.

At the end of 1978, when I met him again at the Nam Ha B reeducation camp in North Vietnam, I realized he had endured nearly eight years of bitter imprisonment from Hanoi, Bat Bat, Lang Son, Yen Bai, Hoa Lo, Cao Bang, and Son La before being transferred to Nam Ha B.

In prison, his spirit was truly steadfast. He had composed indomitable prison songs that were deeply infused with humanity. How proud the one who was an officer of the Republic of Vietnam. Mr. Buu has demonstrated the iron will of a prisoner of war with an unyielding spirit! Truly worthy of my senior.

At the end of 1980, the guards at Nam Ha Camp held back fifteen prisoners, not allowing them to be transferred to the South. However, with an indomitable spirit and strong faith in God, Brother Buu served as team leader, guiding his fellow inmates through countless hardships. He used his compassion to win over the prison warden, who volunteered to secretly help in sending letters to our families. That’s how our families knew we were still alive!

Mr. Chung Tu Buu has fulfilled the responsibilities of a young man during war times. When captured as a prisoner of war, he upheld the spirit of homeland-honor-responsibility of an officer of the RVN.

He truly deserved the admiration and honor in the harshest circumstances of the Communist prison.

2nd Lt. Martin Huỳnh Bá Phước












A short quote from the SOA letter sent to the author:


The actions of the King Bees are legendary among the members of the Special Operations Association as well as with all of the military aviation units with whom you worked during operations in Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, North Vietnam, and the Demilitarized Zone. The stories shared by all those who worked with and depended on you are most often stories of the medivacs and recues that you carried out under the most extreme conditions of armed combat. Mostly, they equate to numerous close calls where the lives of the Vietnamese and American team members and the downed helicopter crews on the ground were fighting tenaciously and valiantly for their lives, with the outcome often in doubt.

What we remember most, however, is that when the situation was at its worst, a call (“King Bee go down”) came over the air, and a King Bee came boldly and fearlessly into the landing zone. Taking everything the enemy had to give, the King Bee came on, risking all, to pull out the team on the ground that often had no other hope to survive.



James F. Hetrick

SOA President












The autobiographies of “reeducation” prisoners often record the suffering and pain in the prisons of the North or in the South and usually end with deep resentment, struggling to find forgetfulness for the “losing side.” The autobiography The Last Southern Laos Battle POW (TLSLBPOW) by Chung Tu Buu, a former pilot of the 219th Squadron, still doesn’t have an ending!

People thought that the garden of TLSLBPOW is barren and full of Mr. Chung Tu Buu’s tears; actually, it was a huge fortune with countless tragic details that he cultivated with bloody and sweaty hands and the tearful eyes of a witness who has been in many roles. He was a soldier, poet, singer/songwriter, and writer for nearly fourteen years in hard-labor prisons. And in his later life, he is being watched over with God’s full grace as he is now a clergyman guiding a church in Houston, Texas.

The first prominent role was as a warrior. He spent almost a hundred pages talking about his military life, a special operations pilot facing life and death every day. His following roles were that of poet, musician, singer, and writer. Through TLSLBPOW, I can feel his creativity, filled with humanity, as he had to confront countless adversities.

Through TLSLBPOW, readers can see that his ministerial vocation was nurtured from the day he humbly prayed for a Bible in the VC prison camp. And God granted his wish.

It can be said that this memoir is a garden full of “exotic flowers and strange herbs” of the special operations pilot, where the true value of a person is revealed even in extremely dark times of imprisonment. The garden has a beautiful gate that opens for the reader to step in.

Marine Warrant Officer Nguyen Du

Mr. Buu and I had a close relationship when we had the chance to be part of the same agricultural troupe 15 in Nam Ha B, with Sergeant Cứ being warden in charge. To be honest, Mr. Buu was a long-term inmate and originally a “flight bandit,” so the warden (Cứ) seemed to respect him.

When working, Brother Buu would lean on his hoe and tell stories from the past, including biblical stories from the Old Testament, for the others to hear. Since he was a prisoner of war and later became a reeducation camp inmate, Brother Buu had encountered all kinds of people (from soldiers, camp officials, and criminal inmates to civilians), so he had much more experience than us. When hoeing the soil, many people liked to work near him to chat for fun, which made the work feel lighter and the time pass quickly.

Unforgettable memories with Brother Buu include the evenings after roll call, when we went into the “cage,” hearing the sound of the door lock outside. That was our private time as prisoners. A group of brothers would gather around him, drinking tea and chatting about trivial matters. Brother Buu had a remarkable memory. He could recount stories from the Old Testament and historical events since 1954, and he could mention the months and years and the related people.

The music time was intriguing. Mr. Buu was skilled in playing the guitar and knew by heart a lot of prewar songs and Southern music, so he was always the star of those impromptu music nights in prison.

Perhaps I should let the reader know more about Mr. Buu through what he himself had written. Here, I write about him as a calm and steadfast prisoner in his words and behavior, not loudly expressing outward appearances but, through his way of life, making his fellow inmates see him as an unyielding and determined symbol of a warrior from the Republic of Vietnam.

As a Buddhist reflecting on the days in a Communist prison, I suddenly realize that Brother Buu, though he is now a pastor, is still close to me as a follower of Buddhist philosophy—not dogmatic, not forceful. It is his character, family tradition, and religious beliefs that have shaped the shepherd he is today.

Lt. Bui Ngoc Dang








* * * * *
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Buu Tu Chung 1964
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I was born in the village of Thanh Loi, on the left bank of Hau Giang, Can Tho Province. Hau Giang is one of the two main branches of the Mekong River. The Mekong River flows into nine estuaries, so the Vietnamese people named it Cuu Long Giang, meaning “the river of nine dragons.”

When my parents gave birth to me, they were serving as presiding pastors of the Thanh Loi branch of the Vietnam Evangelical Church in French Indochina. In 1939, in the Hau Giang region, there was a Buddhist sect called Hoa Hao, founded by a man whose adherents called him Master Huynh Phu So. The sect had an enormous influence throughout the Hau Giang region. From Ba Cang, Cai Von, and Thanh Loi of Can Tho province up to Long Xuyen, militia groups of that sect arose. Led by Tran Van Soai (nicknamed Nam Lua) and Le Quang Vinh (nicknamed Ba Cut), the Hoa Hao dominated the area.

Toward the end of 1946, those groups rose up in rebellion, and people named that event “Hoa Hao Arises.” They burned down the houses storing the household registration books of Thanh Loi Village, so the record of my birth certificate was destroyed. Therefore, my father had to go to the French court in Can Tho to reregister my birth. The court did not allow him to backdate my birth date but had to declare it on the day he arrived at the court; therefore, my birth certificate was one year younger than my real age.

When I was about four years old in 1950, my family moved to the sleepy town of Djiring, the provincial capital of Dong Nai Thuong Province in the Central Highlands of Vietnam, which, at that time, belonged to Hoang Trieu Cuong Tho—that is, the land of King Bao Dai.

My childhood memories of the Mekong Delta were blurry and vague. I remember Uncle Phien, my mother’s eighth younger brother, guiding me through green rice fields on a cool afternoon. I also remember the peaceful canal beside the house in Thanh Loi, where I fell into the water and almost drowned. But I was saved by my family helper.

Those were all my memories of that time.

My father was the eldest son of a bakery owner in Can Tho. My grandfather was both Chinese and Vietnamese, but my father refused to learn Chinese; he only spoke Vietnamese. No one on my father’s side—that is, my father’s siblings—spoke Chinese because my grandfather passed away when he was quite young. My mother is Vietnamese. I grew up in a Vietnamese-speaking family, so I only know Vietnamese.

When he was young, my father did not follow any religion because my grandfather was Buddhist. My grandmother was the eldest daughter in a Christian family. My father once told me that when he was sixteen years old, he passed by a Christian church on his way home from playing and, knowing that his mother was a Christian, was curious and stopped by the window to look in. He saw an American woman preaching. He stood and listened, thinking to himself, Why does this woman speak Vietnamese so well? Her preaching was interesting to him. So, he returned many times to listen to the sermons to learn more, and then he asked to receive Jesus Christ as his Savior. When my father was twenty years old, he married my mother—a beautiful young girl from Cao Lanh, from a Christian family.

In May 1938, my grandmother attended the General Council of the Evangelical Church in Vinh Long. The speaker of that conference was Pastor Tong Thuong Tiet, a Chinese. My grandmother considered the sermons to be of such high quality that she sent a message to my father and mother in Can Tho, encouraging them to travel to Vinh Long to listen to the sermons. She felt it would be unfortunate to miss this opportunity, especially given the proximity of the two cities.

My father and mother obediently went to Vinh Long to attend the conference. After listening to Pastor Tong Thuong Tiet preach and feeling the vibrant spirit of the conference that year, my parents believed that God was calling them to leave their families to serve Him, so they decided to volunteer to study the Bible and become servants of God.

With my grandmother’s support, they decided to go to Tourane, or Da Nang, to attend the Christian Bible school. My grandfather was very angry because he had placed all his hopes on my father to follow his baking profession and run his thriving bakery. My grandfather did not forbid him to become Christian, but he threatened not to provide or support him in Bible school. But my father and mother were determined to follow God’s call, so they went to Tourane on their own to apply for admission.

After two school years, my parents returned to Southern Vietnam for two years of internship in O Mon, then Tra On, which was then part of Can Tho Province. My mother gave birth to my eldest sister, Phi-Tuy, in early 1942 while they were doing the internship. In 1943, my grandfather passed away.

After two years of internship, my parents returned to Tourane to study for their graduation year. After graduating, they became preachers at O Mon Church, located near Can Tho City on the Hau Giang River’s right bank. At that time, my second sister, Hoang Bich, was born. My family then moved to Thanh Loi Village. I was born in June 1946. Later, because Thanh Loi belonged to Cai Von District on the left bank of the Hau Giang River, which was merged into Vinh Long Province and renamed Binh Minh District in 1956, Thanh Loi became part of Vinh Long Province.

In 1949, following the birth of my younger sister Thuy Thuong, my father was ordained. Because of the ordination, the Hoa Hao bandits began to pay attention. In addition to the big leaders like Nam Lua, Ba Cut of the Hoa Hao, and Bay Vien of the Binh Xuyen party in Cho Lon, the Hoa Hao militia in the Thanh Loi area also united into gangs, imitating the story of the hero Liang Shan Bo in the Chinese novel Water Margin. They mingled their blood and swore to each other to become twelve sworn brothers. At that time, nobody knew there was a member in that gang who focused on my father.

My parents’ family knew nothing about these shady affairs. I only heard that the communal house to the left of the church had a Hoa Hao militia company that used it as their base. Occasionally, they would go to battle somewhere and then return. The company commander, known as Tu Linh, was the fourth-ranked member of the twelve-person bandit group. He was a soldier who wore either a blue or red uniform of the Vietnamese army established by the French authorities. He also had the nickname Tu Gold Tooth. Tu Linh frequently encountered my father in conversations due to his assignment near the church. He liked my father, so they often communicated to discuss religion.

While Capt. Tu Linh was away at war, my father rode his Peugeot bicycle to visit his family in Can Tho. That evening, on his way home, riding his bicycle through the rice fields, he was stopped by a group of kidnappers, tied up, blindfolded, and taken away. Two days later, the twelfth of the twelve sworn brothers pretended to come to my father’s house to ask about him. My mother said that my father had been in Can Tho for several days and had not returned. Muoi Hai left but dropped a letter. The letter said that my father had been kidnapped and demanded $20,000 in Indo-Chinese currency to ransom his life.

It was assumed that after becoming a reverend, my father would have significant financial resources; in addition, he was the eldest son of a bakery owner in Can Tho. Muoi Hai returned and threatened that my father had been kidnapped by the Big Bat Gang from Chau Doc, and if she did not redeem his life, they would smash his head to death. My mother said that the family had no money. Muoi Hai came back many times to lower the price to twelve thousand, ten thousand, five thousand, and then two thousand. My mother pleaded that we were servants of God and had no money. Muoi Hai left.

At that time, Tu Linh returned to visit my father. My mother said that he had been kidnapped and then told him about Muoi Hai coming to contact and negotiate the price. Tu Linh said, “So it was Muoi Hai, no one else.” He immediately wrote a letter and ordered his soldier to bring it to the end of the village to give it to Muoi Hai. The letter said, “The deadline is midnight tonight. You must release the preacher. If you do not release him by midnight, I will lead my troops to attack you.”

So that night, they took my father out to the main road into the village, untied him, took off his blindfold, and let him go; but they took the Peugeot bicycle and the Omega watch that my uncle had given him. From there, my father walked home.

Before that happened, my father and mother volunteered to go to the highlands to preach the Good News to the Montagnards.

Following the kidnapping and ransom event, the affidavit was duly accepted; as a result, the family promptly relocated from the Hau Giang plain. My parents moved away quickly because they thought that, eventually, those robbers would kidnap him again. Those robbers believed that Christian pastors were associated with American religious practices and assumed that, upon ordination, pastors would receive significant financial support from the Americans.

Our family moved to Djiring, a small, sleepy town, the provincial capital of Dong Nai Thuong Province under the Royal Dynasty of King Bao Dai. At that time, the territory of the Royal Dynasty included the provinces of Kontum, Pleiku, Dak Lak, Langbian (i.e., Dalat), and Dong Nai Thuong in the Central Highlands. At a distance from the church, where my family lived, there were only a few Vietnamese families; the rest were Montagnards. The Montagnards in Djiring called themselves Sre, meaning “wet rice fields.” The Sre people spoke the Koho language. My father and mother began to learn the Koho language to preach to the Koho people.

The land where the Christian church was located belonged to Mr. Ourgov, a Frenchman. His wife, a Montagnard, was beautiful when she was young. They had many sons, but none of them were white. They were all brown like their mother. The very large wooden stilt house of Mr. and Mrs. Ourgov was located slightly behind the church. In front of the house, also on the right side of the church, was a grapefruit garden. About four hundred meters behind the house was the top of Pasteur Hill, where a small power plant—called the house that creates light—was overseen by a Frenchman. In the past, Dr. Pasteur experimentally planted quinquina plants all over that hill to make quinine to treat malaria, so it was called Pasteur Hill. At that time, Djiring and BaRa were the two places where malaria was most prevalent.

[image: ]
Back row: Father, Mother carried Thuy-Thuong
Front row: Tu-Buu, Hoang-Bich, Phi-Tuy

Because I was young, I played with the Montagnard children from the surrounding houses. I heard my mother speak Koho to communicate with the Montagnards, and gradually, I understood their language. Children playing together learn languages very quickly, so I spoke Koho fluently. In 1956, when Mr. Ngo Dinh Diem was elected president of South Vietnam, Djiring was renamed Di Linh to make it sound Vietnamese. Blao became Bao Loc. Dran became Don Duong, Gougah became Phu Hoi, Langbian became Lam Vien, and so on.

The American missionary family of the Christian Missionary Alliance (CMA) who were serving the Montagnards in Djiring at that time was Rev. and Mrs. George Irwin. They had two children: Marilyn and Edwin. Occasionally, the three of us played together, although we only spoke Vietnamese. Edwin became my close friend during my teenage years. There was a time when we rarely saw each other, because Marilyn and Edwin had to go to boarding school with the children of CMA’s missionaries from all over Southeast Asia in Villa Alliance, Dalat. During the summer, Edwin came to Djiring to play with me.

Mr. and Mrs. George Irwin ate all the Vietnamese food. Once, they went to a restaurant in Dau Giay and ordered sour snakehead fish soup and fermented fish intestines with sliced boiled pork! The restaurant owner was wide-eyed, thinking he had heard wrong.

In Djiring, the beginning of the rainy season was when millions of winged black termites came out of their nests underground and flew up into the sky like smoke. The Montagnards weaved very skillful bamboo gabion traps to cover the holes where the winged termites were coming out of their burrows. Around the termite holes, there were tens of thousands of termites that bit very painfully. They were soldier termites that protected the winged termites. Every day, many termite nests flew up like that, so people would catch a lot of winged termites to eat. They shook the gabion traps to make the termites lose their wings, put them in woven grass bags called bi-lo, and then chewed the captured termites alive. We also imitated catching termites by hand and chewing them alive like the highlanders. It tickles the tongue, but the termites taste very fatty. The Vietnamese people ate termites by buying them from the Montagnards, roasting them with salt.

Mr. and Mrs. George Irwin were both born in Vietnam. He was in Hue, and she was in Tourane. Because they considered themselves natives and were very close to the Montagnards, they ate everything the tribal people ate. One day, people saw Mr. George and Marilyn, father and daughter, chasing termites that flew up from the floor into the room. Whatever they caught, they ate with relish. The Montagnards and the Vietnamese loved this missionary family very much. I loved and respected them. They were like my second parents.

When I saw my two sisters going to school, I eagerly wanted to go. I kept begging my father to let me go to school with them. My father met Teacher Hue and asked him to let me join them, even though I was not old enough to go to school. Djiring Primary School, at that time, was a one-room stilt building, ten meters long and six meters wide. Teacher Hue taught all three grades: fifth, fourth, and third. The students from all three grades sat together. He wanted to test the new kid to see if I knew anything. He pointed to the big letter A on the board and asked, “Buu! Do you know what letter this is?”

“Yes, I know!”

“Read it. What word is this?”

I stood there, speechless, unable to answer because I had never been to school.

Teacher Hue got angry and yelled, “You did not know. How dare you say you know?”

I was so scared that I burst into tears and wept loudly. Teacher Hue had to carry me around the classroom to calm me down. Then he took a small old scented-candy iron box from his desk drawer and gave it to me to play with. With the new toy, I stopped crying and played with the box until class ended, then my two sisters took me home. After that incident, I was not allowed to go to school until I was six years old.

The fresh and cool climate of the Di Linh Plateau nurtured my adolescence and had a great influence on my memory. In 1953, the Missionary Society built a two-story house with a wooden frame and wooden walls on the church’s land for my family to live in. That house was located about thirty meters north of the church. Our family relocated to the newly constructed residence, which retained the distinct scents of dipterocarp and pine wood. At that time, my younger brother, who was born in 1951, was two years old. He shared a room with my parents. All our rooms were on the second floor.

I didn’t know how to describe it. At times, when I was sleeping, I was pressed down by something that came with a rushing sound, like a waterfall. I felt dry and thirsty and had a premonition of danger to my family. I tried to struggle but couldn’t get out. Suddenly, the phenomenon of being pressed down stopped, and I woke up without knowing what it was.

After the Geneva Peace Accords of 1954, Mr. Ourgov donated all his properties to the Christian Missionary Alliance and moved back to France. His wife refused to go to France with him. She wanted to stay in her homeland. At that time, she told him the truth, that all her children were the children of her Montagnard husband, whom she had brought along to work as a domestic servant for over twenty years. It turned out that when Mr. Ourgov asked to marry her, she was already engaged. But she was afraid that the French would kill her husband, so she claimed that she was single. Because Mr. Ourgov was often away from home to manage his many other plantations in faraway places, he suspected all the children she bore him were the children of her Montagnard husband. Mr. Ourgov was willing to forgive her, but she was determined to return to the village with the man she loved. Nevertheless, Mr. Ourgov took all the children back to France.

After Mr. Ourgov left, his wife came down to our house and told my mother everything about why she stayed and refused to go to France with Mr. Ourgov. Then she and her husband returned to their old village of Kaming (about seven kilometers from Djiring), to live there for the rest of their lives.

My childhood in Di Linh left an indelible mark on me. The majestic Brahyang Mountain to the east of the town, higher than any peak of the Truong Son range in the Djiring area, became a local symbol. Between 1950 and 1953, in the afternoons before dusk, my father would herd all the children into the house and lock the door, because every night, tigers lay in wait for Mr. Ourgov’s cowshed behind the church.

There were many tigers in Djiring. At the foot of Pasteur Hill, behind my house, there was a dense forest. We often heard hungry tigers imitating elks to attract them. But they could only sound “péo! péo!” and could not make the elk’s cry “bép bép.” Tribal members who worked in the fields occasionally faced attacks by tigers, and it was common for tigers to enter villages at night and take buffalo. In 1953, a large section of the western slope of Brahyang Mountain toward Djiring slid from heavy rains, revealing a whole area of red land shaped like the letter S, like the map of Vietnam.

In 1954, Djiring’s appearance changed as many Northern migrants settled there. Many civil servants from the North also moved to work at the offices of Dong Nai Thuong Province in Djiring. Before the French lost the battle of Dien Bien Phu, Gen. Le Van Vien of the Binh Xuyen party built a spacious market house for the people of Djiring right on the old market site. On the inauguration day, all the students lined up past the Western guests to receive $10 of Vietnamese national currency each.

[image: ]
Brahyang Mountain landslide (1953), seen from author’s home

Since I was little, I had always had an inferiority complex about being an ugly boy. I wore shorts all day long, and because I often played outside with the tribal children, my face was dark and my legs were always moldy. My two sisters constantly teased me. Then one day, a little girl from the North who migrated to attend the same fourth-grade class as me said straight to my face, “When I grow up, I will not marry you. You are so ugly looking!” I felt even more self-conscious about being ugly and rustic because my family was poor.

From the age of seven to nine, I went barefoot all day. I rarely changed clothes, and I rarely bathed because I was afraid of the cold. I never asked my parents to buy me anything. I made my toys. I practiced using a xa-gat, a knife attached to a long handle used by the Montagnards. I imitated them by going to the myrtle forest behind the house and cutting down some small trees to make trellises for growing beans. In the church choir, I also sang with the tribal children, because the Vietnamese church in Djring at that time did not have children or teenagers my age. I looked exactly like a tribal child.

After the migrants arrived and the town of Djiring was preparing to renovate, the market was suddenly burned down. It was rumored that the Can Lao Party burned it down to destroy the memory of Le Van Vien. The province had to use a triangular piece of land on the hillside between Tran Hung Dao Street above and Thong Nhat Street below, right behind the police station and in front of the Catholic church on the east side of the street below, to make a temporary market. The traders built their own houses and covered their stalls with corrugated iron roofs, while the provincial government was building a new, very large market right on the soccer field just a little to the left of our housefront. Then, to the north of the new market, a long and imposing-looking row of buildings was being built to house the Le Loi Public High School.

One afternoon, around 2:00 p.m. in the summer of 1957, the market was empty. Only a few stalls selling rice, fish sauce, salt, and dried fish remained, and the vendors were still dozing off, waiting for customers to buy. The temporary market was very deserted at that time. Suddenly, a rather large tiger slowly walked down the asphalt road from the hospital slope. Passing the Youth Service, it stopped to look up, crossed Tran Hung Dao Street, and then leisurely walked through several stalls in the market. It stopped to sniff at some baskets of dried fish then slowly left the market. It crossed Thong Nhat Street, walked down to the Catholic church, looked up at the church, then followed the side of the church straight down to the forest below and disappeared. All the dogs were hiding in the house. Everyone was as stiff as stone statues, and no one dared to move.

After the tiger had gone down into the forest, people started shouting and chasing after it. Several policemen pretended to run back and forth. The local soldiers from the garrison carried guns and ran down, pretending to search. I did not witness the scene, but my classmates from the old market witnessed it from beginning to end and told us about it. When it came to the part where the policemen and local militia ran back and forth, we kids were laughing so hard that we were all familiar with the faces of the three local police officers. After that, the provincial capital moved to Bao Loc and was renamed Lam Dong Province.

The images of hills and forests in Di Linh could never be taken away from the mind of a young boy. I often played among the purple myrtle forests, caught birds, played with crickets, and swam in the Klong Trao stream. My love for Di Linh was very enthusiastic because of the heart-wrenching purple evenings. Di Linh, where I became acquainted with fragrant wild orchids, pink-purple myrtle flowers, dark purple Mela-stoma flowers, vast green tea hills, and some innocent love affairs of a young boy. Di Linh, where the last rays of the day shone on the red-tiled roofs of the Djiring leprosy hospital on the top of a high hill far away in the east. The red-tiled color was so beautiful and bright against the dark green background of the majestic Brahyang before darkness fell. Later, no matter where I was, Di Linh was still my most beloved homeland.

In 1958, I entered the sixth grade and started wearing sandals and uniforms to school. On holidays, I wore white canvas shoes as uniforms. But after school, I put away my books and continued my childhood games. The new classmates from Thai, Tho, Nung of Northern tribal people have many strange surnames: Deo, Lang, Phang, Bac, Dieu, Nong, Cam, Lo, and so forth. Ever since my friend from the same neighborhood—Cam Van Uy, a Thai from Son La—invited me to go to the forest to pick orchids, wild orchids had invaded my dreamy soul. I spent more time wandering in the forest than doing homework. At that time, tigers were pushed into deep, deserted forests. I walked all over the myrtle forests of Di Linh. I knew Bobla Waterfall and many small and nameless waterfalls in the neighboring forests.

That was my peaceful childhood in Di Linh.

When I was in the eighth grade, Le Loi School organized a schoolwide writing contest. At that time, the highest grade was only the ninth grade. All students had to write an essay on any topic. I wrote an essay describing the sunset in Di Linh. That essay won first prize in the whole school. Oh my! The little girl who was so arrogant back then started looking at me with doe eyes! The young boys were shy of girls and only knew how to daydream. The Kinda Road between Mr. Ourgov’s house and Tribal Primary School had a row of tall acacia trees that the boys named “the windy road.” The sound of the wind blowing through the acacia trees had become familiar and peaceful in my memories.

During the summer vacation of 1961, my future brother-in-law brought me to Saigon to attend a summer math class for the ninth grade at Prof. Bui Huu Dot’s private school on Cong Ly Street. After only two weeks, I missed the forest so much. I often rode my bike to the zoo and sat on the grass next to the old trees to ease my longing for the forest. When I felt a little better, I rode my bike home.

But nothing could soothe the longing for my younger siblings. I remember the scene of my two younger siblings wrestling. My sister was stronger, so my younger brother was pinned down. At that time, my younger brother was just over three years old, and he suddenly shouted, “Big Sister Nam! Did you lose?”

“No! I’m not losing!”

“I gave up!”

The whole family laughed heartily at the clever innocence of the little boy.

When I returned to Di Linh and entered the ninth grade, I learned that my classmate’s family had moved to another province. Well, we were thousands of miles apart, and I could only send the wind to the flying clouds! Because I couldn’t do anything. I continued to attend school and still went into the forest to pick orchids when Tet came. Five types of orchids grew abundantly in the Di Linh Forest: Nhat Diem Hong, Kim Diep, Long Tu, Thuy Tien, and Truc Lan. Since I was a child, I loved the shape of pine trees. The beautiful shape of pine trees had been ingrained in me without me realizing it.

In the summer of 1962, I passed the Brevet High School exam and entered the tenth grade. In the 1963–64 school year, I entered the eleventh grade, the highest grade at Le Loi School. The students in the class before me who had passed the baccalaureate exam all moved to Dalat because Le Loi did not have enough teachers to teach the twelfth grade.

One day, I happened to meet an old classmate from elementary school. She said, “It was then, the girl H. was crushed by you, but you didn’t know anything.”

“Really. How did you know?”

“Well, she told me. She said she would probably become a Christian.”

It was too late. However, I had no regrets because I had a new girlfriend now.

At that time, the principal, Dang Vu Hoan, had just transferred to the school and had set up a spying system (antenna). Among them, he recruited Sau, my uncle Ba’s son. He came back from the spying group meeting giggling as he told me about the principal’s spying meeting. He said that the spy (antenna) in my class was Do.

I hated the secret spying report game, so I decided to teach Do a lesson. I asked my classmate Oanh to invite Do out and lure him to the bus station. Mau and I waited there. When Oanh and Do came to the place, I blocked the road and asked Do directly, “Why did you dare to be the principal’s antenna in the eleventh-grade class?”

“I am not an antenna!”

“You still dare to deny it?” As I spoke, I hooked a lightning punch into Do’s chin.

The hook punch of a young man who had trained in weight-lifting and martial arts for two years made Do fall flat on his back. He sat up, left his shoes, and ran for his life back to his house behind the Di Linh market. The three of us also returned and stood in front of my house, diagonally across from the market.

A moment later, Do led some of his family’s thugs to my house to take revenge. Seeing the three of us standing proudly on the street, the whole group looked hesitant. At that moment, my classmates from the Old Market area suddenly arrived. Among them was a thug named Xi Ro. This guy was not a student; he had run away from the Dalat police and was hiding in Di Linh.

Seeing the two groups standing against each other, Nguyen Van Chuc, a fighting expert in the Old Market group, spoke up and asked, “What’s going on that you guys are bustling around in front of Buu’s house?”

Do spoke up. “Suddenly, Buu ambushed and beat me up.”

I replied, “Why did you become an antenna reporting to the principal? Beat you up was the right thing to do!”

Chuc said, “Let them solve the problem between the two of them. Whoever interferes, I will beat them up!”

The other group was already scared when they noted Xi Ro’s presence. Now they were threatened by Chuc, so they quickly ran away!

The next morning, during the math class taught by Mr. Tran Duc Dai, Principal Dang Vu Hoan rushed into the room with a rattan cane and called, “Where is Buu? Come here!” I had just left the table, and before I could step forward, Mr. Hoan rushed forward and whipped me three times very hard on my left buttock. “Stop fighting in the street!” He also pretended to hit Do, but lightly. After hitting him, he stormed out without looking at what Teacher Dai was teaching.

When he swung the whip in anger, the tip of the whip hit the forehead of Vo Thi Sin, who was sitting at the other end of the table. I apologized for getting Sin involved.

Teacher Dai was very upset. He said, “You guys must be careful in everything you do. Peace is the solution.”

The class continued. I was upset but did not know what to do. When I got home, I showed my butt to my father. My father was truly angry. He told me to go to the hospital to get a certificate of injury.

I rode my bike to the hospital and asked to see the doctor. He examined me and gave me a certificate of injury: “Buttocks have three bruises from being hit by a hard object.”

My father filed a lawsuit against the principal who beat his son and caused him to be injured.

After the coup against President Ngo Dinh Diem in early November 1963, the situation in Saigon was at a boiling point because of the dispute between Buddhists and Catholics from the Ho Nai area who came to Saigon to fight. Di Linh was still peaceful, but I thought about how to stop the use of whips to suppress students. Since Mr. Hoan became principal, he brought in Mr. Nguyen Huu Dien, an elementary-school teacher, to be the supervisor, allowing Mr. Dien to use whips to beat students at Le Loi School. The juniors complained and hoped that the seniors would find a way to solve the problem.

I discussed with my close friends that we should organize a protest against the use of canes in schools. I secretly met all the class leaders at their homes. I analyzed the wrongs of using canes to suppress students. They all agreed with me. During that time, the “antennas” were all kept silent for fear of being seen as “November 1st counterrevolutionary.”

One Monday morning, my class was in charge of raising the flag and singing the national anthem during the flag-raising ceremony. After the flag-raising ceremony, I rushed up to the high ground at the flagpole and said loudly, “All students, please stand still! I will read the petition of the Le Loi students to the principal.”

My friends jumped up to the high ground and raised a banner that I had prepared. All the students stood still because the class leaders told them to stand still. But Mr. Hoan quickly jumped up to the flagpole and tried to snatch the paper that I was holding in my hand to tear it. He did not expect my strong reaction. I said loudly for everyone to hear, “You have no right to suppress the wishes of students. You have no right to do that. You must listen to me reading this petition.”

“Oh. Um...let’s read it!”

After apologizing to the teachers for this unexpected protest, I read the students’ demands against the use of whips in schools. Then I handed the paper to Mr. Hoan. He was very confused, not knowing what to do because he was so surprised. He looked out at the edge of the school yard and saw several gendarmes with pistols standing with their arms crossed, witnessing him trying to snatch the paper but failing. He knew that he could not use force or the authority of the principal. He did not know that I had secretly reported my plan to the Gendarmerie that morning; therefore, the Gendarmerie sent two of them to the school to maintain order.

Mr. Hoan ordered all students to go to class.

I loudly ordered, “All students, please get your school bags. We will strike until the principal promises that corporal punishment will no longer be used in our school.”

The students rushed into the classroom, took out their school bags, and automatically lined up. The teachers were stunned by the suddenness and speed of the incident. The principal and the supervisor quickly ran away, fearing retaliation from the students.

Because the principal went into hiding and refused to resolve the students’ wishes, I proposed, “We will march from here to the Old Market and then around Tran Hung Dao Street to the District Administration Building.”

The students shouted “protest!” and then walked out of the school in an orderly manner. Some people in the lower classes asked to punish the antennas, but I did not allow it because if there was violence, they would easily be arrested, and the demonstration would lose its legitimacy. The group of students walked away shouting, “Down with the principal! Down with the rattan cane!”

After about 1.5 kilometers on the correct route, we arrived at the district palace and met the district chief. I explained to Capt. Nguyen Ba Huu the reason for the demonstration.

The district chief stood on a high platform to talk to the students, but he could not speak because of the loud shouting and screaming from below. He turned back to me and said, “You have to tell them to be quiet so I can solve it.”

I raised my hand and asked everyone to be quiet so that we could hear what the district chief had to say. Everyone was silent.

The district chief was surprised because the boy spoke and the students obeyed. He said, “You must go back to school for me to solve it. I cannot do anything here!”

There were several shouts: “No school!” So, the whole crowd shouted, “We won’t return to school! The principal must come here!”

The district chief turned back to me for help.

I raised my hand to signal everyone to be quiet and said, “We must go back to school so the district chief can solve this for us. So, let’s go back to school but continue to strike until we get results.”

“Back to school! Back to school!” the students cheered happily and then walked back to school in an orderly manner.

The district chief was even more surprised. “Why did they obey you and not me?”

“Because I am the leader of the highest class. Therefore, they listened to me.”

Captain Huu drove his car ahead to the school and entered the principal’s office. The protesters followed him back to the school. We didn’t know what was going on, but the conversation was very long. About half an hour later, the district chief came out to meet us and announced to the whole school that the principal had accepted all the students’ requests. From now on, there would be no more whip- pings in the school. The principal was prohibited from retaliating against any individual.

Everyone cheered and they asked me, “Do we have class today, Big Brother Buu?”

“No! Let’s go home. School will resume as usual tomorrow.”

The whole school was bustling with leaving. The schoolyard was quiet again.

Teacher Hoan hated the student who dared to embarrass him in front of everyone. He secretly set a trap to harm me.

Let me describe this character: Mr. Dang Vu Hoan had all the deformities of an ugly-looking person. He was short and severely hunchbacked. His eyes protruded and crossed on both sides, he was buck-toothed, and the way he looked at others was not very sincere, even though he was talking and smiling.

One day after that victory, I was walking home from the post office when I saw Teacher Tran Van walking in the opposite direction. Teacher Van stopped me and said, “Be careful! Mr. Hoan is organizing a counterdemonstration to harm you. He plans to organize it next Monday morning. You must act now.”

I thanked him and said goodbye. I went home to tell my mother because my father was away. My mother told me to go to the district office to meet the district chief immediately. I asked to meet Captain Huu and told him everything that Teacher Van had told me. The district chief immediately got in the car and went to school to meet Mr. Hoan. Later, I learned that the district chief threatened to arrest all the ringleaders of the counterdemonstration. Mr. Hoan would be prosecuted if he continued to organize harm to me and my friends because he had promised the district chief before that he would not take revenge. So, the counterdemonstration plot failed.

But Mr. Hoan still sought revenge in a more sinister way. He met privately with parents who hated Protestantism. He requested that they submit a formal complaint regarding my father, alleging that he incited me to engage in disruptive behavior at school. On the other hand, he reported to the National Education Department in Saigon, accusing me of being a hooligan and disrespectful, causing disorder in the entire school’s education.

Two inspectors from the Ministry of National Education Department rushed to Di Linh to investigate, including meeting me privately to ask detailed questions. After carefully examining my academic records, meeting many other students, and meeting my mother, the two inspectors—in front of the entire school’s board of teachers and the principal—declared, “Student Buu Tu Chung was very decent and polite, unlike what the principal Dang Vu Hoan had falsely accused. We decided, from now on, no one is allowed to use a whip. Principal Hoan is not allowed to retaliate and will be transferred to another school.”

After that, they returned to Saigon. However, the principal was worried that he would be prosecuted for injuring a student. So, he met me privately and asked me to tell my father to let him meet to apologize. I went back and told my father. My father told me to tell him that he was willing to meet him and withdraw the lawsuit.

Mr. Hoan came to my house on a foggy night. He was wearing a drenched black coat that reached his ankles and a hat that was pulled down low. He apologized to my father and thanked him for being willing to withdraw the lawsuit. He then quickly disappeared into the darkness of the night.

The parents who sued my father were so ashamed because not only was their plot exposed, but after the decision of the Education Department, they found that what Mr. Hoan said was completely wrong. They were all embarrassed when they met my father. They said, “We were so embarrassed, brother! We didn’t know Mr. Hoan was so vicious. Please forgive us. We were so embarrassed.”

In April 1964, an excessively big event turned our family’s life upside down. That day, our family—including my parents, the wife of my fourth uncle, and I—went to Can Tho to attend the wedding of the eldest son of my third uncle. He was my father’s next younger brother, a very famous businessman in Can Tho. That year, I was preparing for the baccalaureate 1 exam. Two years before, my father had bought a gasoline-powered Land Rover from a friend of my uncle in Can Tho. The car was painted light blue. There was a square plate with a yellow triangle painted on the front of the car, which was the sign of a civilian vehicle.

After the wedding party, at noon on April 11, our family got in the Land Rover and went back to Saigon to go to Di Linh. There were eight people in the car. In the front row, my father drove, my oldest sister sat in the middle seat, and on the right outside seat, my mother sat holding her youngest son, who was only one month and seven days old. In the back, four seats were facing each other, including me, my aunt, and my two cousins. After passing the My-Thuan ferry on the way to Trung-Luong Intersection, the vehicle had just passed the Long-Dinh district town a few kilometers when a Vietcong standing on the right side of the road threw a domestically made explosive at the front of the vehicle as it approached. Because the car was going fast, the explosive went right under the right front fender and exploded.

The road there was very straight and deserted. It was about five kilometers long. Even though the explosion occurred right at the wheel, the driver did not lose control. The vehicle stalled but kept going until it lost momentum and stopped on the side of the road. The explosion happened right at the fuel pump. The fuel pipe broke, and no more fuel went into the engine. When the bomb exploded, I was dozing off, and I suddenly woke up, not knowing what had happened. My left ear was totally deaf. I jumped out of the car and ran to the front to help my mother down. She collapsed on the side of the road. Her legs were bleeding profusely.

Behind our car, there were several passenger buses that also stopped. I was trying to help my sister when I heard someone shout, “He fell dead on the road!”

I quickly ran around to the other side of the car and saw my father lying on his back, convulsing on the asphalt. I quickly grabbed him by the armpits and dragged him to the side of the road to lie on the grass.

He woke up and asked, “Is Phi-Tuy okay?”

I said, “Her right leg was broken!”

My father grunted and then passed out. I saw that my father’s right wrist was pierced by a piece of iron from right to left. The flesh and tendons were torn apart. His left hand was still intact, and he had instinctively controlled the vehicle. Thanks to that, it did not flip over into the field.

My aunt carried my youngest brother, who was lying across the hole made by the explosive. His shirt was burning because of the fire from the gasoline pump. She put out the fire and put him on the grass to take care of Mom and Phi-Tuy, whose right leg and knee were crushed.

Hundreds of passengers from the buses surrounded us. They looked sympathetic, but no one helped our family. About a hundred meters away on the left was the intersection to Ben-Tranh. Five or six Lambretta passenger tricycles were parked waiting for passengers, also sitting there indifferently. A brand-new Volkswagen minivan stopped to see. It was a pastor, a friend of my dad, who also looked sympathetic and hurriedly drove away.

A few minutes later, my dad’s youngest aunt’s car arrived. Her husband saw that and was about to speed away, but his wife slapped him and told him to turn back. “Loc’s car broke down like that, and you’re going to run away?”

She and my aunt negotiated with a Lambretta tricycle. They asked an exorbitant price, and she agreed. So, they drove my father and mother, my sister, my youngest brother Luu, a cousin, and my aunt back to the Long-Dinh medical office. My dad’s aunt “Grandma Ut” drove along. My fifteen-year-old cousin and I stayed behind to watch the damaged car.

A moment later, the local army arrived. They asked us questions and said, “You can’t stay here. This place is not safe. We will tow the car to park in front of the militia post about a kilometer away. You guys go in there and stay tonight, taking care of your business tomorrow morning. There are no more buses now.”

So, we followed them to the militia compound, and they left us there. My father’s car was parked on the side of the road. We were in the compound and didn’t know what to get for dinner.

A friend of my fourth uncle, who had also attended the wedding party, was returning to Saigon. When he passed by and saw my father’s car, he stopped. He went into the militia compound and asked, “Why is Brother Hai’s car here? What happened to it that it’s covered in blood?”

At that time, Sau, my third uncle’s son, ran out and shouted, “Uncle Tam Dan!”

We told him the whole story and that we had just seen an ambulance from Long-Dinh passing by. Mr. Tam Dan said then the ambulance would take them to My-Tho since the Long-Dinh medical office was not able to take care of this case. He asked the two of us to get in the car so he could take us to My-Tho Hospital. So, we left the car there and rode in Mr. Tam Dan’s car.

When we got to the emergency room of My-Tho Hospital, we saw them giving first aid to all four people. Right after that, they put everyone in two ambulances and took them to Cho-Ray Hospital in Saigon. I sat in the first ambulance, and Sau went with Mr. Tam Dan. After everyone was safe, Mr. Tam Dan took Sau back to Grandma Ut’s house. I stayed at Cho-Ray Hospital to wait and see what would happen.

This accident left my father with a crippled right arm, and he later had to undergo multiple surgeries to correct his condition. My sister had a crippled right leg. As for my mother, both of her shins were pierced by several pieces of iron, and they were all stuck between her shin bones. Luu was thrown down across the hole made by the explosive and was burned, but because he was so young, his skin and flesh healed, leaving only a faint scar on his arm.

Returning to Di Linh, my left ear was completely deaf. One morning, when I woke up, I saw pus coming out of my deaf ear. I visited the hospital to complete the registration process and request a medical examination. While waiting for my turn, I blew my nose because it was stuffy and runny, but the air came out of my deaf ear. I thought to myself, I am done now! How can a perforated eardrum heal?

The doctor examined me and prescribed tetracycline. When I got home, I asked my younger brother to take one piaster to the grocery store in front of the house to buy two filter-tipped cigarettes even though I didn’t know how to smoke. I stood in front of the mirror, inhaled the smoke, held my nose, and blew it out. The smoke came out of my deaf ear. I went to the nearby billiards parlor and per- formed the act of blowing smoke out of my ear! My friends laughed so hard. But after a few days, I could not blow smoke out of my ear anymore; my deafness lasted.

About a month later, I was sitting at the dining table in the house. Suddenly, I heard what seemed to be the ticking of a clock on the table. I held the clock to my left ear. Oh! I could hear again, although the sound was still very weak. A few months later, my hearing returned almost to normal. It turned out that the antibiotics had healed the damaged eardrum and made it healthy again.

That year, in 1964, I failed the baccalaureate 1 exam in Da Lat twice in a row. I asked my parents to attend school in Saigon. In July 1964, I went to Saigon to find a private school to retake the eleventh grade. My friend asked me to attend with him in the C Literature and Foreign Languages section because the exam was easier. I agreed and enrolled in Le Quy Don Private School. After more than a month, pro-Communist students rallied against the government, and the school was permanently shut down. While I was wandering around, a friend of my sister who was teaching at Vo Truong Toan Public High School asked the principal to allow me to attend because during the six years I attended Le Loi Public High School in Di Linh, I always had high scores.

Although I lacked money during my time in Saigon, there were many peaceful memories with my Christian friends. We wandered through the alleys of Districts 1, 2, 3, and 5 and Cho Lon, Phu- Nhuan, Dakao, and Gia Dinh. Because my grandmother’s house was too warm, my father asked the pastor of the Chinese church at 147 Nguyen Van Sam Street to let me stay there. Pastor Luong Bao Thai allowed me to stay there. On school days, I sometimes took the bus to school, but most often, I rode my bicycle. My friends nicknamed me “the horse-faced guy.” At Vo Truong Toan School, the older classes took turns in charge of the flag salute on Monday mornings. The day my class, Eleventh B1, finished the flag salute, suddenly, a few of my classmates put a ribbon around my neck with “Male Beauty Queen” written on it. They held their stomachs laughing and took pictures of the scene.

My youth in the highlands was very pure spiritually. It was a rustic, poor place, so I was not affected by bad habits like the young people in big cities. Then, when I came to Saigon, I could say that the days of studying and participating in healthy activities in the Inter Varsity Christian Fellowship at 39 Nguyen Duy Duong in Cho Lon helped me have a simple faith, which later helped me stand firm during many years of imprisonment. Peers like Nguyen Van Thanh, Nguyen Dang Minh, Luu Van Hong, Tran Ngoc Phuc, Tran Vinh Hiep, Vu Trung Hien, Huynh Trang Tinh, Nguyen Xuan Son, and so forth, and big brothers Dam Quang Thuan, Le Vinh Thach, Nguyen Huu Cuong, Le Ngoc Can, Nguyen Nhu Son, and the college-student sisters and female friends—we lived happily together in a healthy spiritual environment.

After just over a year in Saigon, I became more mature, more civilized, and had more understanding of life. In Saigon, I met more friends and started practicing the guitar. I passed the baccalaureate 1 exam that year with ease.
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Vo Truong Toan High School, Saigon, 1966
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Air Force Training Center

In July 1965, my father was admitted to Saigon Hospital to have surgery correcting his disabled and deformed right wrist. I brought him home made food dishes every day. One day, I read in the newspaper that the air force was recruiting pilots. I wanted to continue studying to finish my baccalaureate 2, but I was torn between applying to join the air force or continuing my education. While I was thinking about it, I went to visit my father and saw my oldest sister sitting there. She gave me a newspaper with the news that the air force was recruiting officer cadets. She was smiling with encouragement.

My father said, “Son, this is a good opportunity. You should apply to join the air force because it will be difficult for you to pass the baccalaureate 2 exam. Moreover, I can no longer afford to support your education. If you join the air force now, it will be more beneficial. Because later on, you will have a hard time in the infantry. You should apply.”

I no longer hesitated. I happily rode my bicycle to Phi-Long Gate to get the application form to fill out and submit. By August, my name was on the list of more than five hundred candidates who would undergo a health check. The health check was quite difficult and lasted the whole month. In early September, on the list of successful candidates at Phi-Long Gate, my name was eighth out of twenty-three candidates.

Then came the time to enlist, signing an eight-year contract to serve the air force with active duty. Two years after the course, I would be promoted to second lieutenant. The successful group went to receive their military uniforms and brought them home, receiving an appointment to report at Phi-Long Gate to go to Nha Trang Training Center. I officially enlisted, saying goodbye to my student life on September 27, 1965. Our group of twenty-three people boarded a C-47 military plane for the Nha Trang Air Force Training Center.

That was the first time in my life I flew on an airplane.

As soon as we got off the plane, we were greeted with iron discipline and bullied by senior cadets the entire two kilometers from the airport to the training center. Not knowing uniform discipline or how to tie shoelaces, we were greeted by a group of seniors with the harsh procedures of the three-month humiliating training period. At first, it was fun, but being forced to do so many push-ups, I did not know if I could handle it. When they saw that we were too tired, they let us rest for a while to regain our strength.

I was sitting, resting under the shade of a poplar tree, when, suddenly, a senior in a faded military uniform came and sat next to me.

“Hey! Luan! Is that you? I’m Be Nam!”

“Hey, brother Be Nam! When did you get here?”

“I am in class 65A. My younger brother, Be Sau, was in class 64D, but he’s gone to America. Do not worry. I am here. Do not be afraid of anyone. Whoever bullies you, I will beat the crap out of them.”

Brother Be Nam Nguyen Duc Minh was also from Can Tho. His parents and my parents were very close acquaintances. We met in Can Tho and Saigon. Because at home, my family called me Luan, all our relatives and acquaintances thought Luan was my official name. Very few relatives knew that my legal name was Buu. Thanks to my brother Be Nam sitting next to me, the seniors temporarily left me alone. And during the weeks Be Nam was still at the training center his friends took care of me and protected me from being tortured like a ragged blanket like the other trainees.

We were assigned to class 65E2 because class 65E1 had arrived a week before us. Class 65E2 had to wait for a group of aviation observer candidates to arrive. A few days later, the group arrived, bringing class 65E2 to forty-five air cadets.

The Air Force Training Center assigns seniority roles as follows: The previous classes to enter will be the very high seniors, high seniors, and seniors of the following classes. When we entered, the center already had classes 65A, 65B, 65C, 65D1, and 65D2—all very high seniors, high seniors, and seniors. Anyone wearing faded combat uniforms would know that they were seniors. After us, there were classes 65F1, 65F
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