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Since the end of the Vietnam War, Vietnamese in the
diaspora have published many memoirs about their experiences during the war and its aftermath. The original publication of the memoir under review is notable
for at least two reasons. Although the memoir concerns
a well-known and controversial episode related to Vietnamese refugees, there was, to the best of my knowledge,
little publicity among Vietnamese diasporic communities
when it was published in 1994. Yet the memoir offers a
rare insider’s narrative about the desire of (and demand
for) repatriation because its author, Trần Đình Trụ, was
the captain of the ship Việt Nam Thương Tín (Commercial
Vietnam) that brought nearly 1,550 refugees from Guam
back to Vietnam.

his wife and children, more information about his private
life in South Vietnam might help to shed greater light
on the context of his difficult and fateful decision. Another issue is self-justification. Like most memoirs on
the Vietnam War, it seeks to portray the memoirist in
the best light possible. This is not to gainsay Trụ’s articulation of agency concerning his decision to return to
Vietnam. He takes full responsibility for the decision and
expresses regret about the mistake that he made. But
he also describes himself as a complete outsider to the
many demonstrations and protests by would-be repatriates and, instead, presents himself as “a life preserver”
(p. 86) for the camp members due to his experience in
the navy of the Republic of Vietnam.

Thanks to a capable translation from Bac Hoai Tran,
an instructor of Vietnamese at University of California, Berkeley, and Jana K. Lipman, a historian at Tulane
University, this edition offers perhaps the best available
source in English about the Vietnamese experience of the
events that led to and followed the repatriation. Lipman
introduces and summarizes the memoir, and contextualizes it to the Vietnam War. Her research in the National Archives and Records Administration in Washington, DC, also yields a dozen photographs taken in 1975
that pepper the pages of the main narrative.

The memoir also includes some lengthy conversations that appear to have been transcribed from a recording even though there was no evidence of any actual
recording. Trụ’s long imprisonment after his return to
Vietnam probably gave him an opportunity to replay
those conversations over and again in his mind. All the
same, this reviewer recommends that readers approach
at least some portions of the memoir, especially conversations, with a grain of salt.

Caution aside, the memoir offers many valuable details about the events and developments among the repaThe memoir does have at least two limitations. Be- triates. One of the most important was factionalism. For
sides basic bits of information and except for the last example, the leaders and participants of protests against
two weeks of the Vietnam War, it says little about Trần the US authorities were younger men, and the memĐình Trụ’s life during the war or his marriage and fam- oir portrays them as utterly agitated and over-emotive.
ily. Since the memoirist repeatedly insists that his deci- Older men like Trụ were far more cautious and genersion to return to Vietnam solely had to do with missing ally distrustful of the protest leaders. Another develop-
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ment was the mixed cycle of news, rumors, and advice
from US officials, UN officials, and letters from families of
the would-be repatriates. While the protests and demonstrations point at an unchanged position, the reactions to
news and advice showed a far more complicated state of
mind among the repatriates.

of CIA involvement, this example indicates the level of
distrust among noncommunist Vietnamese towards the
tendency of the United States to act unilaterally in the
open and in secret.
In the end, this memoir provides one of the most vivid
illustrations of the shock and loss experienced by noncommunist and anticommunist Vietnamese during and
after the fall of Saigon.[1] The decision to return looks
puzzling in hindsight, but it is more understandable when
situated to the context described in this memoir.

Somewhat surprisingly, the US government and military, especially in the person of General James Herbert,
the senior coordinator between the repatriates and the
government, come off rather well. Trụ found Herbert a
forthright person and praised the US government for going out of its way to repair the ship and prepare Trụ and
the Vietnamese crew for the voyage home. That said, Trụ
and some of the older repatriates also believed that some
of the protest leaders were agents of the CIA. During the
1970s and 1980s, attribution of alleged conspiracy with
the CIA was common among Vietnamese refugees. Even
though Lipman’s archival research has found no evidence

Note
[1]. For a summary and analysis of other examples, see Tuan Hoang, “From Reeducation Camps to Little
Saigons: Historicizing Vietnamese Diasporic Anticommunism,” Journal of Vietnamese Studies 11, no. 2 (2016):
43-95, especially 59–66.
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