From Where We Came
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By John Dinh


The front door of my house was thrown open at midnight as men charged through to seize my brother.  These strangers blindfolded, hand-cuffed, and took him away with no explanation.  I did not see him for two weeks.  As long as my family still lived under the communist system in Vietnam, more members of my family could be taken away at a moment’s notice.  Vietnam began to represent captivity as two more of my brothers were imprisoned for five years and my brother-in-law for thirteen years.  When I became pregnant with my first child, my husband and I decided we had to leave. No one had a right to break apart my family anymore.  My oldest brother, Hai, was already safe in the United States since he was an international student.  My husband and I could be safe too if we could get out of Vietnam and get into contact with Hai.  Yet, I never imagined how much strength, patience, and faith it would take to leave Vietnam and start a new life elsewhere.


My husband and I had attempted several times to escape to no avail.  We eventually learned that a group of thirteen people were planning to escape by boat to Thailand.  In the middle of the night, we hid in bushes as we made our way to the neighboring town to reach the boat.  Floating on the river for three days, we reached the cape of Cau Mau in the Pacific Ocean, only to be found by police.  At six months pregnant, I knew I could not endure any torture and prayed that the police would have mercy on us.  Somehow, someone heard me. Instead of arresting us, the police only warned that there was an impending storm and let us go.


After the storm passed, we continued our journey to Thailand.  We were only able to use the small seven-horsepower engine during the night when the temperature was cool enough to allow it to run longer.  By morning the engine would overheat and shut off.  Six days on the ocean passed.  We ran out of food, water, and gas.  Our boat was ambushed by Thai Pirates.  I feared for the worst as I remembered stories of women being raped, captured, and sold by such treacherous people.  We were fortunate enough that they only stole our material possessions.   We just ran out of money.  No land was in sight as we floated aimlessly in the ocean.  Now, we ran out of hope.  When we sighted another ship, we were so desperate for help that we disregarded the chance that members on that ship could be hostile too.  I cried out loud for help.  Again, someone heard me.

The captain and crew invited us onto their ship.  They fed us for five days and agreed to lead us and our boat near the coast of Thailand.  They could not bring us too close to land as there were penalties for harboring fugitives.  When we were dropped off, the waves were too big for us to row to shore.  We kept trying and trying, but our boat seemed to be going nowhere.  I called out to shore in hopes that someone would notice us when suddenly a boy from our boat fell into the water.  When he emerged, we realized the water only came up to his shoulders.   Someone heard me.  Excitedly, we all jumped out of the boat and walked to shore.  After fourteen days surrounded by water, I smiled at the site of my feet covered with soft, white sand. 


We resided in the refugee camps in Thailand during the next three months in miserable living conditions.  After food had grown scarce, my weak body was unable to sustain the growing baby within me.   Starvation began to set in.  My legs suddenly gave way, and I fell to my knees.  My hunger forced me to slowly start picking weeds and grass from off the ground.  Unexpectedly, a woman grabbed my arm and took away the weeds from my hand.  Cautioning that these were not good for me or the baby, she kindly brought soup and rice for me to eat.  However, my body rejected the food as I developed severe diarrhea.  The woman’s husband found a Swedish associate who worked for the camp to give me an IV.   When I recovered, we were transferred to another camp.

Within the camp in Chonburi, my beautiful daughter Vy was born.  Yet with another mouth to feed, the food and clothing supplies were running especially low.  Vy became deathly ill with a high fever, but I had no medicine to help her. I learned that the refugees were to be transferred to another camp in the Philippines.  My husband and I took turns carrying our sick child as we travelled once again to a foreign place.  When we arrived in the refugee camp in the Philippines, Vy’s small, febrile body stopped moving.  She would not drink anything, and her eyes simply remained closed all the time.  I questioned how I could journey all this way to have freedom for my family only to cradle this fading child of mine.  I could not hold back my tears.  Surprisingly, someone heard me.  

A man, who knew herbal medicine, offered to help me.  He used a remedy of ginger and what appeared to be perfume sticks.  In ten minutes, I was still staring at the motionless body of my daughter when suddenly I saw life streaming from her again. She urinated and started crying.  I never knew I could be so overjoyed by a simple human action.  Over the next few hours, her temperature started lowering, and she was finally tolerating water and milk.  The next day, volunteers came to bring us to a clinic, where we finally received adequate medical treatment.  We stayed in the Philippines for another five long months until we got a hold of my brother in the United States.  He was able to sponsor your dad, your sister, and myself to the U.S.


We understood that this was our opportunity to start a new life for our family.  Your dad went to school in the morning and worked at a restaurant at night.  I sewed clothes at home to get more income for our family.  I must talk about your dad; he is the best father in the world.  He is patient, selfless, and unrelenting.  I remember he started smoking because he became so stressed.  Yet, the cigarettes were not helping anyone.  Hai, who had fallen victim to lung cancer, told your dad he had to quit smoking.  Your dad realized if anything happened to him, who would help me raise a family that had grown to include three children?  Smoking is the only thing that your father ever quit.              


After graduating, your dad still could not get a job because of the poor economy.  Your dad continued to work at the restaurant with a college degree.  I knew we did not struggle to come to the U.S. for us to live day by day as we did in Vietnam.  I told your father he must go back to school to obtain a higher degree while I picked up some more odd-end jobs.  After some years of living in a cramped house with twelve other people, your dad finished his Master’s degree in engineering and was hired by Motorola.  We were finally able to afford our own house in Fort Lauderdale, Florida.  I could finally see the sunshine through our home—the home where you and your sisters were raised.  I know who has been listening and watching over me.

Now, you have heard me.  This is from where we came. 
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