40 years after fall of Saigon, Portage couple recalls their escape from Vietnam

By Julie Mack | jmack1@mlive.com on April 25, 2015
PORTAGE, MI -- Forty years ago this spring, Huan Le and Truc Tran made the decision that would forever change their lives.

With South Vietnam on the verge of a Communist takeover, the couple decided to flee their homeland -- quickly and in secret.

At the time, Le was The Upjohn Co.'s top-ranking employee in Vietnam. Tran was his wife.

Despite the two-decades-long Vietnam War, the couple had a good life in Saigon: A nice house with servants; a car with a chauffeur; a private school for their sons, ages 14, 12 and 5; an tight-knit extended family.

But on April 23, 1975, the family of five fled South Vietnam, masquerading as relatives of a U.S. soldier, heartbroken about everything they were leaving behind and terrified about what lay ahead.

As they flew out of Saigon on a U.S. military plane filled with Vietnamese, "all you could hear was crying," Le recalled. "People were crying like they had never cried before."

For Americans, the 40th anniversary of the end of the Vietnam War is not cause for celebration, and for Le and Tran it remains among the most traumatic memories of their lives.

But in retrospect, it also marked a turning point for Le and Tran, one where tragedy eventually turned to triumph.

After two months in a refugee camp, they came to Michigan and settled in Portage, rebuilding their lives as Americans and fiercely embracing the new opportunities available to them.

Today, their oldest son, Vu Le, is an associate director at Pfizer and the other two sons, Phong and Thuan, are anesthesiologists. The couple's daughter, Hoa My, who was born in Portage, is a piano and violin teacher in San Francisco.

"Reflecting back, we never regret what we did," Huan Le said. "We made a very, very dangerous and gutsy decision to leave everything behind to go to a different place, But we did the right thing, and my children and grandchildren appreciate that."

Every April, Tran says, she thinks about the turn their lives took in the spring of 1975.

"It's always in my mind," she said. "What would have happened if the United States hadn't opened their door to us?"

Life in Vietnam
Le and Tran were married in 1959 in Saigon, during a time and place of political turmoil.

A former French colony, Vietnam was partitioned in 1954 into Communist North Vietnam and South Vietnam, which was ruled by a series of U.S.-backed military regimes that remained under attack by Communist rebels, the Viet Cong.

The U.S. stepped in to keep communism at bay. During the 1960s and into the 1970s, the Vietnam War escalated, eventually encompassing South and North Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. It's estimated between 1.5 and 3.6 million died in the war, including 58,000 Americans.

A teacher of science and French literature, Le was drafted into the South Vietnamese army in 1962, and became a U.S.-trained officer specializing in psychological warfare.

When Le left the army in 1968, he took a job with The Upjohn Co., which needed a Vietnam sales representative who spoke English.

U.S. Army acquaintance vouched for Upjohn's reputation as an employer. "He said, 'That's a good company. I have a friend who works there. They pay well. They take good care of you,'" Le recalled.

Soon, Le was promoted to Upjohn's top manager in Vietnam, overseeing a couple dozen employees and working with distributors.

Meanwhile, the Vietnam War continued, although Le and Tran lived relatively normal lives.

"We were very lucky," Le said. "Getting drafted was an inconvenience, but we were not much affected by the war. Millions were killed, but nobody in our families got hurt."

Deciding to leave
That changed in early 1975.

Emboldened by the withdrawal of U.S. troops, North Vietnam launched a military offensive.

In March 1975, Le said, "A friend who was very aware of the situation told me, 'Huan, Vietnam is lost,'" predicting the quick defeat of South Vietnam.

Shaken, Le had an anguished middle-of-the-night conversation with Tran. "We decided to leave," Le said. "I told her not to tell anybody."

Le said he was particularly worried because of his ties to the U.S. When the Communists took over in North Vietnam, he said, they targeted those seen as capitalists.

In his ancestral village, Le said, a wealthy landowner was buried up to her neck and then "they plowed over her."

"Did I want to sit there waiting for them to come after me?" Le said.

The U.S. Embassy said an evacuation of Upjohn employees was a possibility. "They said, 'Maybe,'" Le said. "How could I trust, 'Maybe'?"

Instead, Le  decided the best strategy was finding an American soldier willing to claim that Tran was his wife.

With the U.S. Embassy "in chaos," Le said, it was possible for soldiers to put names of wives and relatives on a U.S. military flight manifest without verification of the relationship.

The plan commenced on April 22. The family went to the airport, accompanied by an American soldier who said Tran was his wife, Le was her brother and the boys were the soldier's adopted sons.

"It broke my heart," said Le about the false claims, "but it was the best way."

Even so, Le and Tran said, they were terrified the ruse would fall apart. "We were scared we could be arrested at any time and thrown into jail," Tran said.

They also agonized about people they were leaving behind. Le tried to talk his brother into coming with them, but the brother had 11 children and decided it would be too difficult.

Tran left behind her parents, five sisters and a brother. Her distress was so great, Le said, "the look on her face -- she looked like someone without a soul."

Life after Vietnam
They finally got on a plane in the early morning hours of April 23, flying first to the Philippines, then to Guam for processing as refugees.

A week later, on April 30, 1975 -- the day Saigon fell to the Communists -- they arrived at a refugee camp at Camp Pendleton near San Diego. They were among the 125,000 Vietnamese evacuated by the Americans just before South Vietnam's collapse.

In July 1975, Le and his family flew to Michigan, where Upjohn gave Le a job based in Portage as an international trainer. The company also helped the family find housing and get settled, and connected Tran with a woman to teach her English.

It was, at times, a difficult transition -- new country, new language, a very different culture. The first time Tran saw snow, she called her husband crying.

But it was also clear they made the right decision, as their brothers and Tran's father were imprisoned by the Communists.

And that wasn't the worst of it: In 1983, Tran's brother, his pregnant wife and their child tried escaping Vietnam by boat, but the family was killed by pirates.

Le's brother came with his wife and 11 children in 1993 after the U.S. normalized relations with Vietnam. That change in U.S.-Vietnam relations also has allowed Le and Tran to make numerous trips back to their homeland to visit family.

Meanwhile, Tran and Le have been leaders in the West Michigan's Vietnamese community in helping to resettle refugees.

"It wasn't easy for us, but it was a 1,000 times more difficult for most refugees, who don't speak English, who don't have a job," Le said. "It's so, so hard."

The anniversary
Now 81 and 75, Le and Tran view the 40th anniversary with mixed emotions.

There remains considerable sorrow about the war that killed so many people and the aftermath that put so many in dire straits.

"The country is still suffering," Le said.

But there also is considerable gratitude about their adopted homeland.

"We are so grateful to the U.S. and to Michigan in particular," Le said. "They opened their arms for us."

He mentions the efforts by then-President Gerald Ford to help Vietnamese refugees; the churches that sponsored families; the companies such as Upjohn that offered jobs.

"This is still the No. 1 country," Le said. "Freedom and opportunity."

That opportunity was on display this past Wednesday at Kalamazoo County's Excellence in Education award banquet for the area's top high school seniors.

Among the honorees was Binh Le, a senior at Portage Central High School and Le and Tran's grandson.

Binh is headed to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in the fall. His twin brother, An, is going to Yale.

The awards banquet was exactly 40 years to the day after the boys' father and his his family went to the airport to flee Saigon.

"I was young, but it was scary," said Vu Le, father of the twins. "We left everything, and we didn't know for sure where we were going or what was going to happen."

He and his wife, Anh, who came to the U.S. as a Vietnamese refugee in 1979, sometimes wonder what their lives would have been like had they stayed in Vietnam.

"It would have been a "very different" life, Vu Le said. "I like to think everything happens for a reason."
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