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There by the coast, boats rock serenely in the pale water 
In the sharp air of fish and damp wood. 
A red sky is not far behind.  
 
The scars are still fresh on the rambutan trees 
When the phở  lady rides her bicycle down the dirt path. 1

 
The rice fields remain graves of the past. 
Farmers and their scrawny cattle toil in the mud. 
 
You can hear women whisper in the tea house. 
Quivering voices and clinking of china, 
Under the vigilant red flag with a gold star.  
The hum is louder than the restless streets  
And softer than the muffled crunch of boots in the distance. 
 
Where will he go? 
He will walk thousands of kilometers to Danang.  
 
Where will she go? 
She will be smuggled into Thailand by boat.  
 
Where will you go? 
 
Whispers leak into the Khoa  house 2

Where rations cannot feed desperate mouths 
And the red flag looms. 
Five children with dirty feet listen to the voices in the walls.  
“Have you seen giáo viên Nguyễn ?” 3

“He is in the learning camp.” 
Silence falls, but an unspoken understanding hangs in the rigid air. 
 

 
They go in the night under the refuge of darkness 
To the fishing boats in the moonlit water. 
Bodies swarm to their vessel 

1 Phở is a common Vietnamese noodle soup 
2 Khoa is a family name 
3  “giáo viên Nguyễn” means  teacher Nguyen in Vietnamese 

 



Fear in their eyes and hope in their hearts. 
Every crevice filled, every interstice occupied 
Six spaces, seven despairing souls. 
So they wave to a girl standing on dirty feet in solitude on the shore. 
The shore shrinks as the boat goes into oblivion of the night.  

 
The fishing boat has never been this far out to sea, 
Yet it suffers the blows of incessant waves, 
Carrying the burden of three hundred liberty seekers. 
Until the blows become intolerable, 
And the exhausted wood sighs and succumbs. 
 
Black water crashes against a rugged cliff, 
Photographs and birth certificates are consumed in the rage of the sea. 
Lost memories, lost identities, lost people. 
Shivering, penniless bodies set on survival 
Lie on the jagged shore blind to their destiny. 

 
Certainty is a luxury. 
They cannot fear death when it taunts them from the depths of the tempestuous sea, 
When it torments them in the faded calls of pirates and the low rumbling of ashy clouds. 

 
A red ship emerges from the stretch of the horizon. 
It seizes their breath and halts their hearts, 
And suddenly freedom seekers are prisoners.  
 
Captivity is not kind to restless souls. 
Souls that sacrificed a lifetime of hard labor, 
Souls that sacrificed a culture, a lifestyle, 
Souls that sacrificed a daughter left behind. 
 
But the red ship is crooked and easily swayed. 
What is the price of freedom? 
20 pieces of gold, they say, 
And a broad vessel sweeps them away. 
 
They are boat #13 to arrive on Bidong’s  strained shores, 4

A berth of desperate spirits and hopeful fantasies, 
An island of rancid aromas and bright eyes. 
Makeshift dwellings of salvaged timber and plastic sheets are in hasty piles, 
And the Red Cross and United Nations nurse tired souls. 

4 Bidong is an island in Malaysia that was used as a refugee camp during the Vietnam War 

 



 
Weary vessels unload throngs of human cargo daily, 
And it gets harder and harder to breathe.  

 
The sacred bull horn blares who will be free. 
Who will go to Australia, Denmark, Holland? 
Who will go to Gam Saan  in America?  5

 
Shrieks of elation and envious glares ensue every announcement. 
When will the Khoa name be called? 
When will their fates be decided? 
 
Days are weeks and weeks are months. 
The palm trees and salty breeze are a dreadful reality. 
The murky broth of turtle soup loses flavor everyday, 
Patience is impossible. 
 
“Zhang, Phan, Hua… Khoa to America!” 
 
Screams surge from sickly throats. 
They are going to America! America! 
 
Their new vessel of freedom has wings and windows, 
Leather seats and tray tables. 
 
In the land of liberty, 
Radiant eyes turn towards a red sign. 
A golden ribbon configured in two fluid arches 
A tender slab of meat and a pillowy seeded bun.  
They can breathe, they can eat, they can laugh. 
Where is the red flag with the gold star now? 
 
The past is in the paranoia of post-war Vietnam, 
In the depths of the South China Sea, 
In the arid air of Bidong Island.  
The future is in the blue sky that floats above them.  
 

 

 

 

5 Refugees would often call San Francisco “Gam Saan”, or  “Gold Mountain” in Cantonese 
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