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CHAPTER 16
May 1975
Refugees in Camp Pendleton, California

The Gates at Camp Pendleton Welcome the Vietnamese Refugee
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 General Graham who headed the whole refugee operation.
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Camp Pendleton Overview
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The temporary housing facility for Vietnamese refugees erected at Camp Pendleton, CA, May 1975.
Beginning the first week of May, 1975, military C-141 Starlifter planes transported thousands of refugees to Marine Airfield El Toro, California.
From there buses transferred them to Camp Pendleton 
It was the first time in the history of the United States and Vietnam that a massive evacuation of refugees across the Pacific Ocean happened in a short order and under panicky conditions. Camp Pendleton was the very first camp in America to have received the refugees. Later on, other camps were opened in Florida and Pennsylvania.
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Nixon House-San Clemente, Ca      Nixon and Chu En-Lai in Beijing in 1972
By fate or destiny, the Vietnamese refugees landed in Camp Pendleton next door to former President Richard Nixon’s house in San Clemente, Ca.
From declassified historical documents, after his dinner with Chu En-Lai in the Hall of the People in Beijing in 1972, he and Kissinger virtually pushed the ” remote control” button for this long term, secret debacle of South Vietnam in May 1975.
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By pure coincidence also, Mr. Richard Nixon, former Vice President of President Dwight Eisenhower, personally handed me my 1956 Engineering Diploma on the Campus of Lafayette College in Easton, Pennsylvania! Now in May 1975, I survived happily and bitterly as the first elected “Mayor of Camp Pendleton” in a bare Quonset hut next to his luxurious home. It was a real ironic small world!
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Notable features at Nixon's “Western White House 
Nixon's “Western White House” San Clemente, Ca
“Tent city” in Marine Camp Pendleton near Mr. Nixon’s home
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Quonset huts
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 Quonset hut is a shelter made of corrugated steel sheet, having a semicircular cross section, built in the 40’s.
Photo of “The first kid” refugee taken by Sgt Manthey 29Apr75
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Marine and Refugee Kid in Camp
Overview of Camp Pendleton 1975
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It was a massive undertaking: Nearly 900 Marines and civilians worked for six days to erect the 958 tents and 140 Quonset huts. Camp Pendleton was the only tent city in the West.




Former First Lady Betty Ford visited on May 21, 1975.
Camp Pendleton's Tent City Housed 50,000 Vietnamese Refugees
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The NEW YORK Daily News, May 3 1975 had this photo with caption:
” Khuong Huu Dieu, ex-banker, shows his wealth---clothes for family.”
The Express-Times, Tuesday May 6 1975 
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My Alma Mater Lafayette College hometown newspaper, The Express-Times, on Tuesday May 6 1975 had this headline:

“Refugees Try to Establish Order”
Quote:

“ALL THAT’S LEFT --- Khuong Huu Dieu 1956 graduate of Lafayette College and a 

Vietnamese banker, holds up all that’s left of his possessions after he and his family fled the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese”

The refugees realized that thanks to the massive airlift by the US government, they survived and just landed on the Land of the Free. In panic, they escaped the communist capture and tortures. They would like to show Uncle Sam that they did not want to just eat and sleep here. Immediately after their landing, they got together and began to set up their own camp administration to cooperate with the Marine staff. I felt much honored to be elected the first “Mayor of Camp Pendleton,” the first American “tent city” built for Vietnamese refugees. Why did I get elected? Probably because in Saigon, I was the founder and President of the Management Association of Vietnam and President of the popular VAA (Vietnamese American Association) with about 25,000 students in English classes. 
In a short time, we had our organization chart prepared and filled with all volunteer teams.

We had committees in charge of:

1. Mess hall management

2. Camp sanitary standards

3. Information and mail office

4. Health care center

5. Recreation program center

6. Barber shops

7. Child care units

8. Lost and found

I was very surprised by the great number of reporters from AP, UPI, Reuters and AFP surrounding me and asking me so many questions about what the camp Mayor was planning to do next? I was shocked also by their wasteful use of Kodak film for me. There was no digital camera at the time. The number of TV cameras from NBC, ABC, CBS and local stations made me feel unreal as a celebrity mayor. Survivor of a disaster.

The side benefit of the media was to enable many of my classmates, colleagues, friends and relatives around the world knew that I was alive at Camp Pendleton. As a result, I have received many telegrams and letters from them wishing me well. Many have offered to sponsor me out of the camp. (See attached documents)
 One telegram arrived from my Lafayette College 1956 classmate living in Washington DC. ” I am Dick Wilson. Dieu was my dishwasher mate; I want to sponsor him out of the camp”

I have received letters from my colleagues of the Tokyo APO, Asian Productivity Organization of14 countries of Asia. (See photo attached)

Funniest of all were the many letters from” serious” well to do American professionals, retirees asking the Mayor to let them “try the refugees so they would marry them!”

For myself, I was exposed to some shock experiences. In the Quonset huts, with dozens of people sleeping on Military Style Army Bunk Beds, the snoring was unbearable. The funny thing was that the richest person snored the loudest! Fortunately for every one in the hut, she left the camp real early!
Another after shock. The Marine toilet facility was designed with a row of twenty seats in a well lighted and aerated room without heat or walls between seats for privacy. I have to admit that I was not used to that style of public toilet but I could not tell that to anybody. However I had a practical, workable solution. In May, it was fairly cold at night in the camp. I got up early at 1 AM in the morning chill and alone, I had the privacy of my big toilet room.

There was some problem with the way rice was cooked in huge quantity by the Marines for the refugees. But here again, for survival, everything was appreciated. I got it solved quickly by the Vietnamese volunteer chefs. 

The Express-Times, May 6, 1975, summarized the historical event of May 1975 at Camp Pendleton as follows:
“From Our Wire Services

Under the direction of a Lafayette College graduate, Vietnamese refugees at Camp Pendleton, Calif are setting up their own” mini government” that may include former premier Nguyen Cao Key.
Khuong huu Dieu, a 1956 graduate of Lafayette and former chairman of the Vietnamese Industrial Development Bank, said he and two others would set up a nucleus of about 20 persons to coordinate care of the evacuees.

At the time Dieu held his news conference at the Marine base, Key was arriving at another Marine station in California and say he would help take charge at Pendleton.
“I will try and be a leader for them” Ky said when he arrived from Hawaii. Earlier he had branded former President Nguyen van Thieu” a big criminal. All that has happened to us is Thieu’s fault and only Thieu’s fault,” Key declared.
Some authorities expressed fear for Ky’s life because of his outspokenness. He had called persons who fled the communist advance” cowards.

Like Dieu and most other refugees, Ky said he is penniless and will try to get work as a pilot, cab driver or farmer.
Dieu and his “mini government” tend to establish medical services, language school, a post office and a Vietnamese newspaper for the roughly 10,000 refugees at the camp.

The Lafayette graduate headed the association that operated the largest English language school in Saigon. He is being assisted in setting up a Vietnamese administration at the camp by Cornell University graduate Tran Quy Than, a Saigon banker, and Mrs. Nguyen van Bong, head of  a planned parenthood association.
When Dieu escaped South Vietnam last week, he said he and his family owned their lives to an asterisk. Their names he said were listed at the bottom of a sheet of paper authorizing certain Vietnamese to depart Saigon. The asterisk indicated that the Dieu family was being sponsored as refugees by a niece married to a former U. S. Embassy employee.
When Dieu escaped, he called Mr. and Mrs. Miller of 1710 Richmond road, Forks Township to tell them he was safe. The Miller and Dieu struck up a friendship during his Lafayette years.

Camp Pendleton is serving with Ft Chaffee, Ark and Eglin Air Force Base, Fla as one of the three refugee reception center in the United States…

On Guam, all elementary schools were ordered closed for three days to free school buses for the transportation of thousands of South Vietnamese refugees en route to that Pacific way-stop.
Some 15,000 refugees were due to arrive at Guam today aboard the American Challenger, the Pioneer Commander, and the Pioneer Contender.” 

We tried to take care of kids first with day care centers. Parents were free to join other programs. (See photos of camp activities)
Cleanliness of the camp got a lot of help from kids picking up trashes. It had a dual purpose. Not only did they clean everybody’s trash, but they were busy working and could not create additional burdens to their parents. The parents in turn were free to volunteer for other program. 

We sent kids to English classes, organized walking tours with guides to explain nature’s secrets.
 “A picture is worth a thousand words”. 
I hope that these photos described fully the daily activities of a crowded, noisy tent city.

Many photos are self explanatory.
Bus unloading refugees from nearby El Toro Marines airport
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Kids at newly installed tent city        The weather was cold and kids got their oversize coats because     supply did not match demand at the beginning
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At the Health Center
Soldier and child
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Game & play for kids
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At the Health Center
Soldier and child

GI’s helping kid in English lesson
Even in the midst of limbo, we have to keep life to go on with baptisms and weddings, learning English, playing games.
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 GI’s helping kid in English lesson
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 Distribution of blankets
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GI’s preparing new shelter for refugees
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GI’s taking care o f refugees
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· Wash Only! & Sun Dry
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The Los Angeles Chapter Red Cross volunteers provided 24-hour services at the Camp Pendleton processing center. Nurses and physician’s assistants toured the camp daily to find health problems that were untreated. Caseworkers interviewed the refugees in an attempt to get them on the way to new homes. Other volunteers provided snacks anddrinks drinks
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Entertainment program                                                                 Kids and TV entertainment
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Cozy Housing

Even Rosemary Clooney came out to entertain.
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                                                                                        Buddhist Service in Camp Pendleton
Wedding Ceremony in Camp Pendleton
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Refugees’ life in Camp Pendleton, 1975
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Celebration of Buddhist year 2519

Boy Scout in camp
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Refugees Pharmacy
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Barber shop
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That's where the families left notes with their names and sponsors' addresses in case later family made it out and so they could find each other
.

  I was surprised by the great number of reporters from AP, UPI, Reuters and AFP surrounding me and asking me so many questions about what the camp Mayor was planning to do next?
 I was shocked also by their wasteful use of Kodak film for me. There was no digital camera at the time. The number of TV cameras from NBC, ABC, CBS and local stations made me feel unreal as an unknown “celebrity,” survivor of a Vietnam Bolshevik revolution.
On the other hand through the media, many of my classmates, colleagues, friends and relatives around the world saw me alive at Camp Pendleton. I have received many telegrams and letters from them. Many have offered to sponsor me out of the camp.

 One telegram arrived from my Lafayette College 1956 classmate living in Washington DC. ” I am Dick Wilson, Dieu’s dishwasher mate, I want to sponsor him out of the camp”

I received letters of my colleagues from the Tokyo APO, Asian Productivity Organization
of 14 countries of Asia wishing me well. (See photo attached)

Newsweek Magazine of May 19, 1975 reported the unprecedented historical event at Camp Pendleton as follows:

 (See page of Newsweek May 19, 1975 below  [image: image51.jpg]



At Camp Pendleton, Nguyen Cao Ky said:

”…we are exiled because of Nguyen van Thieu. Remember that name. He is the most despicable man in the world.” As for the United States, Ky seemed eager to absolve his new homeland of any guilt. “ In the past ten years you did a lot for us- too much in my opinion,” he declared.
Key has always made good copy for American reporters, but his own country men seemed less impressed. While some gather around him to beg assistance, most just gawked.

“ I don’t want to see him. I will not shake his hand” said Khuong huu Dieu, 43, ex-president of the Industrial Development Bank of Vietnam and now an organizer of the “infrastructure” at Pendleton. “ If he is such a good fighter, he should have stayed and fought.”

“With U.S. Marine units providing logistical supports, the Vietnamese in tent cities at Camp Pendleton formed their own quasi- governmental “infrastructure” to coordinate the processing and solve day to day problems. And while Administration officials squelched the leadership
Aspiration of former Premier Nguyen Cao Key (box), they were pleased by the emergence of grass-roots leaders such as U.S. educated Khuong huu Dieu, 43, former president of the Industrial Development Bank of Vietnam.
‘ We want to show America we are responsible” said Dieu” and that we don’t want to just eat and sleep here”

Other documents from NBC about the camp.
“NBC Evening News for Wednesday, May 07, 1975
Summary
(Thousands of South Vietnam refugees already at Pendleton and are taking practical steps to prepare for transition to American life.)

REPORTER: John Chancellor 

(Camp Pendleton, California) Govt. structure organized by Vietnam headed by 20-mbr. Exec. Committee. Over all, village chief coordinates activities with military camp commander. Refugee government set up by former Saigon banker and Massachusetts Institute of Technology graduate, Dieu Khuong Huu. [Dieu - says action taken for cooperation in management of camp.] Schools organized; teachers recruited from among evacuees; English classes began this week.
REPORTER: Ray Cullen)”
 John Chancellor was anchor of the NBC Nightly News
In summary, we got the lightening fast support of the Marines.

They completed the camp construction on 4 May 1975. The Herculean task of completing a camp of 18,000 people was accomplished in less than six days. The accommodations though Spartan at first, were continually expanded and improved, providing not only the necessities of life but also many comforts and amenities for the refugee population. as shown in the above photos. On May 9 the camp population peaked at 18,608. It gradually turned into a daily routine of insuring that the refugees had everything they needed including a locally produced Vietnamese newspaper. The refugee center continued in operation well beyond the arrival of the last refugee in mid-July 1975. Between mid-May and the end of July, the Marines and the civilian organization found new homes and sponsors for 29,135 evacuees.
(TO BE CONTINUED)
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Quote from the Glendale News-Press 6.13.1975:
“Let the cowards who are leaving with the Americans go and let those who love South Vietnam stay and fight.

Why run? To do what? To eat leftover American food? Even if the country falls to the Communists, at least they have yellow skins like ours”

Former Vietnamese Vice President Nguyen Cao Ky five days before he fled by helicopter to the Philippines enroute to the United States.
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============================
Về tác giả Khương Hữu Điểu 
Than goi anh Hội trưởng Huỳnh Hường, 

Toi Khuong Huu Dieu, 83 tuoi, la hoc sinh Le Myre de Vilers, Mytho nam 1944-48 va co tro ve Mytho day mot nam 1951-52 truoc khi duoc hoc bong sang My 1952. Toi co goi vai bai cho Đặc San hoi nha theo địa chỉ cũ.

Xin goi lai theo dia chi moi va nho anh cho biet y kien xem hội co y ddinh ddang hay khong?

Cam on anh,

Khuong Huu Dieu
(Phần sau cùng nầy là ghi chú của Hội Ái Hữu Cựu Học Sinh Giáo Sư và nhân viên Trung Học Nguyễn Đình Chiểu, Trung Học Lê Ngọc Hân và Đồng Hương Mỹ Tho )
(27-Jan-2013)
