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When Nguyen began to write 
Vietgone three years ago, he sat 
down with his parents and tried to 
extract their stories, some of them 
painful; stories that they'd glossed 

over when he was younger. 

"Anybody coming from a 
tumultuous situation like the 

Holocaust, Vietnam or Syria — 
they often don't want to talk 

about it," Nguyen said. "So the 
first thing I did was get my dad 

drunk a whole lot, and that kinda 
freed up the chops a little bit. 

But what really got them talking 
... is that Asian parents really 

hate the idea of their kids being 
dumb. So I pretended to be 

dumb and say things like, 'Oh 
the Vietnam War was a war 

between Vietnam and France, 
right?' And they're like, 'No, 
that's wrong! Why you so 

stupid?' Kinda getting them 
atrociously mad was the thing 

that got them to open up to me.” 

 

WE ARE EXCITED ABOUT … 

Bringing you a fresh-voiced 
play by Qui Nguyen that 
tackles history in a truly 
contemporary way. It is a 
history that also happened 
in our own backyard! The 
photo to the right captured 
children playing at Camp 
Pendleton when the 
Vietnamese refugees were 
temporarily housed there 
before being sent to more 
established refugee camps 
across the nation.  

Plus, it arrives in our theater at a time when refugees and immigrants are at the 
center of a national discussion. It is a defining moment for us in terms of what our 
American values really are. We are excited to participate in this very important 
conversation. 

However, even beyond the current political 
connections, Vietgone is something we felt was 
a perfect fit for us. It is smart, humorous and 
heart-felt all at the same time. The play mashes 
together popular culture from the 1970s and 
modern day with a comic strip-type ninjas and 
kung fu fights, a hippie stoner sex scene, rap 
and musical interludes. Oh—and no one speaks 
with “an Asian accent,” part of his fight against 
minority stereotypes.  

The play is based on a story that Mr. Nguyen 
grew up hearing and knows well, but it has also 
been filtered through his pop-culture-filled and 
irreverent sensibility. Sounds different, right? 
Wonderfully so. Nguyen explains the origin of the 
play’s style: “When my parents told me stories 
about Vietnam, they told me the real stories, 
what actually happened, but what I imagined 
was kung fu movies. Because the only things I 
ever saw [growing up] that had a lot of Asian 
people in it, were kung fu movies.” 
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By the time Nguyen had decided to tackle his parent’s story as a romantic 
comedy, he had already established his award-winning theater company Vampire 

Cowboys, which was known for its live-action comic book 
plays. His best-known play, She Kills Monsters, has 
received almost 300 productions nationwide since 2013. 
Plus he had started working at Marvel, writing actual 
superheroes!  

It was in 2015 when South Coast Repertory Theatre (SCR) 
hosted a reading of Vietgone in their Pacific Playwrights 
Festival. After a world premiere at SCR, and several other 
productions later—including a run at Oregon Shakespeare 
Festival—the play was produced Off-Broadway at the 
Manhattan Theater Club.  

 

Now we get to offer you our version of this fast -paced journey. And for our 
production, we are thrilled to showcase the work of four UCSD MFA Program 
graduates. Director Jesca Prudencio is driving us on this journey along with set 
and projections designer Justin Humphres, sound designer Melanie Chen and 
dramaturg Jim Short. Along with an extremely talented cast, they have crafted a 
zany tale that will zing your heart.  

It is important to note that Nguyen said he 
wrote Vietgone to push a medium that 
hasn't shown much love for anyone with a 
"yellow face." Going to movies and theaters 
as a teenager, he said, "always made me 
feel like the other. It always made me feel 
embarrassed, because it was taken from 
this perspective that made me feel so not 
part of the American fabric."  

But now his parents' stories are a permanent part of that fabric. And we are 
excited to share it with you. Enjoy! 

 

 

The mission of San Diego Repertory Theatre is to 
produce intimate, exotic, provocative theatre. We 
promote a more inclusive community through vivid works 
that nourish progressive political and social values and 
celebrate the multiple voices of our region. San Diego 
Repertory Theatre feeds the curious soul.  
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INTERESTING TIDBITS 

 

 

 

Vietgone was the winner of the 

2015 Harold and Mimi 

Steinberg/ATCA New Play Award, 

2016 Steiberg New Play Award, 

the 2016 LA Drama Critics Circle 

Ted Schmitt New Play Award 

and received 3 Lucille Lortel 

nominations, including 

Outstanding Play 

 

 

 

Qui Nguyen’s website 

quinguyen.com describes 

him as “PLAYWRIGHT, 

SCREENWRITER, GEEK!” 

 

 

 

His theatre company 

Vampire Cowboys is the first 

and only professional theatre 

organization to be sponsored 

by NY Comic Con. 

 

DID YOU KNOW 

 

The playwright Qui Nguyen 

describes Vietgone as a “sex 

comedy” about his parents. 

 

 

In an interview with American Theatre Magazine, Qui explains 

why he will not let his two sons watch Miss Saigon: “I don’t 

want them to ever feel like they’re the accessory to the 

dominant culture, which is what Miss Saigon makes me feel. I 

want them to know that they are the leading men in their 

stories. I’d honestly rather just have them watch cartoons in 

the meantime and wait for me and my fellow Asian-American 

artists to fill in the gaps still present in both Broadway and 

Hollywood.” (reported by Diep Tran, April 13, 2017) 
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INTERESTING TIDBITS 

 

The Truman Doctrine is a 
principle proposed by President 
Harry Truman in 1947, where it 
states that the foreign policy of 
the United States is to assist 
any country whose stability is 
threatened by communism. It 
sets the groundwork for 
American involvement in 
Southeast Asian politics in the 
following decades. 

The Domino Theory was a Cold 
War policy articulated in 1954 by 
President Eisenhower that 
suggested a communist government 
in one nation would quickly lead to 
communist takeovers in neighboring 
states, like a row of dominos. The 
U.S. government used the now-
discredited domino theory to justify 
its involvement in the Vietnam War 
and its support for a non-communist 
dictator in South Vietnam. However, 
the American failure to prevent a 
communist victory in Vietnam turned 
out to have much less of an impact 
than had been assumed by 
proponents of the domino theory.  
 

      

The Geneva  Accords is a set 
of resolutions produced at the 
international Geneva 
Conference in 1954. According 
to the Accords, Vietnam was 
divided into north and south by 
the 17th parallel border. In 
theory, North and South 
Vietnam were to exist for two 
years as temporary 
transitional states. In reality, 
both had already begun to 
develop and consolidate into 
separate national entities.  
 

  
The Gold Flag with Three Red Strips 
is older than the Republic of Vietnam 
(South Vietnam) that it represents. The 
yellow is the color of the Earth, and 
also the color of the skin, while the 
three red strips represent the bloodline 
of three regions in Vietnam. 

Yellowface is when people put 
on makeup or costumes to 
appear more “Asian.” It is a 
racist practice that caricaturizes 
and dehumanizes Asian people 
and Pacific Islanders. Examples 
of yellowface includes Mr. 
Yunioshi in Breakfast at 
Tiffany’s, Dr. Fu Manchu in The 
Mystery of Dr. Fu Manchu and 
more recently, three “wise 
masters” played by Colbie 
Smulders, Josh Radnor and 
Alyson Hannigan in an episode 
of How I Met Your Mother. 
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Ninja (忍者) 

A type of warrior who specialized in unconventional 
warfare such as infiltration, sabotage and assassination 
during the age of the samurai. Another way of calling 
them is "shinobi," meaning "those who act in stealth." 
Ninja employed deception and forgery tactics to take 
opponents out by surprise. Due to their unorthodox 
methods which contradicted the way of the warrior, the 
ninja were not credited with the same honor as the 
samurai. 
Learn more: https://www.japan-guide.com/e/e2295.html 
 
 

 
 

Fort Chaffee, Arkansas was a processing 
center for Southeast Asian refugees from 
1975 to 1976. It has a rich military history, 
but it also has a bit of Hollywood history. 
Movies A Soldier’s Story (1984), Biloxi Blues 
(1988) and The Tuskegee Airmen (1995) 
were all filmed at Fort Chaffee. 

   

History’s first 
motorcycle is attributed 
to Sylvester Howard 
Roper in 1867. It was 
during the world wars 
that the motorcycle 
became acknowledged 
as a reliable means of 
transportation, ensuring 
a more effective 
communication with the 
troops. After WWII, 
veterans found comfort in 
motorcycles as a way to 
reconnect with the 
adrenaline rush they 
experienced on the 
battlefield. And so, the 
first motorcycle clubs 
were born. 

During the Vietnam War, the communist 
leader Ho Chi Minh made it clear that 
women were to join the fight to unify North 
and South Vietnam. Many enlisted in the 
Vietnamese People's Army and took up 
roles on the frontline, while those who 
joined the Viet Cong worked behind enemy 
lines in South Vietnam on sabotage 
missions and underground in tunnels. 

 

 
South Vietnam leader 
Ngo Dinh Diem met U.S. 
President Eisenhower in 
Washington, 1957. 

“The Vietnamese Women Who Fought For 
Their Country” 
Photographer Lee Karen Stow took pictures of 
Vietnamese servicewomen and mothers who 
fought in the Vietnam War. Some of these 
pictures are featured in this BBC article 
http://www.bbc.com/news/in-pictures-37986986 

 

https://www.japan-guide.com/e/e2295.html
http://www.bbc.com/news/in-pictures-37986986
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1: INTERVIEW WITH THE 

PLAYWRIGHT 

excerpt from American Theatre 

“Qui Nguyen Keeps It in the Family with 

‘Vietgone’” by May Adrales 

May Adrales: Can you talk about why you wanted to tell this 

story and why it came out at this particular time in your life? 

Qui Nguyen: I’ve always wanted to tell my family’s 
stories. However, my first attempt at doing so was 
absolutely horrendous. Seriously, it was complete 
dog shit. It was a play called Trial by Water, which I 
wrote in grad school. I had never written a play 
before, so I had no voice as a writer; all I could do 
was imitate scribes that I liked. At that time, the 
writer that influenced me the most was David Henry 
Hwang. I imitated him the best I could, wrote the 
play, and surprisingly it was produced Off-
Broadway a few years after I graduated. When my 
family finally got to see it, I looked over at my mom 
proudly and asked, “So what’d you think?” She 

responded bluntly, “It doesn’t sound like you.” I was shocked. “What do you mean 
it doesn’t sound like me? You’ve never read anything I’ve ever written.” I thought 
she was referring to my voice as a writer. What she meant was, literally, it didn’t 
sound like her son. She told me, “You’re mischievous and you’re funny and you 
like to goof around, and this play doesn’t show any of that.” My response to her 
was a very mature, “Screw you, Mom. If you really want to see me be all those 
things, I’ll write those things, and I’ll show you how much you won’t like it.” 

That’s what makes the work that we do together really 

uninhibited—because we don’t have to be polite. 

Part of that also goes toward how you and I both feel about the whole “model 
minority” stereotype thing. So often when you’re Asian, that’s the glass ceiling. 
So much of what we’re trying to do as artists is break through that and to go 
beyond the expectations people have of us. When it comes to Asian-American 
people—not just as performers or artists—we often get portrayed and seen in a 
certain way. We’re encouraged by the world around us that we’re supposed to be 
studious and polite. But to break through barriers, it takes more than study and 
manners, it also takes assertiveness—demanding to be seen differently, 
demanding new roles to be seen in, demanding that these stories are ours. 
That’s what’s so great about doing work together with Vietgone and with Vampire 
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Cowboys. We get to do what we want without asking. We just go there. Fuck 
manners. 

Thus Vietgone is basically the anti-Miss Saigon. I don’t mean that it’s 
contradictory to the musical or even a reaction to it, but it’s about the Asian-
American characters being the ones with agency over the narrative. They’re not 
a prop for the typical straight-white-male lead to learn from or to save. It’s not 
their story. It’s our story. We get to be the heroes. 

I’m sure you’ve gotten feedback from young people of color 

talking to you about how they’ve never seen anything like this. 

You’re making such a huge impact on a generation of 

theatregoers. How has that affected you? 

Everyone deserves a chance to see themselves onstage. With Vietgone, I 
wanted to address the huge lack of sexually powerful, driven, and complex 
Asian-American male and female characters on our stages. I wanted to see a 
sexy Asian male and a sexy Asian female be sexy for something other than being 
“exotic.” And I wanted to make something that a young “yella” kid could see and 
feel proud of themselves after seeing it. In response, I remember a specific email 
I received during the South Coast Rep run of Vietgone from someone who wrote, 
“As an Asian-American kid, it feels like the world keeps telling me that I’m 
supposed to be weak. But when I saw Vietgone, it made me feel strong.” That’s 
the heartbeat of why I do what I do. 

One of the other things that has really come up is just how 

strong Tong is—how you create these really strong female leads 

that are sexually powerful. They’re not fetishized for being Asian, 

but they’re like amazingly, complex, strong women.  

Oh yeah, I’m a total mama’s boy. When I hear stories about my mother’s 
fortitude, about the shit that she’s gone through, it always gives me perspective. 
My mom’s 4’11”, she’s pretty, and her English isn’t great, so people don’t expect 
much from her. But when I think of stuff like in 1988, when my mom’s brother and 
his family died trying to escape Vietnam, leaving their youngest son stranded 
alone in a refugee camp in the Philippines, I remember how hard she fought to 
bring him to America. When she was told that process would take years due to all 
sorts of red tape and bureaucracy, I witnessed her transform from my cute mom 
into an unstoppable force. She contacted our governor. She contacted our 
senator. She contacted the press and turned her quest for her nephew into the 
feel-good story of Arkansas in 1988 when she finally brought him over to America 
a few days before Thanksgiving of that year. What she was told would take at 
least two years to process ended up taking only two months because of her 
tenacity. Though she’s small, she’s incredibly strong. Whenever I sit down to 
write a female character, I’m always writing some version of her or my 
grandmother; that’s why all my female characters end up being badasses. 
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2: A TRIP TO VIETNAM 

by Kimberly King 

Lanes…if I had to select the major difference from America that I noticed during 
my recent visit to Ho Chi Minh City, formerly Saigon, I’d have to say traffic lanes. 

On a scooter—a regulation motorized Vespa scooter—one might see families of 
four or five riding comfortably through what my Western eyes would characterize 
as harrowing traffic. A five year-old standing on the deck between the seat and 
steering column with a parent on the front of the seat another parent on the rear 
of the seat and one or two tots squeezed between them! It was amazing at first. 
But after a week or so, I began to realize that, like so many aspects of life here, 
transportation was a necessity that had to be hustled like everything else.  

There are about 45 
million registered 
scooters in this country 
of approximately 93 
million recognized 
residents. The 
orchestrated chaos of 
the streets gives way 
often to charming 
narrow alleys where 
vendors display wares 
in store windows or on 
the sidewalk atop a 
blanket. Fresh meat, 
pomelos, colanders, nail clippers, durian and passion fruit, sneakers, teas, 
sunglasses and face masks, all made or acquired by a would-be business 
person, find consumers in the liberalized Communist economy of Ho Chi Minh 
City. 

The origins of this region’s historic journey to its current state as an emerging 
player in the world economy is fraught with invasions, divisions and constant 
battles with some kind of colonial intrusion. However, this has only led to a 
constant state of resilience. 

Saigon was originally part of the Kingdom of Cambodia and, until the 17th 
century, was a small port town known as Prey Nokor. As more and more settlers 
moved south, it was absorbed by Vietnam and became the base for the Nguyen 
Lords.  

Since my sole purpose for being in Vietnam was to unite my son with a daughter 
of the Nguyen family, that interesting bit of political history gave this American 
tourist delusions of grandeur. But the truth is, about 40% of the population have 
the last name Nguyen because it is the most popular surname in Vietnam, like 
Smith in the United States. 

http://www.lonelyplanet.com/destinationRedirector?atlasId=355852
http://www.lonelyplanet.com/destinationRedirector?atlasId=357846
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Saigon was captured by the French in 1859. A few years later, it was ceded to 
France by the Vietnamese emperor Tu Duc and named the capital of 
Cochinchina. As the capital of Cochinchina, Saigon was transformed into a major 
port city and a metropolitan center of beautiful villas, imposing public buildings 
and well-paved, tree-lined boulevards. Railway lines running north and south of 
the city were constructed and Saigon became the principal collecting point for the 
export of rice grown in the Mekong River delta.  

The city served as the capital of the Republic of Vietnam from 1956 until 1975, 
when it fell to advancing North Vietnamese forces and was renamed Ho Chi Minh 
City by the Hanoi government. 

Ho Chi Minh, founder and first leader of the Vietnamese Communist Party, had 
participated in anti-colonial activities since the age of nine. He led the movement 
for Vietnamese independence and unity through struggles with France and the 
United States. He also served as president of the Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam from 1945 until his death in 1969.  

During my fifteen day stay, the Vietnamese 
people I spoke with thought the name change 
was positive. It is a matter of cultural ownership, 
and anyway, who wouldn’t want to live in Harriet 
Tubman Town? Or Nelson Mandela City?  

Ho Chi Minh City is divided into neighborhoods 
called Districts (Hunger Games flashbacks,) 
and some of these suburbs are noticeably 
better off than others. We stayed in the vibrant 
and sleepless District 1, more or less the center 
of the City. You will find thriving nightlife in District 1, especially in the 
backpacking neighborhood where tourists go to party, and no cars or scooters 
are allowed (although people break the rules all the time.) We also visited family 
in the sleepy District of Lai Thieu (wholesale heaven,) as well as the manicured, 
condo lined streets of District 7, a newer development designed with Westerners 
in mind.  

Lush green topography and fascinating frenzy of city life aside, my favorite 
sweetheart quality of Vietnam is family. Everywhere you look, you see families 
selling at the market together, buying at the market together, eating meals 
together, drinking coffee together (you can’t throw a stone without hitting a cafe!), 
sitting in the sweltering 85 degree heat with 75% humidity and sweating together 
or challenging the capacity of a Vespa scooter together. In my observation, 
family is about as valuable a commodity as you can have in Vietnam. Its 
preservation drives daily life and motivates me to want to brave the 20 hour flight 
to visit again.   
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3: BIKER CULTURE 

                                                                         by Eli Chung  

As a blanket term, “biker culture” refers to aspects of a subculture organizing itself 
around motorcycling in official and unofficial capacities. Members of biker culture 
connect through their passion for motorcycles and the sense of adventure and freedom 
associated with riding down the open road on two wheels. 

The beginning of biker culture can be traced back to the early 1900s, when William 
Harley and the Davidson brothers founded the Harley-Davidson Motor Company and 
began the hundred year long motorcycle legacy. Marketing the company products with 
an image of carefree counterculture, Harley-Davidson has cultivates a “bad boy” 
persona associated with their bikes that has since become a staple of biker culture, 
going beyond the Harley-Davidson brand. 

Officially, the American Motorcyclist Association (AMA), established in 1924, was 
sponsored by motorcycle companies like Harley-Davidson and Indian Motorcycle 
Company. AMA became the world’s largest motorcycling organization. Its mission 
statement promises to “promote the motorcycle lifestyle and protect the future of 
motorcycling.” 

However, this lifestyle has not always been as free as advertised. Motorcycling in the 
United States has a racialized history. Since its founding, AMA existed for 30 years as a 
white-only organization until the 1950s. Even then, the Washington Times finds little to 
no black presence in mainstream motorcycle publications well into the 1990s. In this 
climate of racial exclusion, Latino and Black enthusiasts form motorcycle clubs exclusive 

to their own race. Furthermore, 
newer clubs are attempting to 
dismantle this culture of racial 
prejudice by actively pushing 
back against it. 

In 2015, Vocativ reports a new 
motorcycle club in South 
Carolina that calls itself “the 
Bastards.” Founded by two 
motorcyclists that want to break 
the spell of racism and sexism 
in biker culture, the Bastards 
recruits members from all racial 

backgrounds in an organized effort 
to counter racially-motivated hate groups that threaten the city since the mass shooting 
of Charleston church. 

In Qui Nguyen’s play Vietgone, the Vietnamese protagonist and his friends, while 
travelling across the U.S. on motorcycle, have to confront the prejudice embedded in 
American biker culture and eventually overcome it. Despite the obstacle of discrimination 
and prejudice, bikers of color nevertheless find on their motorcycles a pathway to the 
soul-searching promise of the open road. The allure of a long, inspired road trip 
continues to engage and capture the imagination of wanderers to embark on the 
adventure of motorcycling, pushing for against boundaries in the true spirit of freedom-
loving biker culture. 

The Bastards of South Carolina, 2015 (James King/Vocativ) 
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4: NEW AMERICANS & 

IMMIGRANT EXPERIENCE 

by Jon Luna, City Heights Life 

(October 6, 2011) 

City Heights’ evolution from a predominantly white suburban community to a 
vibrant melting pot started in the 1970s with the end of the Vietnam War. 

On April 30, 1975, about two years after the U.S. decided to pull out of the Cold 
War-era conflict, the communist-led North Vietnamese army captured Saigon, 
the capital of South Vietnam. With the fall of Saigon, thousands of Vietnamese 
refugees fled Southeast Asia to the United States in the hopes of starting new 
lives. They became the first major refugee group to settle in City Heights. 
Cambodians and Laotians, whose lives were also devastated by the war, 
followed them. 

When the Vietnamese refugees first arrived, they were housed in more than 
1,000 tents and Quonset huts at Camp Pendleton in north San Diego County. 
The newcomers needed to be immunized and documented, so they were sent to 
military bases throughout the country. Camp Pendleton temporarily hosted more 
than 50,000 refugees. Eventually, they were relocated to various areas in 
Southern California, including Long Beach and Orange County. 

         

(A mural in the City Heights Charter School neighborhood, photo by Megan Wood, KPBS) 
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Many of the refugees chose to stay in San Diego because the weather here is 
similar to that in areas of Southeast Asia, if not better. City Heights, in particular, 
was attractive to the newcomers because it had an abundance of affordable 
housing, including a large number of apartment complexes. Today, the San 
Diego region is home to more than 33,000 Vietnamese, according to the 
Vietnamese Federation of San Diego. 

Once the initial wave of refugees settled down and gained a degree of financial 
stability, they petitioned for their relatives from Southeast Asia to join them in the 
United States. Consequently, San Diego experienced a second wave of 
Southeast Asian immigration by the early 1980s. By then, City Heights was well 
on its way to becoming an ethnic enclave with not just a substantial number of 
Asian refugees, but also Hispanic immigrants. 

Settling as a group in a particular community makes it easier for immigrants to 
maintain their values and culture in a foreign country while simultaneously 
helping one another out. That’s why high concentrations of a specific ethnic 
group typically exist in a very small area. These ethnic enclaves can be found all 
over the country. In San Francisco, there is Chinatown. In San Diego, there is 
City Heights, which is home to various ethnic clusters, including an emerging 
Little Saigon business district, a six-block stretch of El Cajon Boulevard between 
Euclid and Highland avenues. 

With the arrival of refugees, organizations sprang up to help them settle and 
assimilate. Over time, City Heights evolved to become a social services hub for 
immigrants. Today, a plethora of organizations here provide health care, 
resettlement assistance, job training, education and other services to those who 
are new to America. Immigrants have plenty of resources at their disposal 
because of our long history of accepting them for well over thirty years. 

The acceptance of refugees from the Vietnam War during the 1970s was just the 
beginning of City Heights’ transformation into a melting pot. In future columns I 
will explain the journey of other ethnic and refugee groups leaving their homeland 
and settling in the welcoming and wonderful community of City Heights.  
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5: BEYOND FORT CHAFFEE  

                              by Wilfred Paloma & Eli Chung 

Camp Pendleton 

In 1975, Camp Pendleton hosted 
thousands of South Vietnamese and 
Cambodians displaced after the fall of 
their governments. The U.S. Marine 
Corp operated the Camp Pendleton 
facility. The encampment would have 
lasting effects in Southern California 
particularly as the Vietnam War and 
the U.S. occupation came to an end, 
and the future of many of these 
refugees remained uncertain—
acquiring citizenship/naturalization, or 
heading back to the homeland? 
Concentrations of Vietnamese and 
Cambodian people are present today in San Diego. City Heights is an area of 
where this population of people settled and continues to be a highly concentrated 
area of Vietnamese and Cambodian people. The mass influx of Vietnamese and 
Cambodian people has had lasting social effects and impacts. As this 
concentration of people began to transition from refugees to permanent 
residents, their adjustment to American life is affected by factors of their age, 
education, skillset and other backgrounds. 

Camp Indiantown 

Camp Indiantown, Pennsylvania, otherwise known as Fort Indiantown Gap, or 
The Gap, has been an Army training post for more than 80 years since its 
establishment in 1931. The camp acquired the name “Indiantown” for its 
proximity to the many Native American villages in the area. It has been one of the 
busiest military training sites in the United States since the 1940s, and currently 
serves as a pre-deployment training facility for all branches of military preparing 
for deployments to destinations including Iraq, Afghanistan, Africa and for 

homeland defense missions. 

Fort Indiantown Gap is also known for its 
Regal Fritillary Butterfly. This species of 
large butterfly with orange and black wings 
is described as a “Monarch Butterfly dipped 
in chocolate.” The larva survive on field 
violets, while the adult butterflies drink 
nectar from milkweeds and thistles and 
attract tourists in late June and early July. 
Visit http://ftig.png.pa.gov for information on 
the tour. 

http://ftig.png.pa.gov/
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Fort Chaffee 

Fort Chaffee, previously known as Camp Chaffee, Arkansas was established in 
September of 1941. Since then, the camp has been a military training site, a 
prisoner of war camp during WWII and a refugee camp for Southeast Asian 
refugees displaced by the Vietnam War. The U.S. Army renamed Camp Chaffee 
as Fort Chaffee in 1956, since the installation had become something more 
permanent than a “camp.” 

In addition to being a military facility, 
Fort Chaffee has a history of 
hosting celebrities and movie stars. 
Elvis Presley spent three days at 
Fort Chaffee after he was inducted 
into the Army in 1958. Elvis 
received his famous military haircut 
in Building 803 by an army barber. 

Elvis was not the only celebrity to 
have spent time at Fort Chaffee. 
Hollywood has come to Fort 
Chaffee three times in recent 
history: A Soldier’s Story starring 
Howard E. Rollins Jr. was filmed 
here in 1984. Four years later, Biloxi 
Blues, written by Neil Simon 
(Barefoot in the Park, The Odd 
Couple), was also filmed at Fort 
Chaffee. And last but not least: In 1995, The Tuskegee Airmen with Laurence 
Fishburne and Cuba Gooding Jr. was the most recent visitor from Hollywood to 
Fort Chaffee. 
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6: WOMEN OF WAR 

                          by Eli Chung 

Contrary to the abundance of record and testimony from American servicewomen 
and civilians who fought in the Vietnam War, there is relatively little written about 
the lives and contributions of Vietnamese women in the war. Too often, whether 
in official records or creative representation, Vietnamese women are portrayed as 
helpless victims suffering from the failure of Vietnamese men to provide safety, or 
oriental damsels in need of saving from the white man. The truth, however, is that 
Vietnamese women from both North and South Vietnam fought and protected 
their homelands every step of the way, both on the front line and behind the 
scenes. 

The civil war tore apart not only the country, but also families. Even in the 
calamity of war, however, Vietnamese women persevered. They contributed and 
continue the legacy of the Vietnamese people today. 

In PBS’s 2017 documentary program “The Vietnam War,”  Vietnamese civilian 
woman Mai Elliott describes how her family decided to side with the South, 
except her older sister, who decided to join the Communist liberation movement 
against French colonists. 
Mai’s sister left her family 
and they did not see 
each other again until 43 
years later in 1993 when 
Mai began to research 
her family’s story. 

Mai’s family’s story 
shows the multifaceted 
roles and experiences of 
Vietnamese women in 
the war: as fighter and 
service providers; and as 
wives, daughters, sisters 
and mothers. 

An ancient Vietnamese 
saying goes: “When war comes, even women have to fight.” Historian Karen 
Gottchang Turner argues that during the war, “North Vietnam nearly became a 
gender-neutral field,” as both men and women were expected to play their part in 
the liberation effort. Some Vietnamese women participated in the war by being 
formal service members, fighting alongside their male counterparts, while others 
performed vital duties such as handling the supply lines, gathering intelligence 
and recruiting. Sandra C. Taylor in her book Vietnamese Women at War 
documents the wartime experience of North Vietnamese women who, through 
the liberation movement against foreign enemies, were also liberated from the 

A picture of a female fighter shown in front of a display of 
Vietnam War wreckage at the Vietnam Military History 
Museum, Hanoi (photo credit: Lee Karen Stow, 2016) 
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centuries-long 
Confucian influence that 
had kept women as 
second-class citizens.  

To commemorate the 
brave women who have 
made invaluable 
contributions and 
sacrifices to their nation, 
the Vietnamese 
government awards the 
title the Vietnamese 
Heroic Mother to 
approximately 5,000 
mothers of Vietnam. 

In 2015, a 61 feet tall, 
393.7 feet wide statue of 
Vietnam’s Heroic Mother 
Nguyen Thi Thu was 
inaugurated in Quang 

Nam Province. According to Dantri International News, “Sculptor Dinh Gia Thang 
created the statue based on the idea that heroic mothers are like an enormous 
stream, symbolizing the national soul and delivering brave children who become 
Vietnam’s mountains and water.” Nguyen Thi Thu lost all her 11 children and 
grandchildren in the Vietnam’s liberation war.  

For more information about Vietnamese women in the war, see Vietnamese 
Women at War: Fighting for Ho Chi Minh and the Revolution by Sandra C. Taylor, 
BBC News “The Vietnamese women who fought for their country” 
http://www.bbc.com/news/in-pictures-37986986, and IndieWire “‘The Vietnam 
War’: How Vietnamese Women Saw Combat and Got Involved in Other 
Harrowing War Efforts” http://www.indiewire.com/2017/09/the-vietnam-war-ken-
burns-lynn-novick-mai-elliott-women-truck-drivers-pbs-1201880165/. 

 

  

Vietnam’s Heroic Mother Statue in Quang Nam Province, 
by sculptor Dinh Gia Thang. The fundraising for the statue’s 
construction began in 2004. 

http://www.bbc.com/news/in-pictures-37986986
http://www.indiewire.com/2017/09/the-vietnam-war-ken-burns-lynn-novick-mai-elliott-women-truck-drivers-pbs-1201880165/
http://www.indiewire.com/2017/09/the-vietnam-war-ken-burns-lynn-novick-mai-elliott-women-truck-drivers-pbs-1201880165/
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7: SONGS OF PROTEST 

by Wilfred Paloma 

In the article Anti-war protest songs of the 
‘60’s and ‘70’s, Dave White explains: “The 
Vietnam War was a dominant musical theme 
in the '60s and '70s. Anti-war songs were 
much in evidence at the Woodstock festival 
in 1969, and were an integral part of virtually 
every anti-war protest march and rally. Many 
of these songs were banned from 
mainstream radio stations, but found the 
perfect audience on the so-called 
‘underground’ or ‘alternative’ FM stations 
that played the albums which became what 
we know today as classic rock.”  

These songs came out of the American 
cultural consciousness that strongly 
disagreed with the American presence and participation in Vietnam. Lyrics 
reflected a prevailing anti-war sentiment throughout the United States particularly 
from the youth of the time.  

Examples of these songs:  

“2 + 2 = ?” - The Bob Seger System  
“21st Century Schizoid Man” - King Crimson  
“Bring 'Em Home” - Pete Seeger  
“Draft Resister” - Steppenwolf 
“Monster” - Steppenwolf  
“Eve of Destruction” - Barry McGuire  
“Find the Cost of Freedom” - Crosby Stills 
Nash & Young 
“Ohio” - Crosby Stills Nash & Young  
“Fortunate Son” - Creedence Clearwater 
Revival  
“Give Peace a Chance” - John Lennon 
“Imagine” - John Lennon  
“Handsome Johnny” - Richie Havens  

“I Ain't Marching Anymore” - Phil Ochs  
“I-Feel-Like-I'm-Fixin'-To-Die Rag” - Country Joe and The Fish 
“Masters of War” - Bob Dylan 
“Universal Soldier” - Donovan 
“War” - Edwin Starr 
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8: POP CULTURE & ASIAN 

AMERICAN COMMUNITIES  

by Wilfred Paloma & Eli Chung 

As people are forcibly displaced and scattered around the world due to reasons 
of conflict and violence, performance has become an avenue for immigrants and 
refugees to engage in discourse about their multitude of experiences. In the 
United States, Pew Research Center reports more than 20 million Asian 
Americans tracing their roots to over 20 Asian countries as of 2017. Many of 
these 20 million Americans are children of immigrants and refugees, who for 
decades have been underrepresented in American media and performance arts. 
However, that is changing today.  

According to Dr. Long Bui who studies the 
sociology of migrants and refugees, a new 
emphasis is placed on “the refugee repertoire” 
in the studies of Asian American literature and 
culture. The refugee repertoire, Dr. Bui argues, 
provides a window into the experience of 
refugees and children of refugees, “as they craft 
the texts and scripts needed to represent (and 
survive) post-war trauma on their own terms.” 

Given the lack of mainstream representation of 
Southeast Asian American youth, alternative art 
forms instead become the primary playgrounds 
in which Asian American youth construct their 
own history and self-image. Marginalized youth 
of color assert their agency in works like Gene 
Luen Yang’s graphic novel American Born 
Chinese, MC Jin’s 2004 hip-hop hit Learn Chinese and Qui Nguyen’s comedy 
with music Vietgone, that counter the mainstream (mis)representation of refugee 
communities as victims or outsiders. 

The fact that first and second generation Asian Americans are engaging in these 
art forms is indicative of a desire to sift through the distortion of “self” in a 
predominately white European society. In the case of Vietnamese American 
youth, the consumption and production of American pop culture has enabled 
these artists to address the trauma and survival of the refugee experience. 
Through the creative process, the “post-memory” generation of Vietnamese 
Americans interact with and articulate the history of the Vietnam War on their 
own terms.  
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9: DECONSTRUCTING 

RACIAL HISTORY 

by Eli Chung 

“…to hold, as ’twere, the mirror up to nature, to show virtue her own 
feature, scorn her own image, and the very age and body of the time his 

form and pressure.” 

–Hamlet III.2 

Metatheatricality is the technique in which theatre calls attention to itself as a 
work of fiction and an artificial product of human creation. Through this 
awareness, the audience gains new insight into not only the conflicts within the 
play, but as they point to the reality in which we live and take part in. Because, as 
Hamlet argues: Theatre is a mirror held to nature in the time of its creation, 
reflecting the virtues and ills of the society in which it stands. 

Playwrights have been employing non-naturalistic techniques to enhance the 
audience’s self-reflection in the theatre and the ability to connect fictional stories 
to real-life concerns. German playwright and director Bertolt Brecht’s Epic 
Theatre is a staple of self-reflective theatre that aims to not only engage but 
encourage the audience to take action and make change in the real world 
outside of the theatre. Brechtian theatre does so through various non-naturalistic 
and non-Aristotelian methods, including breaking the “fourth wall,” double-
casting, costume and set changes in full view of the audience, intentional 
fragmentation and interruption in the narrativ, and so on. Brecht’s goal was to 
bring a critical perspective to the theatre-going experience, and inspire the 
audience to recognize the social injustices and prejudices present onstage as 
well as around us. 

In recent years, there has been a renewed awareness of the racial injustice in the 
United States, prompting activists and artists alike to seek new ways to highlight 
and create call to action against contemporary 
colonialism and the systemic oppression of people of 
color. Qui Nguyen’s Vietgone is one example in which 
the artist utilizes unconventional and non-naturalistic 
theatre techniques (pop culture references, rap music 
and comical breaking-the-fourth-wall moments) to 
engage the audience while calling attention to its 
message of diversity and perseverance. 

Vietgone is not alone in this endeavor. In 1979, British 
playwright Caryl Churchill’s Cloud Nine premiered in 
Devon, England. Cloud Nine is considered Churchill’s 
landmark play that uses non-naturalistic techniques, 
playing with time and identity, to draw parallels 
between colonialism and contemporary sexual 
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oppression. The play has a two-act structure. Act I is set in British colonial Africa 
in the 19th century, while Act II brings the characters to 1979’s London. Typically, 
a black servant in Act I is played by a white actor, while the son of a colonial 
administrator is played by a woman. In Act II, the woman who plays the son in 
Act I now plays the mother, while the white actor who plays the black servant 
takes on the role of the son’s gay lover. The cross-racial and cross-gender 
casting in Cloud Nine invites the audience to critically examine Britain’s colonial 
past and today’s gender politics. Churchill reveals that Betty, the mother and wife 
to the colonial administrator, is played by a man because she “wants to be what 
men want her to be,” and “does not value herself as a woman.” Similarly, by 
seeing a white actor playing the role of a black servant, the audience is supposed 
to recognize the rupture of identity in the black servant as result of the 
internalized colonial oppression. 

Branden Jacobs-Jenkins’ An 
Octoroon (2014) similarly plays 
with the performance of race and 
makes pointed commentary on the 
history of slavery and racial 
stereotypes in artistic 
representation. The play has no 
less than sixteen characters, 
however the playwright 
recommends the characters to be 
played by eight or nine actors. The 
male characters are performed 
cross-racially by actors wearing 

blackface, whiteface and redface, while the female characters are portrayed by 
actresses that match the characters’ race. Jacobs-Jenkins, by designing the play 
this way, creates the Brechtian effect of audience awareness and self-reflection. 
An Octoroon provides biting commentary on the social issue of racial 
discrimination as well as criticism to the portrayal of race in Dion Boucicault’s The 
Octoroon (1859), to which An Octoroon is an adaptation of. 

Metatheatricality and unconventional non-naturalistic techniques of performance 
are not exclusive to experimental art-house theatre. In 2015 the Broadway 
musical Hamilton gains national fame and box office success with its integration 
of popular rap music, actors of color and the legacy of the American Revolution. 
In telling the story of Alexander Hamilton through pop music and by people of 
color, Hamilton carves out a space in the established American origin story 
usually reserved for white Europeans. 

These innovative and provocative plays are ambitious in their artistic vision as 
well as their social awareness and desire to make change. Increasingly, in the 
post-colorblind casting age, people recognize the need to rethink the 
representation and narrative about race in theatre and beyond. Plays like 
Vietgone and Hamilton are some of the recent attempts to reinvent theatre as a 
more inclusive space. And they are only the beginning of a momentum for more 
new and exciting works by and for people of color to come. 
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10: PARIS BY NIGHT: 

ENTERTAINMENT VIETNAM 

by Vinh G. Nguyen 

Paris by Night is a Vietnamese-speaking variety show that features traditional 
and popular musical performances, short one-act plays and comedy sketches. 
The first performance of the show was produced in 1983 in Paris, gaining its title. 
Paris by Night it operated by Thuy Nga Productions, with its owners being 
members of the Vietnamese family who founded the company. In the late 1980s, 
the company’s headquarter was relocated to Orange County, California, in order 
to reach and serve a larger Vietnamese community. Since then, Paris by Night 
has been produced across the United States and around the world, wherever 
there is a large overseas Vietnamese community. A typical production of Paris by 
Night is performed and filmed in front a live audience in a selected theater, 
followed by an official DVD release of that production a few months later. Paris 
by Night is the most popular Vietnamese-language entertainment production 
outside of its country of origin. Over the years, it has become a staple in most 
Vietnamese households and is currently in its 135th production. 

       

Paris by Night started out as a simple production providing pure entertainment for 
a small Vietnamese community in France, but has now grown into a global brand 
that extends beyond its namesake. The show is narrated by two reasoned 
masters of ceremony: Nguyen Ngoc Ngan, an author and writer, and Nguyen 
Cao Ky Duyen, the daughter of the former prime minster of South Vietnam before 
the Fall of Saigon. The dynamic duo not only introduces the musical acts, but 
also provides insightful commentaries, comic relief and historical context as they 
relate to the themes of each show. Paris by Night’s diverse program features 
famous Vietnamese pop singers and performers, most of which with their loyal 
fan-base within Vietnamese audiences around the world. However, the show’s 
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creative team is often made up of notable American directors and 
choreographers such as: The Voice’s Alan Carter, NBC’s Ron de Moraes and 
choreographer Shanda Sawyer. With their extraordinary visions for grand 
spectacles and epic story telling, these directors helped Paris by Night establish 
its entertainment trademark and global recognition. 

For many Vietnamese immigrants who left our war-torn country in search of a 
new life, the performing arts are one of the ways for us to perverse our cultural 
identity on a stranger’s land. For over three decades, Paris by Night has provided 
more than just quality entertainment for overseas Vietnamese communities 
around the world. The show often features musical reenactments of historical 
events surrounding the Vietnam War from the perspective of the Republic of 
Vietnam, which serve as a direct criticism and protest against the communist 
regime in Vietnam. However, the more optimistic parts of the show celebrate the 
culture and experience of Vietnamese-Americans, their resilient spirit, and their 
societal accomplishments and contributions. Over the years, Paris by Night has 
proven itself to be is a prominent cultural influence in shaping the Vietnamese 
immigrant experience and instrumental in the preservation of our cultural heritage 
for many generations to come.  
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A BRIEF TIMELINE OF THE 

VIETNAM WAR 

 

In 1887, France imposed a colonial 
system over Vietnam, calling it 
FRENCH INDOCHINA. The system 
came to include Tonkin, Annam, 
Cochin China, Cambodia and Laos. 

        

Between 1923-1925, 
HO CHI MINH (born 
Nguyen That Thanh, 
1890-1969) trained in 
the Soviet Union as a 
Communist agent. 
After his return to 
Vietnam, he founded 
the INDOCHINESE 
COMMUNIST PARTY 
in 1930, and began his 
political career 
promoting an 
independent 
communist Vietnam. 

 

 

As the Asian-Pacific War began, 
JAPANESE troops occupied Vietnam in 
1940, and ended the colonial era with a 
coup against French authorities in 1945. 
Japan then declared Vietnam, along with 
Laos and Cambodia, independent. 

In 1941, Ho Chin Minh established the 
LEAGUE FOR THE INDEPENDENCE 
OF VIETNAM, also known as the Viet 
Minh. The Viet Minh aimed to achieve 
an independent Vietnam, resisting 
both French and Japanese occupation. 
After Japan was defeated in WWII, 
and French authorities started to seize 
control of Vietnam again. 
Ho Chin Minh declared an 
independent NORTH VIETNAM in 
1945, and began their guerilla 
warfare against the French the next 
year. 
 
 
 
The Viet Minh flag  

 

During the Cold War, President Dwight D. 
Eisenhower argued that the fall of French 
Indochina would lead to communist 
takeovers in Southeast Asia. This policy is 
known in history as THE DOMINO 
THEORY, which then justified American 
involvement in Vietnam for two decades 
from 1954 to 1975. 
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NATIONAL LIBERATION FRONT 
(NLF) formed in 1960’s South 
Vietnam as an antigovernment 
insurgency. The U.S. viewed the NLF 
as an arm of North Vietnam and 
started calling the military wing of the 
NLF the VIET CONG—short for 
Vietnam Cong-san, or Vietnamese 
communists. 

Ngo Dinh Diem became the prime 
minister of South Vietnam in 1954, 
backed by the U.S. government. Diem’s 
regime faced considerable political 
challenges, especially from communist 
subversives still active in the south. To 
secure his rule, Diem relied on American 
advisors and his own family and 
developed an autocratic state. Though 
the South Vietnamese government 
presented itself to the world as a 
developing democracy, it was anti-
democratic and nepotistic. Government 
censorship curtailed freedom of press 
and political dissent; the regime 
supervised private armies to locate, 
arrest, imprison and execute suspected 
communists and North Vietnam 
sympathizers. According to some 
sources, more South Vietnamese were 
killed during Diem’s four year anti-
communist purge than during the First 
Indochina War of 1946-54. 

 

Sources: BBC News World-Asia http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-16568035 
History.com http://www.history.com/topics/vietnam-war-timeline 
Alpha History: http://alphahistory.com/vietnamwar/south-vietnam/ 
Global Security: https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/vietnam/rvn-vnaf.htm 

 

In 1973, president Nixon signed the 
PARIS PEACE ACCORD, ending direct 
U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War. 

 

April, 1975, FALL OF SAIGON: 
communist forces seized Saigon, the 
capital city of South Vietnam. South 
Vietnam surrendered. In the following 18 
hours, U.S. Marine and Air Force 
helicopters evacuated more than 1,000 
Americans and nearly 7,000 South 
Vietnamese refugees out of Saigon. 
 

In 1964, two alleged attacks on the 
U.S. Navy in the East Vietnam Sea 
by the Viet Cong prompted the U.S. 
to pass the GULF OF TONKIN 
RESOLUTION. The Resolution 
authorized President Lyndon 
Johnson to “take all necessary 
measures to repel any armed attack 
against the forces of the United 
States and to prevent further 
aggression” and launched America’s 
full-scale involvement in the Vietnam 
War. 

 

The Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) 
was organized in the mid-1960s into 
five tactical wings and a depot 
wing. By June 1974, the VNAF had 
become the fourth largest Air Force 
in the world. 
“Vietnamization” of the war led to an 
enlarged and accelerated training 
program for members of the VNAF 
and to much larger materiel 
deliveries. “VNAF came into its own 
during the 1972 offensive,” said a 
USAF advisor. “In the defense of 
Kontum the VNAF has been 
magnificent, absolutely magnificent.” 

             

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-16568035
http://www.history.com/topics/vietnam-war-timeline
http://alphahistory.com/vietnamwar/south-vietnam/
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/vietnam/rvn-vnaf.htm
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT 

QUESTIONS 

1. What is one surprising thing you found out recently about 

your family? 

2. Where is home for you? Have you had to leave somewhere 

you called home? 

3. What is the furthest you have ever travelled from 

home?  What did you learn from that experience? 

4. Describe a time you felt completely out of place. 

5. What does the word “Vietnam” bring up for you? 


