
HAI NGUYEN INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT  
00:40  Josh: “What part of Vietnam were you in before you left?” 

Nguyen: “I was in Saigon.” 

00:45 Josh: “Did you know anyone in the service? Any relatives?” 

Nguyen: “Well my dad was in the Vietnamese navy and he was in the service till he left high school till 
he left Vietnam.” 

00:58 Josh: “Do you know what year he enlisted in the service?” 

Nguyen: “Not exactly what year but I know the year he left.” 

01:03 Josh: “And when did he leave?” 

Nguyen: “1975 April 30.” 

01:07 Josh: “What year did you leave Vietnam?” 

Nguyen: “I left in October 1981. The exact date I don’t remember.” 

01:15 Josh: “And how did you leave Vietnam?” 

Nguyen: “I left Vietnam because I lost contact with my dad from 75-81 so I know my mom told me we 
had to leave and so she say, I ask her where she goes and she says “I’m not sure myself” so next thing I 
know I end up in the United States.” 

01:36 Josh: “And how did you get to the United States?” 

Nguyen: “My dad would sponsor me and I guess we are the first generation when U.S. Immigration 
allows the American people to sponsor a family member to come to the United States.” 

01:53 Josh: “And how did you get there? What means of transportation? Did you take a boat or a 
plane?” 

Nguyen: “Well originally we take an airplane but before we take airplane I was in jail for like 6 months, 
we try to escape the country because communists take over so we end up in jail for 6 months then 
that’s what 1978/1977 I was in jail so by the time we left jail then we try to locate my grandparents. We 
took a while to locate them but we finally manage to locate. And my grandparents my dad’s side he was, 
doesn’t want my mom and my dad gets together so he would hide all the letter all the contact so 
apparently, my mom finds the contact and then she communicate with my dad and next thing you know 
the immigration paper she signed and it’s in all English so she doesn’t know what she signed and next 
thing she ends up in the United States.” 

02:54 Josh: “What was it like being in prison at such an early age?” 

Nguyen: “Well well, prison I was 7 year old, when my mom in prison I was outside, I get kick outside and 
there no food to eat, no drink so the VC police officer they beat me up, they beat my mom up and I saw 
a couple older women mid-30 I saw they got raped by the officers.” 



 

03:23 Josh: “Who were you staying with while your mom was in jail?” 

Nguyen: “Outside, went around, looked through the jail door hold her hand she’s in the jail I’m out the 
bar between us so I'm just hanging there. At night time they’d let us come in to sleep with our mom but 
daytime they separate us so I just went around like a lost puppy.” 

03:50 Josh: “Did the prison give you food to eat while your mom was in jail?” 

Nguyen: “Yes and no. Depended on the officer. If the officer likes you, he gives some food. If they don’t 
like you they beat you up and take your food away. So I learned to kiss their butt and be their buddy 
buddy so I can get some food.” 

04:35 Josh: “You said your mom was in for 6 months?” 

Nguyen: “6 months.” 

04:37 Josh: “And you weren’t doing any schooling at the time?” 

Nguyen: “So I didn’t go to school at all so the only time I begin school when I came to the United States 
in 1981. So when my dad left us wanted to pull family and the VC they know my dad was Vietnamese  
trying to escape the country therefore they not allow us go school not at all and we can’t afford go 
school neither cause we poor. My mom single woman taking care 3 kids, no food, no job, no place to live 
because they come in they take our house, our clothes, everything belonged to them. So we have to live 
on the street for a period of time. Help my mom locate her parents and then they take us down to South 
Vietnamese way down south and then we live there. We’re not allowed to go to school because it cost 
money to go to school, we can’t afford it. So my grandparents on my moms side payed to help my mom 
so my oldest brother have the oppurtunity to go to school. My 2nd brother go to school somewhat and 
for me we have no money left so I didn’t go to school. I didn’t know how to read, I don’t know how to 
write, I don’t know anything.” 

05:55 Josh: “You said you lived in the South, how did it compare to the North?” 

Nguyen: “Well in Saigon it’s not North. Saigon is also part of south but we go down south south and 
there’s more farm, rice fields, I have to go into rice fields pick up rice, walk through mud catching fish, 
catching crab, catching whatever I can to eat, frog, and sometimes I don’t have anything to eat so I just 
eat what I can.” 

06:29 Josh: “Were you working or were you just looking for food for you and your family?” 

Nguyen: “I’m just looking for food to support my mom because she tried to look for a job, she can’t find 
any job, so she had a skill alteration, she fixed people clothes for a living and so she try cook rice and sell 
food and whatever. We do whatever it take to survive. so everyday my brother and I would scour out, 
we go to neighbor we steal neighbor chicken, neighbor clothes, and neighbor food and sometimes we 
get caught by the neighbor they beat us up and so we do whatever we need to survive.” 

07:10 Josh: “And while you were looking for food do you have any notable stories from one of those 
days or events?” 



Nguyen: “Well, while we look for food, one guy, he was fishing, so we saw him put a pile of fish and 
while he take a nap midday we come over we take his fish, we run away and we also catch the neighbor 
chicken and we got caught, and the neighbor beat us up. And I remember the neighbor, he had a knife 
he tried to slice try to cut me because we steal his food. So as a kid I experience bad things.” 

07:50 Josh: “Did you get in any major trouble or any legal trouble with your neighbors?” 

Nguyen: “Well yeah they report the government the police officers that we little kids try stealing stuff. 
So we got punishment and they evict us from neighbor and we have to relocate to different area.” 

08:10 Josh: “And where do you relocate after you were evicted?” 

Nguyen: “About a couple miles down the streets. Same area but down the streets.” 

08:16 Josh: “And you were living with your grandparents at the time?” 

Nguyen: “Live with my grandparents my grandfather used to be very rich guy, but when the VC coming 
over he lose a lot of land, a lot of houses and he have little land left and he give it to my mom so my 
mom and we build house, little house I guess made out of grass. Not a brick house. I don’t know if you 
read three little pigs, but they make the house out of straw. We don’t make house out of straw. We 
make it out of I guess rice field paper so it’s very easily burned and when the rains coming down, our 
bed, our room is all wet, and so we don’t have good shelter.” 

09:12 Josh: “So you said the Viet Cong took multiple of your houses, did it seem they were an 
unbeatable force, there was like no hope against the Viet Cong, they were just taking and taking?” 

Nguyen: “Put this way, when the government come and take over, you just give to them, because they 
got the gun they got the power, they got the power force whatever, they just say “that’s mine” you had 
to give to them. And if you argue chances are you be dead.” 

09:46 Josh: “And how long did it take to make one of the shelters out of rice?” 

Nguyen: “I, I don’t remember exactly how long probably about 5 months 6 months. And my mom and I 
walk down the street we pick up rocks we pick up string since we can’t afford it my brother and I and my 
mom we go neighbor. Some neighbor helpful they help us out a little bit some neighbor won’t help so 
we could have to solve problem too so pretty much they help us and then in exchange we have to help 
them in the future.” 

10:22 Josh: “And during this time did you have anything fun that you could do when you weren’t looking 
for food?” 

Nguyen: “Fun? I had no idea what fun is cause all I’m trying to do is survive and how to eat and how to 
care for myself. Someday I have no food to eat for like two months. But we lucky we find water and 
water is not clean like United States. The water come from the pond or the river you bend down you 
drink like a dog.” 

10:59 Josh: “If you could describe your early childhood in Vietnam in one word how would you describe 
it?” 

Nguyen: “Well, How would I describe it? Well, I was one of kids to unfortunately, live in wartime. I 
remember April 30 1975. That’s when my dad left and I had no idea where he go, so my mom and I and 



couple of my mom friends we go around we search for dead body. And I had to turn almost every dead 
man body or dead woman body look for my dad. And I wish I never had to do that but that’s the past 
and I have to live on and because the past make me stronger today.” 

11:48 Josh: “And did you find out your father was alive when you were in Vietnam or when you came to 
the country?” 

Nguyen: “No. April 30, 7:00 in the morning. April 29 my mom and my dad have an argument, I 
remember that because my mom cried on my shoulder. So my dad’s like, you gotta do whatever you 
gotta do, I won’t be around and he just left. That was nighttime and the whole night I didn’t sleep. I 
wake up next morning, I don’t see my dad home so I ask my mom all times and she’s like I don’t know 
where your dad go. So we don’t have phone call we don’t have telephone all day so I cannot call my dad 
so I was only 4 yr old 5 yr old, I had no idea where my dad work, all I know is he’s a navy boy that’s it. So 
April 30 morning 7:00 in the morning a friend of my dad saw my mom and is like “oh we saw a couple 
dead guy” guns, cannons, tanks, bullets, you name it so we had no idea what was going on my mom was 
panicked so she try call my dad’s older brother so, and he was injured he got shot too so he says let’s go 
look for your husband. So my uncle was helping her looking for dead body. So we walk miles and miles 
and I remember I flip over hundreds of dead body looking for my dad and I remember my body covered 
in all blood. So I try look for my dad but we took a couple days can’t find it so and when the government 
coming in taking over so we had to escape cause we afraid they gonna kill us too. So we had to run all 
the way down South with my grandparents on my mom’s side so we had to hide in the cage underneath. 
I don’t see daylight for days cause we scared, we hiding.” 

14:13 Josh: “After those initial days did you lose hope that you would never find your father?” 

Nguyen: “Well yes I lose hope. Let me ask you this question, if you don’t see your dad, the day before 
you don’t see your dad, you see your parents arguing, ok, you young you don’t know what they are 
arguing about, parent argue, that’s normal, wake up next morning you don’t see your dad, days after 
days, you don’t see your dad, months after months you don’t see your dad, years after years you don’t 
see your dad. So until 1981, when the first time I stepped out the airport in the United States, I had no 
idea where I’m at, I don’t know this man, I don’t recognize him anymore. He left me when I was 5 years 
old. And so when you 11 that’s 6 years later, do you remember your dad after you lost contact for 6 
years? All I remembered was I thought my dad was dead, that’s all I remember, and I remember every 
day, I look at my hands, my hands covered with blood.“ 

15:17 Josh: “And when you were in America and your father came back into your life how did it 
change?” 

 Nguyen: “When I came to United States, another nightmare come to me, I find my dad have another 
woman. He had an affair with another woman, he had a kid with another woman, so I saw pictures of 
my dad hugging whole bunch of women who is naked and he put his hand to his women body and 
women parts and I saw a whole bunch of naked women pictures and I saw my mom cry every day. So 
my dad left, every time my mom ask him for money, my dad hit my mom, he would run me over with 
car, he chased me with a knife, he push my mom down the stair, so he really abusive man when I grow 
up so, and I hate him every day. So my mom says ‘son you want be better man, you got to go back to 
school, this is America it’s a new life for you, you have to learn to be a better person than your dad. 
Cause I hate him every day, up to today.’” 



 

 

 

16:34 Josh: “And do you think those experiences from your father turned you into a better father 
today?” 

Nguyen: “My dad beat me up every day. Every time I have a friend, he beat me up. Every time I talk to a 
white kid, he beat me up. Every time I talk to a black kid, he beat me up. Every time I talk to a girl he 
beat me up. Every time I don’t do my homework he beat me up. Every time report card come home, he 
doesn’t take anything less than an A. If you have a B he beat you up. And my mom doesn’t want to call 
police to push charges against him. My dad doesn’t buy me clothes. What kinda clothes I wear? Clothes 
from the church. What kinda food I have, Old food for night time, that’s the food I eat. My dad doesn’t 
give me money, doesn’t give my mom money. My mom look for a job, my dad refuse to let her look/find 
a job. My dad doesn’t let her drive a car. He’s a very I guess bossy man so.“ 

17:53 Josh: “Did you ever wonder as a child why he was doing these things to you? Why he was mean 
and abusive?” 

Nguyen: “Do I ever wonder, yes, my dad, we have three brother. We have three sons in the house. The 
oldest son, that’s my dad’s favorite boy. The second one he somewhat like him. He doesn’t like me. 
Sometime I feel like I’m not his real son and I ask my mom every day why my dad hate me so much. 
She’s like I don’t know and whatever my oldest brother want, he get. When I want, he pull out the belt, 
he whipped me. He get a stick he beat me up. For some reason I’m the kid in the house that he hate. I 
don’t know why. I wonder all day. Even today I ask him ‘Why you hate me so much?’ Today he had a 
stroke, he had a heart attack, diabetic, he live with me. The oldest brother doesn’t take care of him. I 
take care of him. But he still hate me for it. Like last time he went outside he got ammonia which is 
about a month ago. So he come in, he cough, and I see a little blood come out his nose, I call 911, he 
hate me because I call 911 on him. He thought I call cop against him. Because I tell him stop hitting me. 
He hit me all the time. Even today he still hit me sometime. And my little boy my 7 year old son, he hit 
him sometime too. I guess because when I ask my mom 1 time, and I ask my uncle, my uncle told me the 
reason he hate you is because when you were young, you not educated. You don’t have good grades. 
And I tell him I’m not educated and don’t have good grades because I didn’t start school until I was 11 
years old. So think about it, I lost study. Think about it, you don’t go to school from the day you were 
born, until you are an 11 year old, how good do you do in school? So my uncle say ‘He hate you because 
you don’t have good grades.’ Your oldest brother, he come to United State, he get A/Bs your second 
brother maintained B/Cs, and you barely survived. And I remember when I graduate from High School, 
my GPA was 0.6. He didn’t even come to my high school graduation. When I graduated for my MVA he 
didn’t even show up to my graduation, so.” 

20:31 Josh: “And did you ever fight back to the abuse or try?” 

Nguyen: “Have I fought back my dad? Yes I did, I broke his arm, I come home from school I remember 
this was 8th grade. It was Arundel Junior School while today it’s called Arundel Middle school. I walk 
home from school, my dad was supposed to pick me up from the school, he didn’t pick me up. So I walk 
a mile, almost 2 miles to get home. My dad and mom were in an argument, my dad got a knife chasing 



my mom. She got cut. I kick the door, bang the door and nobody open. I hear my mom screaming, so I 
kick the door, I coming in, my dad is chasing my mom with a knife. So he chase me too. He push me, try 
to kill my mom. So I go after him, I choke him. I pushed him against the wall. I broke his arm.” 

21:27 Josh: “Did you tell anyone at school or did you keep it all to yourself?“ 

Nguyen: “I keep it all to myself because I’m afraid, I thought about call the cops at the time but my mom 
say no you don’t want your dad to go to prison so we had to remain silent up to today.” 

21:45 Josh: “Do you have any regrets on not saying something?” 

Nguyen: “I do, but I didn’t have a dad since I was a kid. The first time in my life I have the opportunity to 
live with my dad. So if my dad go to jail, I have to live a life without a dad and think about it you don’t 
have a dad from when you were four years old, until you were 11 and you met your dad again. Do you 
wanna live the life you have no dad? Things got hard, you had to make decisions sometimes.” 

22:31 Josh: “And how did your other family members change after you came to the U.S.?” 

Nguyen: “When we come to the United States, 1981, we are the first million people allowed by U.S. 
immigration. Where I go school, there is no Asian. The only Asians in school are my brother, my 
brothers, and I cause I have two older brothers so we are the 3 Asian people in school. The class was 545 
students, I remember only 3 black people, the rest of them white. I have no friends, no one talk to me 
cause I can’t talk to anybody and I been bullied by the white people, I been bullied by the black people 
and cause I’m the smallest kid in class and so they bully me and I fight back cause I cannot talk so I got 
detention, principal pull me in, he yell at me, and I don’t know how to express myself because I cannot 
speak English so I kick the principal in the face so he expelled me because I beat him up. so I was one of 
kids never good in school, cause think about it, I don’t have the discipline like I should and that’s why I 
act the way I act and when you don’t speak English, you can’t express your true feelings and plus 
sometimes you live life as a kid and your life is so messed up and then you go home your dad abuse you, 
you go home and your mom got abused by your dad we had no food to eat even though we’re in the 
United States, and we cannot talk to anybody, we scared. I was scared in Vietnam and I scared in United 
States too. We don’t know what we are gonna do in United States so we try to keep to our self and it 
makes some things worse.” 

24:31 Josh: “How long was it until you really got a grip on the English Language so you were able to 
express yourself?” 

Nguyen: “About 2 years and I watch T.V. everyday cartoon. My favorite cartoon was Tom and Jerry 
that’s where I learn most of my language and of course Tom and Jerry, very famous today too, it’s very 
violent cartoon in a way. It’s not some cartoon you watch and enjoy its very violent cartoon. Killing each 
other, and still survive and all this stuff so you a kid, first time you go to the United States. I never had a 
T.V. When I come to the United States, the first T.V. I open, Tom and Jerry. So they don’t use a lot of 
English so I watch that because I tried to watch something that doesn’t have that much English so Tom 
and Jerry is perfect cartoon for it. So it’s taken me about 2 to 3 years to learn English.“ 

25:31 Josh: “And what were some of the other activities you did for fun at the time?” 

Nguyen: “In high school I would try gymnastics, my dad find out, he beat me up. I try wrestling, my dad 
find out he beat me up and I try Track and Field, he find out, he beat me up. Pretty much almost every 



sport I tried out, he beat me up. And I had to manage to like slip behind him so I told him I have to go to 
my friend’s house so that way I could do gymnastics.” 

26:08 Josh: “And did you get to stick with a sport for a full season maybe or was it always just 
changing?” 

Nguyen: “I stayed for the season when I was in 10th grade. 10,11,12. That’s when I become mature 
young man so I be stronger and I do a lot of Martial arts I do a lot of push-ups, sit-ups so when my dad 
begin to beat me up again I fight back. So I fight back I punch him, and from then he scared to hit me. 
And I told my dad ‘If you ever put your hand on me again, I’ll kill you.’ and from there is stopped hitting 
me. So I hate to say that to my dad but man, sometimes you have to do that.“ 

26:55 Josh: “And did your family work to adopt an American culture or stick to traditional Vietnamese 
traditions?” 

Nguyen: “Well my parent’s teach culture Vietnamese even today, I teach my kids culture Vietnamese my 
dad come to the United States in 1975 and he had 1 job or actually 2 jobs, one job he worked at Fort 
Meade, a base until it was shut down for the military only and the other he work for Navama 
corporation, but that was sold to international labor. They laid him off then my dad lost all his 
retirement benefits from them and he get mad because he lose all his retirement benefits. And I told 
him that he never listen to me because he’s the only child that he doesn’t like. I learned this: That 
whatever my oldest brother say, my father, he listen and whatever I say, he doesn’t listen to me. I am a 
stranger in my household. I remember my oldest brother, he shot me with a gun and stabbed me with a 
knife. My 2nd brother shot me with a BB gun and I still have bullet in my neck right now. So and then 
they try to beat me up every day too. So pretty much I was a child who got abused as a kid. So I learned 
and I teach my son don’t let anyone bully you or abuse you. Fight back. What you believe in.“ 

28:38 Josh: “And when you came over was there anyone who helped you?” 

Nguyen: “When I came over my mom met one lady, her name is Lin. She’s married to American soldier, 
army, White guy, and she very friendly and my dad doesn’t like her at all cause she helped my mom all 
the way and today she still help my mom. And Mr. Thomason that’s her husband name, he was always 
there. One thing about Mr. Thomason he’s always drunk and he drink at least 10-12 cans of beer a day 
every day. His face always red like a sun. For some reason he always look drunk but he isn’t drunk. He 
still drive a car while he drink. I told him don’t do that but he still do that and she’s there to help my 
mom and she had one son his name’s Steven, he passed away already. And another son named Kevin 
and Kevin is same age as my oldest brother and Kevin is not a good kid in school, he’s a very violent guy 
and he’s the kind of guy, to sleep with any girl he touch his hands on. That’s Kevin. And Steven, his 
nickname was Dr.Pimpin, because he flirt with almost every girl in high school. So this lady is a friend of 
my mom, she helped my mom find a job, she teach my mom driving. And she take me out buy me food, 
candy, buy me clothes and buy me toys so the first time I had experienced a toy was because of her.“ 

30:38 Josh: “So how long was it until you felt America was your home?” 

Nguyen: “Well when I come to united states I had no food eat even though my dad no buy me food so 
how long it take, about five year later, six year later. And that’s when I was 15 so 15 something. I got my 
first job a McDonald and the lady who hire me she Korean, she mixed with white so she speak Korean 
too. She learned the Asian culture, her dad was white and in the navy or army whatever, military guy. 



Her mom is Korean so she give me job at McDonald I remember back in those days you make like $2.50 
an hour and now back in real long time now, your teacher probably remember. So think about it in your 
first time get a job and she always there, she give me food to eat and I remember she 28 so you know 
she after work she gave me lift home and she give me her phone number and she like if you no can go to 
work call me up and then you need anything you call me up, and so someday my parents left and my 
mom got job my dad never home. So from 11 year old to like 16 they always left me at home by myself. 
My oldest brother he hang out with his friends and then I know against the law you can’t leave the kid at 
home at certain age, well I was at home alone when I was 11 years old so I was home alone from 12, 13, 
14, 15, and my dad don’t care about much for united states law, he do whatever he wanted to do. So 
and I learned that my mom’s like your dad break almost every law in united states, so my mom’s like 
don’t be like him  when you’re older, you have to be better than him. So I promised my mom I’d be 
better than him, so we all focus hard, study hard, I was struggling studying and for the first time I 
learned how to read, learn to write, learn to do math, learn to blend in with the American culture, hang 
around with American friends for first time, they all talking in English I look at them like I don’t know 
what you talking about. But I learned eventually, 3 year. 4 year later. Then I hang around with this 
Korean woman who work at McDonald and so she take me out after we get off work, she ask like is your 
parents home? I say no, she like want to come over hang out at my house, watch TV. And she like baby 
sits me at the time.” 

33:32 Josh:  “When you got your first job was it a big change for you, to have money for yourself, more 
independence?” 

Nguyen: “Yeah when I have my first job in the big thing yes, but it is big thing because I never seen US 
dollar and I open up envelope I no see money, cause in Vietnam when you go work and you get paid its 
cash, American you guys don’t believe in cash you guys believe in checks. So when you open your 
paycheck I see piece of paper, I go up to this Korean woman I say what is this, she say that’s your 
paycheck, I say what is that, then she say well let me show you. So she get her paycheck out she show 
me her paycheck too, then I say what I do with this piece of paper, and think about it, you 15 you never 
saw paycheck so and then she say well take it home to your dad, your mom they know what to do. So 
that day I come up to my mom, guess what my mom confiscated my check, she took my check, put 
money in her bank account, because we don’t have money. She took my checks, she took my brothers 
checks, one thing I notice, my older brother never work, until he graduated, until he get is PhD as 
pharmacist.  My parents pay all his tuition, his car, clothes, everything, all his expenses, my mom, my 
parents paid for it. My second brother my parents pay half, like when the time I go to college I had no 
money, I had to work hard for my money to go to college. And I had to work second job, so I remember 
when I work at McDonald, one night I had to take out the trash, one guy got beat up I went to help it 
turns out he is a promoter for a fighter, so and then he ask me to become a kick boxer, and then I fight 
so he pay me cash on the side, so that’s how I save my money to buy a car, because all the money I 
make at McDonalds, 7-11 at the time, it all go to my mom.” 

35:47 Josh: “Can you describe how you got into the kick boxing scene?” 

Nguyen: “Well, I guess because I was a fighter when I was a kid, my brother go to school and get in 
trouble, I go to school get in trouble and I fight and I learned martial arts along the way. And I mean I 
had friends who taught me about martial arts so I studied, learned some when I was 4, under my 
grandparents, my uncle and yeah. And when I fought for this guy and then one guy was me he said ‘Hey 



you good fighter you want to become kick boxing?’ I said ‘um okay’, he said ‘I pay you the money for it’, 
I said okay, and I was 16 years old and I got involved.  And extra cash you know” 

36:35 Josh: “Did your parents or your siblings ever find out about your kick boxing?” 

Nguyen: “No, they did no find out because I’m afraid if I tell them my dad beat me up.  So everything I 
learned is like a secret. So today my mom is like why you have so much secrets. I’m like mom, every time 
I told you and dad something you guys beat me up. So I learned to keep my mouth shut. And later when 
I go to college and I major in law, my first law professor told me like ‘you have right to remain silent, 
anything you say can be used against you.’ So I learned that and when I was a kid my parents always 
beat me up so I learned to keep my mouth shut and to not say anything after that.” 

37:28 Josh: “So what was your opinion on the United States at the time, being involved in Vietnam, 
were you for them or against them?” 

Nguyen: “Well my opinion of them, I don’t think my opinion of them matter when I was young. I’m 
happy America involved because without American Vietnam could not have gotten better. America 
involved in a lot of countries, not just Vietnam, and America have the power to help as many people as 
they can, and some people take it for granted, and I learned over time that some people say America 
not a good country, some people say good country, I say America a great place of opportunity for people 
to rebuild their lives or build a life, you got lucky you born here. You have experienced the new life in 
here, when you born in other country they die to come to United States to build a life, like I’d die to 
come to the United States, I’m still dying today. So even I lived in United States for 35 years I’m happy 
I’m here and sometimes I’m scared because this all was just a dream for me.” 

38:46 Josh: “Do you miss anything about Vietnam; anything that was over there that you wish was 
here?” 

Nguyen: “Well do I miss anything in Vietnam, probably no, because I don’t have much good experience 
in Vietnam. I don’t have good school experience and social life, economy, you name it I don’t have that. 
You know I grew up in my childhood it was not a good childhood, I grew up with no food to eat, no 
clothes to wear, no toys to play, no TV to watch and hiding from the government because my dad was in 
the navy. Not allowed to go to school, I’m not allowed to do anything. And even if you stay out of prison 
you feel like you’re in prison. Because you are not allowed to do anything, so if you live in the world and 
you aren’t allowed to do anything it’s like you are in prison. So there’s no difference, and come to 
United States there’s more. In America you have the opportunity to travel wherever you want, do 
whatever you want to do, as long as you have the money and as long as you know what you are doing, 
and you have great country here.” 

38:59 Josh: “Would you consider yourself an American, or Vietnamese, or a mixture of both?” 

Nguyen: “Well I’d prefer not to answer that question, sorry about that.” 

40:15 Josh: “That’s alright; we’ll go back to the trip. What was the trip, the journey to America like?” 

Nguyen: “What was journey to America like, well I remember when I was 11 years old I get on airplane, 
go to airport, I had never stepped in the airport, never stepped in the airplane before.  I saw big metal 
(opens arms making symbol for plane) thing, the airplane. I felt like I was on space ship and when I came 
to United State, when my mom get us papers, they call us alien, we feel like we alien because we from 



another country. Because when I watch alien movie, UFO stuff like that I feel like an alien because I was 
on an airplane, a big spaceship, I was kid I imagined I was on a spaceship. I thought I was time traveling 
when I was kid, come to United States come down here I stopped out doors in Virginia or DC, Dullas 
Airport I look and see German Shepard, Police officer, I see all different colors, nationalities, like what is 
this place?” 

41:32 Josh: “Was it a big cultural shock coming to America?” 

Nguyen: “Was it a big cultural shock yes, let me ask you this if you go to another country, you don’t 
know anything about the country when you step out of airport, what you think about that country?, its 
big shock. Well I never see school, I never seen clothes, I wear real old clothes, got holes, don’t know 
what socks or shoes is, because I wear bare feet because we live in poor country, we are poor. Come to 
United States, I see people wearing shirts; I’m like what is that thing. I go home I tell my mom that 
everybody got shirt. My mom’s like yeah it’s a shirt, I’m like how come we don’t have one? My mom’s 
like we can’t afford one. So my oldest brother guess what when my mom got money he got clothes first. 
I wear the old clothes. Think about it, oldest brother, Second brother, by the time you wear it you 
clothes not look like clothes, that what happens when you live in poor country. Same thing with toys, 
oldest brother gets the best one, then passed down, then passed to you. Are you the only child in the 
house?” 

42:47 Josh: “No I have two older siblings” 

Nguyen: “When you are the third or fourth child in the house you had the worst stuff.” 

42:59 Josh: “When you first got off the plane, what was the first thing your family did?” 

Nguyen: “When I first get off airplane, the first thing I look around and like ‘where the hell am I?’ And 
my dad asked me in English and I remember to this day, is you hungry? He asked me in English. I look at 
him, I respond in Vietnamese and he’s like you a stupid kid, how come you don’t know this. I’m like dad, 
English what is that.  My dad took me to the first time I eat big mac, so this taste different, and in old 
day, I can tell you this. Big macs in the old days, they are big, today I teach my son they called small mac 
he doesn’t call it big mac no more. So I stepped off the airplane and there’s this guy in the front of me, I 
look at my mom and I ask who is that guy? My mom’s like, that’s your dad. I’m like, I thought he was 
dead. So my mom says no he didn’t die, we thought he died. So I was surprised for the first time in my 
life I was my dad. Because I don’t remember him much.” 

44:20 Josh: “When did your mom find out your dad was still alive?” 

Nguyen: “Well my mom find out he still alive. 1979, so my grandfather he very rich guy we work for him 
and the women who work for him she have a daughter, and they have two grandsons, they about same 
age with me. Every time mail comes, my dad send mail and then my grandfather never give it to my 
mom. And then he hid the letters and one day my mom come visit her and today they both live in 
California, Los Angeles. And she’s like that’s a letter from some country called USA, do you know what 
USA is? My mom says no. So she had to do some research to find out what USA is, we did not know 
what USA was because of short acronym. And then my mom had no idea what United States is because 
we never heard of it. When my mom opened the letter, my dad never put his real name on it, he make 
up some name because he scared the letter go to some communist. So my mom read the letter and my 
dad signs his initials. So my mom take it home and she still keep them old love letters when they were 



dating each other and she compared the handwriting and she realized the letter belong to her husband, 
her lover. And she realized her husband is still alive after comparing the hand writing. Because she keep 
the old letters from when they were dating, before marriage stuff like that, the love letter my dad wrote 
for her. So that’s how she figured and realized when she sends letters to the United States she didn’t put 
her real name either. So she send letters to the United States she ask someone to mail letter for her, she 
afraid to mail the letter. So she communicate like that for like 8 months, like 9 months.” 

46:58 Josh: “Since your mom found out in 1979, did you know why she decided to not tell you until you 
got off the plane that your father was still alive?” 

Nguyen: “Well I’m not exactly sure why she didn’t tell me, I think because she thought it was too good 
to be true. And she wanted to make sure it was real because she doesn’t want to disappoint her child. 
Because you know that what sometimes mom do. They keep a secret from a kid and you can go home, 
ask a mom almost every mom keep a secret from a kid. They don’t tell the kid the whole thing, 
especially when they with your dad and because she let us believe that my dad died and even her, she 
believe he dead. And to her it was a surprise to her too, and she doesn’t know if it real or not to her, so 
she doesn’t want to disappoint her child. So it’s her job as a mom to protect her child because she 
knows we disappointed our dad died. And all these years I lived without my dad. And imagine the mom 
goes up to you and say ‘hey by the way your dad still alive in some country called America.’ We don’t 
know what America is, how you think we can respond to her, can she handle it, the way we would 
probably respond, probably no. I guess as an adult we keep secrets from our child some times and when 
you get older you understand, because right now even today, I keep secrets from my son and from my 
daughter too, because I don’t tell my kid everything. Most parents say ‘oh I tell the kid everything’, no 
they don’t, all adult parents lie, and they don’t tell the whole truth for the best interest of the kid 
sometimes. Because sometime the kids don’t need to know, and you can ask the teacher, she’ll agree to 
that too.” 

49:06 Josh: “Do you think your mom was also protecting your family in a way, do you think if she told 
you, you and your brothers would have gotten spread out?” 

Nguyen: “Yeah probably, like we got abused by government and yes in ways she protecting us, because 
you know kid can have tendency to tell another kid and another kid and then eventually the government 
would find out and we all get in trouble. So I guess that’s one way you can put it, she protected us, and I 
guess that’s what adults do sometimes. So we all look in the best interest for protecting our child, and 
our children don’t always understand that, and our children think we lie to them and they want to know. 
Take you for example, sometimes you want your mom to yell you something and but your moms like 
none your business. You don’t need to know this, and you get angry at mom or something like that. I 
know my daughter get angry, she ask like ‘dad why you hate your life so much?’ And my daughter like 
‘you lives with anger all your life.’  The reasons I live with anger all my life I because I don’t have good 
childhood like you do. I don’t eat good food like you do, I don’t have good clothes like you do, I’m not 
abusive like my dad used to be abusive to me, and when I told her that my dad had an affair with 
another woman and she don’t believe me so she confirm with grandma and grand mom start crying 
because she does not want her to know I guess she does not want to talk about it. And my mom goes up 
to me like, ‘Son there’s something you need to keep from your kid. You cannot tell your kid your old 
child hood. Give them the best childhood they’ve ever had, you can remember your childhood but they 
don’t need to know.’  And I learned that from my mom, my mom’s like what you learn from your child 



hood makes you stronger. The past does not equal the future. So what you’re doing today, it doesn’t 
equal the future. But what you do today may lead you toward the future, may, it’s up to you.” 

51:23 Josh: “When you got off the plane and you found out your dad was alive, did your brothers react 
the same way?” 

Nguyen: “Well I don’t remember because I was 5 years old, my second brother he like 3 year older than 
I am, my oldest brother is about 2 years older than him. My oldest brother born in 1965, I’m born in 
1970. I guess he old enough to remember his dad, and he does not have the experience to lift up a dead 
man’s body and look for his dad, he does not have the experience. Because he the daddy’s boy, I was 
called the momma’s boy. So where mom goes, I go. He the daddy boy, where daddy go he goes.  So he 
and my second brother they stayed home with the baby sitter. And me, my mom, my uncle go out and 
look for dead bodies so he doesn’t have experience like that. And when my mom had money to buy 
food he the oldest one, he stronger than I am. He beat me up, he grabs my food, he eats my food. He 
beat me up grab my drink, drink my drink. He beat me up, grabs my toy, play with my toy. That’s what 
older brother do sometimes they bully the younger brother. I’ve been through that experience before, 
older brother; I hate older brother because they bully younger brother. Right now sometimes my 
daughter sometimes he bully her younger brother and I stop her every time because I have experience 
as younger brother, where as she the older sister she don’t have that experience.” 

53:36 Josh: “Do you still have any anger toward your brothers for what they did to you as a child?” 

Nguyen: “I still angry for what he do to me today, not just as a child. As a child no dad, he took my food 
he took my clothes, ripped my clothes, he pushed in a pond, tried to drown me I don’t know how to 
swim. He chased me with a knife, cut me. And he get a gun and shoot me, he lift up the TV and smash 
my head, I was in a coma for like year and a half. When I wake up I lost memory of who I am, I had to go 
to therapy. And to this day he still bully me. My brother and I we don’t talk for 5 years. And I told my 
mom we don’t get along.“ 

*phone rings, repeats question* 

55:13 Nguyen: “Yes, because when I graduate from high school, he never attends my graduation. When 
I graduate for my bachelors he never showed up, when I graduate for my MBA he never attend my 
graduation, when I get married he never there for me. When he graduates, my dad makes us go to his 
graduation, master, and PhD and his wedding. So whenever it his birthday my dad throw a party for him 
and my birthday he act like I don’t exist. So I live a life of jealousy, do I get jealous of my brother yes, 
because I hate every minute of it even today. Even today I’m 47, my dad still favor him. And here’s the 
funny part, My brother lives in Virginia, my dad lives with me after he had a stroke, I have internet at my 
house under my name, under my account. My dad’s friend comes over and he tells his friend that the 
internet belongs to my brother, not my house. And I bought him a truck for his birthday and he says my 
brother bought it for him, so everything he tells his friend is my brother, not me. Including when my dad 
was in hospital I call my brother a 3 o’clock in the morning and he pick up the phone and say what the F 
you call me about, I say dad is in the hospital, he say none of my business, you live with him you take 
care it’s your responsibility not mine. So he and I have a lot of conflict and he doesn’t come visit my dad 
like he should. And when the medical bill comes he makes me pay the bills, I pay the bills. My dad keep 
telling his friend that my brother take care of him, not me.” 



57:32 Josh: “Are you in contact with your other brother?” 

Nguyen: “I don’t get along with any brother, my oldest brother and second brother, they like the buddy 
buddy guys. I’m the black sheep in the house.  Do they get along very well, yes, they bought a house 
within like 20 minutes from each other. Their kids hang out together and they don’t allow their kids to 
hang around my kids. My daughter gets along very well with their kids, and they train my daughter to 
hate me. They corrupt my daughter.” 

58:14 Josh: “What was it like coming out of the coma?” 

Nguyen: “Well I wish I did not come out. To be honest with you I wish I died that day, because coming 
out you don’t remember who you are. And my dad don’t pay any attention and the only person who 
come and visit is my mom, my mom told my dad about my coma and she said my dad came one time. 
Both my brothers, none of them come visit me, and they the ones who put me in the hospital. And 
that’s why I hate them to today.” 

58:58 Josh: “When did the incident happen? Was that when you were in America?” 

Nguyen: “That’s when I was in America, that’s when I was like 13, almost 14 years old.” 

59:19 Josh: “And did your mom ever intervene between you and your brothers when they were bullying 
you or harassing you?” 

Nguyen: “Do my mom intervene? Yes and no. My mom scared of my dad. Because my dad is a bully guy, 
he beat my mom all the time. So she had to be careful what she say in front of my dad, because the 
oldest brother his favorite son, so if she  say something that my dad don’t like, he hit her. So and my 
oldest brother he born with no finger, so he has a disability, and he's a very smart guy, and my mom 
feels sorry for him, she think it was her fault she gave birth to a child with no finger. And she was there 
for him all the time because she believed it was her fault, and my brother blamed her for his disability. 
And even though he graduated with straight A's in high school, straight A's with a bachelor, even with a 
PhD. He got a full scholarship, and whenever he needed a car my parents bought him a brand new car. 
Whatever he need he has it. Including when he got married he went to Vietnam to get married, my 
mom paid for his wedding, so my parents always pay for everything for him. So from childhood until he 
graduated with a PHD, he never knew the word job, he didn’t know what word Job meant. His life is like 
one of those spoiled rats. He’s one of those.” 

01:01:09 Josh: “You said your brother’s wedding was in Vietnam?” 

Nguyen: “My brother’s wedding was in Vietnam.” 

01:01:13 Josh: “Have you gone back to Vietnam since you left?” 

Nguyen: “I went back to Vietnam to marry my second wife, when I married my first wife both my 
parents didn’t show up to my wedding, then I had to convince them afterwards because everyone talked 
about how bad of parents they were not showing up to my wedding, a couple of my dad’s friends called 
my dad begging him to come and he finally decided to come. So my oldest brother married in Vietnam 
and my wife is my oldest brothers wife's cousin. So two cousins married to two brothers. And I didn’t 
want to get married at the time, she brought a picture of her cousin, and I was single guy at the time, I 
was trying to go back to college, after my divorce, I never had a college degree. So I didn’t begin college 



until 2001. And 2003 I graduate and earn bachelor in law, So I finished a four year degree in two years, I 
would take 18 to 21 credits all the time nonstop, I had no friends. I would come home, take care of my 
daughter, help her with her homework, and my sister-in-law came and said hey, why don’t you get 
married, I said I don’t want to get married. And then she put the picture of her cousin on my desk and 
when I flipped it over there’s her phone number, and she said it’s the perfect woman for you, you 
should call her and your fate is to marry her. My sister in law was pushing for it. And finally I marry, and 
then my sister in law said if you marry my cousin, what is one thing you wish, and I said one thing I wish 
is that your husband never talked to me the rest of his life. She said why you hate him so much, I said 
you should ask him what he did to me during our childhood.  So she said ok, if you marry my cousin, I’ll 
make sure my husband don’t talk to you. So from then on, I married to my wife and my brother never 
talked to me for fourteen years.” 

01:03:33 Josh: “Does your wife know about your childhood incidents and what your brother has done?” 

Nguyen: “In somewhat I think she know, but she didn’t want to talk about it, and honestly sometimes at 
nighttime when I sit there at night and think about the past, I start to cry by myself, I know it’s bad for a 
forty seven year old man to sit there and cry, but every time I sit back and think about it, I hate my life. 
And I try to talk to my wife a couple times and she’s like I don’t want you to talk about it because it just 
brings bad memories, she try to convince me not to talk about it.” 

01:04:19 Josh: “You said you went back to Vietnam for you wedding, how has it changed for you going 
back there?” 

Nguyen: “I communicated with my wife for 6 months over the phone every day, and my dad would get 
so mad, because the long distance phone call cost a lot more, so every month I would pay about 2000 
dollars phone bill, how it changed, when I went for the first time, the airport more clean, and the 
passport we had a little issue which I’m not gonna mention on camera, What changed I go back there 
she just graduated from college, she was only teaching for two months, she’s a teacher, she teaches 
literature and history, she teaches second and third and fourth grade, she just graduated, she had four 
siblings in the house, first time I met my father in law. I like him the first time I met him, he treat me 
very kind and friendly. I never saw him raise his voice to his daughter, I talked to a couple of people in 
the neighborhood and turned out he used to be in the army and he went to jail, so he experienced the 
military as well, and he went to jail because during wartime everybody shoot each other, and when VC 
people find out they locked him up. He was in jail for like 7 or 8 years, so he was experiences and he and 
I get along very well. And my dad hates it, he hates when he sees me and my father-in-law get along, I 
guess my dad doesn’t want me to get along with anybody. So when he saw the first time in my life I was 
happy, that I get along with my father-in-law,  he and I we talk and he comfort me, he go up to me he 
give me a hug and say "Son, I know you go through a lot, and I know your parents don’t appreciate you, 
but I’m here and I appreciate you" A little comfort helps, because think about, your parents never come 
to your graduation, high school, college, bachelor, even mba. And they attend your brothers, but not 
yours. How do you feel about that, I know you don’t have that experience because you’re not the baby 
boy in the house, but those who are the baby boy if they go through like that, they will experience that. 
And my father in law always there, and my mother-in-law she doesn’t care. See I put it this way, she’s 
one of the best cooking, she’s wonderful mom because she doesn’t say anything, one thing I like about 
my mother-in-law is, if you say anything to her, she smiles. You cannot get my mother-in-law angry. 
Everybody tried, she doesn’t get angry. You cussing at her, you yell at her, you throw stuff at her, she 



smile and doesn’t argue back and I find that strange, and every time my mom and my dad and my 
father-in-law and mother-in-law sit together, my dad hate every time my dad mention my oldest 
brother Lin, he says how wonderful Lin is and Lin this Lin that, my father-in-law is like, you have to learn 
that every child is different, different talent, different skill, different mind. You cannot compare two 
people exactly the same. And my dad’s like well I wish he was like my oldest son, he graduate straight A 
student, he never had a girlfriend, never worried about a job, and my father-in-law said he didn’t worry 
about a Job because you didn’t allow him to go work, and meanwhile the younger boy he had to work, 
and my dad is like Hai is not a doctor, and my father-in-law is like he may not be a doctor but he 
managed with the guy coming to the United States with no English, he manages to come out with Two 
MBAs and I’m a certified CFP, Certified Financial Planner, so you should appreciate your son, he works 
hard to make you happy, and my father-in-law is like remember what you did to him as a kid, you had an 
affair and you slept with another woman, Hai never slept with another woman, and he tried to be the 
best son in law, best son, best husband, and you were not there for him, stop putting him down. Learn 
how to motivate people, one thing you learn about life is when I was in prison is learn to help each 
other, that’s what my father-in-law said. Because when he was in prison, his classmate they helped each 
other, they caught bullets for each other, and when my father-in-law got out of jail he lost contact with 
his friend, 35 years later for the first time in his life and he contacted his friend in California in Los 
Angeles, and my father-in-law go up to me and say son, I just got in touch with my friend after 35 years, 
my friend is in California, do you know where California is, and I say dad I know it’s on the other side of 
the united States, then he’s like is it possible I can meet my friend, and I said dad for you, everything is 
possible, for my other dad no. Why you hate your dad so much, I said you know the history, stop asking. 
So I go up to my wife I said honey, I’m gonna buy a ticket and go to California, I’m going to let your dad 
go with me for two weeks, she said you’re gonna get in trouble, I said from what, she said your parents, I 
said so what, I’m a 47 year old man I’m not scared of them anymore, I’m my own man now. Yeah your 
dad still can beat you up, even though your 47, He can try, but he has to catch me first. So I buy airplane 
ticket for me and my father-in-law for two weeks. And he was happy, he comes home and tells my 
father how great of an experience he had, my father was like I can travel anywhere in the country, then I 
look at my dad and say since you came to the united states until now for 30 or 40 years of your life the 
only place you go is work come home abuse your family, you don’t go anywhere. So that’s how I 
remember you, you give me the childhood, I hate you the rest of my life, I don’t have a good childhood 
because of you dad, and now I’m 47, let me have my childhood from now until the rest of my life with 
my new dad. Well he’s not your dad I am, well he’s my father-in-law it’s like my dad, and he’s like I’m 
your blood dad, and you know what I said you may be my blood dad but you don’t act like one, your 
abusive dad that’s all I see in you, abusive dad who beat me up every day, and now you live under my 
roof, I take care of you, I bath you, I feed you. Because my dad he had a stroke, he cannot walk, every 
day I have to take him to PT and OT, give him medication, so that’s the experience I’m going through. I 
say where’s your oldest son, your favorite boy, he’s not there, even though he’s a doctor, he’s not there 
for you. That’s the experience I go through.” 

01:12:34 Josh: *Closing remarks* 

 


