THE IMPACT OF THE VIETNAM WAR ON VETERANS AND COMMUNITY

It is a great honour for me to be invited to speak at this conference as a guest speaker.

My name is D.N. | was born during the First Republic of Vietham and grew up during the
Second Republic. | served in the Armed Forces of the Republic of Vietnam for five years. After
the fall of Saigon in April 1975, | was sent to four different re-education camps, where | spent
a total of 78 months in detention.

Later, | came to Australia as a political refugee, and | have now lived here for more than half
of my life. This journey has allowed me to experience three profoundly different worlds: the
Republic of Vietnam, Socialist Vietham, and free Australia.

Today, | stand before you not with anger or hatred, but with sincerity, respect for history,

My purpose is simply to share personal experiences and truths about how the Vietnam War
and its aftermath deeply affected the veterans, civilians, and communities of South Vietnam.

The Vietnam War left profound and lasting physical, psychological, economic, and social scars
on South Viethamese society.

In the immediate aftermath of April 1975, some people in the South — particularly in rural
areas and families connected to the National Liberation Front or North Viethamese forces —
initially welcomed the new government. However, this support quickly faded as harsh policies
created fear, suffering, and widespread disappointment.

One of the earliest painful moments for many South Viethamese veterans and families was
the destruction of the statue of the soldier of the Armed Forces of the Republic of Vietham at
the entrance of Bien Hoa Military Cemetery, where more than 16,000 soldiers and generals
were buried. Whether or not this act was official government policy, it deeply shocked the
community because it violated an important Vietnamese moral value: respect for the dead. In
Vietnamese culture, there is a saying, “Nghia ttr la nghia tan,” meaning that once a person
has died, regardless of who they were in life, their death should be treated with dignity and
respect.

At the same time, wounded soldiers and their carers were forced to leave military hospitals,
often with nowhere to go and no support to continue treatment.

South Vietnamese culture and education also suffered greatly. Books, music, literature, and
publications from the South — including religious and educational materials — were banned
or destroyed. This not only erased much of the cultural heritage of South Vietnam but also
deprived future generations of access to diverse ideas, history, and knowledge.

Economic hardship soon followed. Private homes, businesses, factories, and farms were
confiscated. Families associated with the former government were often forced to move to so-
called “New Economic Zones” — remote and undeveloped areas lacking electricity, clean



water, schools, hospitals, or proper infrastructure. Many families were separated, children’s
education was interrupted, and countless people were pushed into poverty.

Freedom of movement was also severely restricted. Travelling between districts or provinces
required complicated permits and approvals. Daily life became controlled by bureaucracy,
fear, and constant surveillance, weakening social trust and community connections.

By 1976, even the National Liberation Front for South Vietnam was dissolved, as political
power became fully centralized under the North Viethnamese government. For many people in
the South, hopes for reconciliation or an independent southern voice disappeared.

However, the harshest policy — and the one that left the deepest emotional scars on veterans,
families, and communities — was the mass detention of former soldiers and officials in so-
called “re-education camps.”

In May 1975, shortly after the fall of Saigon, the Military Management Committee of Saigon—
Gia Dinh issued public announcements ordering former military personnel and government
officials to report for what was described as a short period of “study” or “re-education.” The
notices assured people that the process would last only a few days, ten days, or at most one
month, depending on rank.

This became a carefully planned trap.

Those who obeyed the order had little choice, because refusal could endanger both
themselves and their families. Believing they would soon return home, thousands reported as
instructed — only to be sent to re-education camps for years, and in some cases more than a
decade, without trial.

Families were often denied contact during the first years of detention. Prisoners endured
severe hardship, including forced labour, malnutrition, disease, and emotional suffering.

In the camps, we quickly learned the true meaning of hunger. There were two forms of hunger.
The first was physical hunger — the constant craving for food, sugar, and fat as our bodies
weakened. The second was psychological hunger — the pain of missing our families, living
with uncertainty, and never knowing when, or if, we would be released.

Compared to many others, my suffering was less severe. Some detainees had young children.
Some had only recently married before being taken away. Many captains, majors, and
generals were sent to remote camps in the cold northern highlands, where harsh weather and
distance made it extremely difficult for relatives to deliver food or medicine. As a result, more
detainees died in the North than in the South.

The suffering extended far beyond the camps themselves. Children grew up without fathers.
Wives struggled alone to feed their families, and some remarried simply to survive and provide
food for their children. Tragically, some even remarried former enemies of their husbands.
Many veterans returned home with broken health, emotional trauma, and difficulty
reintegrating into society or even into his own family because of his inferiority feeling

Some generals and senior officers remained imprisoned for more than seventeen years.



In the early 1990s, the Humanitarian Operation (HO) Program established by the United
States gave many former detainees and their families an opportunity to rebuild their lives
overseas. While the program offered hope and freedom, it could not erase the trauma of lost
years, broken families, the deaths of relatives and comrades, damaged health, and separation
from children and loved ones.

More than fifty years, the pain may have softened with time, but the traumatic memories
remain alive in the hearts of countless not only Veterans but also the first and the second
generations of Vietnamese people around the world.

After 50 years the political and emotional gap remains between the Viet Nam government

and the Viethamese Communities around the world and more than half of a century the
Vietnamese Government still lacks a healing process which is very important for any country
after war to reunite its people and develop the nation.

Let me give you 3 examples in 3 countries to the important of healing process.
First, the American civil war 1861-1865

When General Robert. Lee the commander of the defeated side, the South, enter the Hall to
sign the surrender Agreement, the winers, generals of the North stood up and showed him
respect. The soldiers of the South were allowed to keep their horses so that they could return
home and resume farming. Many bodies of Soldiers from both sides were honourably buried
in Arlington national Cemetery. No, revenge. no hatred no prison The United States went on
to be the most powerful nation in the world.

Second, to end the World War Il, the United States dropped 2 atomic bombs on Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, hundred thousand Japanese killed Yet recognising that The Japanese people
were starving and needed help. The Japanese cooperated fully with the American Authorities;
Japan rapidly built and became one of the worlds ‘leading economy and IT.

Last, The German Reunification (1889-1990)

The Berlin wall collapsed Millions of East German many of them were poor moved to the West.
There were no hatred, revenge or discrimination. The West Germany welcomed their brothers
and sisters. The reunification was successful and Germany remains Europe’s leading
economy. Notably, Angela Merkel who grew up in East Germany was elected Chancellor of
the Reunited Germany and served with distinction for many years.

I do not have formal conclusion for my presentation instead | have my personal expression,
before sharing this with you, | would like to dedicate my remarks to the five Generals and
hundreds of The Republic of Vietnam soldiers who chose to sacrifice their lives rather than
surrender to the victorious side after the fall of South Vietnam.

Ladies and Gentlemen, Imagine 50 years ago in dark concentration camps, there was a
broken man 37 kilogram, walked unbalance sometime , more than the first 2 years in the camp,
his dream was very simple : a small piece of sugar or few spoons of fat and every night he
imagined the faces of members of his family, his released day was uncertainty.



Today he is given the honour, the privilege to stand in front of you to share his personal story
as well as his own opinion on Vietnam war. This is a miracle the miracle is made by the
passion, the kindness and the generosity of Australia and the Australian people.

Thank you
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Before

THUONG TIEC
STATUE

“Thudng Tiéc” means “mourning and
remembrance,” reflecting the grief and
respect felt for the fallen soldiers of the
former Army of the Republic of Vietnam,

which is why the statue carries this name.

Before

The statue was installed at the National

Military Cemetery in Bién-Hoa

After

The statue was demolished after 1975

following the Fall of Saigon.



KICKED OUT OF
MILITARY HOSPITAL

Sergeant First Class VO Phung Dudng
of the former Army of the Republic of
Vietnam was one of many wounded
ARVN soldiers forced out of CoOng HoOa
Military Hospital in Saigon following
the fall of the Republic of Vietnam on
30 April 1975.



BOOK BURNING

Following the fall of Saigon in 1975, communist
authorities launched campaigns against so
called ‘reactionary culture,’ resulting in the
mass burning and confiscation of books, music,
and literature from the former Republic of

Vietnam.




ECONOMIC HARDSHIP SOON
FOLLOWED

New Economic Zones
Property Confiscation
Civillan Displacement
Restrictions on
freedom & basic

human rights
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VE VIEC TRINH DIEN HOC TAP CAI TAO

Dé thuc hién chinh sich khoan héng ctia Chinh pht Cich mang
lam thoi Cong hoa mién Nam Viét Nam déi véi quin nhén, vién chic
va cdc nhdn vién phuc vu cho nguy quén, nguy quyén Sai Gon ci,
nay yéu cau:

Té&t ca si quan, ha si quan, binh si, canh sit, nhin vién tinh bao,
chiéu héi va moi thanh phin phuc vu cho ch€ d6 cii phai dén trinh
dién dé ding ky hoc tdp cai tao theo thdi gian quy dinh.
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Tt ngay 13 dén ngay 16 thing 6 nim 1975.

DIA DIEM TRINH DIEN:

Tai Uy ban nhan dan dia phuong noi cu tri.
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- Quén 4o - Gidy to c4 nhén

- Mung mén - Luong thuc hodc tién di dung
1. Binh si va ha si quan: 3 ngay.
2. Si quan cép uy: 10 ngay.
3. Si quan cép ta tré lén: 1 théng.
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Yéu ciu moi ngudi nghiém chinh chdp hanh.
Ai khéng trinh dién sé bj xi& ly theo chinh sich cua
Chinh quyén Céich mang.
UY BAN QUAN QUAN
THANH PHO SAI GON - GIA PINH
Thding 5 ndm 1975




REUNION AFTER RE -
EDUCATION

Colonel Nguyén C6ng Vinh, a former
officer of the Army of the Republic
of Vietnam (ARVN), reunites with his
family after spending years in a
communist re-education camp
following the fall of Saigon in 1975.
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LE VAN HUNG

Known as the "Hero of
An Loc.” He defended

An Loc during the 1972
Easter Offensive and
died by suicide on 30
April 1975 in Can Tho.

NGUYEN KHOA NAM

Commander of IV Corps.
He refused evacuation

and died by suicide on 1
May 1975 in Can Tha.

TRAN VAN HAI

Commander of the 7th
Division. He died by
suicide on 30 April 1975
after refusing to

surrender.

PHAM VAN PHU

Commander of || Corps
during the Central
Highlands campaign.
He died by suicide
shortly after the fall of

Saigon.

LE NGUYEN VY

Commander of the 5th
Division. He died by
suicide at Lai Khé on 30
April 1975 rather than

surrender.
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