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Betty Had To Make 
Evacuation Attempt 

By LISA BA ITLE 
Ledger Staff Writer 

Betty Tisdale admits she 
didn't know she could bring a 
Saigon orphanage to Colum
bus. She just knew "I had to 
try." 

The news told of increasing 
North Vietnamese advances 
into the South. "It really 
scared me." 

President of An Lac 
Orphanage, founded by a 
young American doctor, the 
late Tom Dooley, and Mme. Vu 
Thi Ngai, a refugee from North 
Vietnam, she'd worked 14 
years for the children. 

The telephone vigil began. 
'Til hate to see my phone bill," 
she says now. ''I'd dial 1-then 
Hawaii. 1-then the Philippines; 
1-then Saigon." 

Repeatedly she dialed !-then 
Washington as she called 
Congressmen and other of
ficials. seeking avenues to 
evacuate. 

From Hawaii , she recruited 
Dr. Wayne McKinny, former 
associate of Dooley and a 
former An Lac doctor. From 
For:! Ben ·amin Harrison came 
Army Capt. Ed Bensman, a 
Saigon expert. 

Calls flew between Colum
bus and Los Angeles where An 
Lac vice president Ina Balin, 
the actress, was planning a 
month-long Far East vacation 
tour. As the news got worse, 
Miss Balin's plans changed to 
include only Saigon. 

"It was like God had decided 
we would be there together, 
Betty says. 

MRS. TISDALE had visited 
An Lac in February. had told 
key Vietnamese officials of 
Miss Balin's work for An Lac. 
The actress flew earlier to 
Saigon and was able to set up 
vital appointments for Betty. 

A series of tries and dis
connections and she was final
ly connected by telephone with 
Mme. Ngai. She told her, 
"make a list of everybody. I'm 
coming to get them all." 

She alerted An Lac backers 
across the country, including 
the 1st Infantry Division which 
had "adopted" the children 
while serving in Vietnam. Sup
porters gave or pledged to help 
with a commercial airlift if it 
became necessary. 

Working alternately she 
arranged with Pearl S. Buck 
Foundation to be An Lac's 
sponsor. Buck was one of the 
major adoption agencies 
recognized by Saigon. The 
children would qualify to fly 
out on military planes under a 
program headed by the U.S. 
Agency of International 
Development (USAID). 

In a white pantsuit, looking 
like she was headed for a holi
day in Miami, Mrs. Tisdale 
flew from Columbus April 6, 
about a week after starting her 
marathon telephone effort. 

To her family and friends 
gathered at Columbus 
Metropolitan Airport, she said 
quietly, "Please pray . . . " 

The bombing of President 
Thieu's palace temporarily 
closed the Saigon airport, 
delaying her flight. She got into 
Saigon Tuesday night an hour 
before the 9 p.m. curfew. 

Mme. Ngai "beautiful as 
ever" in her 70s had a list of 
the orphange population ready. 

THREE NON-STOP days 
fonowed. Wednesday she kept 
appointments with key of
ficials, learned her list had to 
be pared down. Nobody over 
10 could leave the country. 

A new list had to be made. 
This one excluded some 150 
children. Mme. Ngai and the 
An Lac staff. It was okayed. 

Capt. Bensman bought fruit 
baskets at Saigon markets to 
be used as bassinets. They ask
ed USAID to broadcast 
appeals for escons:-one wtm 
answered was an Australian 
businessman who was to 
become invaluable changing 
"nappies," as he called them. 

The women sat up all Thurs
day night painstakingly mak
ing lD bracelets for the 
children. The next morning, 
the babies were bathed and the 
ink ran. "That was the worst 
moment," Betty says. 

They rapidly redid the 
bracelets, concentrating first 
on bracelets for the first group 
of children who were to fly out 
on the first of two C 141 cargo 
planes. 

Escorts including an ABC
TV crew (who agreed to work 
with children in return for be
ing allowed to film the flight en 
route; "linked arms from the 
orphanage door to the bus to 
keep Vietnamese people from 
getting on the bus or trying to 
thrust their babies on us to 
take on the bus." 

Mme. Ngai and the little 
ones hugged each other 
farewell. The older ones folded 
their hands in a prayer-like at
titude, "Bowed and said 'Ba.' 
That means 'Mother.' We were 
all crying. Everybody was 
crying." 

Betty and Ina went on the 
last plane with the older girls 
and babies who were put in 
boxes and strapped down to 
the cargo plane floor. 

Except for the 14 hour 
stopover at Clark Air Base in 
the Philippines, the flight was a 
sleepless blur of tending and 

entertaining children with 
.iiarrhea, upset stomach and 
other ailments. The ABC-TV 
crew worked right along with 
Air Force nurses and escorts 
diapering, feeding, cuddling the 
children, many frightened by 
their first plane ride and the 
entire experience. The 
Australian "a marvelous man," 
changed "nappies" and sang 
"Waltzing Mathilda.'' 

Despite concentrated atten
tion from doctors aboard, a 
three week old baby died en 
route. Born prematurely, he 
weighed only two and a half 
pounds. 

Of the 212 children who left 
Saigon, most were from An 
Lac, some from other 
orphanages. The latter remain
ed temporarily in Los Angeles 
for medical care. One hundred 
and seventy one went aboard 
the United Airlines DC 8 for 
the flight to Fort Benning 
where the U.S. Government 
had approved to give 
humanitarian care until adop
tions are arranged. A small 
army of medics, Red Cross 
workers, adoptive parents and 
Benning personnel waited in a 
kind of hush as the nuge plane 
was sighted over Lawson Field 
about 8:05 p.m. last Saturday. 

The hush shattered when a 
worn but elated Betty 
appeared holding a tiny baby 
in an Army blanket. 

"That was the great moment 
coming down the steps at 
Lawson Field," she says. "We 
had finally made it." 

HER ELATION was 
shattered that night as Pearl 
Buck officials down from 
Philadelphia demanded 
custody of all the children, 
instead of the one fourth 
previously agreed upon in 
return for sponsoring the An 
Lac evacuation. Buck and AID 
officials at a Wednesday 
meeting agreed to allow the 
children to stay at Benning and 
go directly to adoptive parents. 
They approved handling of the 
adoptions through Tressler 
Lutheran Service Associates of 
York, Pa., under care of 
William Tremitiere. Tressler's 
children's program manager 
was a friend of An Lac. 
Tremitiere flew here for the 
Wednesday meeting. 

Betty is now working with 
Tressler in finding homes for 
the orphans being cared for at 
Wilbur School by the 34th 
Medical Battalion and 
volunteers. 

ATINTERVALSathomeon 
Whitesville Road, she plans 
menus and oversees the family 
of five boys and five Viet
namese daughters she and Dr. 
Patrick Tisdale are raising. Dr. 

Tisdale, an An Lac board chair
man, treated the children at 
the home in his free time when 
he commanded the I st Infantry 
Division's medical battalion. 
He backed his wife's mission 
and flew to Los Angeles to join 
in caring for the children en 
route here, but emphasizes it 
was "her show.'' 

"I'm quite proud of her. I 
like what she does," he says. 

One day last week a 
reporter drove up to the pine 
shaded Tisdale home and 
overheard Betty briefly blast 
one of the youngsters who ap
parently had failed to finish 
some chore. A segment of the 
vast family were unloading 
boxes of groceries she'd just 
bought at the commissary. Bet
ty, who became an instant 
mother when she married Dr. 
Tisdale, a widower with five 
sons, admits to hollering 
sometimes to make things 
clear but says her husband 
comes across "the first time he 
speaks." 

The air had cleared by the 
time the reporter joined the 
household which then Included 
Miss Balin and her two recent
ly adopted An Lac infants and 
two friends from New York 
who "always come" during An 
Lac emergencies. The two 
women had been handling 
heavy correspondence from 
An Lac supporters. 

WHILE SOME of the 
younger children boUflced on 
the trampoline in the woodsy 
grounds, Betty decided to have 
corn soup for supper - "the 
boys love it" - and told two 
of her sons they could make a 
(ready mix) blueberry pie. 

She spoke of her apprecia
tion for the enormous help she 
has received "from 
everybody," how "everything 
fell into place, how the 
orphans are getting care at 
Benning that couldn't be iltl· 
proved on at "any base in the 
U.S." 

She spoke of the late Tom 
Dooley, whose work inspired 
her to go on with An Lac after 
his death. As a secretary for 
U.S. Steel, she had done 
volunteer correspon'dence for 
Dooley when he was 
hospitalized for cancer irt a 
New York hospital. 

She recalled he said, "It 
takes ordinary people to do ex
traordinary things," and felt 
that applied to herself and 
everybody who had helped 
her. 

"Tom Dooley used to say 
that everybody connected with 
his work was the heart, he was 
the instrument. It's the same 
with this. I couldn't have done 
anything by myself." 

Before she left for Saigon, 
she told a reporter that her 
mission would not be ac
complished "without the help 
of God." 

"I feel that way now, even 
more so," she said. everything 
that happened .•. 

"How do these things 
happen?" 



An Lac Orphans' 
"Mothers Day" 

Madame Ngai Receives Kisses from 
An Lac Orphans at Ft. Benning, Ga. 

For 16 years, Mrs. Betty Tisdale has 
been loving and mothering the children 
of An Lac by long distance. Now she's 
bringing them home. 

Left orphans by the decades of war in 
Vietnam, the children have been living 
in the orphanage founded by the late 
Dr. Tom Dooley and Madam Vu Thi 
Ngai in 1954. 

Her love affair with An Lac began in 
1959 when she contacted the 34-year-old 
Dooley at a New York hospital to volun
teer as a secretary. 

After his tragic death from cancer in 
1961, she decided to vacation in the lands 
Dooley loved and served. She repeated 
these visits annually in 1966 she stopped 
at An Lac, which means "Happy Place." 

It was to the children here that Mrs. 
Tisdale became known as Coy My -
Miss America - and Co Ngoan - Miss 
Sweet. She did not forget the children 
and upon her return to America founded 
the An Lac Orphanage Inc. 

Ledger-Enquirer 

"Whenever my spirits were unusually low, I 
would get into my jeep after sundown and drive 
to the An Lac Orphanage where there was always 
laughter." 

- Dr. Tom Dooley 

Betty and An Lac's Children 




















































































