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Denver firm's mine poisons river 
Golden Star operation spills 325 million gallons of cyanide waste in South America. Page 3A 

Vietnam Babylift marks 20th anniversary 

. '\ ~"" \~~-~- ~·&~ 
Dean KrakeVRocky Mountain News 

Young people evacuated from Vietnam in 1975 as orphaned infants in Operation Babylift say goodbye at the close of Reunion '95 at the YMCA Snow Mountain 
, Ranch nearTabernash. "We came as individuals, we leave together," sa id one of the 50 participants Tuesday. " We'll always be together now. " Page lOA 
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wru-· Ori). ans g1Ve 1 ·· a Rs 
Last to flee Saigo11 meet at Colorado reunion. 
By Maureen Harrington 
Denv,ir Post Staff Writer INSIDI: Fateful flight to U.S. killed children, 

volunteers./9A . ' FRASER - They're closer to teenagers than to 
adults. Their hair is moussed . They're tattooed, 
pierced, hip. dysentery and pneumonia. They wonder if anyone 

On SaturdJy they were strangers. By yesterday else in their birth family survives - brother, sis-
h h t k" · h h ter, mother, father. · t ('Y were a,,6mg ou • smo mg, eyemg eac ot er They will mourn those they left behind and cele-

- i~. the hot grip of youthful hormones. brate their own sweet fate. 
The young - what do they know of horror? One hundred and ten twentysomethings from 
They are young, but they know. across the U.S. have gathered at a YMCA camp 
Vietnam War babies. Conceived in a nightmare, near Winter Park. They are some of the 2,003 chil-

born into hell - their baby pictures are part of the dren flown out of Saigon by the U.S. military in 
war records. Their childhood snapshots are filled April 1975 and adopted by American families. 
with ghosts. These are the children of Operation Baby Lift, 

This morning, they will memorialize their dead. the last to escape before their country closed for 
They pray for those not so lucky - for children two decades. The Denver Post I Kent Melrele 
not chosen for adoption. They will re~.<?mber those ----------'' ------- SAVED: Ai1an Watkins was one of 2,000 babies from Vietnaa,i who 
too weak to make it through the first months of Ple&"se see BABIES on 9A were airlifted' to the United States as part of Operation Baby Uft. 
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. ~esc1led Saigofr'Gij)JiaIJ.s·giVe thallks at reunion . . 
,, ·' . 

. · Fateful flight to ·· U:S .. killed children, volunteers 
By Maureen· Harrington 
Denver Post Staff Writer,. ; . ' ,, 

Twelve minutes into its flight, a·plane carrying 228 
Vietnamese orphans and hundreds of adult volunteers 
to America was in-trouble. · 

A little after noon, April 4, 1975, the huge U.S. Air-
.. force C5-A transport pla,ne was 40 miles out of Saigon, 

at 23,000 feet; when two big "clamshell" doors blew 
open at the back of the cargo hatch. . , . . 

What happened exactly has never been explained. 
Though sabotage was suspected, the tragedy of C5-A 
eventually was rulE:d accidental. ; ', . . 
. , , Surviving crew members guess that the orphans sit-
ting .on the flO()r of the plane's cargo area and the .'. 
adults utking care of 't~em were literally sucked out. · 

With tbe dooi:s hanging open, Air Fotce Capt. Dennis 
. Traynor turned:tlie .plqe back toward Tan Son Nhut 

Air Base. He didn't quite make it. , . 
"We fell into one bad of the Saigon River and then 

bounced to the other side of the river;'' says passenger 
Meritt Stark, a retired Denver pediatrician who was 
working for the U.S. State Department in Vietnam. 
· The enormous plane/ capable of tarrying three heli-
copters, eventually came to a stop•in a rice paddy. 

One hundred and seventy-six suryited. Forty-nine 
adults and 78 Vietnamese children were,found dead. 

Laurie Stark, 26, was one of the Americans who died 
that day; lier fath~r sars ~he, hated.all-things about 
war. · · · r · • · . · • · 

"She was a.protester of the war: 1 asked her to come 
to Vietnam to see for herself what.was going on," said 
Dr. Stark from his retirement home in North Carolina. 
"She wasn't so political there. She became concerned 
for the children and started a little school, the Peter 
Pan. She helped the street boys - the beggars, the 
homeless, the prostitutes." · 

,Stark has no regrets about the six years he spent in 
. Vietnam. "I thought I could do more there practicing 

medicine than I could in the U.S. 
"I can't answer for Laurie. But, I think that she lived 

'her life as she wanted to." 
There is a picture of Laurie posted at the reunion of 

Vietnamese orphans. They don't remember her. They 
look at the young woman with long hair - slim and 
smiling - sitting on a rock, and they are silent. 

They pass by and look at the other pictures of those 
who died in the crash; 

C.S. Lewis was about 3. In his picture, he is naked 
and grinning. Dark eyed. He died with Laurie . 

David Brackney looks at the pictures of the living 
and the dead. His American mother's picture is under 
Laurie's. He didn't know Laurie, but his mom did. 
·, "I can hardly talk about that.day," says Lidia Brack-
ney, who is widowed and living in Oregon. "My hus-
band and I were working in Vietnam and had adopted . 
our two boys in Saigon. We had been advised to get out. 
I was due to take David and Tim out on that flight, but 
.I had a terrible fight with my husband. 

"He didn't want me to go alone to the States. He 
wanted us to fly to Bangkok and wait for him there. I 

· was very very angry but I decided to give into him." 
She pauses, near tears. "We are so lucky. We would 

have been on that plane. I think that crew was so hero-
it. I have no idea what would have happened to us." 

Her son David graduated from the Air Force Acade-
my in May and is on his way to flight school . . 

"I want to give something lfack to the country that 
saved me. I know how lucky I am. I've heard all the 

' stories of my beginnings. 
"I'm just one decision away from not being here. 

What if they'd chosen someone else? What if my mom 
.and brother and I got on that plane?" 
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. . I airlifted as infants from Vietnam 20 years ago Participants in the reunion of young peop e . 1 eath at YMCA's Snow Mountain Ranch. pluck ribbons of rememberance from a memona wr 

Vietnamese airlifted to U.S. 20 years ago connect at reunion 

Cribmates become soulmates 
By James B. Meadow 
Rocky Mountain News Staff Writer 

TABERNASH- With lips 
that trembled, voices . 
that broke and eyes th~t 
glistene9, they bore wit- . 

ness to a curious-yet-com-
forting truth: 8,500 !Diles from 
their birthplace, they had final-
ly come home. ' 

Tuesday was the farewell 
segment of Reunion '95, th~ 
20th anniversary of the arnval 
of the last infants airlifted fr?m 
Vietnam in Operation Babyhft, 
the innocent refugees from a 
war that few would ever under-
stand. For four days, these 50 
young men and women co-
alesced at the YMCNs Snow 
Mountain Ranch. 

They had been among th?se 
helpless orphans- some si_ck-
ly, some half-d?omed by the~ 
mixed Amerasian blood, all im-
periled by the war .. They ar-
rived to find adoptive parents 

who loved them and cared for 
them -and raised them. 

Yet there had been some-
thing missing. 

"There w.ere things, .we 
didn't know we felt; a lot of us 
didn't really know who we 
were " said Ethan Brady, 22, 
one df the reunion organiz~rs. 

"In the United States, :V1et-
t ,, nam is a war, not a coun ry, 

said Brady, one of thosE: Viet-
namese babies who amyed 20 
years ago. "At this reumon, 
there was finally a place ~o 1?e 
among those who have similar 
backgrounds." 

Not surprisingly, th~ paths to 
enlightenment took diver:'e 
routes. One level was social -
hiking, horseback riding and 3 
a.m. star-gazing. But on anoth-
er, more searingly personal 
level, the four days represent-
ed an epiphany . . 

"For me, this reunion has 
been very cathartic," sai~ Kate 
Pickup, a 21-year-old semor at 

Princeton University. "I grew 
up in South Flo~iqa, and there's 
not much of a V1etnar1;ese ~om-
munity there. It wasn t until 
college1hat I thought of myself 
as Asian." . 

Helping Pickup we_re the. 
many seminars and d1scuss1?n 
groups the attendE:es held, dis-
cussing a litany of issues.; . 

"Everything from what s_ 1t 
like to be part of a trans-ra~1al 
adoption, to who am I, tG did my 
birth mother abandon me, and if 
so, why?" said Brady, who be-
came so emotional at the clos-
ing ceremonies, he had to stop 
his impromptu talk on s~veral 
occasions to compose himself. 

But it wasn't just the final 
event that inspired roiling 
emotions. 

One of the most intense 
gatherings occurred Monday 
night, when some of the men 
and women who had been back 

See BABIES on 14A 
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researching Catholic schools and 
orphanges in her homeland. 
Medinger ran into a nun who 
"knew my mother and recognized 
me because I looked just my moth-
er did when she was my age." 

"That whole experience 
brought a sense of peace and com-
pleteness to me that I can't really 
describe," said Medinger. Then 
she added, "But this reunion has 
been like that also. It's like being 

a lot of questions," said 20-year-
old Tim Hoye. "But we leave with 
answers. We leave as true friends. 
We leave as brothers and sisters." 

why many of the participants 
weren't willing to wait 10 more 
years before. the next reunion. 

"Our looks, our backgrounds, 
the prejudices we've faced -
they won't go away," said Pickup. 
"Now, we have people to turn to 
as a support group. We don't want 
to give them up now. Or ever." 

Soon, Medinger met her birth 
mother. And a younger brother. 
And a grandmother. 

with my family." · 
"Everyone came he,re from all 

over - separ<;1te, bewildered, with 

Or something even deeper. 
As video cameras recorded the 

spirited singing, and tissues were 
passed around, and long embraces 
were exchanged, it became clear 
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Sunday, March 4, 1990 THE DENVER POST /INTERNATIONAL 

Inquiry launched anew into reports of live 
Boulder won1an, others seek Pentagon action 
By Kit Miniclier 
Denver Post Staff Writer 

A new congressional inquiry is 
under way into persistent reports 
that American POWs are still be-
ing held in Southeast Asia 17 years 
after the last Gis were pulled out. 

"This is a very unpredictable 
thing. We could be chasing fairy 
tales, or we could be onto an inter-
esting story," said Dan Perrin- of 
the Senate Foreign Relations Com-
mittee staff. 

Although Perrin declined ~to 
comment on the scope or possiljle 
outcome of the inquiry, he said fwo 
investigators have been gathering 
information for "several months." 

The investigation was started 
after North Carolina Sen. Jesse 
Helms, the ranking Republican 
member on the committee, con-
cluded "it is time to take a closer 
look and make some sort of final 
decision" about the POW situation, 
Perrin said. 

The congressional inquiry and a 
soon-to-be-published private-sec-
tor expose come at a time when 
increasingly strident Vietnam vet-
erans are joining exasperated rel-
atives of missing soldiers in call-
ing for Pentagon answers, rather 
than red tape. 

Among those seeking action is 
Lillian Bickel of Boulder, whose 
first husband vanished after being 
shot down over Laos on June 14, 
1969. 

Bickel has spent years trying to 

IN '69: James Grace before 
he was shot down over Laos. 

find out what happened to Capt. 
. James Grace after he was shot 
down, enlisting the aid of other pi-
lots, Sen. Bill Armstrong, R-Colo., 
and a well-known forensic anthro-

' pologist. 
She claims photographs prove 

Grace was taken prisoner. The 
Pentagon denies her claim, and at 
least three other families believe 
the photographs may be of their 
missing relatives. 

But last week, nationally known 

forensic anthropologist Michael 
Charney of Fort Collins compared 
photographs of a captured airman 
taken by a Soviet film crew in 
Vietnam with other photographs of 
Grace and concluded the Soviet 
pictures show Grace. 

Charney said the prisoner's re-
ceding hairline compares favor-
ably with Grace's hairline. 

There is " little doubt that the 
man in the photo is Grace," Char-
ney wrote Bickel. 

Asked later about his finding, 
Charney sounded even more cer-
tain: "To my mind, that is Grace." 

But the Pentagon believes that 
is impossible. 

"Again, w~ would answer by 
saying he was.shot down six weeks 
after that film was obtained by the 
CIA on May 1, 1969," said Lt. Com-
mander Ned Lundquist, a Penta-
gon spokesman. 

Lundquist denied allegations 
that the Pentagon changed the 
film's acquisition date after sever-
al relatives and colleagues submit-
ted sworn affidavits saying the 
film showed Grace. 

But 13 months ago. the chief of 
the Special Oftice for Prisoners of 
War and Missing in Action - Col. 
Joseph Schlatter - said the film 
wasn't acquired until June 16, 
1969, which was two days after 
Grace was shot down, according to 
a Department of Defense corre-
spondence obtained by The Denver 
Post. 

Asked whether the Pentagon be-
lieves there still are POWs being 
held against their will in Vietnam, 
Lundquist said: "We are unable to 
prove any Americans are being 
held against their will in Indochina 
today," and "we are unable to 
prove that there aren't any. 

"As long as we continue to re-
ceive reports, we will continue to 
investigate these with highest pri-
ority." He said four U.S. military 
teams are now in Southeast Asia 
looking for remains or tracking old 
reports of airmen seen alive near 
crash sites. 

There are 78,750 American Gls 
missing from World War II, 8,200 
from the Korean War and 2,304 
from Vietnam. 

As the 17th anniversary of the 
final withdrawal of American 
troops from Vietnam (March 29) 
approaches, two nationally known 
investigative authors/reporters 
are in Thailand putting the finish-
ing touches on a highly critical 
five-year study of Washington's 
handling of the POW issue. 

Titled "Kiss the Boys Goodbye: 
How the United States Betrayed 
Its Own POWs in Vietnam," the 
book contends the federal govern-
ment knows prisoners were left 
behind and has "regularly ob-
structed the efforts of private citi-
zens to discover. the truth." 

The authors are Monika Jensen, 
a former producer for CBS-TV's 
" 60 Minutes," and her husband, 

POW PHOTO: A 1969 Soviet pl 
families believe the pictured capti• 

William Stevenson, author of "A 
Man called Intrepid" and "Ninety 
Minutes at Entebbe." 

Their Canadian editors say the 
book, to be published later this 
year, not only "reveals the heart-
breaking evidence of men aban-
doned and families torn apart" but 
also asks: "When a government 
uses the cry of 'national security' 
to conceal facts from the public, 
how can the actions of that govern-
ment be assessed and to whom is it , 
answerable?" 

William Bennett, general secre-
tary of the National Vietnam Vet-
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· War orphans give thanks 
Last to flee Saigon-meet at Colorado reunion. 

ll) 

By Maureen Harrington 
Denver Post Staff Writer 

FRASER - They're closer to teenagers than to 
adults. Their hair is moussed. They're tattooed, 
pierced,· hip. 
, On Saturday they were strangers. By yesterday 
they were ha«1,.mg out, smoking, eyeing each other 
- • i.::: the hot grip of youthful hormones. 

The young - what do they know of horror? 
They are yol\llg, but they know. 
Vietnam War babies. Conceived in .. a nightmare, 

born into hell - their baby pictures <!re part of the 
war records. Their childhood snapshots are filled 

· with ghosts. . 
This morning, they will memoriali:ie their dead. 

They pray for those not so lucky -?'for children 
not chosen for adoption. They will re(ember those 
too weak to make it through the first months of 

i lJ1 

INSIDE: Fateful flight to U.S. killed children, ' 
volunteers./9A . · ·., 

dysentery and pneumonia. They wonder if anyone 
else in their birth family survives - brother, sis-
ter, mother, father. , 

They will mourn those they left behind and cele-
brate their own sweet fate. 

.One hundred and ten twentysomethings from 
a,::ross the U.S. have gathered al a YMCA camp 
near Winter Park. They are some of the 2,003 chil-
dren flown out of Saigon by the .U.S. military in · 

. April 1975 and adopted by American families. .. 
These are the children of Operation .Baby Lift, 

the last to escape before their country closed for 
two decades. · 

' --------P-le...,t°s_e_s_e_e_B_A_B_I_E_S_o_n_9_A 
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~. · • ;rhe Denver Post / Ke1j1 N•ite.ia 
SAVED: A~n -Watkins was one of 2,000 babi,.s from Vietnaiyi who .l! 

were airlifted· to the United States as part of Operation Baby L,lft. , .. . 
,., .... 
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1Rescued Saigon orphans give thanks at reunion 
I, 

BABIES from Page 1A 

All of them lived as infants in one 
of five Saigon orphanages started by 
Rosemary Taylor, an Australian ex-mun. The reunion was hosted by the 
Colorado organizations Friends of 

!Chil,dren of Vietnam and Friends of 
·All Children, founded to help Taylor's 
work 20 years ago. They continue to 
support her work in the Cambodian 
lefugee camp at Khao I Dang in 
, Thailand and to act as a resource for 
'th'e adoptees in America. 

"As children, the Vietnamese or-
phans left behind the killing fields. As 
iadults, they have come together to 
'learn about themselves at the four-
1day reunion. • 
: Still, 20 years after Operation Ba-
by Lift, they feel like exiles in the 
land of plenty. They have been given 
'Dames that come from places with 
fjords and moors, though their heri-

:'tage is heat and jungle: Katy, Mat-
thew, Sven. 

"' 'Only two raise their hands when 
')sked who speaks Vietnamese, the 
)anguage of their homeland. 

·But for a few days they are not 
,i;tr~ngers. 

"We are small and dark skinned 
.:and dark eyed," said Ethan Brady, 
iwho works in the Excelsior Youth 
. enter in Aurora. "We have spent a 
~ifetime being different - looking 
different, feeling different. This is 
·our time. We are not alone here." 
.;. Gathered in front of a collection of 
biack and white photos taken 20 
years ago in Saigon, five young wom-
e11 whisper and giggle, taking pic-
tures of themselves and talking about 
J)oys. 

~~Tm from New Haven (orphan-
·age)," says the first in vampy lipstick 
and blue contacts. 

,."What's your orphanage?" 
' Alissa Caves finds her picture in 
the Hy Vong nursery collection. She 
~as bald and scrawny 20 years ago. 

.. The 21-year-old Amerasian is beau-
•tiful now. 
: }'Hey, dude, you had a pot belly," 
:$ays Tim Holton to Allen Watkins. 
, .. ,'be two young men, strangers 20 
minutes before, look at Watkins' baby 
pic_tures taken at the New Haven or-
_P.banage. 
, The baby's belly was distended 
horn malnutrition. Now, Watkins is a 
body builder. In 1992, while a junior 
at Arvada West High School, he was 
state wrestling champion. 

He drives a red sports car, never 
. takes off his cap and has every girl's 
name down pat. 
• Only Sister Mary Nelle Gage calls 
Watkins by his Vietnamese name, 
'Binli." 

.,;. Twenty years ago, the Sister of Lo-
ret~ bathed him and held him in the 
,Saigon orphanage, then sent him to 
bis adoptive parents, Betty and Mel-
'i(in Watkins of Arvada. 

Fateful flight to U.S. killed children, volunteers 
By Maureen Harrington 
Denver Post Staff Writer 

Twelve minutes into its flight, a plane carrying 228 
Vietnamese orphans and hundreds pf adu\t-,vi0Junteers 
to America was in trouble. 

A little after noon, April 4, 1975, the huge U.S. Air-
force C5-A transport plane was 40 miles out of Saigon, 
at 23,000 feet, when two big "clamshell" doors blew 
open at the back of the cargo hatch. 

What happened exactly has never been explained. 
Though sabotage was suspected, the tragedy of C5-A 
eventually was ruled accidental. 

Surviving crew members guess that the orphans sit-
ting on the floor of the plane's cargo area and the 
adults taking care of them were literally sucked out. 

With the doors hanging open, Air Force Capt. Dennis 
Traynor turned the plane back toward Tan Son Nhut 
Air Base. He didn't quite make it. 

"We fell into one bank of the Saigon River and then 
bounced to the other side of the river," says passenger 
Meritt Stark, a retired Denver pediatrician who was 
working for the U.S. State Department in Vietnam. 

The enormous plane, capable of carrying three heli-
copters, eventually came to a stop in a rice paddy. 

One hundred and seventy-six survived. Forty-nine 
adults and 78 Vietnamese children were found dead. 

Laurie Stark, 26, was one of the Americans who died 
that day. Her father says she hated all things about 
war. 

"She was a protester of the war. I asked her to come 
to Vietnam to see for herself what was going on,'' said 
Dr. Stark from his retirement home in North Carolina. 
"She wasn't so political there. She became concerned 
for the children and started a little school, the Peter 
Pan. She helped the street boys - the beggars, the 
homeless, the prostitutes." 

Stark has no regrets about the six years he spent in 
Vietnam. "I thought I could do more there practicing 
medicine than I could in the U.S. 

"I can't answer for Laurie. But, I think that she lived 
her life as she wanted to." 

There is a picture of Laurie posted at the reunion of 
Vietnamese orphans. They don't remember her. They 
look at the young woman with long hair - slim and 
smiling - sitting on a rock, and they are silent. 

They pass by and look at the other pictures of those 
who died in the crash. 

C.S. Lewis was about 3. In his picture, he is naked 
and grinning. Dark eyed. He died with Laurie. 

David Brackney looks at the pictures of the living 
and the dead. His American mother's picture is under 
Laurie's. He didn't know Laurie, but his mom did. 

"I can hardly talk about that day," says Lidia Brack-
ney, who is widowed and living in Oregon. "My hus-
band and I were working in Vietnam and had adopted . 
our two boys in Saigon. We had been advised to get out. 
I was due to take David and Tim out on that flight, but 
I had a terrible fight with my husband. 

"He didn't want me to go alone to the States. He 
wanted us to fly to Bangkok and wait for him there. I 
was very very angry but I decided to give into him." 

She pauses, near tears. "We are so lucky. We would 
have been on that plane. I think that crew was so hero-
ic. I have no idea what would have happened to us." 

Her son David graduated from the Air Force Acade-
my in May and is on his way to flight school. 

"I want to give something back to the country that 
saved me. I know how lucky I am. I've heard all the 
stories of my beginnings. 

"I'm just one decision away from not being here. 
What if they'd chosen someone else? What if my mom 
and brother and I got on that plane?" 

"We wanted him so much," says 
Betty. 

"He. is our life. We were 31 when 
we got him, and we were so grate-
ful." 

given over to private sessions talking 
about the problems of adoption, 
alienation, race and identity, Allen 
Watkins is not looking for his birth 
parents. 

"I don't even date Asian girls. I 
guess I'm really American. I'm loud 
and outgoing. I'm not really like most 
Asians, I don't think." 

Though Watkins wants to "leave I 
the past in the past" he says, "I'd like I 
to talk to Sister Mary Nelle. I would 
like to hear her talk about that time. I 

She looks at her husband, who 
smiles shyly and lets her do the talk-
ing. 

"Don't you think? " she asks him 
rhetorically, not waiting for the an-
swer. 

No need. This is family myth. 
On she goes with the story: 

"I'm not bothered by this stuff too 
much. I'm a U.S. citizen," says the 20-
year old sophomore at the University 
of Wyoming. 

"I feel really lucky for my parents. 
We really click. We're like one per-
son. I don't want to go to Vietnam or 
learn the language or look for any-
one." 

Though he's tolerant of the other 
adoptees' angst, Watkins calls him-
self, "completely whitewashed. 

"You know, I look at these pictures I 
of Ethiopian kids and think how sad 
that is, and then I remember that I I 
was that baby. I was the kid in the 
commercial. I 

"If there was another decision 
made, I wouldn't be here." I "It was just meant to be. He was so 

sick and then he was supposed to 
come out on a plane that crashed and 
we thought for a week he was in that 
crash and then we discovered him in 
a hospital in San Francisco. And they 
kept him there because he was so 
sick." 

His mom starts to tear up. I 
----------------_-_-_-_-_-_-_...., 

Betty Watkins takes a breath. Her 
son smiles at her . 

"I looked pretty bad. I was all cov-
ered with bites and scabbies," Allen 
adds to the story. 

"I was a pretty chubby kid, and 
people were always telling my mom 
to put me on a diet, and she never 
would. She said, 'Let him eat. He was 
so hungry when he came here.' " 

Though much of the weekend is 
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j , ~ Vietnam Babylift marks 20th anniversary 
I . 

Dean KrakeVRocky Mountain News 

Young people evacuated from Vietnam in 1975 as orphaned infants in Operation Babylift say goodbye at the close of Reunion '95 at'the YMCA Snow Mountain 
, Ranch nearTabernash. "We came as individ\,Jals, we leave together," said one of the 50 participants Tuesday. "We'll always be together now." Page lOA 

. . 
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Colorado & The West 

Dean Krakel/Rocky Mountain News 

Participants in the reunion of young people airlifted as infants from Vietnam 20 years ago 
pluck ribbons of rememberance from a memorial wreath at YMCA's Snow Mountain Ranch. 

Vietnamese airlifted to U.S. 20 years ago connect at reunion 
I 

Cribmates become soulmates 
By James B. Meadow 
Rocky Mountain News Staff Writer 

TABERNASH - With lips 
that trembled, voices 
that broke and eyes that 
glistened, they bore wit-

ness to a curious-yet-com-
forting truth: 8,500 miles from 
their birthplace, they had final-
ly come home. 

Tuesdav was the farewell 
segment of Reunion '95, the 
20th anniversary of the arrival 
of the last infants airlifted from 
Vietnam in Operation Babylift, 
the innocent refugees from a 
war that few would ever under-
stand. For four days, these 50 
young men and women co-
alesced at the YMCA's Snow 
Mountain Ranch. 

They had been among those 
helpless orphans - some sick-
ly, some half-doomed by their 
mixed Amerasian blood, all im-
periled by the war. They ar-
rived to find adoptive parents 

who loved them and cared for 
them and raised them. 

Yet there had been some-
thing missing. 

"There were things, we 
didn't know we felt; a lot of us 
didn't really know who we 
were," said Ethan Brady, 22, 
one of the reunion organizers. 

"In the United States, Viet-
nam is a war, not a country," 
said Brady, one of those Viet-
namese babies who arrived 20 
years ago. "At this reunion, 
there was finally a place to be 
among those who have similar 
backgrounds." 

Not surprisingly, the paths to 
enlightenment took diverse 
routes. One level was social -
hiking, horseback riding and 3 
a.m. star-gazing. But on anoth-
er, more searingly personal 
level, the four days represent-
ed an epiphany. 

"For me, this reunion has 
been very cathartic," said Kate 
Pickup, a 21-year-old senior at 

Princeton University. "I grew 
up in South Florida, and there's 
not much of a Vietnamese com-
munity there. It wasn't until 
college that I thought of myself 
as Asian." 

Helping Pickup were the 
many seminars and discussion 
groups the attendees held, dis-
cussing a litany of issues. 

"Everything from what's it 
like to be part of a trans-racial 
adoption, to who am I, t0 did my 
birth mother abandon me, and if 
so, why?" said Brady, who be-
came so emotional at the clos-
ing ceremonies, he had to stop 
his impromptu talk on several 
occasions to compose himself. 

But it wasn't just the final 
event that inspired roiling 
emotions. 

One of the most intense 
gatherings occurred Monday 
night, when some of the men 
and women who had been back 

See BABIES on 14A 



14A i:; Rocky Mountain News Wed., Aug. 23, 1995 
l·..,..,,--..------------,--~--------------------------...,--,,c:-,-,...,_...,.-..,....,-------c:,----____,,----,--.,..-

BABIES from 10A 

to Vietnam showed slides and 
spoke about what it was like to 
return to their homeland. Perhaps 

I no one received.more rapt atten-
tion than Jessica Medinger. 

Last spring, Medinger was 

researching Catholic schools and 
orphanges in her homeland. 
Medinger ran into a nun who 
"knew my mother and recognized 
me because I looked just my moth-
er did when she was my age." 

Soon, Medinger met her birth 
mother. And a younger brother. 
And a grandmother. 

"That whole experience _ 
brought a sense of peace and com-
pleteness to me that I can't really 
describe," said Medinger. Then 
she added, "But this reunion.has 
been like that also. It's like being 
withmyfamily." · 

"Everyone came here from all 
over - separate, bewildered, with 

a lot of questions," said 20-year-
old Tim Hoye. "But we leave with 
answers. We leave as true friends. 
We leave as brothers and sisters." 

Or something even deeper. 
As video cameras recorded the 

spirited singing, and tissues were 
passed around, and long embraces 
were exchanged, it became clear 

why many of the participants 
weren't willing to wait 10 more 
years before the next reunion. 

"Our looks, our backgrounds, 
the prejudices we've faced -
they won't go away," said Pickup. 
"Now, we have people to turn to 
as a support group. We don't want 
to give them up now. Or ever." 

', 

I I 
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Fort Collins women 
rescued 300 infants . 

as Saigon fell 

Viet babylift 
saved 'child 
of destiny' 

By Karen Abb'ott 
Rocky Mountain News Staff Writer 

. Twenty years ago; Jennifer Lin Bergner was 
one of the thousands of babies packed three to 
a cardboard box and airlifted out of Saigon as 
Vietnam fell to the Communists. . 

Soon, the 20-year-old Denver woman with a 
past lost in Vietnam will be. teaching class-

. INSIDE 
Excerpts from 

the book This 
MustBeMy 
Brother/17A 

Vietnamese 
celebrate vic-
toly/29A ' . 

rooms of American chil-
dren. Bergner, a star ath-
lete when she attended 
Thomas Jefferson High 
School, is studying psy-
chology and education at 
the University of Colorado 
in Bouldei: · 

In early April .1975, just .._ _____ three weeks before the 
· last U.S. helicopters left the rooftop of the 
Saigon embassy; the baby now known as Jen-
nifer Bergner and 299 other: infants were res-
cued by two women who now live in Colorado. 

The Viet Cong had reached the suburbs of 
Saigon and bombs were falling when Bergner 
was flown to the United States in a frantically 
assembled planeload of 300 babies. . 

"Oh, plenty of time," LeAnn Thieman said 
recently; recalling the exhausting, terrifying 
journey she spent feeding, diapering, burping 
and rocking the babies. 

Thieman and her friend, Carol Dey; then 
young mothers froqi the Midwest, had never 
dreamed they- would walk into a wartorn 
nation halfway around the world when they 

. volunteered to work for Friends of the Chil-
dren of Vietnam. 

The Denver~based agency flew them to 
Saigon - with'. assurances frorri the State 
Department that they would be · safe - to · 
escort a half-dozen babies back to the U.S., 
where families waited to adopt them. 

But war conditions abruptly worsened, and · 
Iowa mothers suddenly found themselves 
swept up ip world history. This year, they pub-
lished a book on their unexpected adventure, 
This Must Be My Brother (Victor Books) that 
includes a photograph ofJennifer as a fragile, 
7-month-old with her head shaved because of 
grave illness. . • 

JENNIFER UN BERGNER was ,, 
airlifted as an infant frorn . 
Saigon during the city's death 
throesin 1975. Now, she is a 
· student at the University of 
Colorado. Photo at left, 
showing Bergner as a baby, 
appears in This7v1ust8e M'.,.,,y'---
Brother, a book by LeAnn 
Thieman and carol Dey. 
They're the Colorado women 
who helped rescue her. 

Thieman and Dey now live in Fort Collins, - and the strength that comes from that." 
· less than a two-hour drive from the university The two women had to be very strong. 

where· Bergner is preparing for her teaching They had to watch mothers who had loved and 
careei: She hasn't seen them since the airlift, cared for their tiny babies give them up so they 
which she doesn't remembei: But she read could have better lives. They had to watch as 
their book in one night. ''It was my past," she other infants were left behind because they 
said. · were too ill to make the trip. They had to listen 

The airlift not only changed Jennifer's des- to fright~ning gunfire as they cared for hun-
tiny; it changed the lives of Dey and Thieman, dreds of crying babies in the stifling tropical 
who struggled to fight their own fears that heat. Thieman became ill in Saigon. 
they would be killed and never return to their · They were terrified when an airplane car-
children in Iowa. ·, · . rying babies exploded on takeoff, killing many 

"The book for me is symbolic · e>f~owth of the infants and the escorting adults on 
within myself and how my life has been," said board. No one knew' what had caused the 
Dey; ''That is, to be sometimes fearful about explosion. 
stepping forward, and then being able to .. ------'---------,--,,, 
muster the courage to do what I think is right See ~ESCUED o 
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Women saved a child of destiny 
RESCUED from SA 

In addition to discovering the 
strength of her courage during the 
journey, Thieman also found the 
baby boy who became her adopted 
son, Mitchell, now a student at 
Colorado State University. Like 
Jennifer; Mitchell had been given to 
an orphanage by his biological 
mother., . _ . 

Thieman said there were an esti-
mated 20,000 orphans in Vietnam 
at the time, many of them facing 
grim futures because they were 
the children of U.S. servicemen. 
Mixed-race children were not 
accepted. 

Bergner believes her own bio-
logical father also was a U.S. ser-
viceman. She was adopted by Sally 
and Paul Bergner of Denver; and 
she and her family know only that 
her biological mother was a 15-
year-old who hande.d her daughter 
to a nun at an orphanage. "She 
must have loved me a lot in order 
to give me up, knowing she could-
n't take care of me," Jennifer said. 
"I thank her for what she did for 

me." 
Jennifer and Mitchell were 

among some 2,700 orphans 
brought to the United States during 
"Operation Babylift." Thousands 
more went to other nations. 

Thieman and Dey said they still 
wonder about the children who 
were left behind. 

"I wanted to get huge jetliners 
and bring them all out," Thieman 
said. "It was hard to bring out only 
a few. I hope their lives have been 
healthy and good, but I do worry 
about them." 

Dey also worries. "I wonder 
about it, but I don't know what else 
to say. We don't know what really 
happened to the babies who didn't 
come. But I'm thankful for the 
babies that did come." 

Bergner, too, is thankful. "I con-
sider myself very lucky to have the 
family that I have," she said last 
week. "Because of the huge num-
ber of orphaned children in Viet-
nam, the fact that I was chosen -
the odds were incredible - I think 
it was kind of my destination to be 
here." 

BABIES LOADED ON PLANE IN BOXES 
The following is an excerpffrom the 

book, This Must Be My Brother, by 
Coloradans LeAnn Thieman and Carol • 
Dey. It tells of the airlifting of 300 
babies during the fall of Saigon. 

As Carol (Dey) carried a baby from the 
center to the van, a Vietnamese woman 

l Thieman Dey in a head scarf touched her ann to get 
her attention. She pointed to a boy, probably about 8 years old, sitting next to the 
window in the van. 

His frightened eyes were moist as he stared out the window at her. She 
1 tapped the left side of her chest and said, "Not forget me. " 
\ He had a picture of her in his pocket. Her eyes, sad and dark, carried a bur-

den of a mother giving up her child. 
As Carol fianded me (Thieman) the baby in her arms, she described the 

• encounter and the anguished look on the woman's face. 
"Do you think she actually gave up her son?" she choked. "I can't imagine 

what she's going through. I don't want to believe it." If it were true it would be 
the greatest maternal sacrifice. 

When asked, these women denied that the children were theirs . ... Each 
had to sign a release swearing the child was an orphan. 

Carol and I entered the mammoth cargo jet . .. all but a few seats had been 
removed and had been replaced by long benches along the sides. Down the cen-
ter was a row of about 20 cardboard boxes, each approximately two feet square. 
Two to three babies were lying in each box. 

A long strap was secured at one end of the plane. From there it was stretched 
over the boxes, then attached to the other end of the plane to hold the boxes 
securely in place .... Toddlers and the older children sat with seat belts on the 
long benches ... bewildered orphans strapped inside a flying boxcar. 



SPIRITED 
TO SAFETY 
Vietnamese orphans 
rescued in 1975 by 
Operation Babylift 
recall the past-and 
dream of the future. 
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MAIL 
Correspondents were neither sur-
prised by the breakup of the Julia 
Roberts-Lyle Lovett marriage 
(PEOPLE, April 10) nor particularly 
sympathetic to the erstwhile bride 
and groom. Most felt they had mar-
ried in haste, with little regard for 
the commitment required to make 
marriage work. 

I JULIA & LYLE 
Spare me another story about celebri-
ties who think a lifelong commitment 
like marriage can be entered into after 
knowing each other for only a few 
months. Did these couples ever hear of 
dating? Here's a news flash, Lyle and 
Julia: Marriage is wonderful, but it's 
also a lot of work. And it's an affront to 
all of us out here who are trying to 
make it work when celebrity couples 
hop into marriage with the same appar -
ent degree of understanding and com-
mitment that teenagers display when 
they decide to go steady. 
BARBARA MEYER, St. Louis 

Julia and Lyle announcing that they are 
separating? Since when is this news-
they have been separated for the entire. 
21 months they have been married. 
BEVERLY KAUFMAN, Redding, Calif 

I'm sick of hearing about Hollywood 
couples being "in love" or "perfect for 
each other." The great majority don't 
know what love and marriage mean. 
Love is forgiving, compromising, giving 
unselfishly, remaining faithful. It means 
sticking around when life gets rough. I 
know. I got married at 18 and have been 
married for 14 years. The next time you 
write about a Hollywood romance or 
wedding, please title it "Two People in 
Lust"! 
MARY HAGER, Rockville, Md. 

I THE OSCARS 
The Oscar landslide for the heartfelt 
Forrest Gump and the virtual shutout of 
the viciously violent Pulp Fiction re-
stores one's faith. Maybe the film in-
dustry's terminally hip will begin to 

accept that life-affirming films are ulti-
mately superior to those that denigrate 
the quality and value of life. 
ROBERT GORDON ]R.,Nashville 

Why is it that the only celebrity you 
criticized in your Oscar article was 
Oprah Winfrey? I fail to believe that no 
one thought Sigourney Weaver's outfit 
was a bit much-or that the outfit 
worn by Jacqueline Bisset wasn't ridic-
ulous. Come on, PEOPLE, be fair! 
HOPE HICKS.Albuquerque 

I ALFONSE D'AMATO 
With all due respect to Penny D' Amato, 
the estranged wife of Sen. Alfonse 
D'Amato, children are not made illegiti-
mate if their parents' marriage is an-
nulled under church or civil law.Just 
ask a priest. 
]'NEANE WEYDERT.Dubuque, Iowa 

I ROSEMARY GREEN 
I want to congratulate Rosemary Green 
on her weight loss and the success of 
her book, Diary of a Fat Housewife. But 
I don't think her success gives her the 
right to pretend to speak for all over-
weight people when she states, "When 
you're fat, you can't go through a day 
without hating yourself." I have been 
overweight for most of my 34 years, 
and I have never hated myself. 
ANDREA CARRINGTON.Alameda, Calif 

I TIFFANY COCHRAN 
I enjoyed Tiffany Cochran's tale about 
when she and her father, Johnnie, were 
driving down Sunset Boulevard in a 
Rolls-Royce. At gunpoint, Johnnie was 
supposedly ordered out of the car by 
police who backed off once they learned 
Johnnie was a deputy district attorney. 

Well, Johnnie must have been a former 
deputy DA by the time the incident oc-
curred. I don't know any prosecutors 
who drive around in Rolls-Royces. Tif-
fany's story deserves some cross-
examination by the Dream Team. 
LYNN R. SHOEN, Las Vegas 

Fifteen years ago a deputy DA in Los 
Angeles could afford a Rolls-Royce? 
Where do I apply for the job? 
BILL HOPKINS.Marble Hill, Mo. 
Prosecuting Attorney of Bollinger County 
Mr. Cochran had been in a very lucrative 
private practice before joining the District 
Attorney's office in 1978.-ED. 

I EAZY-E 
Your tribute to Eazy-E was a shining 
example of what's wrong with society 
today. Glorifying a street thug who 
started a record company using drug 
money, who fathered eight children by 
seven different women and whose big-
gest contribution to the world was mu-
sic that no one will remember in 
three years sends out a dangerous mes-
sage. Gee, what a guy! Just the kind of 
person I want my kids looking up to. It 
saddens the heart to think of all the de-
cent people who slip away unnoticed 
while vermin like this get international 
coverage. 
]OELHUESTON,Delta, B.C. 

I INSIDER 
Please spare us! Isn't Joey Buttafuoco's 
15 minutes of fame over yet? 
SALLY HENDERSON, Houston 
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THE INSIDER byMitchellFink 
I THE TRIPPLEHORN-STILLER SAGA CONTINUES 

A Gloria Steinem: Proud to be 
dissed by Arianna Huffington 

I reported last week that the 
nearly two-year engagement 
of actress Jeanne Tripple-
horn and actor -director Ben 
Stiller had come undone. 
Now I know why. Tripple-
horn was seeing a new boy-
friend, David Barrett, whom 
she met while working this 
past year with Kevin 
Costner in Waterworld. Bar-

a Q&A session following her 
recent speech at the Ameri-
can Society of Magazine Edi-
tors in Manhattan, Huffing-
ton called Steinem a "bitter 
woman whose life is in 
shambles" and added: "Most 
women have no connection 
with her beliefs, her values." 
Steinem, who missed this di-
atribe, expressed no sur-
prise when told of Huffing-
ton's comments. "If she said 
something good about me," 
said Steinem, "I 
would think I was 
doing something 
wrong." • • • Call 
it the trickle-down 
effect of Marcia 
Clark's new hair-
style. The five 
Clark lookalikes at 
Ron Smith's Ce-
lebrity Look-
Alikes in Los 

sighted recently at 
Trattoria Dell' Arte, a 
Manhattan restau-
rant, where Schiffer 
could barely stop 
nuzzling Copper-
field's neck. • • • 
Carly Simon is the 
godmother of Mia 
Farrow's 17-year-

A Claudia Schiffer and David Copperfield 

old son Moses. On the Life-
time cable special, Intimate 
Portrait: Carly Simon, airing 
May 21, Farrow says she 
may also ask Simon to be 

Jurassic Park attraction that 
Universal Studios Holly-
wood plans to open next 
summer. Why the code 
name? Because, in the words 

rett, a stunt man on the big 
action movie, comes from 
wealth. His family owns the 
popular Mammoth Mountain 
ski resort near Mammoth 
Lakes, Calif. I'm told that 
Tripplehorn suddenly called 
it off with Barrett a couple 
weeks ago and is now trying 
to reconcile with Stiller. 
Good luck. • • • Author 

Angeles, who have 
been sent out to 
conventions and 
TV shows such as 
Leeza andAmeri-
canfournal, have 
been forced to get 

A A scene from Jurassic Park. Rick Dees, for one, 
wants to keep dinos onscreen, not outside his window. 

of a source, it's 
"Universal's way 
of protecting 
itself" from the 
expected negative 
reaction from local 
residents in Uni-
versal City. Like 
Rick Dees, the 
L.A. disc jockey, 
who lives close to 
the prospective 
Jurassic site. 
"What I'm hearing 
is, 'Quick, Rick, 
sell your house,' " 
says Dees, adding 
plaintively, "I 
would rather not 

Arianna Huffing-
ton, whose hus-
band, Michael, 
narrowly lost the 
California senato-
rial election in 
November to in-
cumbent Dianne 
Feinstein and 
now has his eye 
on the governor's 
seat, is no fan of 
Ms. magazine co-
founder Gloria 
Steinem. During 

new haircuts too. • • • And 
speaking of the real Marcia 
Clark, venerable Hollywood 
producer Ray Stark hosted a 
dinner in her honor recently 
at his Beverly Hills home. 
Stark sat Clark next to Sally 
Field's ex-husband, produc-

er Alan Greis-
y Arlene Parness: A man. Make of 
Marcia Clark lookalike that what you 

will. • • • And for 
those who still 
think magician 
David Copper-
field's yearlong 
engagement to 
supermodel 
Claudia Schiffer 
is just a publicity 
stunt for both, 
check this out: 
The two were 

godmother to newest child, 
daughter Keili-Shea, 1. Far-
row says, "I can't think of 
anyone better than Carly." 
Of course, after a dozen kids 
a case can be made that 
Farrow may be running 
out of potential candi-
dates. • • • I hear Ralph 
Reed, executive director 
of Pat Robertson's Chris-
tian Coalition, will get 
$350,000 to write a book 
for the Free Press, a divi-
sion of Simon & Schus-
ter, explaining the co-
alition's conservative 
agenda. • • • And, finally, • 
Project 777 is the code 
name for an $80 million 

Carly Simon's anticipation: 
Being a godmother, again 

have to look out my window 
at a big green dinosaur." 
Sorry, Rick, it's a done deal. 



Twenty years later, Vietnam's 
Babylift orphans come of age 
The CS-A transport carrying 228 Vietnamese orphans was just 
12 minutes into its flight from Tan Son Nhut Air Base near 
Saigon to Travis Air Force Base in California when something 
went terribly wrong. "There was this loud explosion," recalls Dr. 
Meritt Stark, a retired pediatrician living in Asheville, NC., of 
the April 4, 1975, flight. "I thought we had been hit by a surface-
to-air missile." What he could not see from his position on the 
upper deck was that the rear cargo door had burst open, damag-
ing the plane's rudder and stabilizer and causing a sudden de-
compression in the plane's interior. Air Force Capt. Dennis 
Traynor turned the crippled plane back toward Saigon and 
managed a crash landing in a rice paddy. The plane broke apart 
on impact; although 176 survived, the bodies of 49 adults and 
78 Vietnamese orphans lay strewn about the site. 

The crash was yet another calamity for children-many of 
them offspring of U.S. servicemen-whose lives were already 
freighted with tragedy. But it was also the beginning of an ex-
traordinary moment of hope. As North Vietnamese forces closed 
in on Saigon-soon to be renamed Ho Chi Minh City-the U.S. 
scrambled to evacuate its remaining 7,000 soldiers, diplomats 
and civilians, and President Gerald Ford sponsored one last ef-
fort on behalf of Vietnam War orphans under the care of relief 
agencies. From April 3 to April 19, Operation Babylijt, the larg-
est such rescue effort in history, flew 2,003 children, including 
the survivors of the April 4 crash, to new homes in the U.S.; an-
other 1,300 went to Britain, France, Germany, Canada, Aus-
tralia and Scandinavia. Recalls lawyer Ross Meador, 40, who 
helped run an orphanage near Saigon for the Denver-based 
Friends of Children of Vietnam (FCVN): "People were desper-
ate to get children out. " 

For the children of Operation Baby lift, being given over to 
adoptive families in the West represented an unimaginable 
change of fortune. The transition has not always gone smoothly. 
According to FCVN executive director Cheryl Markson, about 
a quarter of the children airlifted to the U.S. have had adjust-
ment problems. Yet most of them are now productive young 
adults, attending college, pursuing careers, starting families 
of their own. With the Vietnam War under renewed scrutiny 
20 years after the fall of Saigon, Operation Babylift stands out 
as a victory. As the stories on the following pages attest, it pro-
vided a future for children for whom hope appeared lost. 

In April 1975, as the North Vietnamese closed in on Saigon, re-
lief workers hurried children aboard an American plane. 
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-< Near the end of 
their long trip, 
young passengers 
on the first Babylift 
flight to reach the 
U.S. got a glimpse 
of California. 

On April 5, 1975, 
at San Francisco 
International Air• 
port, the first Baby-
lift arrivals received 
a presidential wel-
come from Gerald 
Ford. 
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Ginny and John 
Seevers met 
Ginger, 4, on April 
11, 1975, at the 
Kansas City airport. 

Y Ginger was re-
united with long-
lost siblings Mailin 
Felgitsch (left) and 
Jeff Teglas last fall. 

Together again after 
a lifetime separation 
Ginger Seevers was 4 when she 
climbed aboard the huge cargo plane in 
April of 1975, old enough to be anxious 
about being torn away from what was 
familiar to her. Her mother had left the 
family for unknown reasons, and her 
great aunt, who was caring for her, per-
suaded her father, a South Vietnamese 
soldier, to put her up for adoption. "I re-
member being on the plane and drink-
ing milk," says Ginger. "I spilled it on a 
blanket and started crying and crying." 

John and Ginny Seevers, of Kansas 
City, Mo., were also anxious. Although 
they had a biological daughter, Heath-
er, 5, they had been trying for three 
years to adopt a Vietnamese child. "I 
had gotten to the point that I wouldn't 
leave home without having someone 

come over and babysit the phone," 
says Ginny, 53, a desktop publisher. 
'We were really frantic," adds John, 
53, a high school social studies teacher 
in Overland Park, Kans. They had 
been told to expect a 3-year-old girl; 
then at the last moment they were in-
formed that the child had been left be-
hind in Vietnam but that another child 
needed a home. When they met their 
new daughter at the Kansas City air-
port, they realized they didn't even 
share enough language to ask her if 
she wanted to use the bathroom. 

It was Heather who closed the lan-
guage gap by naming things as she led 
Ginger-the name the Seevers gave 
her-around the house. A happy, socia-
ble child, Ginger poured her energy 
into becoming an American-she acted 
in family theatricals, read fashion maga-
zines, excelled in school-and ex-

pressed little interest in her past. Then, 
in 1990, she asked the Seevers to see 
her adoption file. "When I turned 20, I 
suddenly wanted to know everything," 
she says. "It's like a missing part of you 
out there. I was so curious." 

Ginger was shocked to read that she 
had a brother from whom she had been 
separated in the confusion of the air-
lift. The file also listed the name of the 
FCVN's Cheryl Markson. When Ginger 
telephoned, Markson told her that the 
great aunt who had cared for her was 
now living in Florida. A second shock 
came when the aunt asked Ginger: 
Where were her brother and sister? 

With Markson's help, Ginger discov-
ered that her younger sister, Mailin, 
had been airlifted to Germany and 
adopted by Werner Felgitsch, an archi-
tect, and his wife, Brigitte. After an ex-
change of letters, the two met in 
Bristol, England, in 1993. ''I'll never 
forget it," says Mailin, 23, who now 
works in Munich for a computer-parts 
company. "We talked and talked. After 
two days it finally hit me I had a sister." 

Next Ginger tracked down their 
brother Jeff, who was living in San Die-
go. Jeff, a senior at the University of 
California at San Diego, had been 
brought up by Julius and Barbara Teg-
las, schoolteachers in Upland, Calif. "I 
called, and we talked for 3 or 4 hours," 
says Ginger, a slight 5'1''. "I asked him 
what he looked like-if he were as 
short as me." 

The siblings began to plan a reunion. 
Last September the three met for the 
first time in two decades at Ginger's 
apartment in Overland Park, where she 
works as a hairstylist. "I was really, 
really nervous," says Jeff. "I needed a 
couple of beers on the plane to relax." 

For two weeks the three were insep-
arable. They went dancing and took 
turns cooking for each other-from 
burritos to spaghetti. "We did a lot of 
looking in the mirror," says Ginger. 
"We'd stand there and say, "Look at 
your nose. We have the same noses.' " 

"There was a bond there that none of 
us could really explain," says Jeff. 
"Maybe deep, deep down we could re-
member each other." 

The three are planning a second re-
union in California this year and, at some 
point, a return trip to Vietnam. "All I 
know is that we're not going to lose each 
other again," says Jeff. Adds Ginger: 
"It's like finding the pieces of a missing 
puzzle. Now we're all one again." 
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A fulfilling life, 
joyously lived 
She races from classes to rugby prac-
tice to intramural softball, then to her 
two part-time jobs in a deli and coffee-
house. In between.Jennifer Noone, 20, 
a sophomore at Drew University in 
Madison, N.J., loves to laugh and play 
practical jokes with her friends. "I'm so 
happy with my life that I can't imagine it 
being any different," she says. 

Byron and Lana 
Noone picked up 5-
month-old Jennifer 
at JFK airport in 
New York City in 
May 1975. Now 20, 
Jennifer (right, in 
jacket, with dorm 
pals at Drew Univer-
sity in New Jersey) 
says, "I'm the one 
my friends usual-
ly pull pranks on. 
But they do it be-
cause I can take it. 
I just give it right 
back." 
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But for Operation Babylift, it would 
have been. Born in Saigon in January 
1975, Jennifer-then an orphan named 
Nguyen Thi Dai Trang-was evacuated 
when she was just 3 months old and 
adopted by Byron Noone, an English 
professor at Queensborough Communi-
ty College, and his wife, Lana, an ele-
mentary-school music teacher in Long 
Island, N.Y. Despite a happy childhood 
filled with piano, gymnastics and dance 
lessons, Jennifer felt the occasional sting 
of racial taunts at her mostly white ele-
mentary school. For a while she hid the 
fact that her middle name was Nguyen, 
the name her parents had retained for 
her as a vestige of her Vietnamese heri-
tage. "When I was young, being differ-
ent was kind of hard," she says. 

Now she is ready to celebrate her 
heritage. She has started reading books 
about Vietnam and was elected secre-
tary of Drew University's Asian Stu-
dents in America chapter. This summer 
she wants to start Vietnamese language 
classes and hopes some day to visit the 
city where she was born. 

Noone wants to become a social 
worker in an international adoption 
agency. "The other day I was thinking 
about how much time it takes to raise a 
child and how much my parents have 
done for me," she says. "I don't think I 
ever sat them down and said, 'Thank 
you.' But I think they know it." 

An emotional return to a 
Vietnamese orphanage 
In 1968, 22-year-old college student 
Gratia Meyer lay in a Denver hospital 
bed recovering from a near-fatal intesti-
nal inflammation. Too feverish to read, 
she spent hours watching news cover-
age of the Vietnam War. "I bargained 
with God," she says. "I told him ifl sur-
vived, I would take care of orphans." 

Meyer's convalescence lasted seven 
months, but she eventually regained 
her strength and made good on her 
promise. In July 1974, Meyer and 
her husband, an Air Force captain, 
gained custody ofNhat, a 1-year-old boy 
who came from an orphanage near Sai-
gon. Five months later she applied for a 
second child, Nol, who came to her via 
Operation Babylift. 

Like many of the children evacuated 
from the country in the late days of the 
War, Nol, then 2, was both sickly and 
crippled. His body stiffened when 
touched, a common reaction among in-
fants who receive too little physical 
contact. His left arm was paralyzed 
from birth, and he had never learned to 
walk. A boy who had survived on the 
streets before being taken to an or-
phanage in Saigon, he still ate insects 
and hoarded food. His teeth were filled 
with cavities. "Both boys required in-
tense care, psychologically, emotional-



ly and financially," says Meyer, 49. 
"They both had the orphanage survival 
approach, which is 'I can do it on my 
own.' But of course no one can make it 
in isolation. I was consistent and tena-
cious. They began to trust me." 

Meyer taught herself how to get up 
from the floor using just one arm and 
then demonstrated the technique to 
Nol. She spent long hours exercising 
his paralyzed left arm so that the mus-
cles in his back wouldn't atrophy. 

Working by day as a school psycholo-
gist in Denver, she completed her 
Ph.D. in psychology through the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh. When Meyer and 
her husband split in 1981, she kept the 
boys. She tried to make her sons proud 
of their Vietnamese heritage while re-
maining true to her own. "I raised them 
as Jewish Buddhists," she says. 

She could not, however, ward off the 
cruelty of schoolmates who would taunt 
Nol about his limp arm. "In elementary 
school I used to slam my arm against 
brick walls," says Nol, 21, recalling his 
frustration. "I would rip off a fingernail 
with my teeth. When I got to be a teen-

ager, I spent a lot of time trying to hide 
my paralysis, sticking my hand behind 
my back, denying its existence." Even-
tually, Nol had reconstructive surgery, 
which increased the arm's mobility. 
"Now that I'm not hiding it, people no-
tice it less!" he says. 

Nol flourished in high school, scoring 

Nol Meyer makes 
his home in San 
Francisco (above). 
In 1993, he re-
turned to Vietnam 
and visited Nguyen 
Van Yung (left), the 
director of the or-
phanage in Ho Chi 
Minh City (formerly 
Saigon) where Nol 
spent his toddler 
years. "I hope that 
he sees what he had 
done is not wast-
ed," says Meyer. 

straight A's and winning a leadership 
award. A talented artist, he enrolled at 
the University of San Francisco and the 
Academy of Art College. It was there he 
came across a brochure advertising a 
study program in Vietnam. "I decided I 
wanted to know about the Vietnamese 
side of me," he says." 
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Nol spent part of 1993 in Vietnam. 
During that time, his brother and 
mother and her new husband came to 
visit, and Meyer brought along a sur-
prise: the paperwork from the Santa 
Maria Orphanage in Saigon, where Nol 
had once lived. When they paid a call, 
they found that the director of the or-
phanage, Nguyen Van Vung, was still 
there. At first Nguyen didn't under-
stand who his foreign visitors were. 
But when he saw the papers with the 
Vietnamese name he had given Nol-
Nguyen Van Cuong-he burst into 
tears. "I remember him when he was 
only this big!" he said, holding his 
hands apart. "I can't believe he has 
done so well." 

Nol, who will graduate from both the 
academy and the college this May-and 
who is already writing and illustrating a 
children's book about adoption-was 
profoundly moved by the visit with the 
orphanage director. "He was so happy 
to see me," says Nol. '1t was a moment 
I will remember forever. It was one of 
those events that helps put your life in 
perspective." 

46 5/ 1/ 95 PEOPLE 

Despite the en-
treaties of a friend, 
MailyWong, 10 
(near right), was 
sullen and an-
gry when she ar-
rived in Denver in 
1975. Says Maily 
(above, at a San 
Francisco school 
with her son Rudy): 
"Growing up as an 
adopted child was 
hard." 

Coming to terms with the 
pain of abandonment 
MaiLy Wong is one of the few Baby lift 
children who remember life in Viet-
nam. Now a 29-year-old secretary 
working near San Francisco and the 
mother of an 8-year-old son, MaiLy re-
calls her 10 years in a Catholic orphan-
age in Da Lat, northeast of Saigon, as 
terribly lonely. "All you could do most 
of the time was sit and daydream," she 

says. 'We didn't have toys. We would 
dig for whatever creatures we could 
find in the ground. You could hear the 
whines of babies." 

The one joy in her life was Paul 
Markson, a U.S. Army Intelligence of-
ficer, who began making regular 
visits to the orphanage in 1969. "I 
would cling on him," she recalls. "He 
used to take my picture, and I would 
feel like a superstar. At night I would 
dream about what it would be like 



if a guy like that took me away." 
Markson was taken with MaiLy too. 

In January 1975, he persuaded his wife, 
Cheryl, who had just begun to work for 
FCVN, to visit the orphanage with him. 
"They asked me ifI wanted them to be 
my parents," says MaiLy. "I didn't 
know what a parent was. I thought it 
meant for them to keep visiting me. I 
said, 'Sure. As long as you keep bring-
ing me cookies.' " 

But the nuns who ran the orphanage 
held the Marksons off, saying they 
wanted to send MaiLy to a convent 
school in France. Then, in March 1975, 
Da Lat was overrun by Communist 
troops. The 60-odd children and 15 

apart. "Everything just hit me," she 
says. "Something told me I'd never see 
my country again. I burst into tears. I 
was scared and full of hostility. I refused 
to sit next to Cheryl. I hated her. I hit 
her and kicked her. Believe me, that 
woman regretted the idea of adopting 
me. It was a long ride." 

MaiLy seemed to adjust quickly to 
life with her new parents and their five 
other children. But as the Marksons 
continued to adopt-they would even-
tually take in seven more children-
MaiLy felt a little lost. "You're the 
president of an adoption agency," Mai-
Ly says she used to kid Cheryl. "You 
can't keep them all for yourself." 

A Maily's mom, Cheryl Markson, with daughter Dahra (right) and grandchild MacKenzie. 

nuns of the orphanage were taken to 
the coast by truck, then loaded onto a 
makeshift raft. After three days on the 
South China Sea, the raft put in near 
Saigon. "I remember sitting for a long 
time," MaiLy says of the voyage. "I 
don't recall eating anything." On April 
9, MaiLy and others joined the Baby lift 
and were flown to Travis Air Force 
Base in California. 

The Marksons, back in Denver, re-
ceived welcome news from FCVN that 
MaiLy would be aboard an Operation 
Baby lift flight. Cheryl Markson met her 
at Travis AFB, and the two boarded a 
bus for San Francisco, where the chil-
dren were processed. Watching the 
strange countryside roll by, MaiLy fell 

The Marksons say MaiLy spoke little 
of her past. "It was so difficult to get 
her to talk about Vietnam, to do any 
grieving," says Cheryl. "I think it was 
just too scary to remember." 

One issue that came between adop-
tive mother and daughter was MaiLy's 
birth mother. Cheryl says she and Paul 
were told only that MaiLy was aban-
doned on the steps of the orphanage. 
But MaiLy insists she remembers visit-
ing her mother, who lived nearby. The 
matter was finally resolved in 1994, 
when Paul and Cheryl returned to Viet-
nam and were told by the nuns that 
MaiLy was correct, and that her mother 
was alive and selling vegetables in the 
local market. "I was shocked. I went 

numb for a day," says MaiLy. "Always 
in my heart I knew she was alive." 

Cheryl Markson says she under-
stands her daughter's lingering anger. 
"The most central question for these 
kids is dealing with their abandonment, 
their loss," she says. "Even if they 
were babies at the time, they still won-
der why. Sometimes having parents 
that love them just isn't enough." 

MaiLy rebelled. Although she ex-
celled at Denver's East High School, 
getting straight A's, she decided not 
to go to college. Working first for her 
mother's adoption agency, then as a 
grocery store clerk, she became preg-
nant at 21 with her son Rudy and 
moved to Las Vegas with the boy's 
father. The two soon separated, 
and in 1988 MaiLy met Ronald Wong, 
41, an ex-Marine who works for a 
computer equipment company near 
San Francisco. 

The two married in 1991 and are ex-
pecting a child in October. At last her 
long search seems ended. "I pray every 
night to God not to send me anything 
more," says MaiLy. Now she wants to 
give back something of what she has re-
ceived. "I want to reach out to troubled 
kids," she says. ''I want to help children 
who are neglected by their parents." 

When anxious hope gave 
way to agonizing fear 
Shane Dewey lived through one of the 
bleakest moments of the national di-
saster that was our time in Vietnam: 
He was aboard the C5-A packed with 
orphans that crashed shortly after 
takeoff on April 4, 1975. Strapped to a 
seat on an upper deck, the infant was 
one of 167 children pulled from the 
wreckage. Shane experienced oxygen 
deprivation when the cabin decom-
pressed prior to the crash, but other-
wise survived the experience un-
scathed. For nearly two weeks 
afterward, half a world away, it was 
his would-be adoptive parents who 
suffered. 

Fred Dewey, now a chemistry pro-
fessor at Metropolitan State College of 
Denver, and his wife, Karleen, studying 
for a master's degree in counseling, had 
waited a year to adopt a Vietnamese 
baby. On April 2, they were told that 
they had finally succeeded and that 
their son would be flying out in two 
days. Fred was driving to work on April 
4 when he heard news of the crash on 
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his car radio. "I was just crushed," says 
Fred, 55, tears welling in his eyes at the 
memory. "I had to pull off to the side of 
the highway. I sat there and wept and 
prayed for 5 minutes." 

Says Karleen, 55: "We mourned the 
loss of all the children, not knowing if 
Shane was one of them. I was not able 
to eat or sleep. It would have been easi-
er to have known." 

The Deweys received no news for 
13 days. Then, just after Karleen re-
members saying a prayer, the phone 
rang. It was the adoption agency an-
nouncing that their son was alive and 
had arrived in Denver. When Karleen 
first saw Shane at the reception cen-
ter, he was lying on his stomach. "He 
lifted his head up kind of like, 'Hi, 
Mom! Where have you been?' and 
gave me this big smile," she says. "I 
totally lost it and began sobbing." 

Though Shane was healthy, he was 
later diagnosed with learning disabil-
ities believed to have been caused by 
the minutes he had spent starved of 
oxygen. He spent kindergarten and 
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first grade in a special school for chil-
dren with learning problems-"Mem-
ory type of things are still hard for 
me," he says-but was successfully 
mainstreamed through the rest of his 
school years. 

Shane fit in easily with the Deweys' 
nine other children, now 13 to 35-
three of whom, like Shane, were adopt-
ed-and he attended Silver State Bap-

Shane Dewey, 20 
(with parents Fred 
and Karleen at their 
home in Denver), 
was less than a year 
old when he sur-
vived the April 4, 
1975, crash of a 
Babylift plane. "for 
years afterwards, 
whenever a fire si-
ren went off, Shane 
would shriek and 
run to me," says 
Karleen. 

tist High School in Denver, where he 
played on both the football and basket-
ball teams. In the year since he gradu-
ated, he has enrolled in chef school and 
is working with his brother-in-law 
building redwood decks. He wants to 
save enough money to go to business 
school, but now he has a new responsi-
bility. Shane, 20, and his girlfriend An-
gela Delagarza, 17, are expecting a 



baby daughter, due early in May. 
The Deweys, meanwhile, keep find-

ing new ways to be useful. An organiza-
tion they started eight years ago teach-
es parenting skills to Denver teens-
while encouraging sexual abstinence. 
Another of their projects has been 
sending teams of nurses and counselors 
to Romania since 1991. "It's all about 
helping children," says Karleen Dewey. 
''That's what counts." 

A dedicated single dad 
takes on twin sons 
Steve Johnson remembers the precise 
moment in 1974 when he first laid eyes 
on the two scrawny Amerasian boys in 
the orphanage in Da Nang. "They were 
two pathetic babies, twins," says John-
son, then a 25-year-old production con-
troller for ITT who had become ac-
quainted with the orphanages during an 
earlier tour in Vietnam as a GI. On his 
days off.Johnson would help shuttle 
supplies, clothing and children between 
FCVN facilities in Saigon and Qui 

Nhon, a city on the coast. Johnson was 
single at the time, but he just couldn't 
help himself. "I told FCVN that I want-
ed to adopt them," he recalls. "Ev-
eryone was doing so much for these 
children. I wanted to do my part." 

Johnson had the twins transferred to 

At the Da Nang or-
phanage in 1974 
(below), 25-year-old 
Steve Johnson (with 
a friend) held 
Christopher, one of 
the twins he would 
soon adopt. (The 
other, Anthony, lies 
near his feet.) 
"Growing up with a 
single parent, they 
had to be more in-
dependent," says 
Johnson (with Chris, 
left, and Anthony 
near their DeKalb, 
Ill., home). 

Saigon. Then, in January 1975, he mar-
ried Carol Kim, a Vietnamese singer he 
had been dating. In April, the boys were 
assigned spaces on a Babylift transport. 
(They were scheduled to leave on the ill-
fated April 4 flight, but were bumped.) 
The arrival of the babies, by then almost 

5/ 1/ 95 PEOPLE 49 



2, in the little, all-white community of 
Geneseo, Ill., where Johnson's parents 
lived, made local headlines. 

In 1980, Johnson and Kim were di-
vorced. The boys, Chris and Tony, 
stayed with their father. Both are now 
students at Northern Illinois University 
in DeKalb, where Johnson is a public 
programming director. Chris, a junior, is 
a psychology major who wants to work in 

public relations. Tony, a sophomore, is 
majoring in electrical engineering. 

Both boys are musical-Chris has had 
some singing roles in community the-
ater productions-and they wonder if 
their talent is inherited. But like many of 
the Baby lift immigrants, they don't 
know their biological parentage. Even 
their true age is somewhat in doubt. In 
the early days of 1975, the Saigon courts 

A "I feel accepted here," says Tim Holtan, at the Hanoi adoption agency where he works. 
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invented birth records for children need-
ing documents to leave the country. The 
boys' official birthday, Sept. 8, was arbi-
trarily selected by a local official. 

The lack of documentation gnaws at 
Tony. "I'd like to find out who my par-
ents are," he says. "I want to know 
who lam." 

A U.S. adoptee turns 
toward home to help 
Timothy Holtan was, in many respects, 
the all-American boy. He played Little 
League baseball for five years. His bed-
room in the Whiteford, Md., home he 
shared with his adoptive parents, An-
drew and Barbara Holtan, and their four 
other children was festooned with pic-
tures of rock stars. He played percussion 
in his grade school band and joined the 
chorus. At the John Carroll School in Bel 
Air, he was elected president of his 
freshman class and lettered in track and 
football. (He established the school's 
record for the 100-meter dash-11.3 
seconds.) 

Yet it is also Timothy Holtan, now 21, 
who has returned to Vietnam to discover 
his roots. Five years ago, a Vietnamese 
family in Whiteford invited him to a cele-
bration of the Vietnamese new year, Tet, 
at the University of Maryland. "I started 
thinking about Vietnam," says Holtan 
quietly. "I realized I wanted to know 
what it was like." 

Last October, with his family's bless-
ing and $1,500 he had saved working as a 
busboy, he took a year's leave from Foot-
hill College in Los Altos, Calif., and head-
ed for a job with the Maine Adoption 
Placement Service in Hanoi. "At first it 
didn't hit me," he says. "Then after a 
week I thought, 'Wow, it feels great not 
to be different.' I could cruise on by and 
no one would look at me weirdly." 

Holtan sips tea with neighbors at a 
shop near his Hanoi office, snacks on lo-
cal delicacies from street merchants and 
is dating a Vietnamese woman. But it is 
the children who move him most. "They 
love being held and hugged," he says. "I 
know. I was in the same place at one 
time." 
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THE FALL OF SAIGON 

Aaaoclated Prell / Nell Ulevlch 
DISJltlRA'rE: Mobs of South Vietnamese try to scale the 14-foot 
wall of the U.S. Emba88y In Saigon, trying to reach the evacuation 
helicopters as the last Americans leave Vietnam on April 29, 1975. 

UTfER 
CHAOS 

Panic reigned in fmal hours 
By George Esper-
The 'Associated Presa 

H O'CHI MINH CITY, Vietnam 
- "Finis! Finis!" the South 
Vietnamese police officer 

yelled, his arms flailing wildly, his 
eyes crazed with fear. He raised his 
pistol to his head and pulled the trig• 
ger. 

As he lay mortally wounded in the 
downtown Saigon square, hundreds of 
bis comrades stripped 'off their uni-
forms in a desperate attempt to blend 
in with their victorious northern 
Communist foes. 

By then, the sole remaining Amer!• 
can allies - 11 Marines - already 
had scrambled aboard the final hell• 

- copter leaving the besieged U.S. Em-
bassy. 

Twenty years ago, on April 30, 
1975, a dispirited South Vietnam sur• 
rendered to North Vletnam, its life-
line of American blood dried up, its 
supporting U.S. war machine turned 
off. 

The U.S. toll: 58,153 dead. The Viet• 
namese toll: 1.1 million Communist 
fighters, 223,748 So~th Vietnamese 
soldiers and nearly 2 million civil-
ians, according to Vietnam's official 
casualty report, which was released 

April 3. 
The end came in chaos - with 

South Viefnamese clawing frantically 
at the U.S. Embassy's chain-link gate, 
thrusting their babies at American 
strangers with bags of gems and gold, 

• desperately trying to bully or bribe 
their way onto the departing helicop-
ters. 

Any plans for an orderly evacua• 
tion. collapsed in panic and bedlam, 
and hundreds of Vietnamese a11ies 
promised safe passage were left be· 
hind. 

"It still leaves a bad taste in my 
mouth 20 years later," says Col. Har• 
ry G. Summers Jr., then an American 
negotiator in Saigon. "It was just dis-
graceful. It was the Vietnam War in 
microcosm. Good intentions but fa• 
tally flawed execution. The whole 
thing was just tragedy working itself 
out." 
Rockets rained down 

The beginning of the end came with 
the dawn of April 29. 

For more than three hours, from 
4:10 a.m. to 7:15 a.m., North Viet• 
namese gunners rained rockets and 
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' . '.Above, Sgt. Terry 
•Bennington, left, 
•exits the helicop-
ter that evacuated 

. him and the other 
10 remaining Ma-
rines during the 

· fall of Saigon. At 
right, Bennington 
pauses in March 
at Virginia's 
Quantico Marine 
Base. 

WAR VICTIMS 
A Vietnamese woman, right, carries her 

wounded daughter as they flee heavy fight-
ing near Huan Loe, about 35 miles north of 

_ Saigon, on March 13, 1975. 

:'Frequent Wind' 
ferried eVacuees 
.from embassy 
SAIGON from Page 21 A to scale the surrounding 14-foot wall 

to reach the helicopters, Marines and 
artillery shells onto Tan Son Nhat Air civilians beat them back with any-
Base, home to the U.S. defense atta- thing they could find, 

· che's office, the so-called Pentagon "I will die if I stay," screamed a 
East. , teenage girl. 

The last two Americans killed on Col. John Madison Jr., a U.S. nego-
Vietnamese territory, Marine Cpls. tiator who attempted to calm the 
Charles McMahon Jr., 21, of Woburn, mob, reported to Washington that 
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I I shalltown, Iowa, died in the ass;mlJ.. control of the Marine guards, who be-

The relentless barrage hastened or- .. gaii to resort to force. This, in turn, 
ders from Washington to pull out all tended to intensify the panic." 

FLEEING THE MAYHEM: Vi 
gees escape from Vung Tau by bo 

Americans and as many as possible Summers, a noted military strate-
· j of the Vietnamese thought to be gist and author, said in a recent inter-

I marked for death or prison. view -that he was furious some Viet-
' Operation Frequent Wind was the namese were left behind because of 

fore its surrender with a Communist 
strategy that forced South Vietnam-
ese President Nguyen Van Thieu into 

biggest helicopter evacuation in his- the lack 'of direction. 
tory. The Marines carried 1,373 · "I went to Hanoi a week before the 
Americans and 5,595 Vietnamese and fall of Saigon, knowing we were going 
other foreigners to safety aboard U.S. to get the terms of the U.S. withdraw-
carriers in the South China Sea, log- al. And I asked the embassy what my 
ging 1,054 flight hours and 682 sor- instructions were, since I had diplo-
ties. · matic status. And the answer was 

But back in Saigon - immediately 'Damned if I know.' And I said, 'What 
renameq Ho Chi Minh City after the am I-supposed to do?' And he said, 
legendary Communist leader - all 'Well, do the best y9u can.' " 
was disintw.ating. S 'h , 

The vastly outnumbered South o appy, tears of joy 
Vi_etnamese sol_diers deserted by the As the end of • the war rieared, 

• thousands, fleeing with their families. North Vietnamese leaders rejoiced at 
Some were firing their rifles in the their command headquarters. 
air, yelling at the Americans, "We "There are few moments in life 
want to go, too!" when one is so happy that they want 

a fatal decision. · 
In a surprise attack March 10, 

North Vietnamese forces captured 
the provincial capital of Buon Ma 

. Thuot, the southern anchor of South 
Vietnam's defenses. 

Thieu, up against a larger, better-
·equipped foe and facing the imminent 
end of U.S. military aid, ordered bis 
forces to abandon the sparsely popu-
lated highlan,ds and withdraw to the 
more easily defended coastal cities. 

.I "They were nothing more than to cry," Lt. Gen. Tran Van Tra, the 

Thousands of South Vietnamese 
soldiers and civilians fled by car, 
truck and foot, clogging major high-
ways and putting themselves in 
harm's way from North Vietnamese 
guns and lack of food and water. Hun-
dreds died, their bodies along the 
roadsides attesting to the cruelty of 
those final days. 

hoods, .. , running around with weap- commander of the Communist forces, 
ons, not even defending their own recalled in a 1983 account of the Ho 
country," said one of the 11 final Ma- Chi Minh Campaign. 

I· • rines, Sgt. Maj. Terry Bennington, "I suddenly felt as if my soul was 
The northern cities fell next, in-

cluding the old imperial capital of 
Hue and the country's second largest 
city, Da Nang. Central coastal cities 
then were abandoned without a fight. 

now 42. translucent and light, as if everything 
• 1 r Across from the U.S. Embassy, the had sunk to the bottom," Tra wrote. 

crowd stripped and stole dozens of "The war was nearly over. It had 
• 

1 
abandoned embassy cars. They looted been a long, fierce war and many of 
the apartments of departing Ameri- our comrades and compatriots were 
cans of furniture, bathroom fixtures, not around to share that happy mo- . 
air conditioners, typewriters, books, ment. They bad fallen so that we 

President Nixon had begun a. 
phased withdrawal of U.S. troops 
from Vietnam in 1969, culminating 
four years later with the signing of 
the Paris Peace Agreement. Under 

: I 

radios, stereo equipment and food. could enjoy that moment." 
As hundreds of South Vietnamese The collapse of South Vietnam ac-

stampeded the embassy gate or tried tually began nearly two mo~ths be-

:,,-
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Vietnamese refu-
oat and a make-

Associated Press / Nick Ut 

shift craft to wait for U.S. ships to pick them up on 
March 7, 1975. · ' 

terms of that accord, which ended di-
rect U.S. military intervention in 
Vietnam, North Vietnam released 
591 American prisoners of war over 
the next three months and the United 
States withdrew its last 23,000 com-
bat troops. 

The agreement allowed the United 
States to maintain 50 military atta-
ches and 1,200 civilians at Pentagon 
East and 150 Marines at the U.S. Em-
bassy. · 

As conditions worsened, the United 
States hurried to evacuate- 226 Viet-
namese orphans, but Operation Baby-
lift ended in tragedy. The Air Force 
C-5 carrying the children made a 

· crash landing April 4 after a lock sys-
tem failed and the doors flew off the . 
plane; 135 people died, including 76 
orphans, and more than 100 children 
were injured, many suffering brain 
damage from the lack of oxygen. 

Thieu fled the couQtry April 21. In 

a tearful and bitter farewell address, 
he said the United States had broken 
a pledge to intervene if North Viet-
nam violated the 1973 agreement arid 
had "led the South Vietnamese people 
to death." 

Once the evacuation finally was 
completed, the·11 remaining Marines 
locked the embassy's oversized oak 
doors and took refuge on the roof. It 
was seemingly endless hours before 
the final CH-46 helicopter headed 
their way. 

"As we were taking off, the South 
Vietnamese had made it to the roof," 
Bennington said. "So it was pse~ 
hairy there at the last moments." ., • · 1 

· As the Marines soared over Saigon, 
they watched the North Vietnamese l 
begin their final attack. The Co~ 
nists rolled into Saigon in tanks-lti~ 
armored vehicles and raised their 
flag over the Presidential Palace. 

• On the first floor of the palace, a 
Communist search team pulled back 
a curtain shielding a government con-
ference room. Inside, the South Viet-
namese cabinet sat around an oval-
shaped tabl{i. 

"You've been surrounded!" team 
member Pham Duy Do yelled, point-
ing his rifle. "If anyone has a weapon, 
throw it down and surrender!" 

"We have been waiting for you so 
that we could turn over the govern-
ment," responded Duong Van Minh, 
who had taken over as South \:jet- , 
nam's president in his country's j ~ l 
days. • .• 

"You have. nothing left 'to iurn 
over," a Communist political ofkicer 
~old him. '7·' 

The war had ended. 
The writer covered the Vietnam 

War for The Associated Press and 
was in Saigon when it fell to the Com-
munists. He was expelled from the 
country, •but returned'in October 1993 
_to reopen the AP's bureau in Hanoi. 
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a tearful and bitter farewell address, 
he said the United States had broken 
a pledge to intervene if North Viet-
nam violated the 1973 agreement arid 
had "led the South Vietnamese people 
to death." 

Once the evacuation finally was 
completed, the 11 remaining Marines 
locked the embassy's oversized oak 
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Twenty years later, Vietnam's 
Ba byl ift orphans come of age 
The CS-A transport carrying 228 Vietnamese orphans was just 
12 minutes into its flight from Tan Son Nhut Air Base near 
Saigon to Travis Air Force Base in California when something 
went terribly wrong. "There was this loud explosion," recalls Dr. 
Meritt Stark, a retired pediatrician living in Asheville, N. C., of 
the April 4, 1975, flight. "I thought we had been hit by a surface-
to-air missile." What he could not see from his position on the 
upper deck was that the rear cargo door had burst open, damag-
ing the plane's rudder and stabilizer and causing a sudden de-
compression in the plane's interior. Air Force Capt. Dennis 
Traynor turned the crippled plane back toward Saigon and 
managed a crash landing in a rice paddy. The plane broke apart 
on impact; although 176 survived, the bodies of 49 adults and 
78 Vietnamese orphans lay strewn about the site. 

The crash was yet another calamity for children-many of 
them offspring of U.S. servicemen-whose lives were already 
freighted with tragedy. But it was also the beginning of an ex-
traordinary moment of hope. As North Vietnamese forces closed 
in on Saigon-soon to be renamed Ho Chi Minh City-the U.S. 
scrambled to evacuate its remaining 7,000 soldiers, diplomats 
and civilians, and President Gerald Ford sponsored one last ef-
fort on behalf of Vietnam War orphans under the care of relief 
agencies. From April 3 to April 19, Operation Babylift, the larg-
est such rescue effort in history, flew 2,003 children, including 
the survivors of the April 4 crash, to new homes in the U.S.; an-
other 1,300 went to Britain, France, Germany, Canada, Aus-
tralia and Scandinavia. Recalls lawyer Ross Meador, 40, who 
helped run an orphanage near Saigon for the Denver-based 
Friends of Children of Vietnam (FCVN): "People were desper-
ate to get children out. " 

For the children of Operation Babylift, being given over to 
adoptive families in the West represented an unimaginable 
change of fortune. The transition has not always gone smoothly. 

(
According to FCVN executive director Cheryl Markson, about 
a quarter of the children airlifted to the U.S. have had adjust-
ment problems. Yet most of them are now productive young 
adults, attending college, pursuing careers, starting families 
of their own. With the Vietnam War under renewed scrutiny 
20 years after the fall of Saigon, Operation Babylift stands out 
as a victory. As the stories on the following pages attest, it pro-
vided a future for children for whom hope appeared lost. 

In April 1975, as the North Vietnamese closed in on Saigon, re-
lief workers hurried children aboard an American plane. 

-10 5/ I / 95 PEOPLE 



-< Near the end of 
their long trip, 
young passengers 
on the first Babylift 
flight to reach the 
U.S. got a glimpse 
of California. 

On April 5, 1975, 
at San Francisco 
International Air-
port, the first Baby-
lift arrivals received 
a presidential wel-
come from Gerald 
Ford. 
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Ginny and John 
Seevers met 
Ginger, 4, on April 
11, 1975, at the 
Kansas City airport. 

Y Ginger was re-
united with long-
lost siblings Mailin 
Felgitsch (left) and 
Jeff Teglas last fall. 

Together again after 
a lifetime separation 
Ginger Seevers was 4 when she 
climbed aboard the huge cargo plane in 
April of 1975, old enough to be anxious 
about being torn away from what was 
familiar to her. Her mother had left the 
family for unknown reasons, and her 
great aunt, who was caring for her, per-
suaded her father, a South Vietnamese 
soldier, to put her up for adoption. "I re-
member being on the plane and drink-
ing milk," says Ginger. "I spilled it on a 
blanket and started crying and crying." 

John and Ginny Seevers, of Kansas 
City, Mo., were also anxious. Although 
they had a biological daughter, Heath-
er, 5, they had been trying for three 
years to adopt a Vietnamese child. "I 
had gotten to the point that I wouldn't 
leave home without having someone 

come over and babysit the phone," 
says Ginny, 53, a desktop publisher. 
"We were really frantic," adds John, 
53, a high school social studies teacher 
in Overland Park, Kans . They had 
been told to expect a 3-year-old girl; 
then at the last moment they were in-
formed that the child had been left be-
hind in Vietnam but that another child 
needed a home. When they met their 
new daughter at the Kansas City air-
port, they realized they didn't even 
share enough language to ask her if 
she wanted to use the bathroom. 

It was Heather who closed the lan-
guage gap by naming things as she led 
Ginger -the name the Seevers gave 
her- around the house. A happy, socia-
ble child, Ginger poured her energy 
into becoming an American-she acted 
in family theatricals, read fashion maga-
zines, excelled in school-and ex-

pressed little interest in her past. Then, 
in 1990, she asked the Seevers to see 
her adoption file. "When I turned 20, I 
suddenly wanted to know everything," 
she says. "It's like a missing part of you 
out there. I was so curious." 

Ginger was shocked to read that she 
had a brother from whom she had been 
separated in the confusion of the air-
lift. The file also listed the name of the 
FCVN's Cheryl Markson. When Ginger 
telephoned, Markson told her that the 
great aunt who had cared for her was 
now living in Florida. A second shock 
came when the aunt asked Ginger: 
Where were her brother and sister? 

With Markson's help, Ginger discov-
ered that her younger sister, Mailin, 
had been airlifted to Germany and 
adopted by Werner Felgitsch, an archi-
tect, and his wife, Brigitte. After an ex-
change of letters, the two met in 
Bristol, England, in 1993. ''I'll never 
forget it," says Mailin, 23, who now 
works in Munich for a computer-parts 
company. "We talked and talked. After 
two days it finally hit me I had a sister." 

Next Ginger tracked down their 
brother Jeff, who was living in San Die-
go. Jeff, a senior at the University of 
California at San Diego, had been 
brought up by Julius and Barbara Teg-
las, schoolteachers in Upland, Calif. "I 
called, and we talked for 3 or 4 hours," 
says Ginger, a slight 5' l". "I asked him 
what he looked like-if he were as 
short as me." 

The siblings began to plan a reunion. 
Last September the three met for the 
first time in two decades at Ginger's 
apartment in Overland Park, where she 
works as a hairstylist. "I was really, 
really nervous," says Jeff. "I needed a 
couple of beers on the plane to relax." 

For two weeks the three were insep-
arable. They went dancing and took 
turns cooking for each other -from 
burritos to spaghetti. "We did a lot of 
looking in the mirror," says Ginger. 
"We'd stand there and say, "Look at 
your nose. We have the same noses.' " 

"There was a bond there that none of 
us could really explain," says Jeff. 
"Maybe deep, deep down we could re-
member each other." 

The three are planning a second re-
union in California this year and, at some 
point, a return trip to Vietnam. "All I 
know is that we're not going to lose each 
other again," says Jeff. Adds Ginger: 
"It's like finding the pieces of a missing 
puzzle. Now we're all one again." 

5/ 1/ 95 PEOPLE -13 



A fulfilling life, 
joyously lived 
She races from classes to rugby prac-
tice to intramural softball, then to her 
two part-time jobs in a deli and coffee-
house. In between, Jennifer Noone, 20, 
a sophomore at Drew University in 
Madison, N.]., loves to laugh and play 
practical jokes with her friends. 'Tm so 
happy with my life that I can't imagine it 
being any different," she says. 

Byro~ and Lana 
Noone picked up 5-
month-old Jennifer 
at JFK airport in 
New York City in 
May 1975. Now 20, 
Jennifer (right, in 
jacket, with dorm 
pals at Drew Univer-
sity in New Jersey) 
says, "I'm the one 
my friends usual-
ly pull pranks on. 
But they do it be-
cause I can take it. 
I just give it right 
back." 
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But for Operation Babylift, it would 
have been. Born in Saigon in January 
1975, Jennifer- then an orphan named 
Nguyen Thi Dai Trang- was evacuated 
when she was just 3 months old and 
adopted by Byron Noone, an English 
professor at Queensborough Communi-
ty College, and his wife, Lana, an ele-
mentary-school music teacher in Long 
Island, N.Y. Despite a happy childhood 
filled with piano, gymnastics and dance 
lessons, Jennifer felt the occasional sting 
of racial taunts at her mostly white ele-
mentary school. For a while she hid the 
fact that her middle name was Nguyen, 
the name her parents had retained for 
her as a vestige of her Vietnamese heri-
tage. "When I was young, being differ-
ent was kind of hard," she says. 

Now she is ready to celebrate her 
heritage. She has started reading books 
about Vietnam and was elected secre-
tary of Drew University's Asian Stu-
dents in America chapter. This summer 
she wants to start Vietnamese language 
classes and hopes some day to visit the 
city where she was born. 

Noone wants to become a social 
worker in an international adoption 
agency. "The other day I was thinking 
about how much time it takes to raise a 
child and how much my parents have 
done for me," she says. "I don't think I 
ever sat them down and said, 'Thank 
you.' But I think they know it." 

"I 

An emotional return to a 
Vietnamese orphanage 
In 1968, 22-year-old college student 
Gratia Meyer lay in a Denver hospital 
bed recovering from a near-fatal intesti-
nal inflammation. Too feverish to read, 
she spent hours watching news cover-
age of the Vietnam War. "I bargained 
with God," she says. "I told him if I sur-
vived, I would take care of orphans.'' 

Meyer's convalescence lasted seven 
months, but she eventually regained 
her strength and made good on her 
promise. In July 1974, Meyer and 
her husband, an Air Force captain, 
gained custody ofNhat, a 1-year-old boy 
who came from an orphanage near Sai-
gon. Five months later she applied for a 
second child, Nol, who came to her via 
Operation Babylift. 

Like many of the children evacuated 
from the country in the late days of the 
War, Nol, then 2, was both sickly and 
crippled. His body stiffened when 
touched, a common reaction among in-
fants who receive too little physical 
contact. His left arm was paralyzed 
from birth, and he had never learned to 
walk. A boy who had survived on the 
streets before being taken to an or-
phanage in Saigon, he still ate insects 
and hoarded food. His teeth were filled 
with cavities. "Both boys required in-
tense care, psychologically, emotional-



ly and financially," says Meyer, 49. 
"They both had the orphanage survival 
approach, which is 'I can do it on my 
own.' But of course no one can make it 
in isolation. I was consistent and tena-
cious. They began to trust me." 

Meyer taught herself how to get up 
from the floor using just one arm and 
then demonstrated the technique to 
Nol. She spent long hours exercising 
his paralyzed left arm so that the mus-
cles in his back wouldn't atrophy. 

Working by day as a school psycholo-
gist in Denver, she completed her 
Ph.D. in psychology through the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh. When Meyer and 
her husband split in 1981, she kept the 
boys. She tried to make her sons proud 
of their Vietnamese heritage while re-
maining true to her own. "I raised them 
as Jewish Buddhists," she says. 

She could not, however, ward off the 
cruelty of schoolmates who would taunt 
Nol about his limp arm. "In elementary 
school I used to slam my arm against 
brick walls," says Nol, 21, recalling his 
frustration. "I would rip off a fingernail 
with my teeth. When I got to be a teen-

ager, I spent a lot of time trying to hide 
my paralysis, sticking my hand behind 
my back, denying its existence." Even-
tually, Nol had reconstructive surgery, 
which increased the arm's mobility. 
"Now that I'm not hiding it, people no-
tice it less!" he says. 

Nol flourished in high school, scoring 

Nol Meyer makes 
his home in San 
Francisco (above). 
In 1993, he re• 
turned to Vietnam 
and visited Nguyen 
Van Vung (left), the 
director of the or-
phanage in Ho Chi 
Minh City (formerly 
Saigon) where Nol 
spent his toddler 
years. "I hope that 
he sees what he had 
done is not wast-

2 ed," says Meyer. 
I 
> 

straight A's and winning a leadership 
award. A talented artist, he enrolled at 
the University of San Francisco and the 
Academy of Art College. It was there he 
came across a brochure advertising a 
study program in Vietnam. ''I decided I 
wanted to know about the Vietnamese 
side of me," he says." 
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Nol spent part of 1993 in Vietnam. 
During that time, his brother and 
mother and her new husband came to 
visit, and Meyer brought along a sur-
prise: the paperwork from the Santa 
Maria Orphanage in Saigon, where Nol 
had once lived. When they paid a call, 
they found that the director of the or-
phanage, Nguyen Van Vung, was still 
there. At first Nguyen didn't under-
stand who his foreign visitors were. 
But when he saw the papers with the 
Vietnamese name he had given Nol-
Nguyen Van Cuong-he burst into 
tears. "I remember him when he was 
only this big!" he said, holding his 
hands apart. "I can't believe he has 
done so well." 

Nol, who will graduate from both the 
academy and the college this May-and 
who is already writing and illustrating a 
children's book about adoption-was 
profoundly moved by the visit with the 
orphanage director. "He was so happy 
to see me," says Nol. '1t was a moment 
I will remember forever. It was one of 
those events that helps put your life in 
perspective." 
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Despite the en-
treaties of a friend, 
MailyWong, 10 
(near right), was 
sullen and an-
gry when she ar-
rived in Denver in 
1975. Says Maily 
(above, at a San 
Francisco school 
with her son Rudy): 
"Growing up as an 
adopted child was 
hard." 

Coming to terms with the 
pain of abandonment 
MaiLy Wong is one of the few Baby lift 
children who remember life in Viet-
nam. Now a 29-year-old secretary 
working near San Francisco and the 
mother of an 8-year-old son, MaiLy re-
calls her 10 years in a Catholic orphan-
age in Da Lat, northeast of Saigon, as 
terribly lonely. "All you could do most 
of the time was sit and daydream," she 

•.-_ ;! -~ - ,: ' .. ~_t•~-~~f..f'_~~~~ . 
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says. 'We didn't have toys. We would 
dig for whatever creatures we could 
find in the ground. You could hear the 
whines of babies." 

The one joy in her life was Paul 
Markson, a U.S. Army Intelligence of-
ficer, who began making regular · 
visits to the orphanage in 1969. "I 
would cling on him," she recalls. "He 
used to take my picture, and I would 
feel like a superstar. At night I would 
dream about what it would be like 
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if a guy like that took me away." 
Markson was taken with MaiLy too . 

In January 1975, he persuaded his wife. 
Cheryl, who had just begun to work for 
FCVN, to visit the orphanage with him. 
"They asked me if I wanted them to be 
my parents," says MaiLy. "I didn't 
know what a parent was. I thought it 
meant for them to keep visiting me. I 
said, 'Sure. As long as you keep bring-
ing me cookies.' " 

But the nuns who ran the orphanage 
held the Marksons off, saying they 
wanted to send MaiLy to a convent 
school in France. Then, in March 1975, 
Da Lat was overrun by Communist 
troops. The 60-odd children and 15 

apart. "Everything just hit me," she 
says. "Something told me I'd never see 
my country again. I burst into tears . I 
was scared and full of hostility. I refused 
to sit next to Cheryl. I hated her. I hit 
her and kicked her. Believe me, that 
woman regretted the idea of adopting 
me. It was a long ride." 

MaiLy seemed to adjust quickly to 
life with her new parents and their five 
other children. But as the Marksons 
continued to adopt-they would even-
tually take in seven more children-
MaiLy felt a little lost. "You're the 
president of an adoption agency," Mai-
Ly says she used to kid Cheryl. "You 
can't keep them all for yourself." 

A Maily's mom, Cheryl Markson, with daughter Dahra (right) and grandchild MacKenzie. 

nuns of the orphanage were taken to 
the coast by truck, then loaded onto a 
makeshift raft. After three days on the 
South China Sea, the raft put in near 
Saigon. "I remember sitting for a long 
time," MaiLy says of the voyage. "I 
don't recall eating anything." On April 
9, MaiLy and others joined the Baby lift 
and were flown to Travis Air Force 
Base in California. 

The Marksons, back in Denver, re-
ceived welcome news from FCVN that 
MaiLy would be aboard an Operation 
Babylift flight. Cheryl Markson met her 
at Travis AFB, and the two boarded a 
bus for San Francisco, where the chil-
dren were processed. Watching the 
strange countryside roll by, MaiLy fell 

The Marksons say MaiLy spoke little 
of her past. "It was so difficult to get 
her to talk about Vietnam, to do any 
grieving," says Cheryl. "I think it was 
just too scary to remember." 

One issue that came between adop-
tive mother and daughter was MaiLy's 
birth mother. Cheryl says she and Paul 
were told only that MaiLy was aban-
doned on the steps of the orphanage. 
But MaiLy insists she remembers visit-
ing her mother, who lived nearby. The 
matter was finally resolved in 1994, 
when Paul and Cheryl returned to Viet-
nam and were told by the nuns that 
MaiLy was correct, and that her mother 
was alive and selling vegetables in the 
local market. "I was shocked. I went 

numb for a day," says MaiLy. "Always 
in my heart I knew she was alive." 

Cheryl Markson says she under-
stands her daughter's lingering anger. 
"The most central question for these 
kids is dealing with their abandonment, 
their loss," she says. "Even if they 
were babies at the time, they still won-
der why. Sometimes having parents 
that love them just isn't enough." 

MaiLy rebelled. Although she ex-
celled at Denver's East High School. 
getting straight A's, she decided not 
to go to college. Working first for her 
mother's adoption agency, then as a 
grocery store clerk, she became preg-
nant at 21 with her son Rudy and 
moved to Las Vegas with the boy's 
father. The two soon separated, 
and in 1988 MaiLy met Ronald Wong, 
41, an ex-Marine who works for a 
computer equipment company near 
San Francisco. 

The two married in 1991 and are ex-
pecting a child in October. At last her 
long search seems ended. ''I pray every 
night to God not to send me anything 
more," says MaiLy. Now she wants to 
give back something of what she has re-
ceived. "I want to reach out to troubled 
kids," she says. ''I want to help children 
who are neglected by their parents." 

When anxious hope gave 
way to agonizing fear 
Shane Dewey lived through one of the 
bleakest moments of the national di-
saster that was our time in Vietnam: 
He was aboard the C5-A packed with 
orphans that crashed shortly after 
takeoff on April 4, 1975. Strapped to a 
seat on an upper deck, the infant was 
one of 167 children pulled from the 
wreckage. Shane experienced oxygen 
deprivation when the cabin decom-
pressed prior to the crash, but other-
wise survived the experience un-
scathed. For nearly two weeks 
afterward, half a world away, it was 
his would-be adoptive parents who 
suffered. 

Fred Dewey, now a chemistry pro-
fessor at Metropolitan State College of 
Denver, and his wife, Karleen, studying 
for a master's degree in counseling, had 
waited a year to adopt a Vietnamese 
baby. On April 2, they were told that 
they had finally succeeded and that 
their son would be flying out in two 
days. Fred was driving to work on April 
4 when he heard news of the crash on 
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his car radio. "I was just crushed," says 
Fred, 55, tears welling in his eyes at the 
memory. "I had to pull off to the side of 
the highway. I sat there and wept and 
prayed for 5 minutes." 

Says Karleen, 55: "We mourned the 
loss of all the children, not knowing if 
Shane was one of them. I was not able 
to eat or sleep. It would have been easi-
er to have known." 

The Deweys received no news for 
13 days. Then, just after Karleen re-
members saying a prayer, the phone 
rang. It was the adoption agency an-
nouncing that their son was alive and 
had arrived in Denver. When Karleen 
first saw Shane at the reception cen-
ter, he was lying on his stomach. "He 
lifted his head up kind of like, 'Hi, 
Mom! Where have you been?' and 
gave me this big smile," she says. "I 
totally lost it and began sobbing." 

Though Shane was healthy, he was 
later diagnosed with learning disabil-
ities believed to have been caused by 
the minutes he had spent starved of 
oxygen. He spent kindergarten and 
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first grade in a special school for chil-
dren with learning problems-"Mem-
ory type of things are still hard for 
me," he says-but was successfully 
mainstreamed through the rest of his 
school years. 

Shane fit in easily with the Deweys' 
nine other children, now 13 to 35-
three of whom, like Shane, were adopt-
ed-and he attended Silver State Bap-

Shane Dewey, 20 
(with parents Fred 
and Karleen at their 
home in Denver), 
was less than a year 
old when he sur-
vived the April 4, 
1975, crash of a 
Babylift plane. "For 
years afterwards, 
whenever a fire si-
ren went off, Shane 
would shriek and 
run to me," says 
Karleen. 

tist High School in Denver, where he 
played on both the football and basket-
ball teams. In the year since he gradu-
ated he has enrolled in chef school and 
is w~rking with his brother-in-law 
building redwood decks. He wants to 
save enough money to go to business 
school, but now he has a new responsi-
bility. Shane, 20, and his girlfriend An-
gela Delagarza, 17, are expecting a 
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baby daughter, due early in May. 
The Dewevs meanwhile, keep find-

ing new way; t~ be useful. An organiza-
tion they started eight years ago teach-
es parenting skills to Denver teens-
while encouraging sexual abstinence. 
Another of their projects has been 
sending teams of nurses and counselors 
to Romania since 1991. "It's all about 
helping children," sa~.s Karleen Dewey. 
"That's what counts. 

A dedicated single dad 
takes on twin sons 
Steve Johnson remembers the precise 
moment in 1974 when he first laid eyes 
on the two scrawny Amerasian boys in 
the orphanage in Da Nang. "They were 
two pathetic babies, twins," says John-
son, then a 25-year-old production con-
troller for ITT who had become ac-
quainted with the orphanages during an 
earlier tour in Vietnam as a GI. On his 
days off, Johnson would help shuttle 
supplies, clothing and children between 
FCVN facilities in Saigon and Qui 

Nhon, a city on the coast.Johnson was 
single at the time, but he just couldn't 
help himself. "I told FCVN that I want-
ed to adopt them," he recalls. "Ev-
eryone was doing so much for these 
children. I wanted to do my part." 

Johnson had the twins transferred to 

At the Da Nang or-
phanage in 1974 
(below), 25-year-old 
Steve Johnson (with 
a friend) held 
Christopher, one of 
the twins he would 
soon adopt. (The 
other, Anthony, lies 
near his feet.) 
"Growing up with a 
single parent, they 
had to be more in-
dependent," says 
Johnson (with Chris, 
left, and Anthony 
near their DeKalb, 
Ill., home). 

Saigon. Then, in January 1975, he mar-
ried Carol Kim, a Vietnamese singer he 
had been dating. In April, the boys were 
assigned spaces on a Babylift transport. 
(They were scheduled to leave on the ill-
fated April 4 flight, but were bumped.) 
The arrival of the babies, by then almost 
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2, in the little, all-white community of 
Geneseo, Ill., where Johnson's parents 

- lived, made local headlines . 
In 1980, Johnson and Kim were di-

vorced. The boys, Chris and Tony, 
stayed with their father. Both are now 
students at Northern Illinois University 
in DeKalb, where Johnson is a public 
programming director. Chris, a junior, is 
a psychology major who wants to work in 

public relations. Tony, a sophomore, is 
majoring in electrical engineering. 

Both boys are musical-Chris has had 
some singing roles in community the-
ater productions-and they wonder if 
their talent is inherited. But like many of 
the Babylift immigrants, they don't 
know their biological parentage. Even 
their true age is somewhat in doubt. In 
the early days of 1975, the Saigon courts 

A "I feel accepted here," says Tim Holtan, at the Hanoi adoption agency where he works. 
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invented birth records for children need-
ing documents to leave the country. The 
boys' official birthday, Sept. 8, was arbi-
trarily selected by a local official. 

The lack of documentation gnaws at 
Tony. 'Td like to find out who my par-
ents are," he says. '1 want to know 
who I am." 

A U.S. adoptee turns 
toward home to help 
Timothy Holtan was, in many respects, 
the all-American boy. He played Little 
League baseball for five years. His bed-
room in the Whiteford, Md., home he 
shared with his adoptive parents, An-
drew and Barbara Holtan, and their four 
other children was festooned with pic-
tures of rock stars. He played percussion 
in his grade school band and joined the 
chorus. At the John Carroll School in Bel 
Air, he was elected president of his 
freshman class and lettered in track and 
football. (He established the school's 
record for the 100-meter dash-11.3 
seconds.) 

Yet it is also Timothy Holtan, now 21, 
who has returnee! to Vietnam to discover 
his roots. Five years ago, a Vietnamese 
family in Whiteford invited him to a cele-
bration of the Vietnamese new year, Tet, 
at the University of Maryland. "I started 
thinking about Vietnam," says Holtan 
quietly. "I realized.I wanted to know 
what it was like." 

Last October, with his family's bless-
ing and $1,500 he had saved working as a 
busboy, he took a year's leave from Foot-
hill College in Los Altos, Calif., and head-
ed for a job with the Maine Adoption 
Placement Service in Hanoi. "At first it 
didn't hit me," he says. "Then after a 
week I thought, 'Wow, it feels great not 
to be different.' I could cruise on by and 
no one would look at me weirdly." 

Holtan sips tea with neighbors at a 
shop near his Hanoi office, snacks on lo-
cal delicacies from street merchants and 
is dating a Vietnamese woman. But it is 
the children who move him most. "They 
love being held and hugged," he says. "I 
know. I was in the same place at one 
time." 

SLSAi\ IIEEll 
YICKIE 11,\,\ E in Denver, .I0-"111. IIL\CKiU\\ in 
DeKalb, JOAX\ E FO\\U II in !Vlunich. 
WIIM f. lUSIIY in :Wadison, L\1111) lt \lUUSOi\ 
in San Francisco, KAH KUSE in Kansas 
City, .\,\ UIIE\ l'\\\U'X\ in Hanoi, 
J\Mi SIMS l'ODEST\ in Washington and 
JAMIE IIE-"O in San Diego 
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Dean Krakel/Rocky Mountain News 

Participants in the reunion of young people airlifted as infants from Vietnam 20 years ago 
pluck ribbons of rememberance from a memorial wreath at YMCA's Snow Mountain Ranch. 

Vietnamese airlifted to U.S. 20 years ago connect at reunion 

Cribmates become soulmates 
By James B. Meadow 
Rocky Mountain News Staff Writer 

TABERNASH - With lips 
that trembled,.voices 
that broke and eyes that 
glistened, they bore wit-

ness to a curious-yet-com-
forting truth: 8,500 miles from 
their birthplace, they had final-
ly come home. 

Tuesday was the farewell 
segment of Reunion '95, the 
20th anniversary of the arrival 
of the last infants airlifted from 
Vietnam in Operation Babylif t, 
the innocent refugees from a 
war that few would ever under-
stand. For four days, these 50 
young men and women co-
alesced at the YMCA's Snow 
Mountain Ranch. 

They had been among those 
helpless orphans- some sick-
ly, some half-doomed by their 
mixed Amerasian blood, all im-
periled by the war. They ar-
rived to.find adoptive parents 

who loved them and cared for 
them and raised them. 

Yet there had been some-
thing missing. 

'There were things, we 
·didn't know we felt; a lot of us 
didn't really know who we 
were," said Ethan Brady, 22, 
one of the reunion organizers. 

"In the United States, Viet-
nam is a war, not a country," 
said Brady, one of those Viet-

. namese babies who arrived 20 
years ago. ''At this reunion, 
there was finally a place to be 
among th:ose who have similar 
backgrounds." 

Not surprisingly, the paths to 
enlightenment took diverse 
routes. One level was social -
hiking, horseback riding and 3 
a.m. star-gazing. But on anoth-
er, more searingly personal 
le-ye!, the four days represent-
ed an epiphany. 

"For me, this reunion has 
been very cathartic," said Kate 
Pickup, a 21-year-old senior at 

Princeton University. "I grew 
up in South Floriqa, and there's 
not much of a Vietnamese com-
munity there. It wasn't until 
college-that I thought of myself 
as Asian." 

Helping Pickup were the 
many seminars and discussion 
groups the attendees held, dis-
cussing a litany of issues. 

"Everything from what's it 
like to be part of a trans-racial 
adoption, to who arn I, tG did my 
birth mother abandon me, and if 
so, why?" said Brady, who be-
came so emotional at the clos-
ing ceremonies, he had to stop 
his impromptu talk on several 
occasions to compose himself. 

But it wasn't just the final 
event that inspired roiling 
emotions. 

One of the most intense 
gatherings occurred Monday 
night, when some of the men 
and women who had been back 

See BABIES on 14A 
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JABIES from 10A researching Catholic schools and 
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) Vietnam showed slides and 
ooke about what it was like to 
~turn to their homeland. Perhaps 
o one received more rapt atten-
on than Jessica Medinger. 
Last spring, Medinger was 

orphanges in her homeland. 
Medinger ran into a nun who 
"knew my mother and recognized 
me because I looked just my moth-
er did when she was my age." 

Soon, Medinger met her birth 
mother. And a younger brother. 
And a grandmother. 

"That whole experience 
brought a sense of peace and com-
pleteness to me that I can't really 
describe," said Medinger. Then 
she added, "But this reunion has 
b~en like th~t also. It's like being 
with my family." · 

"Everyone came here from all 
over - separate, bewildered, with 

a lot of questions," said 20-year-
old Tim Hoye. "But we leave with 
answers. We leave as true friends. 
We leave as brothers and sisters." 

Or something even deeper. 
As video cameras recorded the 

spirited singing, and tissues were 
passed around, and long embraces 
were exchanged, it became clear 

why many of the participants 
weren't willing to wait 10 more 
years before. the next reunion. 

"Ou~ lo?ks, our backgrounds, 
the preJud1ces we've faced -
they won't go away," said Pickup. 
"Now, we have people to turn to 
as a support group. We don't want 
to give them up now. Or ever." 
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Champion for 

Over the past 
three years, Binh 

guyen Rybacki 
(far left) has spent 

. only two hours 
with her own rela-
tives In Vietnam, 
preferring to de-
vote her time to 
the hundreds of 
Vietnamese chil-
dren without fami-
lies, such as these 
toddlers at a typi-
cal state-run or-
phanage in subur-
ban Hanoi. 

Raina ZNh 

''the dust of life'' 
. . . 

Vietnam expatriate 
adopts orphanage 
in former homeland 
By MicheJJe Mahoney -~--

was on another kind of mission as she swept 
through the Vietnamese shopping district on 
South Federal Boulevard. 

Dressed in stylish wide-leg jeans, leotard, 
silk scarf and black linen jacket, Rybacki also 
wore a broad smile that conveys both confi-
dence and her take-no-excuses determination·. 
In less than an hour, she whipped through the 
business oiannlvirut_for..a_irlsiunuettin..___ _ __..._,,_,.. 



B inh Nguyen was an 18-year-old col-
lege student when she fled Saigon 
just hours before the South Viet- ' 
namese capital fell to communist 
troops from the north. 

She took along a pair of yellow sandals but 
left behind a sweetheart without a goodbye. 
In the rush to evacuate, a lot was left behind 
that day in 1975. 

Twenty-one years later, Binh Nguyen Ry-
backi is an American citizen who is fast be-

1 coming a guardian angel to hundreds of Viet-
namese orphans who have grown up under the 
communist regime she fled. The Loveland '-
wife, mother of two and successful computer 
systems specialist has begun a lifetime mis-
sion to bring back hope to her former home-
land. 

She's doing it one child at a time. 
In three years, the 39-year-old Rybacki bas 

spent more than $7,000 of her family's sav-
ings and gathered more than twice that in do-
nations to support nearly 400 orphans living -
at a Vietnamese orphanage she adopted. She 
bas founded a free clinic to help the poorest of 
the poor in Saigon (now called Ho Chi Minh · 

· City), and is now working to reopen the same 
private high school in Saigon that she attend-
ed. 

"These children, the homeless ones, they 
call them bui doi," Rybacki said, pronouncing 
the words slowly, "bwee doy." "It literally 
means 'dust of life,' as if you could just blow 
- poof - and they would go away. · . -

"To live on the streets, to have no one -
!t's not normal. The natural base of a family 
IS a mom, a dad and a bunch of kids. My natu-
ral base was my parents. I never felt shaken 
by_ any adversity. Every child deserves that." 

On a recent Saturday morning, Rybacki 

. Special to The Denver Post / i guyen y 
CHANGO: Jop: ~ust $6,800 in donations from a Utah church built Good Shep-
herd H~"!se, a dormitory that houses 30 orphans. Above: Donations gathered by 
Rybacki in the U.S. now support nearly 400 orphans at Saigon orphanage. 
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Our hero; Detective Ellison (Richard Bur-
gi), is out of control. He doesn't know how to 
use his hyper senses or how to turn them off. 

Funky anthropology student Blair Sand-
ourg (played by Garett Maggart) has been 
studying just this sort of super-sensory phe-
nomenon. In primitive cultures, he explains, 
a tribe's survival depended on a "sentinel," a 
guide whose sensory awareness was extraor-
dinarilv sharo. Thev trained themselves bv 

rest of the wo;rld. That's why sentinels trav-
eled w\th partners, to push them out of 
harm's way. 

In this case, he needs a partner because 
cop show:s depend on buddy dynamics to sus-
tain odd-couple tension, move the story for-
ward and allow for continuing dialogue. Also 
to push him out of the way of oncoming 
trucks. 

The name for the vulnerable time when 
the sentinel goes momentarily blank is 
"zone-out." Beware the zone-out factor, 
Sandburg warns Ellison. 

Likewise,_UPN knows that young, male 
viewers seek action and special effects. The 
network knows that's the way to beat the 
zone-out factor. Viewers giving "The Senti-
nel" a try w<m't zone out since the premiere 
builds toward a climax that is more than a 
little reminiscent of the feature film 
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thing. 
Fans of "The Flash" and "The Rocketeer" 

will be impressed. The Cfeators and execu-
tive producers of "The Sentinel," Danny Bil-
son and Paul DeMeo, previously produced · 
those features. Their credentials for action-
_packed scenes of destruction, endless gad- . 
getry and blowups,.narrow escapes and fast-
paced drama are impeccable - if you like 
that sort of thing. 

"DATELINE SUNDAY" made a decent de. 
but against "60 Minutes" this week, pulling 
17 percent of the viewing audience, but "60 
Minutes" remained No. 1 with a 25 share. 
ABC took the low road to solid ratings, run-
ning two "America's Funniest Home Videos" 
shows back to back, averaging a 15 share. 

"X-FILES" FANS are looking forward to 
fall '97 when Channel 31 will run a double 
dose of the reruns each weekend, likely in a 
11 . • - _ ,-,1._ __ -- LI _.. , _ -- n-.&.---~--- -!.LL __ _ 
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· turn to Vietnam. . . 

· Rybacki easily alternates between fluent 
English and the clipped consonants and elon-
gated vowel sounds of Vietnamese. In Viet-
nam, her knowledge of the language has open-
ed doors for her humanitarian efforts. But it 
hasn't shielded her from some of the hazards 
of trying to bring a taste of free-market phi-
lanthropy to a slowly opening socialist soci-
ety. Even as Vietnam opens its doors to in-
v1:9tments by corporations like PepsiCo and 
NJSSaD Motor Co., it must grapple with issues 
like corruption, bribery and bureaucratic 
roadblocks. 

Rybacki steers conversations away from 
such subjects. But if she's reluctant to reveal 
exactly how she's been able to persevere in 
her efforts for the orphans, she's more than 
willing to divulge the reasons why. ''.I remember as a kid my world was pretty 
solid - I had my mom, my dad and my sib-
lings," she said. "Even when we were in the 
~efugee camp, I had no fear of what was go-
mg on around me, because I was with my 
family. But, because I experienced that, I 
want all children to have a mom and a dad." 

Her family left Saigon before the commu-
. nist takeover, evacuated with American per-
sonnel because her sister had been a longtime 
employee for the U.S. Embassy in Saigon. 
With just hours notice, Rybacki's family was 
gathered up along with her sister's family and 
her brother-in-law's parents - 13 people in 
all. 

"I remember that for days what I was 
wearing was all I had," Rybacki said. "This 
was escaping - you don't know you're going 
to the U.S. - you just know that you'd be 

Please see VIETNAM on 2E 

TONIGHT ON TV 
•1111a CLIINT," at 7 on Channel 4. 

-~eggie (JoBeth Williams) helps a delu, 
s10nal young man.who may have com-
mitted murcfer to save a woman's life. 

. Naomi Judd guests'as a psychologist 
uuOTHIR IIAKIOUT," at 7 on 

.· Channel 31. This comedy drama re-
unites Richard Dreyfuss and Emilio Es-

' tevez.as bickering SeaWe cops who 
.take.on a new partner, a wisecracking 
assistant DA played by Rosie O'Don-
nell,. Dennis Farina a_nd Cathy Moriarty 
co-star. 

llOCK ROM THI IUN," at 
- r.30 c:>n Chahnel 9. Dick enrolls lnan art 
class with HJrry, whose work shows a 
flair that catches the eye. of Dr. Albright 
-to Dick's dismay. · 

••fRAIIIII." at 8 on Channel 9. In a 
repeat from January, Frasier declares 
his love for Kate (Mercedes Ruehl) 
who reveals she is taking ajob In an-
o ere· . 
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Rybacki on a mission to give Viet 
VIETNAM from Page 1 E 

evacuated." 
Once at the airport, the family had to sacri-

fice the few carefully packed items they had 
so more Vietnamese evacuees could be crams 
med into the waiting U.S. Air Force C-130 
cargo plane. Elders and .pregnant women sat, . 
while the rest stood shoulder-to-shoulder in · 
the oppressive heat for the 5½-hour flight 
from Saigon to the Sobie Bay Naval Base in 
the Philippines. 

In a frantic blur of days, her childhood be-
gan disappearing hundreds of miles behind 
her. , ' 

"It was like having the rug pulled out from 
under me," Rybacki said. "But when you're 
18, the only thing that matters is your stabili-
ty. And I knew I had my parents with me." 
But years later, her abrupt departure would 
compel herfo return. . 

"I don't care for things that are unfinished. 
I have a lot of disdain for the unknown. I like 
to know the variance and the facts so that I 

· can deal with the situation. I'm in the business 
of knowing facts," said Rybacki, referring to 
her job as an information technology special-
ist for UNIX services at Hewlett-Packard in 
Fort Collins. 

"Also, in Vietnam there is a saying that for 
every beginning there has to be an end, for ev-
ery up a down, every high a low. My begin-
ning in Saigon didn't have an end. I never 
properly said goodbye to anyone or anything. 
So, for years the thing nagging at me was that 
I needed to go back and properly say good-
bye." 

.• ODD 
It was tragedy that brought her full circle 

to Vietnam. In 1987 Rybacki's second son, 
Garrett, became ill with an unknown illness. 
After 88 days at Children's Hospital, he died. 

. "No one knew what was wrong with him. 
After he died I kept asking 'How can this 
country, where people travel in space, not 
know how to save my son?' We fought nail 
and teeth to get him the best of care. I started 
wondering what do people in Vietnam do if 
their child is sick? What do you do in a coun-
try lesser than this one?" 

The questions simmered and grew into a re-
solve to return to Vietnam. In 1993, Congress-
man Wayne Allard's office helped secure a vi-
sa for Rybacki, who was then a resident alien. 
(Rybacki became a U.S. citizen in 1993, even 
though she was eligible for U.S. citizenship as 
early as 1978.) 

.Her first trip to Vietnam was in March 
'1993, when she traveled as a translator for 
another Vietnamese-American who was re-
turning for a reunion with her long-lost fami-
ly. While there, Rybacki began asking ques-
tions, trying to locate an old Catholic nun who 
years before bad been a close friend of her 

Buddhist mother. Rybacki's mother had died 
recently, and she wanted to tell the nun and 
perhaps reminisce about her mother. 

She hadn't counted on discovering what was 
to be her life crusade. Following directions 
from another Catholic nun, Rybacki journey-
ed to a tiny ·convent .compotlnd nestled in a 
beachside coconut grove. In a cramped 
school, a handful of.nuns was caring for chil-
dren who had been abandoned - some found 
in the streets, others in trash cans, still.others 
dropped off by their families at the coma 
pound. 

"Most of the children living at the orphan-
age, the nuns know their parents," said Ry-
backi, who declined to reveal the convent's lo-
cation in Saigon for fear of jeopardizing the 
children or their caregivers. 

She says that what she saw there immedi-
ately triggered a decision to help. Then, as 
now, the orphans range in age from newborns 
to teenagers, but all are Vietnamese. Nearly 1 all Amerasian children - the youngest of 
whom would now be 22 or 23 years old -
were long ago-brought to the United States, 
Rybacki said. 

Some of the orphans are handicapped, oth-
ers are simply innocent victims of their coun-
try's poverty and an aggressive family plan-
ning campaign that strongly encourages 
parents to limit their families to two children. 
Abortio~_and contraception are scarce - op-
posed by the Vietnamese, who are primarily 
Buddhist and Catholic. 

"The population is largely Buddhist, and 
they believe that the bad you do in this life 
you pay for in the next life," Rybacki said. 
"So if you have a state policy for two children 
only, some people would rather give away the 
extra ones." 

Rybacki said she first tried to give the nun 
$100 in American dollars, but she was rebuff-
ed gently. "At first I didn't understand, but 
she simply said that if J was willing to help, 
God would be willing to provide a way," Ry-
backi said. "She simply said, 'Ask God, he'll 
provide.'" · 

Rybacki prayed to God for that answer on 
her way back to her hotel. In the days that fol-
lowed, she met with Vietnamese government 
officials who at first were suspicious of a for-
eigner wanting to help support orphans. Still, 
she pressed on with letters and phone calls af-
ter she returned to the United States. 

She's been back twice since that firs~ visit. 
"I told them for whatever they require of 

me I would give," Rybacki said. "I have told 
the nuns: 'Don't hesitate to bring children 
here. I'll see to it that you'll have money to 
care for them.' " · 

The first group of kids from her mother's 
friend's convent have been joined by more 
than 300 others, all cared for at the orphan-
age in Saigon. 

Vietnam remains one of the world's poorest 

TAKING IT TO STREETS: Binh Ng 
American friends have raised $2,800 at 
countries, with an average per capita income 
of just $300 per year in U.S. dollars. But the 
staunchly socialist government is working to 
rebuild its economy as well as polish up its 
image in order to re-establish diplomatic re-
lations with countries like the United States. 
So far, foreign aid has been welcomed, from 
private American citizens such as Rybacki to 
international aid organizations like UNICEF 
and the Red Cross. · 

But Rybacki pointedly avoids criticizing 
Vietnam's government. · 

"We've never had any hints from the gov-
ernment that we're not welcome there," Ry-
backi said. "Passing judgment on what hap-
pens in Vietnam -that is not my place. The 
need of the money to run this agency of mine 
is not heavy enough to sacrifice the future and 
well-being of those orphans in Vietnam. Those 
children and their future outweigh anything 
I've ever had. I want to help. And little by lit-
tle we'll make it a better place.'' 

Rybacki sends money monthly, most of it 
transferred to bank accounts or hand-carried 
by business J>llOple or tourists traveling to ' 
Vietnam. Or sbe takes the money over herself 
in her once-a-year solo trips that have re-
placed family vacations for the Rybacki fam-
ily. 

Using proceeds from selling Vietnamese 
egg rolls for $1 apiece at the annual Loveland 

No experience needed to teach stlldy s 
' '--"'~~--- . 
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Special to The Denver Post / Blnh Nguyen _Rybacki 
ren Rybacki and several Vietnamese-
e Loveland Ethnic f:ood Fest. 
ptbnic Food Fest, Rybacki and a close-knit 
p:oup of Vietnamese-American friends start-
id a free clinic in 1994. · 

"It took two summers and 2,800 eggrolls 
fore we could start the clinic," Rybacki 
id with a laugh. Burning Bush Medical Ser- · 

ices is now supported by donations from· a 
ulti-denominational network of churches 
attered from Denver to Connecticut, Ry-
cki said. · 
In 1994, Rybacki and her husband, Jack, 
ok ir second mortgage out on their home to 

ieip support the orphanage. Last year, a Sun-
jay morning presentation during services at 
i;ood Shepherd Lutheran Church in Sandy, 

~

tab, resulted in $6,800 in donations that Ry-
acki used to build a ~ix-unit dormitory for 
e Saigon orphanage. Surprisingly few of the 

onations came from Vietnam veterans. 
"We were touched by what Binh was doing, 

y her honesty and her forthrightness," said 
rim Larson, a member of Good Shepherd Lu-
iheran Church. "Many of us think her cause is 
ionorable and, unlike a lot of other causes, 
ihe money goes directly to what she says it's 
oing to do." 
Rybacki's "charity" is as informal as her 
d-raising. She travels the country with her 

arouse! of slides, ready to talk to anyone 
ho'll listen, from church groups to acquain-
nces she meets on her frequent business 

trips for Hewlett-Packard. 
Rybacki never asks for money during her 

presentations, but "if they care to give, I'll \. 
take whatever they can afford," she said. Do-
nations often are held in a 50l(c)(3) account at 
her church, King of Glory Lutheran Church in 
Loveland; slie is currently working to estab-
lish separate charitable designation for her 
work in Vietnam. · 

Rybacki hopes her efforts will create an or- •, 
phanage model that will be replicated ' 
throughout Vietnam. She estimates the or-
phanage could provide care for 400 children 
for $1,500 to $2,000 per month. Rybacki is 
committed to raising the money, -but hopes .... · , 
the Vietnamese government will allow acer: ~·, 
tain number of the children to be adopted by_ •7 ': 
American families. a,:-'.,,. 

In a gesture that provides a look at her ne- · 
gotiating skills, Rybacki leans forward across 
the table with an unblinking gaze as she ex-
plains her dream. 

"I can't make judgments about the situa- . 
tion in Vietnam, I just approach them with 
the message that I'm willing to help," Ry-
backi said. "The reason I'm here is to say that 
we CAN come to a point of being partners in 
life. I want my children to be able to stand 
shoulder to shoulder with your children and 
learn about life together, that's all. 

"J,reason with the officials that the future 
of their--country is in the hands of the young . 
folks," Rybacki said. "If you come to the gov- : • 
ernment as a helper or friend, they're more · 
than willing to help you." 

If Rybacki can amass $35,000 to $40,000 -
and the proper legal paperwork - she hopes 
to start an adoption agency in Colorado to of-
fer Vietnamese orphans the hope of perma-
nent homes and the promise of k~ping Ry-·~:", 
backi's projects alive and healthy. 

"Before my son Garrett died, I had the vi- '::! 
sion of seeing him enroll in kindergarten and"'" 
graduate from high school. That didn't hap-
pen. That's why I say, 'If it is your will, God, 
then get it done, show me how it should hap-
pen.' " 

"I think God sees l3inh as his messenger," 
said Raina Zeeb, a 26-year-old nurse from 
Salt Lake City who joined Binh for three 
weeks in Vietnam last summer. "She is able 
to get into the country, she knows what to say 
and do. 

"She's just.one person, yet she's constantly 
looking for areas where she can bring in ma-
terials or money, then she starts projects up · 
and lets other churches provide the support to _ 
keep them going." : 

With each trip back to her homeland, Binh · 
seems to find another path to help. 

"I believe God has specifically called her to" · 
go," said Zeeb, who hopes to return to Viet- , · 
nam. ' 

"And she's one person who can listen to God 
more than anybody I know.'' 
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· Let's smash the myths of Vietnam war , 

TONY 
SNOW 

The Vietnam 
War marked the 
first time in 
American histo-
ry that we waged 
war not only 
against a foreign 
enemy, but 
against ourselves. 
Truth was the 
first casualty of 
that internecine 

fight, which means that now, on the 
25th anniversary of our departure from 
Vietnam, many younger Americans 
know little about the war other than 
the grim idiocies passed on by the 
professors and the press. 

Let's refute some of those popular 
myths. 

Vietnam was an unjust war. 
Members of the self-described 

New Left argued in the 1960s that the 
people of Vietnam loved communism 
and that the South Vietnamese hun-
gered for the ministrations of Ho Chi 
Minh. That proved thumpingly 
untrue. Within weeks of the Ameri-
can withdrawal from Vietnam, the 
Vietnamese people expressed their 
t~elings about communism by craft-
ing crude boats and trying to drift to 
freedom - much as Cubans do today. 

We had no reason to enter the 
battle. 

Vietnam differed from previous 
wars in that the Vietnamese could 
not conceivably bring the fight to 
American shores. But President John 
Kennedy, the architect of the war, per-
ceived a different reason for engage-
ment. He was deeply anti-communist 
and believed in the "domino theory" 
- that if one nation in the region 
were to fall to communism, others 
would follow. Although college stu-
dents of that era jeered at the notion, 
it turned out to be true. After Vietnam 
fell, so did Cambodia and Burma (now 
Myanmar). Millions subsequently 
died in communist "liberations." 

The United States was an impe-
rialist aggressor. 

Just the opposite was true. The 
United States, like France before it, 
was attempting to prevent commu-
nist imperialism. Like France, it failed. 
The Lyndon Johnson and Richard 
Ni.xon administrations, following the 
lead of Harry Truman and Dwight 
Eisenhower in Korea, refused to call 
the war a "war," designating it a "con-
flict" instead. 

This verbal sleight of hand spared 
the presidents the trouble of having to 
seek a congressional declaration of 

A strong military is necessary not just to 
fight wars, but to prevent them. No sane outfit 
will mess with a superpower that not only has 
_the means to fight, but the will to punish 
aggressors. 

war. But in failing to seek Capitol 
Hill's blessing, these presidents 
doomed the effort. Congressional 
debates force planners to sharpen 
their war 'aims and make presidents 
make a popular case for sending 
young men and women into harm's 
way. 

The arguments used in Vietnam 
failed both tests. The case for fighting 
was abstract in nature. Johnson and 
Nixon did not stimulate the patrio-
tism that sustained us through World 
War II. They issued no clarion calls to 
national interest or American great-
ness. The Pentagon instead tried to 
justify the war by tossing out body 
counts - estimating that we were 
inflicting 10 times as many deaths as 
the Vietcong were· inflicting on us. 
That wasn't good enough for those 
who had to bury loved ones. 

Vietnam War protests set off an 
age of youthful idealism. 

Vietnam War protesters - of 
whi_ch I occasionally was one -
began their opposition to the war in 
earnestness and ended it in feckless-
ness. 

Most protesters got involved not 
because they had lofty feelings about 
war and peace. 111ey joined in because 
they were bored, because disobedience 
was exciting, because the movement 
provided the next best thing to a dating 
service and because they wanted a 
high-minded way ,to dodge the draft. 

In retrospect, the tactics were won-
derfully · stupid. The moratorium, 
which Bill Clinton helped organize in 
England, was built on the premise 
that college students could put an end 
to global conflict merely by standing 
around in the street and chanting slo-
gans. Instead of inspiring peace, the 
young scholars goaded communists 
into waging a broader war on human 
liberties. The Soviets and their proxy 
armies concluded that Americans 
lacked the spirit or will to fight back. 

Even worse, anti-war organiza-
tions proved to be eYery bit as delu-
sional as the Pentagon's bean coun-
ters. The boat people proved beyond 
all reasonable doubt that the Vietcong 
were peddling death and misery -
and yet, left-wing commentators 
refused to acknowledge the fact. -

Kevin Krene,·k I Los Angeles Times Syndicate 

Many still do. Only communism 
could have turned the Vietnamese 
people into paupers. Here in Ameri-
ca, Vietnamese immigrants have 
demonstrated thei_r entrepreneurial 
and economic genius. 

We're finally giving Vietnam 
veterans their due. 

Although Ronald Reagan and sub-
sequent presidents have lavished 
Vietnam veterans with praise, we can 
never give them what they deserve, 
which is their youth. We lost nearly 
60,000 Americans in a war plagued 
by shabby planning on one side and a 
narcissistic anti-war movement on 
the other. Young people were 
instructed to fight, but not given the 
means to win. And when they stum-
bled home from the hell of jungle 
warfare, they had to endure taunts 
from a protest movement that viewed 
its cowardice as a form of nobility. 

This sorry legacy does, however, 
permit us to formulate a pithy sum-
mary of the "lessons of Vietnam." 
First, if you enter a war, declare war · 
and build popular support. Second, 
fight to win. Third, honor those who 
serve. And fourth, remember. A 
strong military is necessary not just to 
fight wars, but to prevent them. No 
sane outfit will mess with a super-
power that not only has the means to 
fight, but the will to punish aggressors. 

Tony Snow writes for Creators Syn-
dicate, 5777 W Century, Suite 700, 
Los Angeles, Calif 90045. 
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At 78, 
Lillian Turner has 
some tales to tell. 

She started her 
medical career with 
the invasion force • 
poised to attack 
japan in 1945, 

spent years in 
Vietnam and in 

other spots around 
the globe. Now at an 
age when most people 
are retired, she's pro-
viding medical care 
in the tiny town of 

Hanna, Wyo. 
Story by Lee Olson 

Above, Lillian Turner, 78, checks the throat of Jennifer Smith, 7. Left, ti 
Turner holds a young napalm victim of the Vietnam War. 
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spent eight 
days in South 
Vietnam. I'd 

been on a press tour of India 
forThe Denver Post and made 
a stop in Saigon on the way 
home to Coloraqo in 
November 1967. 

It was a trip I'll never forget, 
The sights and sounds of 
Southeast Asia, the thump of 
mortars, the nightly flares over 
the surrounding jungle and the 
tensions of civil war still are 
fresh in my memory. 

I flew out to the carrier 
Oriskanyu for a wonderful 
story: an interview with a 
Colorado fighter squacJi:on that 
had engaged in a rare aerial 
dogfight and had shot down a 
MiG fighter over Hanoi. I was in 
a Jeep accident in Da Nang that 
resulted in a three-hour stand-
off with a hostile crowd. It took 
the Shore Patrol to rescue ~s. 
Both were memorable events. 

But wit!{ the passage of time 
the image that stayed with me 
is a picture I took at the Da 
Nang Medical Center. This was 
a civilian hospital staffed by · -

· American v:olunteers paid by 
the U.S. Public Health Service 
under President Kennedy's 
"Hands Across the Sea" program 
of peaceful aid. 

The center's burn ward was a 
gloomy place, but I took a 
photo of a nurse from Walden, 
Colo., holding on her lap a 
child who had been severely 
burned by napalm.The sincerity 
of the picture seemed to sum 
up the hopes thatAmericans 
still had for Vietnam in 1967. 

In the hurry of journalism, I 
wrote the hospital story and 
went on. But earlier this year I 
came across that picture and · 
wondered what had happened 
to the woman. A little research 
turned up Llllian Turner, now 
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= 78 and still going strong. She 
runs a clinic for the _ranching 
and coal mining community of 
Hanna, Wyo., not too far from 
Walden. 

But between her school days 
in Colorado (CSU's class ·of 
1940) and today, she has had a 
remarkable life. 

From C~U and short tt;ach- . 
ing career, she went to 
Columbia University for .nursing 
training and joined the U.S. 
Japanese invasion fleet in 1945. 
When Japan surrendered, she 
worked for a year as an Army 
nurse in the Philippines, then 
left the military and took a job 
as a nurse and dean of 
women a.t the University of 

Left, Lillian Turner shot 
this photograph of a 
Vietnamese child during 
the war. 

Photos by 
Shaun Stanley 

1
at her office in Hanna, Wyo. 

Alaska in Fairbanks. 
After various other jobs, she 

went to South Vietnam in 1964 
to serve in the Da Nang 
Medical Center. She signed on 
as a surgical nurse but soon 
expanded her knowledge as 
supervisor of the bum ward. 

She and other nurses learned 
that the military had a strict 
rule against using outdated 
blood plasma, so they pesieged 
the Navy and found that the 
discarded blood was perfectly 
good. They used the plasma to 
treat their tiny patients, many of 
whom were desperately in 
need of blood. lnfection-carry-
ing flies also were a big prob-
lem, so Turner talked a Seabee 
construction crew into screen-
ing_ off a large corner room for 
her most vulnerable patients. 

Cleanliness was a struggle. 
One ofl\trner's innovations 
was to use a well-scrubbed 55-
gallon barrei as a tub for her 
patients. 

She would fill the drum with 
hot water and a mild soap_from 
the PX, and then lift her 
patients - most of whom 
weighed iess than9() pounds -
and dip them in th~_i¢x. It 
worked. wonders,_taking off 
bum scale;and l~~yi_ng clean 

-· . .}-~, ' 

wounds. - :,.. ,. 
1\trner survived the i:968 Tet 

Offensive and.the ~~sion of 
an ammunition ship th3ct shat-
tered the front windows of her 
house a haif-mile away, Then 

. she,w~nt.off to Hawaii in the 
-late 1960s for more medical 

,:-~i~ing ~d wentright back to 
· ·· Wetn!im:in 1970, this time to a -'.f'_ ~,._,;.·_,., 

.·Saigon children's hospital treat-
. ipg"c~riuh~cable diseases and 

l~tci.sy,,r, · 
~· :11ere were hundreds of--

-i£sung American civil- -
~-,l"~o ·~ 

'l2ri,a'dqipg such work all 
'lr- ~ -

<>ver Soutl\~_,am. When the 
end came ·with the American .,,.., 

P/ease ·see War on page 16 
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War frompageJJ c',f~. 
withdrawal in l975/ $ere were 

· painful partings for ln~y peo-
ple. Perhaps.the most difficult 
one for Turner was saying good-
bye to the orphaned children 
she had cared for. Susan 
McDonald, a young nun from 
Akron, Colo. , who ran a Saigon 
orphanage, recalled the depar-
ture of the orphans' plane., 

The giant C-5A transport plane 

at Tan Son NhutAirport was 
loaded with hundreds of 
orphans to be sent to the U.S. 
for adoption. Moments after 
takeoff the huge plane crashed 
in a swamp,killing 155 passen-
gers, many of them children. 

"There were children I had 
cared for on that flight, and they 
died; McDonald said. "Just see-

. . ing their little injured bodies 
was like a scene out of a 

nightmare." 
She and Turner did not know 

each other, yet they share mem-
ories of that night. Now a Sister 
of Loretto in Kentucky, 
McDonald, 51, said for a Jong 
time she had a recurring dream: 

"I am at the crash site. There 
are little pieces of paper 
flying all over in the air, like 
snowflakes. I pick one of them 
out,of the air. And on it is a pie-



r 

ture of a child.Then in the 
dream, I turn to others and 
shout: 'It's all right! There 
weren't any children on the 
plane.There were just pictures. 
Just pictures of children.' " · 

Turner was supposed to be on 
that flight, but missed it. She 
went on to serve in the Pacific 
Islands, the Caribbean and since. 
1989 as a physician's assistant, 
providing medical care to the 
2,000 or so people in the coal 
and ranching town of Hanna. T umer didn't come home 

until she reached an age 
where overseas jobs 

demanded younger people. But 
she didn't retire - she began 
working for a doctor in Rawlins, 
Wyo.,in the mid-1970s.Then, 
when she qualified as a physi-
cian's assistant at the University 
of Utah Medical School, she was 
assigned in 1989 to run a clinic 
at Hanna, where she alone treats 
up to 20 people a day. 

Her Energy Basin Clinic oper-
ates as a branch of the Carbon 
County Memorial Hospi.taI in 
Rawlins.The hospital acquired 
the clinic when Hanna's last 
doctor left in 1989. It's a busy 
place because Turner's fees are 
reasonable and she has the trust 
of the community. Turner also 
does pre-employment physicals 
for the three coal mines at . , 
Hanna. She does her own charts 
for patients and her own instru- • 
n'lent sterilization. 

Anita Midkiff, the clinic's 
office manager, has enormous 
respect forTumer but says that, 
even after six years of working 
together, "she's still a very pri-
vate person." 

Turner has some big fans 
among her patients. 

"I go to her. My mother goes 
to her. My daughter goes to her," 
said Barbara Smith, assistant 
clerk-treasurer of Hanna. "We're 
very comfortable about seeing 
her - and confident. She's very 
personable and checks later by 

_.. 

telephone to see if there are 
complications .. . . It 's nice to 
have someone who cares." 

Dr. Daniel Klein, now of 
Laramie, was her employer in 
Rawlins and her sponsor when 
she attended the University of 
Utah Medical School to become 
a physician's assistant, a degree 
that,qualifies her to do limited 
medical practice under a doc-
tor's .supervision. 

"I'm a fan of Lillian's. Her 
experience is incredible," Klein 
said. "When I left Rawlins in 
1989 I thought she might retire. 
But she didn't; I was delighted 
when the clinic job opened up 
for her." 

But an old injury may change 
all that. When Turner was a girl, 
a horse fell on her and damaged 
her right knee.The injury has 
flared up and she recently 
und9rwent knee replacement 
surgery. 

She'll use some vacation time 
for r.:habilitation and then 
decide whether the time has . 
cqine to retire. One thing, how-
eyer, is certain: •t will be a sad 
day.when she retires. 

"We're on pins and needles 
about her retiremeqt," said J.W. 
('Bill" Coffman, a coal mine 
supervisor and Hanna's mayor. 

l "I'm on the board of the · · . 
hospital, and we're concerned 
about what to do If she <!~ 
retire. • :• 

"She's more than a town asset. 
She's wonderful.When you have 
a world traveler in your midst -

· like she is - it shows in many 
ways.We're privileged to know 
her." Whatever her decision, 
Turner will have plenty to keep 
her busy. Her hobbies include 
"yelling at the Broncos on TY, 
wood carving, reading, rock-
hounding and looking for arrow-
heads." 

"I want to get as much out of 
this life as I can," she said.O 

Lee Olson is a former 
Denver Post staff writer. 
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Opposite 
page1 bottom, 
the artist 
Carlos 
Frisquez and, 
above, bis 
mixed media 
'Barrio Pieta.' 
This page, 
Teatro demi 
Corazon,' 
(Theater of 
my Heart). 

Paintings courtesy of 
Carlos Fresquez 
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ietnamese orphans 
'Angel of Saigon' saved 200 kids at war's end 

EDITOR'S NOTE - She was 
called the Angel of Saigon, a pe-
tite American woman who ar-
ranged for more than 200 or-
phans to be airlifted out of South 
Vietnam in 1975 as the Commu-
nist forces were closing in. The 
children found a new life in the 
United States, but as adults they 
still haven't forgotten "Miss Bet-
ty." 
By James L. Eng 
The Associated Press 

SEATTLE - The children of 
Vietnam's An Lac orphanage are 
men and women now, scars slowly 
fading more than two decades af-
ter their war ended. 

Rescued as babies from an un-
certain fate in war-torn Saigon, 
adopted by American families and 
schooled in U.S. colleges and uni-
versities, they have gone on to 
share in the American dream. 
Many now have families of their 
own. 

nut they do not forget the petite, 
dark-haired American woman who 
gave them a second chance. Nor 
ha~ she forgotten them. 

She is Betty Tisdale, but the chil-
dren of An Lac knew her as Miss 
Bet-ty or Miss Sweet. Some called 
her the Angel of Saigon. 

Tisdale raised money for and 
helped run the orphanage. She 
scrubbed floors, changed diapers 
and taught English to hundreds of 
abandoned or orphaned babies. 

When the North Vietnamese ar-
my closed in on Saigon in 1975, she 
organized an airlift of more than 
200 An Lac orphans to the United 
States, where all were adopted by 
American families. Tisdale and her 
then-husband, Army doctor Patrick 
Tisdale, adopted five of the chil-
dren themselves. 

"It became my life. I just felt I 
was meant to do this," Tisdale said 
in a recent interview at her home 
in Seattle's Queen Anne neighbor-
hood, where she has lived since 
1982. 

"The Vietnamese people that 
came here are still part of my life. 
The ones that I left behind are still 
part of my life. And my children. I 
ean't imagine what life would be 
without them." 

The mission that would take Tis-
aale half a world away began in 
the la te 1950s, when she read a 

·liook about Dr. Tom Dooley, a U.S. 
Navy lieutenant who devoted much 
of his life to helping the sick and 
nnor nf ~n11th,:1~d Ac:i~ 

and New Year's holidays - visit-
ing ''An Lac: She saved money for 
the trips by skimping on lunch -
"Howard· Johnson's had the best 
hot dogs for 30 cents" - and buy-
ing her clothes at discount stores. 
She stayed in Javits' office after 
hours to use the office typewriter. 

By the early 1970s, the orphan-
age had added washing machines 
and dryers, a new kitchen, indoor 
showers, a station wagon and bicy-
cles that made it easier for the 
children to attend school. 

In the spring of 1975, when 
bombings were routine and the fall 
of Saigon was imminent, Tisdale 
returned to An Lac one last time 

with actress Ina Balin, intent on 
rescuing all of the approximately 
400 orphans then at An Lac. 

They persuaded Vietnamese gov-
ernment officials to allow an air-
lift of all the children to the United 
States. But at the last moment, try-
ing to avert pandemonium, the 
government decreed that only chil-
dren under 10 could leave. 

Working for three days straight 
with little sleep, Tisdale and Balin 
rejiggered the list and drafted 
identification papers to comply 
with the ultimatum - a task com-
plicated by the fact that none of 
the children had birth certificates. 

Some of their documents showed 



r Dooley helped found the An Lac 
orphanage in Saigon in _the mid-
1950s with Madame Vu Thi Ngai, a 
wealthy, college-educated widow 
who fled to South Vietnam after 
the Communist takeover in North 
Vietnam. 

Ngai assumed a caretaker role 
as she made her way south, taking 
under her wing homeless children 
she encountered along the way. 
Over the ensuing years, she cared 
for thousands of youngsters at An 
Lac, which means "happy place." 

Trip changed her life 
In New York City, Tisdale 

then Betty Moul - started working 
for Dooley as a volunteer, helping 
with typing and other office duties. 
After Dooley's death in 1961, Tis-
dale, then in her late 20s, took over 
fund raising for the orphanage and 
made her first trip to Southeast 
Asia. 

Her up-close look at An Lac 
changed her life. 

In a dilapidated former French 
military barracks at No. 116 Nguy-
en Dinh Chieu St. in Saigon, tod-
dlers sat on overturned pots. Stools 
and urns of water served as make-
shift showers. Food was cooked in 
pots placed on charcoal burners on 
the dirt floors. 

''I walked in and saw the rusty 
_1:ribs with hammocks and rags 
hung between them, the tiny, ema-

- ciated babies lying there · with 
rags," Tisdale recalls. 

"I knew that I couldn't go back 
to New York and be the business 
girl, the swinging single, every-
thing that New York portrayed. I 
knew that I had to change my life." 

After a second trip to An Lac in 
1963, Tisdale returned to New 
York and landed a job as private 
secretary in the New York City of-
fice of the late U.S. Sen. Jacob Jav-
its, R-N.Y., where she worked for 
the next six years. She began court-
ing donations from society's mov-
ers-and-shakers. 

Soon she was sending as much as 
$5,000 a month to the orphanage, 
as well as corporate gifts - tons of 
diapers from Johnson & Johnson, 
cartons of mislabeled baby food 
from Heinz. 

Cultural differences 
There were some cross-cultural 

complications. 
"Someone said Tang had a lot of 

vitamin C. I wrote to Tang and got 
stacks and stacks of it. When I got 
to the orphanage, there it was, all 
stacked in a room. I said, 'Madame 
Ngai, why aren·t you using this? ' 
She said, 'They (the children) don ·t 
like it.' 

"I said, 'Let me try.' She didn 't 
know it had to be diluted in water. 
The minute we did that, they were 
drinking it like mad." 

Tisdi'.le spent her vantions - a 
Jew weeks around the Christmas 
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recall U.S. rescuer 
various older children to be 8 or 9, 
though one reportedly began shav-
ing the next year. As the children 
were loaded onto Air Force planes 
- the babies were placed in boxes 
strapped to the floor - Tisdale 
stepped inside the An Lac nursery 
one final time. 

"I went to get the last baby and I 
looked and you couldn't hear a 
sound, which is not like An Lac. 
There wasn't a baby crying. There 
wasn't a gurgle. There wasn't any-
thing but silence," Tisdale recalls. 

"And it was then that I thought 
to myself, 'Am I playing God? 
What am I doing taking all these 
children?' " 

In all , 219 children were flown 
out of An Lac on April 12, 1975. 
One 3-month-olc! boy died en route. 

On April 29, 1975 - the day be-

fore South Vietnam fell to the 
Communists - Tisdale fl ew to 
Guam and arranged for Madame 
Ngai and her two assistants to 
come to the United States. Ngai 

, lived' wlth the Tisdales in Colum-
bus, Ga ., until her death three 
years later at age 74. 

The An Lac airlift was the larg-
est from a single orphanage. All 
the children found permanent 
adoptive homes through Tressler 
Lutheran Services of Pennsylva-
nia. The story was made into a 
1980 television movie, ' ·The Chil-
dren of An Lac." 

More than 150 older An Lac or-
phans were left behind, many of 
them carted off to work camps in 
the jungles when the Communists 
took over. In April 1995, 20 years 
after Saigon's fall, Tisdale and 

I 

adopted daughter Kim returned to 
Vietnam and visited the old An Lac 
building, which had been converted 
into low-income housing. 

When word got around that Miss 
Bet-ty was in town, several of the 
An Lac orphans who had been left 
behind -- most now in their 30s -
began showing up in the lobby of 
her hotel. 

These days, she says she spends 
most of her time acting as an infor-
mation resource and go-between 
for others involved in philanthropic 
work. She is active in the Tibetan 
human-rights campaign. She also 
sits on the board of the Variety 
Club, a children ·s charity, and the 
World Affairs Council , an educa-
tional organization. 

But the children of An Lac re-
main at the heart of her life. 
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