
The Boat People:  Saigon to Orange County 
 
Orange County, California.  It’s ubiquitous with Disneyland, sunny beaches, and beautiful 
weather.  It’s also home to the largest population of Vietnamese-Americans.  How did this come 
about??? 
 
The deafening sound of helicopters can’t seem to silence the agonizing and desperate screams of 
a mother willing to throw her child to an American stranger.    
 
So was the torment that millions of Vietnamese began feeling as the last Americans left and 
military forces of the Communist regime of North Vietnam march in; the decades-long conflict 
was coming to an end. 
 
For some, including my own family, it was just the beginning.   
 
The refugees from Southeast Asia and their journey remain one of the most compelling historical 
developments in recent history. 
 
Between 1975 and 1995, Over 2 million Vietnamese left their homeland as the Communist 
government set up shop.   
 
My family’s journey was one of countless stories of the “Boat People.” 
 
The most difficult task of our escape was deciding to go.  It had to be very secretive since 
government spies were all over the place.  It oftentimes included bribing police and neighbors, 
research, planning, funding, and someone with knowledge and sailing and currents.  Failure 
could have meant death and execution on the spot. 
 
My family made one unsuccessful attempt to escape.  At just 10 days old, my father who 
happened to be the leader of our escape party, decided to make a daring escape under the guise 
of nightfall.  As with many of these escapes, a neighbor actually reported us to the authorities 
even though we had bribed her to keep quiet.  We never made it to our boat.  We were fortunate 
to just get jail time.  I was told by many members of my family that I cried for many hours.  In 
fact, it was by crying as a newborn that led to our captors allowing to allow my mother, sisters, 
and me to leave the jail early. 
 
The Communist government eventually let everyone out and my father began to plot a new 
escape plan.  Learning from his past mistakes, he was far more methodical and calculated.  No 
less dangerous, 2 years later in 1981, we tried again. 
 
When we did escape, it was into the open ocean that was infested with sharks, pirates, and 
unforgiving weather.  At least 20% of the boat people never made it.   
 
Most refugees were picked up by tankers and vessels and brought to nearby countries.  Malaysia 
and Indonesia were the most popular destinations due to their proximity to Vietnam.  There they 
stayed as long as 4-6 months waiting for a country to accept them.  These months were very long 



inside the refugee camps and life was difficult.  Abuse, neglect, and sexual assault against 
refugee women occurred with very little oversight.  Fortunately, my family did not experience 
these things first hand, but we did witness it and these atrocities have been well documented in 
recent years.     
 
A host of countries took in the boat people during this time period including Australia, New 
Zealand, Canada, Great Britain, France, Germany, and Holland.  The U.S., by far, was the most 
popular destination with over 800,000 between 1975 and 1995.   
 
Southern California took in the largest share of Vietnamese.  Conveniently located on the West 
Coast with a major military installation in between L.A. and San Diego, Camp Pendleton became 
the starting point of thousands of arrivals.  Roughly 60 miles northward near a fledgling 
suburban sprawl, Orange County would become home to the largest concentration of Vietnamese 
anywhere in the world outside of Vietnam. 
 
Today, America is home to the largest population of Vietnamese outside of Vietnam. These first, 
second, and now third generation Vietnamese represent the 4th largest Asian-American group 
behind Chinese, Indians, and Filipinos.    
 
 
 
 
     


