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Abstract 

o f  

A HANOSOOK OM THE ~ACKGRWN~I 
OF 

ETHNIC CHINESE FROM HORTH VIETNAM 

Nhi Quynh Luong 

Statenrent of Problem 

From 1979 t o  1982, 861: of t h e  second wave of fndochinese refugees 
who entered Sacramento County-were ethnic Chinese from Horth Vietnam. 
Background information i s  f a i r l y  readily a v a i l a b l e  on Vietnamese and 
the ethnic Chinese from South Vietnam. However, information i s  
virtually non-existent on the ethnic Chinese from the North, Yet it 
is t h i s  group that has dominated the ranks of refugees and constituted 
a challenge to many teachers, aides, administrators, and community 
members. A handbook that contains background information on this 
group i s  needed to improve educators' understanding o f  t h i s  student 
population. This project is attempted to provide this handbook for 
teachers. 

Sources o f  Data -- 
Data was gathered f rom sources wh i ch i nc l uded journa 1 s , 

periodicals, books, government publications, questionaires and 
interviews from selected familfes in the Sacramento area- 

Conclusions Reached 

The ethnic Chinese from Horth Vietnam has similar culture and 
values as the Chinese i n  the mainstream. Oue t o  war and isolation, 
their  educational background i s  other Chinese: It i s  
this difference t h a t  educators 
order to h e l p  them to succeed i n  

C m i  t t e e  Chair  ' s Signature o f  Approval 

j i v  
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The arrival of  Southeast Asian refugee children i n  U.S. schools 

over the past twelve years has challenged teachers, aides, 

administrators, and community members to accomodate the special needs 

o f  yet another d i s t i n c t  group o f  youngsters who in some ways do not 

"fit the norm" in the regular American classroom. Efforts to learn 

about the background of the Indochinese students tell us that they are 

all from the countries known collectively as Indochina --- literally 

the meeting ground o f  India and China. Studies about this region 

tells us something about the general characteristics common to people 

from developing nations who are heavily influenced by Confucianism, 

Buddhism, Taoism, and animism, and who have for centuries seen 

sh i f t ing  balances of power and conflict. 

Once the general characteristics are learned, many of  which are 

common to others from the Eastern hemisphere -- Japanese, Korean, 

Chinese, it becomes necessary to realize that  t h e  three countries of 

I ndoch i na are Laos, Cambod i a (Kampuchea) , and Vietnam. There are 

materials available on the general characteristics of  people from 

these countries. What is limited in availability, however, is 

background information on the different groups within each country: It 

i s  these differences that  are important when a teacher i s  dealing with 

several refugee children in one classroom. 



Statement -- of the Problem 

Background information is fairly readily available on the urban 

South Vietnamese of higher social status, and advanced educational 

levels, One can also find information on the ethnic Chinese who lived 

in the South, primarily urban, educated merchants. The ethnic Chinese 

in South Vietnam are better educated due to t h e i r  wealth and contacts 

with both the eastern and western outside worlds (Indochinese Refugee 

Education Guides, 1980). There are books and articles describing the 

rural, uneducated Vietnamese from the South, as well as the minority 

groups who l i v e d  in the highlands. What i s  virtually non-existent, is 

material on the ethnic Chinese from the North, especially, from the 

three regions o f  Quang Ninh, Cat Ba and Haiphong (see map, p. i x )  . Yet 
it i s  refugees from these regions that have dominated the ranks of the 

more recent arrivals (1979-1982), the so-cal led "second wave" of 

refugees. In addition, these groups have no literate, 

English-speaking spokesmen to tell their stories. A handbook t h a t  

would provide background information on these groups i s  needed to help 

educators and others who work w i t h  t h i s  population. This  project 

attempted to supply this information. 

Purpose -- of  the Project 

The purpose o f  t h i s  project i s  to develop a handbook for teachers 

and aides to help them become aware o f  the backgound of  the ethnic 

Chinese from North Vietnam. The major goal i s  to f a c i l i t a t e  teachers 
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in the i r  important initial contact w i t h  these ethnic Chinese students. 

These students' chances for success within the American school system 

will be dependent on the teachers' level o f  knowledge of t h e i r  

background. Moreover, of particular concern will be the relations of  

the teacher's expectations of potential academic performance to the 

background of these students. 

The handbook will address the following questions: 

1. What are the characteristics o f  the ethnic Chinese from 

North Vietnam? 

2. What i s  their historical, educational and cultural 

background? 

3. Because of  their diverse background, what problems do they 

face sociologically and psychologically after  their 

resettlement i n  t h i s  country? 

4. What can schools and teachers do to help them? 

Methodoloqy 

Information on general historical and cultural background were 

obtained from related 1 iterature. Information on the historical, 

educational, and cultural backgound o f  the three specific regions were 

obtained from 30 telephone interviews, Sample interview questions 

asked were as follows: 

1. Where did you live i n  Vietnam? How long? How many 

generations? 

2. Where did your ancestors come from? Why? 



3. What was your occupation i n  Vietnam? 

4, Did you go t o  school? Was i t Chinese? Was i t  Vietnamese? 

5. Why d id  you leave Vietnam? 

6. Did you come t o  the U.S. under " fami ly  reuni f icat iont1? 

Who was the f i r s t  fami ly  member t o  come here? Did they come 

from North Vietnam or South Vietnam? 

7. What are your goals f o r  your children? Do you want them t o  

read and w r i t e  t h e i r  na t i ve  language? Should the schools 

teach i t ?  

8. What problems do you and your ch i ld ren  face? 

Detailed fo l low up studies on the ethnic  Chinese from the three 

regions o f  Quang Hinh, Cat Ba and Haiphong i n  North Vietnam were done 

through home interviews from nine selected fami l ies  ( three fami l ies 

from each region). 

De f in i t i on  o f  Terms -- 

F i r s t  wave refugees. Refugees who l e f t  Vietnam when the country -- 

f e l l  t o  the North i n  A p r i l ,  1975, There were approximately 235,000 

Vietnamese from the South, Five percent of these refugees were ethnic 

Chinese; a l l  o f  them were educated and some had contact wi th  the 

United States government, 

Second wave refuqees. Refugees who were forced t o  leave North 

Vietnam i n  1978, There were approximately 150,000 Vietnamese from the 

North. Ninety-f ive percent o f  these refugees were ethnic Chinese; the 

major i ty  o f  them had l im i ted  education; some of them were uneducated. 



Oel imitation 

The focus of  this handbook would be on the background of  the 

ethnic Chinese from the three targeted regions in north Vietnam, It 

included information on their historical, educational and cultural 

background, their everyday sociological and psychological problems, 

and recomnendations f o r  schools and teachers for helping these 

students, 

Organization -- of  the Remainder - o f  Project 

Chapter Two would be devoted to a review of literature related to 

the following topics: 

1. Their origin 

2. The 1978's exodus 

3. Their education 

4. Their culture 

5. Their resettlement in Sacramento County 

Chapter Three was the background study of the three specific 

regions - Quang Ninh, Cat Ba and Haiphong in North Vietnam. The study 

would concentrate on their interaction with Vietnamese, occupations, 

life-style, custom, after the war, t h e  resettlement and their problems 

in the U.S. 

Chapter Four was the summary, conclusion and recomnendations for 

this handbook. 



Chapter 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

One of a teacher's major goals i s  for all students to succeed. 

Therefore, teachers and aides should know the academic limitation o f  

the ethnic Chinese from North Vietnam, i n  order for them to adjust 

their expectations of  these students. Moreover, to differentiate 

students' differences and needs, teachers should have an understanding 

o f  their cultural/ethnic background, This  chapter would review the 

related literature on the following topics: 

I. Their origin 

2. The 1978's exodus 

3, Their  education 

4. Their culture 

5. Their  resettlement i n  Sacramento County 

Origin 

Chinese emigration to Vietnam has been a constant part o f  the 

history of the region. Whenever China experienced political 

upheavals, economic problems, or natural disasters ,  a new wave o f  

Chinese l e f t  China f o r  Vietnam. For pol i t ica l ,  economic, and 

historical reasons, most of the Chinese have tended to emigrate 

southward, Vietnam and other Indochinese countries were located on 
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the southern border of China. There have been movements between 

Vietnam and China over t h e  centuries. 

The earliest Chinese emigration to Vietnam was due to 

colonization in as early as Han Dynasty or the IIE century B.C. In 

the 111 century B.C. a kingdom known as Nan-Yueh (Nam-Viet) was 

extended from the region of Canton far into the Indochinese penisula. 

This kingdom was conquered by Chinese (Purcel 1 , 1965). The second 

period of Chinese immigration into Vietnam was marked by the arrival 

of the partisans of  the Sung dynasty i n  the eleventh century. By the 

eleventh century, under the Sung Dynasty (920-1279), merchants were 

developing a fast-growing trade, particularly with the coast of 

Vietnam (Hunter, 1966). The third period o f  large-scale immigration 

into Vietnam was dictated by a similar set of  circumstances in Ming 

Dynasty, In 1680, Chinese of f icers and several thousand men, 

supporters of  the overthrown Ming Dynasty which had now been replaced 

by the Ch'ing (Manchu) Dynasty, arrived in Vietnam and settled in the 

southern part of  Vietnam (Purcell, 1965). During the great world 

trade depression of  1929-1933, vast number of  Chinese in Vietnam 

returned to China due to t h e  economic crash (Purcell, 1965). In 1954, 

45,000 Chinese i n  North Vietnam went to the South af ter  the division 

o f  Vietnam at the seventeenth North paralled (Purcell, 1965). 

However, under the citizenship ordinance i n  South Vietnam, a large 

number o f  Chinese went back to China and Taiwan in 1956 for not being 

citizens of Vietnam. Ordinance No.48, conferring Vietnam citizenship 

automatically on all Chinese i n  Vietnam, was promulgated on 21 August 

1956: All Chinese born i n  Vietnam were henceforth to be considered as 
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Vietnamese nationals and must take Vietnamese names (Purcell, 1965). 

Immediately t h i s  Ordinance, a Decree (N0.53) was promulgated on 

September 6, 1956 p roh ib i t i ng  non-Vietnamese nat ionals t o  engage i n  

eleven major occupations which were mostly occuppied by the Chinese. 

Again, during the border war o f  China and Vietnam i n  1978, Chinese 

l e f t  Vietnam due t o  the expulsion by the Vietnamese. I n  Apr i l  and May 

o f  1978, the Vietnamese gorvernment expelled the  ethnic  Chinese i n  

Mort4 Vietnam tha t  resul ted i n  a massive exodus o f  them overland i n t o  

China (Indochi nese Refugee Education Guides, 1980). Approximately 

150,000 Chinese l e f t  North Vietnam i n  1978 and an addi t ional  90,000 o f  

them returned t o  China i n  1979. 

Census f igures o f  Chinese i n  Vietnam were inconsistent and very 

unreliable. Part o f  the problem came from the de f i n i t i on  of who was 

Chinese. Vietnam faced t h i s  dilemma when the government ins is ted t h a t  

the Chinese adapt Vietnamese c i t izenship and Vietnamese names i n  1954. 

I t  was decided tha t  those who were born i n  Vietnam, w i th  a t  leas t  one 

parent also born i n  Vietnam, were t o  be considered Vietnamese c i t i zens  

(Indochinese Refugee Education Guides, 1980). I n  1956, the government 

i n  the South forced the Chinese t o  take Vietnamese c i t i zensh ip  whi le 

the North planned on "voluntary" compliance w i th  the c i t i zensh ip  

issue, Many o f  the ethnic Chinese i n  the Northern urban areas o f  

Hanoi and Haiphong d id  not choose t o  become c i t i zens  whi le those i n  

the ru ra l  areas o f  Quang Ninh and the islands did. 

I n  the North, the number o f  ethnic Chinese was reduced 

considerably during the period o f  h o s t i l  i t i e s  between the French and 

V i e t  Minh (1946-1954). Many Chinese went South t o  avoid the f ight ing,  



Again i n  1954, when the country was divided by the Geneva Accords, 

many people from the North emigrated to the South -- about 45,000 of 

them were Chi nese ( I ndoch i nese Refugee Education Guides , 1980). 

TABLE A -- 

NUMBER - OF CHINESE - IN VIETNAM 

YEAR NORTH SOUTH TOTAL SOURCES 

Hunter, 1966 
Hanoi, 1967 
Smith, 1967 
Schrock, 1967 

Purcel 1 , 1965 

IREG, 1980 
Grant, 1979 
IREG, 1980 

The majori ty o f  the ethnic Chinese i n  Vietnam were the third or 

four th  generations offspring of  those who were mostly from GuangDong 

and Fujian provinces in China, The Chinese i n  the North i n  the areas 

of MongCai (near China's border), Cat Ba, and the islands were 

originally from the coastal areas around Beihai, Hepu (Happo), and 

Anpu of the present GuangXi province (these areas were in GuangDong 

province until the Chinese government changed the boundary i n  1958). 

1978 ' s Exodus 

The newest minority members i n  t h i s  country, the Indochinese 

refugees from Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, fled their homeland when 



t h e i r  countries fell to the communist rulers in 1975. Of the three 

groups o f  refugees, the majority of people residing in t h i s  country 

were from Vietnam, The s i x  phases of the Vietnamese refugee exodus 

were out lined in the following chart. 

SEX PHASES - OF REFUGEE EXODUS 

F i r s t  Wave 1. INITIAL-April,l975: South Vietnam fell, U.S. -- 
evacuation of 130,000 Vietnamese, and the exodus 
of  105,000 others from the South. 
(St Cartmai 1, 1983) 

2. MID-1975 to LATE 1977: Steady flow of about 
1,500 permonth, both by boat and over 1 and, 
exited from South Vietnam. (Grant, 1979) 

Second wave 3. 1978-Mid 1979: China-Vietnam border war began. 
Heavy floflover 250,000 ethnic Chinese from 
the North - 2/3 still remain in China) primarily 
ethnic Chinese, from North and South; exited 
flow peaked at about 60,000 per month by June, 
1979, mostly by boat, (Grant, 1979) 

4. LATE 1979 to MID 1982: Exodus declined from ----- 
60,000 per month t o  about 8,000 per month 
(heavier during good weather, 1 ighter during 
monsoon). Mostly by boat. (Newcomers News, 
1987) 

5. ---- MID 1982 t o  1983: Changes in priority status 
shifted the exodus to lamely ethnic Vietnamese - - 

once agian, These measures in f i r s t  asylum 
countries and U.S. policy were an attempt to 
deter refugee flight from Vietnam. (Newcomers 
Hews, 1987) 

6. -- 1983 to PRESENT: Orderly Departure Program (ODP) 
allowed fami l ies  to sponsor relatives to leave 
Vietnam directly based on the priorities. 
Usually approximately 250 people per week 
departed from Ho Chi Minh City (the former 
Saigon) to the refugee processing center in 
Bangkok and to their destination later, 
Additionally, there have been over 6,000 boat 
people escaping from the South per year 
(Newcomers Hews, 1987) 



For over two centuries, those ethnic Chinese who had immigrated 

t o  Vietnam were f a i r l y  sa t i s f i ed  w i th  t h e i r  l i f e  i n  t h e i r  second 

homeland. Although some o f  the fishermen (usually from the islands) 

occasionally went back t o  mainland China t o  stay f o r  a short while, 

they always returned t o  Vietnam -- "Liv ing under Horth Vietnam's 

communist rules was be t te r  than under the ru les  i n  mainland China." 

As long as they met the government's work-requirement quotas, they 

were usual ly  l e f t  alone, and experienced l i t t l e  r e s t r i c t i o n  or 

monitoring by the government o f f i c i a l s ,  L i f e  was hard but peaceful. 

But i n  1978, the China-Vietnam border war changed the s i tua t ion  

completely. 

V i r tua l  7y a1 1 the northern ethnic Chinese interviewed i n  Hong 
Kong described re la t ions  between the two ethnic groups p r i o r  
t o  1978 as 'normal', 'good', o r  even 'warm', Nearly everyone 
however, had some reservation. (Grant, 1979, p. 94) 

..,said tha t  i n  Hanoi the average Vietnamese was s t i l l  f r i e n d l y  
towards Chinese, But because o f  the government's po l i cy  i t  was 
c o m n  f o r  Vietnamese t o  t e l l  t h e i r  Chinese f r iends tha t  they 
could no longer associate, The w i fe  (Chinese couple who l e f t  
i n  A p r i l  1979, from Hanoi) had noticed tha t  since the Sino- 
Vietnamese war, some Vietnamese kep t  watch on Chinese and 
reported t h e i r  movements t o  publ ic  secur i ty o f f i c i a l s  who 
checked their h m  regular ly.  The local  rad io  s ta t ion  broadcast 
da i l y  the  names o f  ethnic Chinese who had been arrested f o r  
'spying'. (Grant, 1979, p, 94) 

The Chinese government closed i t s  border t o  Vietnamese i n  July o f  

1978, a f t e r  150,000 ethnic Chinese f l e d  i n t o  China, evident ly due t o  

widespread rumors o f  an imninent Chinese attack tha t  would r e s u l t  i n  

them being rounded up and j a i  1 ed , o r  executed . 
I n  Apr i l  and May o f  1978, there was a massive exodus o f  ethnic 
Chinese from North Vietnam i n t o  China. The 150,000 who f led 
const i tuted about a h a l f  o f  the ethnic Chinese population of 
North Vietnam, and were valuable people i n  terms o f  s k i l l s  and 
a b i l i t i e s .  (Indochinese Refugee Education Guides, 1980, p.16) 
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Then i n  February o f  1979, China invaded Vietnam, and f o r  three weeks 

fought what has come t o  be ca l led  the "Punishment War" (the reasons 

f o r  punishing Vietnam were the invasion o f  Kampuchea and the defeat o f  

the Chinese backed Pol Pot forces by Vietnam). This in te r im period 

m a y  be described as a " t w i l i g h t  phase i n  which the ethnic Chinese were 

viewed wi th increasing suspicion by Vietnamese au thor i t ies  on nat ional  

secur i ty grounds" (Grant, 1979). Nearly a l l  the refugees interviewed 

i n  Hong Kong by Grant concurred tha t  measures against them, tantamount 

t o  expulsion, s ta r ted  i n  the latter par t  o f  March, 1979, i n  the  wake 

o f  the Chinese at tack on Vietnam. 

What d id  the interested governments say about the exodus from 

North Vietnam? 

Vietnam . .  Hguyen Co Thach, Vietnam's Secretary of  Sta te  said, 

"Ethnic Chinese i n  Northern Vietnam are caught i n  a crossf i re.  If 

they support the Vietnamese against China, the Chinese are suspicious. 

If they support the Chinese against the Vietnamese, the same, I t  they 

are neutral, they are doubted by both sides. So i t ' s  very d i f f i c u l t  

f o r  them t o  stay." (H Y Times, 1979, p.12) 

China ... Han Nianlong, China's Vice fore ign m in i s te r  said, "The 

Indo Chinese refugee problem i s  a product o f  the reactionary domestic 

and foreign policies of  the Vietnamese author i t ies .  To suppress 

popular resentment and s h i f t  the burden o f  t h e i r  economic d i f f i c u l t i e s  

onto others, the Vietnamese author i t ies  have been i n c i t i n g  ethnic 

animosity, They not only persecute Chinese nat ionals who have l i v e d  

i n  Vietnam f o r  many generations, but also persecute Vietnamese 

c i t i zens  o f  Chinese descent, other ethnic minor i t ies,  and those 
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Vietnamese who disapprove o f  their reactionary policies. They deprive 

those people of t h e i r  means of  livelihood by various despicable 

methods and forcibly expel them from the ~ountry,~' (Grant, 1979) 

Soviets ... Nikilqi Firyubin, USSR's deputy foreign minister 

said, "The main reason for the departure o f  ethnic Chinese from 

Vietnam i s  actually instigation from the outsides, as a result o f  

which hundreds o f  thousands of the deceived ethnic Chinese started 

leaving ..." (Grant, 1979) 
Hong Kong ,.. Governor said, "This i s  something tha t  has been i n  

most Vietnamese minds a long time. They just don't l i k e  the Chinese, 

and are suspicious of them, and have always had the feeling that they 

tend t o  get the cream out of the country. 'I (Asian Wall St. J ,  , 1979, 

P 23) 

U.S. State Department ... Tom Reston said, "It is clear that 

Vietnam has adopted a centrally directed deportation policy aimed at 

the wholesale expulsion o f  ... ethnic Chinese ... We and other 

government know why refugees are fleeing Indochina and we do not 

accept the concept t h a t  a government can simply s h i f t  the obligation 

it has to its people to the international community." (Grant, 1979) 

Bri ta in ... Lord Carrington, Secretary of Sate said, "One can 

only conclude tha t  they have left because the policies of the 

Vietnamese government made it impossible f o r  them to remain." (Grant, 

1979) 

Grant, the author of  The Boat People, stated that "China, f o r  its 

part,  has deliberately harassed Hanoi, armed Pol Pot, roused the 

ethnic Chinese i n  Vietnam, withdrawn i t s  aid, and then, finally, 



invaded Vietnam, k i l l i n g  and destroying i n  order t o  teach a lesson." 

(Grant, 1979) 

I n  fact ,  the number and e t h n i c i t y  o f  the refugees a r r i v i n g  i n  

Hong Kong tended t o  bear out the claim o f  the deliberate expulsion o f  

the ethnic Chinese a f t e r  the border war i n  February and Harch 1979. 

There was a t r i c k l e  o f  ethnic Chinese refugees who arr ived i n  l a t e  

1978 who also claimed persecution. Th is  coincided w i th  China's 

closure o f  the border. The rea l  onslaught, though, began about s i x  to 

eight  weeks (the s a i l i n g  time) a f t e r  the punishment war. 

According t o  the study by the Committee on Foreign A f f a i r s  o f  

U .S. Congress (19791, the  number o f  those who a r r i  ved i n Hong Kong , 

broken down by months approximated the fol lowing: 

TABLE I3 

NUMBER - OF INDOCHIMESE REFUGEES I H  HONG KONG (Jan. t o  Aug. 1979) --- - 

........... January, 1979 2,000 
February, 1979 .,..,.,.,, 3,000 
March, 1979 ............. 3,000 
Apr i l ,  1979 ............. 6,143 
May, 1979 ............... 17,683 
June,  1979 ............ .,19,651 
July,  1979 .............. 8,797 
August, 1979 ............ 3,000 

The great major i ty  of these refugees were ethnic Chinese, and 

sixty-two percent o f  them were from North Vietnam. 

Once the islanders were t o l d  t o  leave, some o f  them decided t o  

r i s k  the t r i p  t o  Hong Kong rather  than walk across the border i n t o  

China because they had experienced the working condit ions i n  China 

whi le v i s i t i n g  t h e i r  re la t i ves  before the border war i n  1978. The 
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typ ica l  voyage took four  t o  e igh t  weeks i n  small, unseaworthy s a i l i n g  

junks. They island-hopped across the Gulf o f  Tonkin, nipping between 

China's Hainan Island and the mainland, and then hugged the coast l ine 

o f  southern China until they reached Macao or Hong Kong. There were 

frequent stops along the way -- t o  wai t  out a storm, t o  repa i r  a 

badly leaking boat, t o  buy provisions and water, and t o  overcome 

seasickness. 

Education 

There were no resources nor any avai lab le data on t h i s  topic. 

The fol lowing information was based on the home interviews o f  the 

teachers from the three islands and Cat Ba, and the parents from 

Haiphong. Learning E n g l i s h w a s t h e m a i n d i f f i c u l t y f o r t h e e t h n i c  

Chinese from North Vietnam t o  overcome. Moreover, the learning 

progress was t o t a l l y  depended on whether they were f rom the islands 

or the c i t i e s .  The fol lowing chart  gives an outline o f  t h e i r  

educational backgrounds, 

TABLE C -- 

YEARS OF SCHOOLING -- 

Sex -- The 3 Islands Cat Ba -- Ha i p honq 

Ma1 e 2 t o  4 4 t o  6 6 or more 

Female O t o 2  2 t o  4 6 or more 

The three islands - Big Kao Tao (population approx. 4,000), -- 

Small Kao Tao (population approx, 300) and Tchi ng Lan Xan (population 
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approx. 2,700) with all Cantonese speaking residents were isolated 

from the ouside world for over s i x  decades until 1968. Therefore, 

the school curriculum was set by teachers who decided what was 

suitable. The curriculum consisted of reading and writing, math, and 

pol i tical propaganda. In fact ,  the pol i tical teachings were o f ten  

the subject of reading and math -- "How many counter-revolutionary 

capitalists were left? There were five. Three were killed and two 

remained." A teacher 's  qualification requirement for these islands 

was graduation from junior high school. Parents had to buy school 

supplies. Part of their salaries were used to pay for the supplies 

and to support the schools. Teaching instruction was in Cantonese, 

Only one hour per week was spent learning in the Vietnamese language. 

There were one elementary school on Small Kao Tao, two on Tching Lan 

San, and three on Big Kao Tao. Grade levels were from the first to 

the fourth, For further education it was necessary to go to Cat Ba 

or the cities of Haiphong or Hanoi. The school year was from 

September to June w i t h  f i v e  four-hour days of instruction each week. 

Older girls usually remained at home to help w i t h  house chores and to 

take care of younger brothers and s is ters .  Boys were usually sent to 

school at the age o f  six. When the girls were strong enough to do 

heavy work, they would go out to sea with their elders to f i s h  

instead . 
Cat (population approx. 10,000, mostly Chinese) also had a 

1 imi ted bi 1 i ngual school system w i t h  one hour o f  Vietnamese 1 anguage 

instruction per day. There were five elementary schools and one 

Junior High school on this larger island. For further education it 
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was necessary to go to Haiphong or Hanoi, The school year was also 

from September to June. There were five session periods per school 

day; three periods in the morning (7:30 a.m. to 12:00 noon) and two 

periods in the afternoon (1:30 p.m. to 4:30 p.m.), There was some 

interaction with Vietnamese; therefore, the residents spoke passable 

Vietnamese, Schooling since the bombing began i n  1969 had been 

erratic; thus, students now entering grade school or junior high in 

the U,S, had probably spent very little, if any time in school. 

Usually children left school before sixth grade to help the family 

w i t h  daily chores or fishing. 

Haiphong had a Chinese bilingual school system and a Vietnamese 

public school system. The schools went through the tenth grade. 

These schools functioned on a tuition basis, so a child could attend 

school as long as the family could afford the semester-by-semester 

tuition. Before 1954, families could choose schools that were taught 

in Chinese, but even then about one third of the school day 

instruction was taught in Vietnamese. The schools were i n  session 

all day. After  1954, the schools were cut to half a day, and the 

curriculum became heavi ly pol i tical. The Chinese b i  1 i ngual school 

system had the same curriculum as the ones in Cat Ba. Parents who 

wanted their children to receive further education would send them to 

the public school rather than the pr ivate  bilingual school. To 

attend the university, one had to go to Hanoi. Nevertheless, there 

were only a few Chinese admitted ("They looked at your ethnic group 

first".) Probably, higher education was reserved for children o f  the 

party faithfuls, and Chinese, who were not even citizens, could 



hardly claim to be in the party, 

All o f  the Chinese bilingual schools were eliminated i n  1968 and 

converted to the pub1 ic school system, Most o f  the g i r l s  (twelve 

years o r  older) from the islands were illiterate. Boys and girls 

from the islands, including Cat Ba, who are currently attending U.S. 

secondary schools are facing learning difficulties because o f  t h e i r  

limited educational background, while their younger brothers or 

s is te rs  have had little or no difficulty in school. Additionally, 

students who had gone through the same number of years o f  schooling 

back home might not have achieved skills meeting the standards of 

U.S. schools. There was no kindergarten i n  the North. Children 

normally started school between s i x  and seven. The grade levels i n  

the Chinese school system were: grammar school, first-sixth, junior 

high, seventh-ninth, and senior high, tenth-twelfth. There was no 

age limit when entering school. A twelve year old girl might attend 

the first grade when her parents could afford to allow her to go t o  

school. She might skip grades i f  exceptional progress was shown. 

Culture 

The general aspects o f  Chinese culture in North Vietnam were 

summarized from MINORITY GROUPS IN NORTH VIETNAM (1972) by Joann 

Schrock e t  al., and cited from publications by Francis Hsu - the 
known scholar on Chinese culture. Information based on interviews of  

some of the local residents have helped update the information so 

that it is more representative of current situation. 
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Interpersonal Relationships. Ethnic Chinese have always had a 

strong sense of  loyalty to their family, both past and future as well 

as present, and to the Chinese comnunity. Between good friends, 

business dealings, contracts, loans etc., are based on mutual trust 

and not on formal contracts. Between others, witnesses are brought 

in to complete a transaction. Their major goal i s  the economic 

prosperity of the family. The social and economic position of the 

family can be improved through hard work. Interaction with outsiders 

i s  characterized by politeness and patience. The Chinese would 

expect others to show them the same patience. The Chinese seldom 

reveal t h e i r  innermost thoughts. There is an attitude or a f i rm 

conviction of the cultural superiority of  the Chinese, Different 

dialect groups also have different practices. 

Social Structure. Traditionally, the family fulfills many 

functions that are met in Western society by health and unemployment 

insurance, old age pensions, and life insurance. After 1954 the 

government suppl ied  the basic care fo r  the people who worked for the 

government, Otherwise, the families took care of their own, There 

i s  a fear that this will change in the U.S. The whole family i s  held 

morally accountable for the actions and well-being of i t s  members. 

Great respect is paid to the elder members of a family. Social t ies 

are governed by Confucian principles relating to f i v e  relationships: 

Between ruler and subject, father and son, older brother and younger 

brother, husband and wife, and friend and friend. The younger 

generation do not learn the principles in the same way that the older 

people who attended Chinese school did. They just imitate the 
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behavior of the elders. "Hsiao", or filial piety, stresses loyalty 

and devotion to one's parents, This concept extends to the 

relationship between older brother and younger brothers -- there are 

reciprocal duties tha t  are expected. The family i s  patriarchic; the 

husband is the head, and i s  the living link between the past and the 

future generations, The primary motivation for emigration from China 

to Vietnam was economic betterment. 

School. The Chinese culture has traditionally structured its 

class status into four orders: scholar, farmer, worker, and 

businessman. The scholar has held the highest respect and rank since 

the social structure formalized, Historically, it i s  the scholar who 

takes the total responsibility for student  education and dicipline. 

Parents have never held a participatory role in the school system. 

Without question they assume schools and teachers are doing the best 

for t h e i r  children. For t h i s  reason parents do not attend 

parent/teacher conferences or become involved in PTA. ("They are the 

trained experts for teaching. How can we tell them how to do their 

job?") 

Kinship. The basis o f  kinship is patrilineal, and the most 

important relationship is that o f  father and son (Hsu, 1967). The 

father has authority over the son, and the son has to revere and 

support h i s  parents. Mourning and worship after the death of the 

parents are integral parts of  the son's responsibility. All other 

relationships i n  the family group are regarded as extensions o f  the 

father-son relationship or subordinate or supplementary to it, The 

husband-wife relationship i s  strictly held to be supplementary and 
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subordinate to the father-son relationship. The relationship between 

brothers is also supplementary, but not subordinate, to that o f  the 

father and son. I n  fact, harmony among brothers i s  greatly desired 

i n  order to maintain and enhance the father-son relationship. The 

relationship between brothers and sisters i s ,  similarly, less well 

defined or socially emphasized than tha t  between brothers. 

Ancestor Worship. It i s  the central l i n k  between the world o f  

men and the world of spirits. There are three basic assumptions: (1) 

all living persons owe their fortunes or misfortunes to their 

ancestors; (2) all departed ancestors, like other gods and spirits, 

had needs that are not d i f f e r e n t  from those o f  the living; and (3) 

the departed ancestors continue, as in life, to assist t h e i r  

relatives i n  this world just as t h e i r  living descendants continue to 

lend a hand to them- 

Place of Men, Women, and Children in Society. Male children are -- - - 
preferred because they continously contributed to the family's 

economic prosperity and the family name, Female chi ldren are an 

economic loss since they are lost to the household at marriage. 

Traditionally, the man was the "rice-winner". He conducted the 

ancestral ceremonies, managed the family finances, and dealt with the 

outside world. Since 1954, both husband and wife  worked, and a 

strong and capable woman could become the manager of  the fami ly, or 

very dominant in the family. Traditionally, Chinese women had less 

social freedom and fewer occasions to modify their traditional roles 

as mother, mother-in-law, or grandmother. Since 1954, the "equal 

rights" emphasis of the government had conflicted w i t h  the 
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traditional ways. Children traditionally submitted to their parents' 

wishes in regard to education, occupation, courtship, and marriage. 

Parents prefer that children speak their dialect at home, but realize 

tha t  times will change. 

Marriage, Marriage was prearranged by parents for the people 

who were i n  the three islands. After the settlement i n  this country, 

marriage arrangements have changed to only requiring both the male 

and female parents' approval and consent, Marriage arrangements are 

often negotiated between the families. The groom's family i s  

expected to pay the bride's family to help w i t h  the expenses of  the 

wedding--feasting, jewelry, etc. The bride's family might return 

most o f  the money v i a  a "dowry" taken to the husband's home at the 

time o f  marriage, resulting in a "no-profit" arrangement. There i s  

social status from a daughter bringing a large gift from the groom's 

family, T h i s  i s  not  so comnon any more, since both families usually 

help to meet the expenses o f  a wedding. Families may go into debt to 

provide an "appropriate1' wedding. The wife goes to live with the  

husband or husband's family a f te r  the marriage ("patrilocal 

residence"). A wedding i n  the country may go on for three days, 

while i n  the c i t i es ,  celebrations are l imited to days off work (one 

or two days). Oivorce i s  possible, if both parties agreed, I n  the 

city,  a judge would make the final determination. However, it was 

not commonly practiced since people were toobusyworking and 

surviving to worry about happiness or divorce. Both widowers and 

widows can remarry, but a woman i s  admired for remaining loyal to her 

husband even after h i s  death. 
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Preqnancy - and Bir th .  A pregnant woman has t o  observe various 

res t r i c t i ons  and taboos, some o f  which are intended t o  inf luence the 

fe tus (Hsu, 1967). During interviews, women provided t h e i r  

t rad i t i ona l  ideals tha t  could inf luence the b i r t h  o f  a c h i l d  as 

follows. A pregnant woman must not get angry o r  quarrel w i th  anyone. 

I f  she does so, her c h i l d  w i l l  have a bad temper. She should not 

work on jobs which require the l i f t i n g  o f  heavy weights or reach f o r  

things high above her head so the fe tus  would not drop out from her 

womb, She must not go t o  temples t o  look a t  ce r ta in  images, 

pa r t i cu la r l y  those of  the cow-faced and horse-faced gods, She must 

not not look a t  an eclipsed sun o r  moon, nei ther must she sleep 

during any elipse. V io lat ion o f  t h i s  taboo means tha t  her baby w i l l  

be born w i t h  a harelip, She can attend wedding and bir thday events 

because her condit ion o f  carrying a new l i f e  means br inging good 

luck. However, She must not attend any funeral events f o r  her c h i l d  

would cry f o r  one hundred days a f t e r  born. I f  she remains happy and 

not quarrelsome during her months o f  pregnancy, her baby w i l l  be 

good-natured and clever, A f te r  the ch i ldb i r th ,  she i s  i n  confinement 

which usual ly lasts about a month. During the period o f  confinement, 

she cannot pass through the main por ta l  t o  the family home because 

her "unclean" body w i l l  give offense t o  the gods guarding it. If she 

i s  obliged t o  go out by the house door, she must wear a hat. She i s  

usual ly assisted by her mother-in-law o r  some other re la t i ve .  Rarely 

does her own mother come t o  her f o r  t h i s  purpose. She must not 

attend any wedding or funeral events i n  order t o  prevent the blame o f  

br inging bad luck. In the country, b i r t h  takes place a t  home wi th 



the help of  a grandmother or neighbor. In the city, babies are born 

i n  the hospital. Successful birth means family celebrations and 

feasting. After thirty days there i s  a celebration, expecially if 

the baby is a son. One custom calls f o r  roasting a whole pig, 

cutting it into pieces, and assembling packages o f  roast pork, an egg 

dyed red, and pickled ginger to pass out to friends and neighbors, 

The baby often receives "lucky money" (lai xi) i n  red envelopes. 

Child Rearing Practices. Chinese are usually devoted to their 

children and are proud of  t h e i r  accomplishments, Parents are more 

tolerant of boys' behavior than girls1. Girls are generally required 

to follow more rules and taboos than boys. Girls begin to help with 

the daily chores at an earlier age than boys. From t h e  age of  s i x  or 

seven, chi ldren supervise the play of younger s i  bl i ngs. Birthdays 

are not celebrated in a big way until a person attains old age, 

especially 60. A child's birthday might be observed with a dish of 

noodles (long life) and an egg. People are usually regarded as 

becoming one year older on New Year's Day, rather  than on the i r  

birthday. 

Death and Burial. Death i s  the event which marks the  passage of -- 

an individual from the world of man to the world of  spirit (Hsu, 

1967). All ritesnormallyaimatoneof fourthings: ( I )  expending 

the spirit's safe entry into that world; (2) its comfort i n  that 

world; (3) expressing sorrowful feelings on the part of the living 

and their reluctance to let the dead go; and (4) making sure that the 

death has not created conditions for future disaster through 

circumstances which are beyond h i s  or her control (Hsu, 1967). 
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Ground burial is preferred over cremation. The elders are often a 

member of a local Chinese association fo r  the elderly, and the 

membership deposit is enough to cover the burial (coffin, lot) cost. 

The elaborateness of the funeral i s  associated w i t h  the economic and 

social status, age, and sex of the deceased. The name and often the 

picture of the deceased i s  placed on the family altar. Incense i s  

burned three times a day at the altar, and prayers and offerings are 

made in conjunction with festivals and emergencies. Traditionally, 

the wives and daughters from the islands did not inherit unless there 

were no male heirs. In recent times, inheritence i s  divided more or 

less equally among male and female heirs. 

Taboos and Customs. The Chinese have many folk stories, passed 

from mother to chi ld,  of an unbelievable or superstitious nature. A 

son may not use his father's given name, Fortune tellers were 

ocasional ly consulted at important 1 ife events (birth, marriage, 

death), More recently, a Chinese family might try to select an 

auspicious day for the marriage of  their daughter. There are twelve 

animals associated with years i n  the twelve-year cycle of  the lunar 

calendar (sheep, monkey, rooster, dog, pig, rat, ox, tiger, rabbit, 

dragon, snake, and horse). Traditionally i t  was believed that  the 

year of one's birth gave one the characteristics embodied in the 

animal symbolizing that year. Persons w i t h  incompatible animals were 

not allowed to marry. This adherencetothe lunarcalendarhas  

faded, and people may not even know the twelve animals. A popular 

pastime is gathering together to exchange news and gossip. Among the 

old, games of chance are popular (cards and mahjong), The folowing 



sports are now popular: basketball, table tennis, soccer, swimming, 

track events, and marksmanship. Chess i s  a popular game f o r  all 

ages, 

Etiquette. There are traditional and complex rules governing 

social conduct (ti Chi,  or Confucian Book of Rites). These have been 

modified w i t h  the absence o f  Chinese schools because of  Western 

influence, "Saving facen is very important. Chinese will sometimes 

compromise greatly to prevent hurt feel ings, pub1 ic humi 1 iation, or 

loss o f  reputation to another individual . 
Traditional Chinese Festivals, Chinese -- New Year occurs between 

January 21 and February 19, on the first day of the lunar new year. 

This is the most important festival and the only one for which there 

are days o f f  from work. It i s  the same as Tet, the Vietnamese New 

Year. Ch'ing Ming, the Great Spring Festival, occurs on the 29th day 

of the second lunar month. It i s  not as important among the overseas 

Chinese. Chung-Yuan, on Receiving Ancestors Fest iva l ,  occurs on the 

15th day of the seventh month. It involves remembrance o f  ancestral 

spirits and repair of family gravesites. Mid-Autumn, or Moon 

Fest iva l ,  occurs on the 15 th  day o f  the eight month, It is second 

only to the New Year in importance and enjoys an enthusiastic 

celebration. 

Occupations. Formerly, (before 1954) Chinese were engaged i n  

trade, In recent years almost all business has been taken over by 

the government. Chinese i n  the north were largely engaged in: 

1) Ceramics a t  Mong Cai ; 

2) Machine and ship construction at Haiphong; 



3) Spices and supply of  meat; 

4) Chinese medicines; 

5) Restaurants and tea-houses; 

6) Fishing; and 

7) Laboring in the repair o f  roads and other facilities damaged 

by U.S. bombing raids, 

In Haiphong, Chinese often worked as dock workers, seamen, 

handicrafters, workers in transportation and comnunication 

cooperatives, workers at electrical power plants, workers at casting 

plants, handicrafters, and workers in t e x t i l e  and machine shops, In 

Quang Ninh provinces, Chinese were usually employed in f ishing,  coal 

mining, or ceramics. The Hakka d ia lec t  group were almost exclusively 

rice farmers i n  Quang Ninh. 

Polictics. The Chinese were generally apolitical. However, 

Chinese in the South held the economic reins of the country and thus 

considerable power (Hunter, 1966). 

The fol lowing quote discussed the historical re1 ationship 

between the Vietnamese and Chinese: "The Chinese have traditionally 

maintained an attitude of  cultural superiority, vis-a-vis a1 1 other 

non-Chinese groups. This feel ing i s  not a matter of  arrogance but 

one of  sincere conviction, For t h e i r  part, the Vietnamese, while 

retaining their national identity, more closely resemble the Chinese 

in religion, language, and other cultural aspects than any other 

Southeast Asian people. A t  the same time, however, the Vietnamese 

have feared and resented the Chinese because of the  latter's repeated 

attempts at dominating the country in the past and the strong 
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position they have occupied in the Vietnamese economy." (Schrock, 

1967) 

Resettlement - in Sacramento County 

The Chinese government has claimed that over 250,000 ethnic 

Chinese from north Vietnam returned to mainland China during 1978 t o  

1979 (Grant, 1979). However, according to the local interviews, only 

two third of  tha t  number still remain i n  China, and one third, or 

approximately 90,000 ethnic Chinese from North Vietnam passed by 

China's soil and went to refugee camps in Hong Kong and Macao. They 

believe most of  the ethnic Chinese in Cat Ba, many i n  Haiphong, and 

1,500 from the three islands were among the refugees in these camps. 

When they were in the refugee camps, they were allowed the 

opportunity to resettle in the U.S. or other western countries such 

as Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. A great proportion of them 

chose to resettle in the U.S. due to the information they had 

obtained from the relatives i n  the states, especially in Sacramento, 

Cal ifornia. 

Evidently, the f i r s t  group of the ethnic Chinese from North 

Vietnam resettled in the U.S. as early as the first wave refugees 

from the South, i n  1975. During the evacuation ( i n  late April 1975 

in South Vietnam), a group o f  fishermen (about 200, some w i t h  

families on board) were in the southern border open sea on a regular 

fishing trip. They were stopped and rescued (actually transferred) 

by a U.S. ship docked in the Pacific Ocean, They were mistaken f o r  
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refugees from the south trying to f l e e  the country, and d id  not 

manage t o  comnunicate the error until later. While they were in the 

temporary camp at Camp Pendleton (near San Diego, the f i r s t  temporary 

refugee camp until the  protest from Californians closed the camp 

three months later), they were sponsored by a farmer from Davis, 

California, for a farming project. The project failed due to some 

misunderstanding and misarrangement. They were later resettled in 

South Sacramento, i n  Lemon Hill Avenue's low income housing, through 

the help of the United Social Catholic Conference (USCC) which i s  one 

o f  the largest organizations involved in refugee resettlement 

programs. It i s  t h i s  group o f  settlers that t h e i r  r e l a t i v e s  have 

been joining in Sacramento since 1979. 

Thus, they resettled i n  Sacramento County first. Since then 

some have moved to the bay area and even to New York City  for job 

opportunities. 

According to the United Social Catholic Conference's record, the  

ethnic Chinese from Vietnam had the biggest influx during 1979 to 

1982. 



TABLE D -- 

INFLUX - OF INDOCHINESE CHINESE REFUGEES 
TO SACRAMENTO 1975-1987 - 

Total # Total % Total # 
of  Indochinese of ethnic of ethnic Chi/Viet 

Year refugees - in Sacramento Chi/Viet - i n  Sacramento 

(source : United Social Cathol i c Conference i n  Sacramento) 

Ouring the period from 1975 to 1978, 13% of the refugees 

arriving i n  Sacramento County were ident i f ied as ethnic Chinese; 

these were primarily from the South. During 1979 to 1982, 86% o f  the 

arrivals were ethnic Chinese; the majority listed Haiphong, Cat Ba, 

or Quang Ninh as t h e i r  place of residence and/or birth, The total 

number (the first resettlement and second migration from other 

states) of  Indochinese refugees in Sacramento County i s  approximately 

25,000. The first wave of  refugees were generally successful i n  

adjusting to the school system and the community. The second wave of  

refugees, w i t h  a majority from Haiphong, Cat Ba, and Quang Ninh, 

however, were less successful. It i s  t h i s  group that constitute a 

large part o f  the challenge to the county's teachers, aides, 

administrators, and community members. 



Chapter 3 

ETHNIC CHINESE FROM THE THREE REGIONS 

As mentioned i n  the previous chapter, the ethnic Chinese from 

North Vietnam i n  Sacramento County are from the  three regions o f  

Quang Ninh, Cat Ba, and Haiphong. The information i n  t h i s  chapter i s  

gathered through the selected nine famil ies, three fami l ies f o r  a 

region, The par t i c ipants  f o r  the interviews were the grandparents 

and parents. Occasionally, some teenagers were s i t t i n g  i n  the group 

and l is tened t o  t h e i r  elders1 reca l l i ng  t h e i r  past. 

The People from Quang Ninh 

The province o f  Quang Ninh i s  formed from two previously 

separate provinces, Hai Ninh and Quang Yen. It lies i n  the  northeast 

corner of  Vietnam, adjacent t o  China and bordering on the sea (see 

p.32). (Locally, t h i s  p a r t  o f  the ocean i s  called the North Sea - 

Bac Hai.) I t  consists o f  seven prefectures, or d i s t r i c t s :  Tinh lap,  

Binh Lien, Ba Che, Tien Yen, Ha Que, Mong Cai, and Kao Tao. Kao Tao 

i s  comprised o f  a11 the offshore islands, including the three larger 

ones which are referred t o  as "Kao Tao islands". Seven thousand 

people l i v e d  on these three islands. The eastern i s land which i s  

about 60 miles south o f  Mong Cai i s  named Tching Lan Xan. The 

northern one i s  'Isma1 1 Kao Tao" and the Southern one i s  "b ig  Kao 

Tao" , 
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The population was entirely ethnic Chinese, all speakers o f  the 

Cantonese dialect. The people called themselves 'Chinese 

inmigrants', or 'overseas Chinese', or even 'Vietnamese Chinese'. 

The Vietnamese governemt called them 'Han Rail, meaning descendents 

o f  the Han race, There was very litle marriage ouside the Cantonese 

group, and most of the inhabitants of the islands were related to 

each other in some way. (According to Chinesecustom,itwas 

permissible for first cousins to marry i f  they had different family 

names.) The inhabitants o f  Kao Tao islands had l i v e d  there for  two 

to four generations. After North Vietnam became a socialist nation, 

the government sent an official to act as the leader on the islands, 

He also operated the government "PX", conducted the  semi-annual 

census, issued ration cards for food, collected taxes, and gave 

cred i t  for  f i s h  brought in.  

Interaction w i t h  Vietnamese. The cornunities on the islands 

were intact Chinese cultural groups, There was very little 

interaction with the Vietnamese except for occasional business 

ventures to the mainland or annual forays into the black markets o f  

Mong Cai or Dam Ha. They could get along for most o f  their lives 

without ever speaking Vietnamese, In 1954 they were required to take 

Vietnamese names and citizenship at the government's insistence. 

They were issued ID cards, and would be stopped at sea and asked for 

identification. A census was conducted every six to twelve months to 

get names of men for the  d r a f t  and to add or delete names to the list 

for food rations, Several people pointed out that in Hanoi, 

Haiphong, or Nam Oinh, there were large enough Chinese communities 
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that  they could ignore the order to register as Vietnamese citizens. 

There was evidently a reisistance movement i n  the rural part o f  the 

mainland at the Hai Hinh end o f  the province, The leader of the 

resistance was imprisoned for life. Many Chinese left and returned 

to China or Taiwan at that time. The main disadvantage t o  taking 

Vietnamese citizenship, other than on principle, was eligibility fo r  

the draft, and the inability t o  come and go freely across the Chinese 

border. As the ethnic Chinese became cit izens, the men were eligible 

for the draft. It was evidently fairly easy to avoid serving, 

however. All the sons except the eldest one were eligible for the 

draft, but most of them managed to slip back to the islands without 

much trouble. One man reported t h a t  his brother (from the mainland) 

had enough money that Re could bribe the draft official to keep him 

out o f  the am. 

Occupation. The main occupation of the people of  the Kao Tao 

islands was fishing, about 3,000 were fishermen; the rest were in 

farming and other trades. The fishermen were assigned to a twenty to 

thirty man crew o f  a f ishing boat by the government every s i x  to 

twelve months. The crew was responsible for maintaining the boat, 

and the men made excellent nets that could catch even the tiniest 

f ish.  The larger boats, with engines, could reach the open sea i n  

two to three hours. If f ishing was good, they would return in three 

or four hours with a full load. Sometimes they could make two trips 

in one day. If fishing was poor, the boat might  stay at sea for 

three or four days until they had their catch. Generally the fish 

were abundant (a favor i te  kind to catch was "sap pan" - a type o f  red 
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striped bass), They would occasionally see boats from China, o r  even 

Hong Kong, f i sh ing  i n  the same waters. There were r a r e l y  ever 

h o s t i l i t i e s  between boats, but the  Vietnam crews were careful t o  

avoid Chinese waters. The load o f  f i s h  was "sold" t o  the government, 

and a percentage o f  each k i l o  was assigned t o  taxes. The remainder 

was credi ted t o  t h e i r  accounts, and r a t i o n  cards f o r  r ice,  meat, 

sugar, etc., were issued based on the number o f  adults and the 

credi ts  earned through f ishing. Sometimes there were surplus f i s h  

(although the government made sure there was not too much excess!) 

which the men o r  t h e i r  wives would dry or s e l l .  A crew needed t o  

br ing i n  about 100 tons o f  f i s h  a year. Some o f  the c r e d i t  would be 

advanced i n  cash. With the  cash, they would make the two t o  four  day 

t r i p s  t o  Mong Cai t o  buy a t  the black market. Credits were used t o  

pay ren t  on the boat, t o  buy food w i t h  r a t i o n  cards, f o r  medical 

care, and f o r  school supplies, etc. The women cleaned and f r i e d  

f ish,  and grew vegetables t o  supplement t h e i r  d ie ts .  The men agreed 

that the women had hard l i ves .  Except f o r  t he  30 days a f t e r  

ch i ldb i r th ,  where bed r e s t  i s  assumed, the women worked usually w i th  

new borns i n  the sl ing-shawl . ( " I t  was nothing t o  carry a hundred 

pound bag o f  fish.,.") 

Housing. Houses on the islands were pr imi t ive,  W i t h t h e  

neighbors' helps, a house could be erected i n  about one week by using 

mud br icks  f o r  t h e  walls, coconut thatch f o r  the roof, and packing 

the dirt f o r  the f loor .  The one t o  three rooms houses had no 

e l e c t r i c i t y  o r  plumbing, O i l  lamps were used f o r  i l luminat ion. The 

t o i l e t  was any convenient spot up the h i l l .  Cooking was done ins ide 
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the house over a wood f i re ,  Water was drawn from a well. When i t 

rained, the en t i re  house might be covered w i th  a sheet o f  p last ic .  

People took sponge baths only occassionally. To wash the body, one 

had t o  c o l l e c t  a bucket f u l l  o f  water, drape a c lo th  around nearby 

trees, and inside, sponge o f f  w i th  water from the bucket. 

Transportation. Bikes were the main transportat ion on these 

islands and only a few people possessed them. On small Kao Tao, there 

was one lone trading post where res iden ts  would get t h e i r  necessit ies 

such as sugar, tea, needles and thread, fabrics, utensi ls,  etc., by 

paying higher pr ices and i n  cash ( It took them a h a l f  day t o  make a 

round t r i p  t o  the trading post,) There were no s t ree t  names on the 

islands. A person's address consisted o f  the name and general 

locat ion such as i n  "central bay", "east bay", or "west bay". People 

on the islands knew each other so w e l l  t h a t  a l e t t e r  from the 

mainland would get t o  the r i g h t  person without any mistakes, 

Custom. The customs t h i s  population has observed were Chinese. 

I t  appears tha t  there has been less change t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  Chinese 

customs i n  t h i s  isolated locale than there has been on the mainland, 

They followed confucianism. A l l  chi ldren were expected t o  marry, 

otherwise, they would be thought o f  as refusing t o  grow up, and thus 

remaining i n  the parents' home as an i m a t u r e  adult, no matter how 

old, Most o f  the medicine pract iced was Chinese f o l k  medicine There 

was a rudimentary hospital but i t  provided l i t t l e  more than f i r s t  

aid, The local saying was, " I f  the death god calls, you go." 

The people on the islands seem t o  have fol lowed the custom o f  

giv ing the c h i l d  a temporary name, wait ing f o r  the teacher t o  suggest 



a sui table name a f t e r  the  c h i l d  began school. Often the c h i l d  i s  

named f o r  h i s  pos i t ion  i n  the s i b l i n g  order: 

Written Form Pronunciation Meaning Al ternat ive Wri t ten Form 

A Hhat ah y a t  f i r s t  born 
(note: not f o r  boys; one had t o  foo l  the e v i l  s p i r i t s ,  so 
the eldest c h i l d  would not be taken). 

A Nhi 
A Xam 
A Xay 

A Ung 
A Loc 
A Chat 
A Bat 
A Cau 
A Sap 
A Dai 
A Mui 
A Tay 

ah y i h  
ah saam 
ah sei 

ah ng 
ah luhk 
ah chat 
ah baat 
ah gau 
ah sahp 
ah daaih 
ah mui 
ah daih 

second born 
t h i r d  " 
fourth 

f i f t h  
s i x t h  
seventh 
eighth 
nineth 
tenth 
big, older 
s i s t e r  
brother 

also A Sam, A Tam 
also A Say, A Xi, A S i ,  

A Tu (Viet )  
also A Hgu, A Nam (V ie t )  
a lso A Luc 
also A Bay (Viet)  

also A Muoi (V ie t )  
a lso A Tay, A Tai 
also A Muoi 
also A t a i  

Other c o m n  "Kao Tao' names w i t h  t h e i r  var iant spel l ings are: 

A Hung, A Hong 
A Sinh, A sang 
A Cuong, A Cheng , A Kheng, A Khuong , A Quang 
Ngoc (Viet), A Doc, A Nhoc 
Minh (Viet ) ,  A Minh, A Menh 
Anh (Viet) ,  A Yen, A Yenh, A Denh, A Din 

There ex i s t s  much confusion about the names, i n  addi t ion t o  

"which name comes f i r s t ,  and which one last?"  The ch i ldren 's  names 

are wr i t ten  by their Chinese fami l ies w i th  Chinese characters. 

When the government required them t o  take Vietnamese ci t izenship,  or 

when processing through a refugee camp, someone i n  the family would 

convert the Chinese character i n t o  an ex is t ing  Vietnamese name o f  

s imi la r  meaning or  roots, o r  spelled it using the Vietnamese phonetic 

system. This resu l ts  i s  more confusion. The pronunciation o f  the 
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name can d i f f e r  depending on whether the speaker i s  Chinese o r  

Vietnamese. However, the c h i l d  knows tha t  i t  i s  the same name. Two 

names wi th  iden t ica l  spel l ings can be en t i re l y  d i f f e r e n t  names with 

different meanings depending on whether i t i s  done i n  a Vietnamese 

context or a Chinese context. 

The syllable "A" has been transcribed onto the I D  cards as par t  

o f  the given name, but the " A '  is usual ly  only appended t o  the  name 

i n  conversation, Thus a c h i l d  name "Cuong" w i l l  be "A Cuong" when 

the name i s  mentioned i n  speech only, Very often, the c h i l d  w i l l  

have t o  be taught t o  respond t o  h i s  "school name", since he/she i s  

called by a nickname at home. These problems could ar ise even i f  

American teachers have pronounced the name accurately. The end 

resu l t  i s  t ha t  usual ly the c h i l d  w i l l  learn t o  respond t o  whatever i t  

i s  tha t  the teacher uses as h i s  name. 

Post War Period ( A f t e r  1975). Most o f  the  target population - -  
said tha t  they had heard tha t  a war was going on, but the only signs 

they saw were an occasional plane f l y i n g  overhead, o r  a pa t ro l  boat 

a t  sea. 

Although l i f e  on the islands had never been easy, a f t e r  the  war, 

condit ions became even worse. They had t o  catch twice the f i s h  t o  

ge t  the same credi ts,  and the ra t ions  f o r  r i c e  were cut  t o  20 o r  25% 

o f  the amount they were able t o  buy before. The government claimed 

tha t  they would a l l  have t o  do w i th  less, so tha t  the south could be 

rebu i l t .  However, one ind iv idual  observed that  the r i c e  probably 

went t o  feed the troops i n  Cambodia. People were hungry most of the 

time. To travel t o  another v i l l age  o r  t o  v i s i t  another house, one 
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