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“Perhaps it’s true that people are simply the product of their times.”
—Alexis Jenni, L’art français de la guerre (The French Art of War), 2011

“Independence, yes, but not just any kind. We must learn to distrust noble 
causes. In general, they are like the con artist’s suitcase,  

full of hidden compartments.”
—Serge July, Libération, April 30, 1985
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May 1961. Washington, DC. The White House …

The Lincoln Memorial …

Arlington National Cemetery …



10

… and our house at 5004 Westport Road, in Chevy Chase,                           

America the Beautiful, like a Peanuts cartoon.                         

Are you 
Chinese ?!
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… and our house at 5004 Westport Road, in Chevy Chase,                           a quiet middle-class suburb, something Norman Rockwell might imagine.

Complete with cherry pie, a corner store, and Coca-Cola …
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Are you Japanese?!

And you? I’m his brother.

     Oh yeah? 
You look Mexican...

But our Mom’s 
FRENCH!

French? Ah! 
Laa Fayette, 
noo vooalah ! 

Ha ha!

No, we’re 
VIET-NA-MESE!!

? ?
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Hey, guys, how about 
a game of Cowboys n’ 

             Injuns? 

Why are we always  
the Indians?

Yeah, you guys 
can be the 
Redskins!

      

...
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Wait, I got a better idea! 
Let’s do Korean War! They can 

                        be the commies!

Aaaah, c’mon, 
it’s just for fun!

Come on, Domi, let’s get our  
Tommy guns!

….Mmmmm, 
well, OK 

then.

Hey, we don’t wanna 
be the commies! 

We don’t like ‘ em.
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Marco, grab my 
Winch’!

Yeah! Where is it?

Under  
my bed, I 

think!

Now, boys,  
no getting 

into trouble!

Dear Father and Mother,
We have our share of worries. After I don’t know how many false starts, our 
return to Vietnam has been confirmed. The Ambassador received the letter  
from the Minister …
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What a change that will be! The children are so happy here, with many 
friends their age, and they fly from one house to the next like a flock of 
sparrows.

I am worried sick when I think of all the troubles in Vietnam. Khánh 
never seems bothered and always says everything will be fine …



16 17

It’s nothing. I’m writing to Grandpa and  
Grandma to tell them we have to go back to  

Vietnam this summer.

Why are you  
crying, Mama?

Oh...

In any case, the prospect of spending a year or two in Saigon is not very 
appealing, when you can’t go any further than a few kilometers out of town, 
not to mention that I’m not very brave.
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And that makes you sad?

 It won’t be the same there 
… Life is so good here.

Don’t worry, Mom, we’ll 
protect you! We’ll kill all the 

enemies!

Die, G.I.!!
Kill’em commie  

gooks!
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Here, Mireille,  
taste the pancake  

batter.

“Feesh are jumping 
and zee cotton eez 

high …”

Mmmmmm!

Listen, Yvette, it’s  
Porgy and Bess!

We had been living in Washington for three years. Papa was a diplomat at 
the Vietnamese embassy, and his call back to Saigon sounded the death-
knell for Mama’s American dream.

No more picnics at Great Falls on the Potomac with the cherry trees in bloom!
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Elected in November 1960 over Richard Nixon, President John F. Kennedy 
moved into the White House in January 1961, and began his 1,000-day reign. 
The young prince took over a nation at the height of its power. JFK wanted 
this to be the American century. 

JFK worked on his image as a Cold War warrior, defying Khrushchev, the Red 
Tsar, in Cuba and Berlin. But in a country all but unknown to Americans – 
Vietnam – the real fight was on: Uncle Sam against Uncle Hô!

We shall oppose any foe, 
in order to assure the 

survival and the success 
                   of liberty!

Let us draw a line in the sand 
and contain the Red Tide of 

Communism.
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In his own way, my father participated in the global arm-wrestling. As the 
cultural attaché at the Vietnamese embassy in Washington, his work was 
to make Vietnamese culture more widely known, and look after Vietnamese 
students appkying for scholarships in the United States.

France colonized us, but we emancipated ourselves.

I understand.

We Americans 
had to rid ourselves 

of the British, 
you know!

Put her on the front lines 
and the Lobsterbacks would 

take off running!
Blah 
blah 

   blah...
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DIE you dirty 
plug-nosed  
        DINK!

KILL ‘em GOOKS!

BLAM 
BLAM 
BLAM! BI TE 

THE DUST, you 
LONG-NOSED 

DEVIL!
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Marco is playing with that horrible 
machine gun the neighbors gave him. 

The toy of his dreams. 
 Such bad taste!!

I really don’t like it 
when they play war, 

Mama!
They’re just boys. Why 

don’t you play with your 
Hula Hoop?

The Hula Hoop was invented in 1958. 100 million of them were  
sold in 1960.

!?
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I remember my first day at kindergarten. 
Mama at the end of the hallway like a long  
dark tunnel …

Every morning, on the playground, we belted out patriotic songs. “Saluting the 
colors,” it was called.

We went on a field trip to the Gettysburg Battlefield, 90 miles from          
Washington, the site of great carnage during the Civil War, in 1863.

I got over my pain thanks 
to a powder you mixed with 
water: Play-Doh..

Whaaaaa!

It’s all 
right, 

Marco!

Sniff 
Sniff

!?

Yankee Doodle 
went to town 
    Ridin’ on 
    a pony…

Stuck a feather 
in his ass 

and called it 
     Macaroni!

Don’t be stupid!  
It’s “stuck a feather in his hat,” 

Domi!
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Washington at Halloween time–an important event–and in winter, 
sledding in the wet snow …

… and American Christmases, with Frank Sinatra crooning …

… and sunny souvenirs of Ocean City, a beach in Maryland.

All right, Marco, it’s my turn now.

Yvette and Marco, 
say “cheese”!
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Ocean City was a spot for sport fishing. I remember enormous blue mar-
lin hanging from a gallows.

Oh, how 
terrible!

You’re wrong to show him that, 
Khánh.

Ick! Smells  
like fish!

But … It’s all right. We’ll eat 
them with fries!
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Before we left for Vietnam, Mama had a bad anxiety attack.

These storms could last hours … or even days …

What will happen to us, Khánh? If the Communists  
take over, they’ll massacre all the whites  

and mixed-race people!

I don’t care what your sacrosanct president Diêm* says!  
He can go to hell!

You’re mad! Completely unaware!

Please, Yvette … 
You’re worrying for 

nothing..

* Ngô Dinh Diêm: the president of the first Republic of Vietnam (1955-1963).

?!

?!!
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“What could  
possibly  

go wrong?” 
–That’s you!

It’s a mess there! You think I don’t know that? 
Have you thought of your children?

(Sobbing) I should have jumped off a cliff 
 the day I married you! (Sobbing)

?!


