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Apocalypse then, memories now 
Chaos, tragedy marked end of a failed American odyssey of war 
The fall of Saigon/Hawaii’s stories 25 years later 
 

Story by MIKE GORDON / ADVERTISER STAFF WRITER 

 

Twenty−five years ago today, North Vietnamese Army tanks smashed through the gates of the 

Presidential Palace in Saigon marking the death of South Vietnam and the end of the Vietnam War. For a 

group of our readers, our neighbors, the images of a nation in its final days remain vivid and profound.  

 

Saigon, morning, April 29, 1975 

 

Morning brought the sound of mortars. 

 

They whistled as they fell, landed with punishing force. They were closer on this day, closer than ever. 

In his home, Richard Daggett thought the mortars were hitting Tan Son Nhut airport, about a mile away 

through the streets of Saigon. 

 

The North Vietnamese Army was advancing on the city, and, indeed, the airport was under heavy fire. 

Daggett mulled over the rumors he had heard the past few days: The Russian paratroopers at the airport 

and the Viet Cong who planned to execute any Americans they found. Any U.S. supporters would die in a 

bloodbath. 

 

As a journalist, he knew how much truth to assign each rumor, but also knew enough to take them 

seriously. 

 

All around him, the streets of Saigon were flooded with people who were fearful, panicky and desperate. 

Hundreds of people threatened to overrun the U.S. Embassy as they pleaded to get aboard military 

evacuation helicopters. 

 

"It did seem like the end of the world," Daggett said. "Who knew who would survive? You didn't know if 

the North Vietnamese Army would overrun everything." 

 

In roughly 24 hours, the city would fall. 

 

Daggett headed into the city that morning, drawn, as so many journalists were, by the sound of gunfire. 

He stumbled onto a firefight near the Presidential Palace and pressed his back against a brick wall. 

Communist supporters − the Viet Cong − were shooting at American and Korean soldiers. 

 

He didn't feel the bullet hit his skull. His face felt wet, flushed and then he could taste his own blood. 

 

"I had the sensation I was going to die," he said. 

 

Then he passed out. 

 

***** 

 

Apocalyptic and abrupt, the fall of Saigon was the final chapter of U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War. 



The shelling that began at just before dawn on April 29, 1975, signaled the beginning of the end, but by 

then everyone in Saigon knew it was coming. 

 

As the communist forces of the north marched toward the capital city, South Vietnamese citizens 

swarmed outside the U.S. Embassy. Their desperation intensified as that last day wore on. They railed 

against the gates or tried to scale the compound's 14-foot wall. They pleaded for a ride out on 

one of the 81 U.S. rescue helicopters that were shuttling people from Saigon to warships offshore. 

 

At times, some of the 150 U.S. Marines sent to guard the embassy had to beat them back with their rifle 

butts, smashing the fingers of Vietnamese citizens trying to scale the wall. 

 

That day, the United States launched Operation Frequent Wind, an intensive, 18−hour helicopter airlift of 

all remaining U.S. citizens and any South Vietnamese allies lucky enough to gain passage. The airlift 

carried 1,373 Americans and 5,595 Vietnamese and other foreigners to U.S. warships. They logged 

more than 1,000 flying hours. 

 

Thousands more − as many 65,000 − also took to the South China Sea in a flotilla of boats, barges and 

homemade rafts. 

 

Some made it to safety. Many did not. 

 

When the last 11 Marines boarded a helicopter from the roof of the six-story U.S. Embassy, their fingers 

were on the triggers of their M-16s. They had stuffed the stairwells with furniture to keep people from 

swarming to the roof and tossed gas grenades to stun the scavengers on the ground as their chopper rose 

above the city. 

 

The final days of Saigon were days of pain and heroes, of countless narrow escapes and tremendous loss 

of life. Of angry allies who felt abandoned. 

 

A week of slowly building chaos. 

 

Tan Son Nhut Airport, Saigon, April 24 

 

When the Pan Am 747 landed at Tan Son Nhut Airport, the pilot immediately taxied back to the end of 

the runway and parked in take-off position. 

 

Senior flight attendant Paula Helfrich and the rest of the volunteer crew braced for the onslaught. They 

could see the buses rolling toward them across the baked tarmac, each one filled with Vietnamese 

children. An exodus of orphans and children who had been put up for adoption. 

 

At the plane, the babies were passed hand−to−hand up a human ladder and stowed away like carry−on 

luggage − on seats, under seats, behind luggage compartments, anywhere there was room in the plane. 

 

Bewildered toddlers were belted two and three to a seat. More than 600 children were put on a plane 

designed for 360 people. 

 

Their protest was inevitable.  

"When they closed the doors and it got hot and sticky and they started revving up the engines, the kids 

started making noise," Helfrich said. "At first it was whining. Then screaming. Then all out everybody. It 

was a phenomenal noise." 

 



Amid excitement, they wailed, threw up or soiled diapers. For 10 minutes, the flight crew struggled to 

find enough water to clean the mess. 

 

Finally, the plane began to move forward, its shrieking engines joined by the shrieks of the young 

passengers. From her seat at the back of the 747, Helfrich felt the nose of the plane lift skyward, then 

stared ahead in disbelief. 

 

A crying baby, dressed in a pink jumper, rolled down the aisle. 

 

"I grabbed the squirming, screaming, crying and very smelly baby and held her up to the window as her 

homeland flashed by," Helfrich said. 

 

A tag on her wrist identified the 1−year−old as "Ahn." She was headed for a family in the Midwest. She 

wore tiny "Double Happiness" earrings. 

 

The baby pressed a finger to the glass and the fast fading landscape of red tile roofs and streets of Saigon. 

"She quieted immediately and seemed, almost with the wisdom of the ages," Helfrich said, "to be saying 

goodbye." 

 
A single tear slid down the girl's smudged face. 

 

U.S. Embassy, Saigon, April 26 

 

In less than a year, Marcus DeValentino had gone from high school graduate to Marine, from his home in 

Dallas, Texas, to guarding the U.S. Embassy during the evacuation of Saigon. A private with the 1st 

Marine Division, he had volunteered for this detail. 

 

He wasn't prepared for what he saw during his final days in Saigon. He watched the crowds outside the 

embassy grow larger, more frantic. 

 

The spectacle was terrifying. 

 

"People tossing up babies, working themselves between the barbed wire around the entrance," he said. 

"They knew they were going to die. They had to get out. Their country was going to fall, and the troops 

were coming from the north." 

 

The embassy Marines were charged with getting those people, especially the children, to the airport for 

evacuation. 

 

"I guess you could say it gave us peace of mind," he said. 

 

Now it was time for DeValentino, and 25 other Marines, to leave. It made him angry. The job felt 

unfinished. They would leave the desperate people behind, leave knowing that many of them would be 

slaughtered when the communists took Saigon. 

 

Tan Son Nhut Airport, Saigon, April 28 

 

The message had been too ominous to ignore: "We will be in Saigon in three days. If you want to stay and 

be a part of the new Vietnam, you will be safe. If not, leave quickly." 

 



Julie Kim LaCroix decided it was time to leave. Even though her uncle, drafted 20 years earlier to fight 

for North Vietnam, had sent the warning, there was no way she and her family could stay, especially since 

her husband worked for U.S. military intelligence. 

 

Women who married Americans had been brutalized by communist soldiers, their breasts sometimes cut 

off as souvenirs. 

 

They would lose everything − their home, belongings, an import business. But far worse, LaCroix would 

not be able to take her oldest child, 5−year−old Mai, who was too far from Saigon to retrieve in time. 

 

At the airport, South Vietnamese soldiers with machine guns taunted them: "You think we will sacrifice 

our lives when you fly away to freedom? When the plane tries to leave, we will shoot you down." 

 

LaCroix and her husband boarded a C−130 cargo plane. All they brought was two bags and their 

2−year−old daughter. 

 

A woman appeared at the door, screaming curses at a Vietnamese government official who was already 

seated beside his wife. She was his mistress and had brought their infant son. No one would let her board 

the plane, so she threw the infant into the C−130 and fled. 

 

The official took the boy, refused to give him up, tears running down his face. 

 

The plane rumbled down the runway and into the skies above the South China Sea. No one shot at it. 

LaCroix looked at her husband and their sleeping daughter. 

 

And then it was her turn to cry. 

 
Port of Saigon, morning, April 29 

 

As he sat on an evacuation bus headed for Tan Son Nhut Airport, ABC News reporter Ken Kashiwahara 

watched all chance of an orderly departure disintegrate. 

 

Angry South Vietnamese soldiers were shooting at the driver. They had to turn back. 

 

Unsure what to do next, the bus driver drove aimlessly, hitting cars and fruit stands before he decided to 

go to the Port of Saigon. 

 

The whole city was going crazy. Awakened by gunfire that morning, Kashiwahara and his cameraman 

were soon told that the time had come to evacuate. They watched helicopters leaving rooftops and 

citizens looting the American Commissary, running off with appliances and cereal. As they left 

the Caravelle Hotel, the lobby was in chaos. 

 

"An American was yelling at the desk clerk about his bill," Kashiwahara said. "The country was 

collapsing and he was arguing over his bill. Insane." 

 

The bus arrived at the waterfront and the crowds were just as frantic as anywhere else. Thousands of 

people were climbing aboard anything that could float. 

 

There was no room for Kashiwahara. When he decided to get back on the bus, several angry men in the 

crowd grabbed the shoulder straps of his bags. Kashiwahara dropped his bags and ran for the bus. 

 



The driver opened the door, and Kashiwahara hopped on as the heavy wheels began to turn. 

 

Then, shouting. A Vietnamese man running beside the bus began to scream: "Take my baby, my baby, 

take my baby." 

 

But the bus kept moving. 

 

The man stumbled, fell and the baby flew from his grasp. 

 

"The baby fell under the wheels of the bus and was run over," Kashiwahara said. "Everyone on the bus 

was stunned. Some were hysterical, screaming at the driver that he had just run over a baby. He kept 

going." 

 

Streets of Saigon, noon, April 29 
 

There was no other choice, and William Chang knew it. 

 

The country he had fought to defend as a member of the South Vietnamese Army was disintegrating. 

Bedlam had replaced resistance. 

 

He and a friend, Nhan, were guarding a vault of microfiche not far from the U.S. Embassy. At noon, they 

took a break for lunch and Nhan asked Chang to buy him cigarettes from a store a few blocks away. 

 

By chance, Chang bumped into a Japanese journalist he knew and the man offered safe passage out of 

Saigon for Chang and his family. 

 

To stay and face the communists meant almost certain death. The streets were already littered with the 

abandoned uniforms of his fearful comrades. 

 

Chang said yes. His wife and child were just up the street and he ran to get them. There was barely any 

time to say goodbye to his brother and a home full of relatives. 

 

And then, as quickly as it began, he was aboard a helicopter, lifted high above the crumbling capitol city. 

They had escaped. 

 

But not Nhan. He was still waiting for his cigarettes. 

 

Chang never saw him again. 

 

Saigon barbershop, April 29 
 

Daggett opened his eyes and stared up at a circle of children's faces. 

 

Someone had dragged him inside a barbershop and he was bleeding all over the floor. His head and 

clothing were smeared with blood. 

 

One of the children began to weep. 

 

"I'm sorry, sorry to scare the children," he told the oldest child. 

 

"Oh, it's OK," she said. "I think you die soon anyway." 



 

His memory was a tangle of thought: He had been rescued by a South Korean paratrooper who was 

wounded as he pulled the journalist to safety. A U.S. medic wrapped his wound and gave him a tetanus 

shot as he passed out again. 

 

Daggett didn't die that day. The bullet had gone no deeper than his forehead. 

 

He left the barbershop and returned to the streets of Saigon, following crowds, running from crowds, 

curious, half dazed. 

 

People offered Americans shoeboxes of money, bags of gold and jewelry because they thought that would 

get them out of the country. 

 

South Vietnamese soldiers threw their weapons on the ground, and someone gave Daggett a machine gun. 

 

All day, helicopters thumped constantly overhead. 

 

"It was a living hell of fleeing humanity desperate to escape," he said. "Every face was contorted in fear 

and panic." 

 

Daggett wound up on the roof of the Caravelle Hotel, where he and other correspondents briefly watched 

the war go by. 

 

But it was time to leave Saigon, and he left for the airport, catching one of the last flights out. 

 

"I just felt that is almost a miracle," he said. "There were so many ways to die. I remember a few 

moments on the plane just shaking, terribly. And then, sometimes, there was regret that I didn't stay." 

 

The South China Sea, just off Saigon, 3 p.m., April 29 
 

Ha Van Ngo chose to leave her country wearing her favorite dress. It was light blue with large orange- 

and purple-colored daisies. 

 

She was wearing it as the military helicopter lifted slowly from the U.S. Embassy grounds in Saigon. The 

chopper was jammed with 15 people, most of them her family. She sat on her father's lap and her younger 

brother on hers. 

 

Her father worked for an engineering firm and his boss, who worked for the Central Intelligence Agency, 

had arranged for the family's escape. 

 

Amid the anxiety of those final days, however, she thought more about death. 

 

"I really feared that I was going to die," she said. "I saw from my home the planes that went down. 

Fighter planes. You could hear them. That was all I thought: I was going to die." 

 

But somehow they had made it. Through the choked streets, past the mob at the embassy gate, into the 

skies above Vietnam. The whole family. Safe. 

 

They could see the U.S. aircraft carrier as the chopper ran out of fuel. Her father told her mother, who was 

six months' pregnant, to strap on a seat belt, that they were going to crash. 

 



"I know that pilot did a miracle," she said. "He landed just the tail. There was a thud on the deck of the 

ship and my dad was pushing all us off. All I heard was: Run!" 

 

Then the sound of metal on metal, the tail of the helicopter scraping against the side of the ship. 

 

She saw the pilot leaning over the side, throwing up. 

 

She saw the scythe-like blade of the helicopter as the aircraft slid into the sea. 

 

"That blade was still spinning," she said. "I was horrified." 

 

But alive. She was 9 years old. 

 

Somewhere above Saigon, early evening, April 29 
 

From an altitude of 18,000 feet, the fall of Saigon was reduced to silent orange and yellow blossoms of 

fire. 

 

But U.S. Air Force Capt. Ron Nicholas knew people were dying in these waning moments of a very long 

war. 

 

Inside a specially equipped C-130 transport plane, Nicholas helped guide evacuation helicopters from the 

U.S. Embassy to the 40 U.S. warships offshore, an aerial dispatcher far and away removed from the 

battle. 

 

That's why the pilot's words came as a surprise. 

 

In a matter-of-fact drawl, he told the crew that a pair of F-5 fighter jets, their South Vietnamese pilots 

supposedly still friendly to U.S. forces, had just buzzed the plane. 

 

"He said it matter-of-factly, but I didn't take it that way," Nicholas said. "I thought I sure as hell hope they 

are still friendly." 

 

With the United States pulling out completely, Nicholas wondered if the pilots might turn on their allies, 

blast the C-130 out of the sky with a missile. 

 

The next few moments seemed to last forever. The pilots never returned. 

 

Saigon, 11:30 p.m., April 29 
 

Diem Hong Pham couldn't sleep. 

 

Already that night, her parents had tried to escape and failed. Too many people at the Bach Dang Dock, 

the last boat there filled beyond capacity. 

 

"We could not find any place on the ship for our feet," she said. 

 

So they had returned to their small, one bedroom home and her father, a soldier in the South Vietnamese 

Army, went off into the city. 

 

But it was too noisy outside for the 6-year-old Diem, too frightening a sound to sleep through. 



 

"You could hear the gunfire and the people sobbing," she said. 

 

Her mother was in the garden tending a small fire. She was burning photographs Diem's father had taken 

during a trip to the United States. 

 

"The flames flickered on the walls of my bedroom," she said, "and troubled me more." 

 

U.S. Embassy, Saigon, 1:30 a.m., April 30 

 

The Marine guard tapped Jim Morrow on the shoulder. A Marine CH−53 Sea Stallion helicopter would 

arrive soon. Time to leave. 

 

All around him on the consulate grounds, hundreds of people waited through the night hoping to leave the 

city. Thousands more remained outside, their hope fading. He couldn't believe it had come to this. 

 

Between 1969 and 1971, Morrow served two tours in Vietnam while in the Army. He learned the 

language, married a Vietnamese woman and moved to Hawaii after his discharge. 

 

But with the North Vietnamese Army closing in on Saigon, Morrow decided to return to the capitol city 

and retrieve his wife's immediate family − something his wife adamantly opposed. She had only weeks 

before given birth to their first child. 

 

He had arrived six days earlier only to discover that the family wouldn't leave. Then he bumped into an 

Army buddy who persuaded Morrow to help with the evacuation. 

 

He helped people over the barbed wire barrier, prepared the evacuation rosters for hundreds of fleeing 

citizens, loaded them on buses and helicopters, and did his best to calm those who had to wait on the 

embassy grounds. 

 

"We spent a lot of time keeping people calm," he said. "And night came and people were getting scared. I 

told them: I'm not leaving without you. I'm here." 

 

Then it was time for Morrow to leave. 

 

"My heart started sinking," he said. "I had to walk through all these people I had been calming and then 

leave. Nobody said anything. I didn't say anything. I just hoped they didn't notice." 

 

Aboard the USS Blue Ridge, South China Sea, April 30 

 

As one of the support and logistics planners for the evacuation of Saigon, Marine Maj. Mark Markell had 

sometimes stood on the deck of the USS Blue Ridge, and watched the flotilla of fleeing Vietnamese 

refugees. 

 

At first he would wave back at the families waving at him. That stopped when he realized the ship could 

not rescue everyone. 

 

It made him think of his three children. They helped carry his belongings to the transport plane two weeks 

ago: Moana had his briefcase, Nalani his body armor, and 8−year−old Kai held his weapon. 

 



The helicopters began landing on the deck of the Blue Ridge in a near−chaotic rush, refugees spilling out 

of them even as crewmen began rolling the aircraft over and off the side of the ship. 

 

Markell started taking photographs of the people he saw. 

 

The refugees brought only what they could carry and sometimes nothing at all. Some wore heavy gold 

nuggets strung around their necks. Everyone was searched for weapons or alcohol and the contraband 

thrown into the sea. 

 

"It seemed in the beginning when I took photographs it was an orderly departure, they were nicely 

dressed," he said. "But in the end it was run for your life."  

 

Suddenly, a man with no shoes or shirt stood before Markell. The man was a U.S. citizen, a California 

resident who worked for Pan Am in Saigon. 

 

"I was never close to anybody I had seen down in the boats," Markell said. "Looking at his face I realized 

he had been a part of the panic. And he survived, and everything he had was gone." 

 

Markell ran below decks to retrieve a brown−and−gold aloha shirt and slippers for the man, who put it on, 

then posed for a photograph. 

 

"When I look at him, I am vividly transported back in time to the sights, sounds and emotions of Saigon 

and hauntingly, I can still see the faces of the people who were turned away and who drifted over the 

horizon into oblivion." 

 

Utapao Royal Thai Naval Air Base, Thailand, April 30 

 

Staff Sgt. Jonathin Smith, a technician assigned to the 11th USAF Hospital, couldn't believe what he was 

seeing. 

 

There were so many South Vietnamese planes arriving at Utapao Royal Thai Naval Air Base that the air 

traffic controllers simply gave up trying coordinate the landings. 

 

Some planes landed two and three abreast. Others landed at the same time from opposite ends of the 

airfield, narrowly missing each other midway down the runway. 

 

"As soon as the planes stopped, even before the engines had been shut down, ramps were wheeled out to 

the tail of the aircraft and the (South) Vietnamese flag on the tails were painted over with gray paint in an 

apparent effort to officially change ownership of the plane," Smith said. 

 

The larger planes landing created a gruesome mess at the end of the runway. Many people had been so 

desperate to leave Saigon that they clung to the landing gear of departing planes, even as the landing gear 

retracted. 

 

When arriving planes lowered their wheels at the end of the Utapao runway, their bloody remains littered 

the ground. 

 

Royal Embassy of Laos, Saigon, early afternoon, April 30 

 

The two tanks creaked to a halt at the embassy gates and a young Viet Cong guerrilla shouted: "Come out 

to report in 15 minutes. If not, we will shoot you." 



 

Vilath Douangphoumy, the embassy's 3rd Secretary to Vietnam, took a deep breath. The past two days 

had been noisy and terrifying. Now the city had been overtaken by the North Vietnamese. 

 

And behind Douangphoumy more than 100 Laotian and Vietnamese citizens huddled in the assumed 

safety of the embassy grounds. 

 

Douangphoumy and Tanh Luanglath, a representative of Royal Air Lao, walked cautiously toward the 

tanks. They brought the Laotian flag and their passports. 

 

The soldiers stared intensely at the men. 

 

"It was scary," Douangphoumy said. "They looked calm, but they aimed that turret at us when we 

walked." 

 

The soldiers studied the passports, then demanded: "Are there any soldiers hiding in the embassy?" 

 

"No," Douangphoumy said. 

 

That was good enough for the victors and their tanks creaked off into the city. 

 

The fall of Saigon had been fierce and frightening. Mortars and rockets pounding the city into submission. 

Helicopters beating a retreat through the sky, fighter jets streaking along to cover them. 

Now all that was gone, over, and it caught Douangphoumy off guard. 

 

"It was so quiet," he said. "So very quiet." 

 

Honolulu, 1995 

 

In 1995, Richard Daggett found himself walking through Chinatown, thinking that he needed a haircut. 

 

For no particular reason, he stopped at a small barbershop on Hotel Street. A Vietnamese woman stood up 

after he entered. She stared at Daggett, blinked, stared some more. Maybe she saw the small scar 

dead−center on his forehead, maybe she didn't. 

 
"You," she said in a whisper. "You bleeding all over my shop in Saigon." 

 

No other words were spoken. 

 

"It was an awkward moment," Daggett said. 

 

Once, several years later, he returned to find her. 

 

He was unsuccessful. 


