Victor Lu was as proud (')f the
country of his birth as his
Vietnamese parents were
keen to forget the trauma of

theirs. Then he died in Iraq

By BILL POWELL LOS ANCEI,ES

Saigon, April 29, 1975

JUST BEFORE LEAVING FOR HIS SECOND
tour of duty in Iraq last September, Lance
Corporal Victor R. Lu of thebU‘S. Marmg
Corps took his mother aside in their faml-
ly home in east Los Angeles for a quiet
conversation. The fourth of six children—
and the first boy in the family—Lu, like many other young
Americans, had enlisted in the wake of Sept. 11, 2001.. In the three
years that had passed, the change in him was unmlstak'flble. He
had been an indifferent student, a bit of a troublemaker in a mis-

chievous, harmless sort of way. But after 9/11, after he had joined the

Marines, he had grown up in a hurry. In
this conversation with his mother, he
would acknowledge adulthood,

When he returned from this tour in
Irag, he told her, he would assume more
responsibility as the man of the house; as
the eldest son in a large family, that was
his responsibility, His father was in his
mid-60s, and after working up to three
jobs at a time to support the family, he de-
served a break. Days later, Vi ctor’s Marine
unit, nicknamed “Havoc 2” shipped out of

'f_'afl'l[_i Pendleton, California, destined for
Fallujah. It was the Jast time his mother
would see her son,

Every parent has fes

1s when their ‘

sons or daughters go off to war. Inthe -

case of Xuong and Nu Lu, Victor’s

parents, those fears were shaped in part
by their memories of another war that
ended a generation ago. Like more than
half a million of their countrymen, the
Lus came to the U.S, as refugees from
Vietnam, having fled their native Saigon
with their two young children after the
Communist government took power in
1975. They made their home in east Los
Angeles and had four more children,
\r’lc.-tr_:r was born in the summer of 1082, As
the family built a new life in the U.S., the
1}|<rr11(1:-ic§ of the war that wrenched them
from thejr homeland receded, until they

]

were rekindled when th
decided to become an American \

It has been 30 years since !
helicopter fluttered off the r.uq‘r
U.S. embassy in Saigon on April 3
the images of desperate V letnames
ing to the chopper’s Ianthng slats
into both countries’ consciousne
moment marked the end of a
debacle that claimed more tha-“
American lives—and more than!
Vietnamese. For years, many Ax
like the Lus, have sought.to forge
age of the U.S.s ignominious ret:

Vietnam—but to the American
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DARK MEMORIES

Clockwise from left: Vietnamese
boarding a U.S. chopper; the
Lus with a picture of their late
son; Victor at his base in the
U.S., Camp Pendieton; his Iraq
memonial; and seated with his unit

gand political establishment, the legacy of
@hat war has become steadily more haunt-
ging as the U.S. struggles to contain the in-

P ©xit strategy” for another deeply contro-
versial war, Vietnam and Iraq, in that
Sense, are inextricably linked. Critics of
If)day's War point to the similarities with
i Vietnam—the flaws in the initial strategy,
the bad intelligence about a shadowy en-
‘my. To some, the seemingly intractable
t‘rhaos in Iraq has raised fears that the
VS, may someday be forced to depart
Bagh
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surgency in Iraq and design a successfu] |

W O R L D

But to many other
Americans, it js pre-
F cisely the memory

x

of

In Iraq as long as it
takes to avoid seeing

histury repeat itself,
For a handful of
others, like the family
of Victor R, Lu, the
two wars have become
bookends of tragedy,
conflicts that upended
their worlds forever.
Xuong and his wife Nu
lived in Saigon, and he
worked as a skilled tech-
nician in a profitable ma-
f
of other Vietnamese, the
. Lus are ethnic Chinese, and
were residents of a part of Saigon
known as Cholon, where many
Vietnamese of Chinese descent
had settled. Like Chinese dias-
pora the world over, the one in
Saigon was tight knit, industri-
ous and relatively prosperous.
Even as the war in Vietnam
intensified in the late ’60s, Lu
says, he was able to make a de-
! cent living. “We just tried to live,
make the best of it” he says.

- & “What else could we do?”

But even to those determined not to
get involved, the reach of the war was in-

escapable. Xuong Lu did not escape the |

war’s reach. His skill as a machinist meant |

that the South Vietnamese army asked |

him to go to combat zones to help repair
critical equipment. He would be away
sometimes for a month or more at a time, |
and occasionally witnessed heavy fight-
ing. When her husband was away, Nu sold
cigarettes on the streets of Saigon to
support their two children. By 1974,
Xuong's concerns about the war’s course
had grown. He had never thought the
United States would leave without at le‘ast
ensuring a viable South Vietnam. And like |
many in the large ethnic Chinese commu-
nity in Saigon—which would prgv:de the
majority of the boat people fleeing to the
U.S. after the war ended—he dreaded Fhe
idea of a Communist regime ever coming

dad the way it did Saigon in 1975. | to power. “We had never thought about

ietnam and Irg
that upendeqd their worlds forever

that day that fuels a |

determination to Stay | most immediately. and she

chine shop. Like millions | thing I'll never forget” The Lu family had

TIME, MAY 9, 2005

q have hecome

leaving” he says. But when the North

rolled into Saigon, and the

beat a retreat, that hanged
Xuong’s younger sister had fled al-

Americans

eventually
ay to the U.S. She worked tire-
!<ws|y to sponsor all of her siblings—eight
in all—to emigrate, Xuong and Nu even-
tually left Vietnam in 1981, and found
themselves in an entirely new world,
speaking little English, but relieved to
be free of the Communist regime in
Vietnam. When the Lus got off a plane for
the first time in the United States, in
Seattle, the eldest sister. Nanci, then just
a girl, remembers charity workers giving

made hl-r w

| the entire family warm winter coats to

ward off the unfamiliar chill of the Pacific
Northwest. “I was only 7, but that’s some-

finally left the war behind

When Victor Lu joined the Marines in
the wake of 9/11, the Vietnam War, as far as
he was concerned, was ancient history. If
it ever entered his thoughts—as he worked
out in order to lose enough weight to qual-
ify as a Marine—no one in his family is
aware of it. Friends say he was a highly
motivated young man, keen to serve his
country. His parents rarely talked about
their own history at home, and it seemed
of little concern to Victor.

Xuong Lu made sure, though, that his
children embraced their Indochinese her-
itage. Victor did so with particular verve.
He eagerly took up martial arts—winning a
black belt in kung fu by the time he was
17—and delighted his father by participat-
ing in Chinese lion dances at local festivals
in Los Angeles. As a teenager he'd got a

| Chinese warrior’s tattoo on his left arm. A

close grade-school friend, Arturo Fematt
Jr,, recalls that Victor tried to persuade
him to get one, too. “I used to joke with
him: ‘Oh, man, you know I can’t get one of
those. I'm Mexican!"”

But as is often the case for the children
of immigrants, Victor sometimes found
himself ton between his ethnic heritage
and his American identity. He slept through
many of the Saturday-morning Chinese
classes that his parents sent him to. Wher
Victor said that he wished to pursue a ca
reer in the Los Angeles Police Departmen
(LA.PD.), his father was pleased because
he said, it would set a good example fo
“others in the Indochinese community
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“WE; don
wanted to do.

Slightly annoyed, Victor replied,

we re Americans 2 -
Like most Americans, Victor was en

o . the attacks on New York and
\1':5;;}1‘11‘ nl:;lo:fl.:nd quickly shifted his desire
to serve from the LA-PD to the_ 'Mann](t
Corps. The U.S military draws he;m)'
from the families of first-generation immi
grants. Many Vietnamese Americans f1r}
particular are fiercely patriotic, gratefu
that the country took them 1n and ]c_t theerg
be in the wake of the war. An estimat
200 Vietnamese-American military per-
sonnel have served in Iraq to date When
Victor decided to enlist in 2001, his parents
and his family supported
his choice without hesita-
tion. In early June 2003,
Victor Lu headed for his
first tour in Irag.

URING THE SUMMER
of 2003, the insur-
gency had not really
begun in earnest, and
Victor's time there was qui-
et. His unit, the so-called
3/5, part of the 1st Marine
Expeditionary Force, was
based in Diwaniyah, and
during its three-month tour
was in only one firefight.
The highlight for him came
when an angry Imagi at-
tacked the 3/5s unit com- ——
mander with a knife. At 1.9 m and well over
90 kg, Victor stopped the assault, then lift-
ed the assailant overhead and dumped him
into a nearby river. “He was an incredibly
strong dude,” says Derrick (Doc) Griffin,
who served in Lu’s unit
When Victor returned home three
months later, his parents were thrilled—
and privately hoped he would not have to
g0 back. The Lus were so elated that they
even threw a celebratory barbecue in the
small backyard of their home in a pouring
rainstorm. For the next year, as Victor
trained with his unit at Camp Pendleton
Just north of San Diego and the insur-
. 8ency in Iraq intensified, the specter of
:s%he US’s failures in Vietnam was not
;something that anyone in the famil
s would discuss. Victor knew he was Eoiny
s back to Irag—he told his family, and tha%
§was the end of it. “It's not something that
»my parents would ever talk about” Says

28

: -v-iew Victor’s life
His life justen

“Dad, | Nanci
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W

as a tragedy, pecause he

ded too soon—

N : 5
“They were supporting Victor. That

he had muc

died doing whathe

h more to d0.7Y _xuo,

arly that morning, Victor used his '

strength as a battering,
front door that was log

‘W v saw as their role. ! S I
is \\E.lt t:i}}]-m ever, Victor was true blue‘l ; knst = hi B e Il mivcgesiell
More tha b that lay ahead. At a party i Ju ifore he sy 2 |
relishing the joD that 1% . 'ghhorhood | opened fire. could ge |
he leﬁ\ ]'l_,'C.ll s nel | in return, Victor was h_]t w1 elﬂ“ ory [

. Eéo . . |
Jfﬁsctnlc;ef’ggzati. Victor told him he believed |

istic justi he Iraq
idealistic justification for t ‘
. mg\'\'e,-'re bringing freedom to people |
" he told Fematt.

concede their concern
had only escalated as |

warl.

who deserve it,
Victor’s parents
about his well-being
the fighting intensified in
Fematt says, was pa
Victor’s father says t
rooted in the past, in

Iraq. His mother, |
rticularly upset. But
heir worries were not |
the memory of the war

HAPPY DAYS Victor with his father and
sisters in front of their L.A. family home

that ravaged the country in which he had
been born. It was, simply, the love of a
mother and father for their son. “Victor was
happy, we could see that. He loved the
Marines. But, of course, we were con-
cerned for him.”

On Sept. 11, 2004, Havoc 2 headed
back to Iraq. By the first week of
November, the unit had mustered outside
Fallujah, readying for one of the most
pivotal—and most lethal—battles of the
war. Victor's buddies had taken to calling
him * Buddha™a big, gentle Asian pres-
encl:f with go(cll-]ike strength. He liked the
nickname and seribbled it o
his Kevlar vest. ol

On Nov. 13, Havoe 2 was cleari
one of the most heavily defended I;:-iega;) :l[

| mentation grena_de
| Marines joined in,
| and Griffin starte

| had come to
| knew it was ba

rounds. He fell at the H
; turned fire and tossed a § &
Griffin, who re i %

in
killing the insurges
d administering firg ™

| %o his friend. Within 30 seconds a humgp,

get Victor to a medevay
d” says Griffin.
The next day, at their base
Fallujah, his Havoc 2 o,
rades mnailed togethe
small wooden cross
stuck it into the sun-ba,
I dirt. They placed Vid,
helmet on top, and w,
on the cross simply
MEMORY OF VICTOR,
REST IN PEACE. 5
The Lus know dy
questions that still 5,
. over America’s war in |
| they know that its harg
. critics believe it is Vil
all over again. The lg
of this war—for Irag
. Middle East and the U
States—still hangs in
. balance. Devastated by
TSR loss of their son, they
they do not question the cause for %
he gave his life. Having migrated |
Vietnam a quarter-century ago only
their eldest son in Iraq, the Lus believ
best outcome would be an Iraq that we
a country better than it was under S&
Hussein. And if that requires U.S. tro
be there a while longer, so be it. That?
make Iraq different from Vietnam.
For the Lu family, this is nota pe
position—Xuong insists he has neve
any interest in politics, eitherin Vietn
in the U.S. It is, instead, a deeply em
al one, the outcome that their sa
wanted, “We don't view Victor’s #
tragedy, because he died doing®
wanted to do,” his father says. «pplie
ended too soon, because he hs
more to do.” As his wife Nu quietly’
Xuong Lu says, “We are very sad b
still so proud of our son. He wasa V¥

I

Fallujah. At the second house they entered

American boy.”
e
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