LIEN XO
by Bill Perry

	As a Navy pilot flying out of Viet Nam’s Cam Ranh Bay Air Force Base in 1968-69, I was restricted to base for security reasons and the only Vietnamese I met were women near the beach filling protective sandbags.  When, thanks in part to John McCain, the U.S. travel ban to Viet Nam was lifted on December 31, 1991, my wife and I saw it as an opportunity to meet some Vietnamese and see what that storied country was really like.  We were there within a month and discovered almost no other Americans.
Lacking hotel reservations, we spent our first night in Saigon (Ho Chi Minh City) at the Rex Hotel, expensive, but historically famous.  The next morning, we ventured out into the city and a neighborhood with trees shading the streets.  No sooner did we turn down one block when we heard some teenage boys ahead, upon seeing two tall white people, angrily begin chanting something like “Lean Show, Lean Show, Lean Show!”  Confused and a little intimidated, we returned to the Rex to find out what we had just experienced.
There we found an elderly Vietnamese man who spoke perfect English and who just laughed when we told him our story.  He said that “Lean Show” is really “Lien Xo,” the Vietnamese words for “Soviet.”  The only white people regularly seen here since 1975 were probably Russian advisors—who were not very popular with the Vietnamese people.  It seems that they were not only arrogant and racist and didn’t blend well into local culture, but their food was terrible, the trucks they left behind had cooling problems and their air conditioners were worthless.  
On the other hand, the man said (to our delight) that the Vietnamese remember Americans very fondly:  we were friendly, often dating and even marrying Vietnamese women; we were generous with our money and tasty food (pizza!); we had great music; the equipment we left behind in 1975 still worked and our air conditioners would actually cool a room.  He continued, “There’s a reason the boat people moved to the United States instead of Russia.  Tell those kids that you’re American (“My,” pronounced “Mee”).”
Suitably reassured, my wife and I left the Ritz and went back to the street with the angry boys.  Walking up to them, we interrupted their chant by waving our arms and pointing to ourselves, saying, “No Lien Xo, My.”  After some thought, they got the idea; we were Americans!  The effect couldn’t have been more dramatic. One boy broke into a smile, pointed his thumb in the air and said, “My numbah one, Lien xo numbah ten,” pointing his thumb at the ground.  Thank you, kid!  We heard similar sentiments several times during our three-week trip up through the country.
Today, the U.S. and Viet Nam are close allies in trade and against our common threat, China.  There are two-million-plus Vietnamese living in the U.S, both immigrants and native born. As Viet Nam veterans, we should be proud that despite the war, things have worked out very well for that country and its admirable people.

