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In Michelet  Maria Surat 's pict urebook, Angel Child, Dragon Child (1983),
Nguyen Hoa and her sist ers are cont inually t orment ed by t heir
element ary schoolmat es' t aunt s of  "Pajamas." Hoa, known at  home as Ut ,
an a ect ionat e Viet namese family name for t he smallest  daught er, is shy
and at t empt s t o ignore t he host ilit y t hat  is direct ed t owards her and
t he ot her Viet namese-Americans. Despit e her at t empt s t o avoid direct
confront at ion, t he red-headed Raymond singles her out  by t hrowing
snowballs at  her. The principal separat es t hem a er t heir snowball f ight ,
and t hen insist s t hat , "We can't  have t his f ight ing. You t wo have t o help
each ot her" (Surat  n.p.). He t hen orders t he t wo children inside and t ells
t hem:

"Hoa, you need t o speak t o Raymond. Use our words. Tell him
about  Viet nam." Raymond glared. "And you, Raymond, you must
learn t o list en. You will writ e Hoa's st ory."

(Surat p.p.)

Init ially t he t wo children refuse t o cooperat e, but  event ually Ut  shares
her home name wit h Raymond and shows him t he t iny phot ograph of her
mot her, who remains behind in Viet nam, which she const ant ly carries wit h
her in a mat ch box. Impressed by t he sacrif ices t hat  t he Nguyen family
has made t o immigrat e t o t he Unit ed St at es—Ut 's mot her has st ayed
behind because t he family cannot  a ord t o send all t he members at
once—Raymond writ es Ut 's st ory which t he principal reads t o t he ent ire
school. Raymond t hen spearheads a campaign for a Viet namese fair at
school t o help raise funds t o reunit e t he Nguyen family.

The cooperat ion and ret elling of  Ut 's st ory by Raymond is a f it t ing
met aphor for t he impulse behind t he creat ion of  many of  t he children's
books t hat  deal wit h t he int roduct ion of  Viet namese-Americans int o U.S.
societ y. While t here are a number of  excellent  children's informat ional
books which deal wit h Viet namese immigrat ion t o t he Unit ed St at es
such as Brent  Ashabranner's The New Americans (1983), Janet  [End Page
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58] Bode's New Kids on the Block (1989), and Linda Perrin's Coming to
America (1980), I will focus primarily on f ict ional works on t he same
subject . While t hese f ict ional works appear t o be st rongly influenced by
t he biographical dat a gleaned from such informat ional books, t he
aut hors domest icat e and reconst it ut e t he informat ion on t he
Viet namese-American experience in ways t hey perceive as appropriat e
for t heir readers. In st ruct uring t heir st ories so t hat  t hey revolve around
discriminat ion t hat  occurs at  school, t hese aut hors at t empt  t o develop a
social conscience in t heir readers. While none of  t he aut hors I examine is
Viet namese-American, aut hors such as Kat herine Pat erson and Maureen
Crane Wart ski, having bot h spent  much of t heir childhoods in Asia, are
aware of  many cross-cult ural t ransit ions which children experience. While
t hese books are successful in int roducing readers t o t he cust oms and
cult ure of  Viet namese-Americans, in many ways what  is more t elling is
how t hey deal wit h t he various responses of  t he nat ive-born Americans
t o t hese recent  immigrant s.

The f irst  wave of  Viet namese refugees was well-educat ed and
wealt hy, capable of  speaking English, and many had worked wit h t he U.S.
forces in Sout h Viet nam prior t o t he t roops' wit hdrawal in 1973. A er t he
fall of  Saigon in 1975, t he economic and social composit ion of
Viet namese refugees dramat ically changed. The second wave of
immigrant s came from all levels of  societ y, many made t heir way wit h
lit t le more t han what  t hey could carry on t heir backs t o t he relocat ion
cent ers. These were t he so-called "boat  people" (Perrin 143-4).

This second wave of  immigrat ion which began a er 1975 t ook place
during a major economic recession in t he U.S., which made t he
reset t lement  of  such a large group of refugees—many of whom were
unskilled and spoke lit t le or no English—di icult . In order t o prevent  a
concent rat ion of  t hese immigrant s from set t ling in one or t wo locales,
t he U.S. government  est ablished a policy in which each Viet namese-
American family would have a sponsor. The int ent ion was t o prevent  t he
development  of  large Viet namese-American ghet t oes in a few urban
areas. By dist ribut ing t hese refugees...
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