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The War’s Aftermath and Canada’s  
Compassionate Response

by Peter Duschinsky with photos by Scott Heatherington

In the spring of 1975, North Vietnam, through its proxy the Viet Cong, redoubled its  

attack against fatally weakened South Vietnam. Saigon fell on the last day of April.  

Meanwhile the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia and the Pathet Lao in Laos won their wars against 

the governments in Phnom Penh and Vientiane. By early May 1975, all of Indochina was  

ruled by Communist governments. After a series of interconnected wars lasting  

three decades, the dominant role of the West in Indochina ended.

Masses of people had been displaced. The 
UN refugee agency (UNHCR) estimated 
that some 20 million people were uprooted, 
including more than half of South Vietnam’s 
population. There was also an enormous 
rural-to-urban exodus: Saigon grew by two 
million. In Cambodia the civil war between 
the Lon Nol government and the Khmer 
Rouge, (as well as the Viet Cong incursions 
and the U.S. bombing campaign between 
1970 and 1975) left some 500,000 dead and 
2 million internally displaced out of a  
population of 7.5 million. 

As war in Indochina drew to a close, the 
international community concluded that 
the problem of large population displace-
ments should be open to solutions within 
the region. When some 125,000 refugees 
fled Vietnam, most countries considered 
Indochina to be an American problem and 
resisted the internationalization of the 
crisis. But it was not to be easily contained. 
People who had served in South Vietnam’s 
military and bureaucracy (and the heavily 
Chinese or Catholic commercial and 
professional middle classes), feared the 
Viet Cong. Reports abounded in the capital 
of cruel punishment, in areas captured by 
invading forces, against all those deemed 
to be U.S. collaborators or class enemies. 

By March 1975 panic overwhelmed 
South Vietnam. Masses of civilians, 
including women and children, trying to 
escape on departing planes at Danang 
airport, were shot by South Vietnamese 

soldiers on March 29. Six days later, a U.S. 
Air Force C-5A crashed after taking off, 
killing 135 orphans and escorts on board. 
The Danang incident, the crash of the 
“baby flight”, and desperate Vietnamese 
civilians left behind on the roof of the U.S. 
embassy were the sad ending of America’s 
long war in Indochina. 

Fox Butterfield, a New York Times 
foreign correspondent, described the scene 
at sea: 

“About 71,000 Vietnamese abandoned 
their homes, their possessions, and often 
their families, and put out to sea in tiny 

fishing boats or ungainly barges in hopes 
of finding the Seventh Fleet. How they 
knew where we were is a mystery. The first 
day, Tuesday, we were only 17 miles off 
the coast near Vung Tau, at the mouth of 
the Saigon River. By Wednesday we had 
moved out to 40 miles and later, because 
of the rumored sighting of a North 
Vietnamese gunboat, to 70 miles. But  
they came anyway. When we awoke on 
Wednesday morning there were 20 fishing 
boats off our starboard, all crammed with 
people, many of whom looked like poor 
fishermen. The Mobile had orders to take 
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on people only by helicopter and we had 
to refuse them. Some United States sailors 
openly protested, asking their officers why 
we were leaving them. A Vietnamese 
Roman Catholic priest in the bow of one 
wooden fishing craft bent to his knees and 

prayed to us to take him aboard. But we 
could not and the boats were pointed in the 
direction of the rest of the fleet where half 
a dozen merchant ships under charter to 
the Military Sealift Command were 
embarking evacuees from boats.” 

By April 1975, Canadian diplomats 
understood that South Vietnam would fall 
to the Communists within weeks. The 
initial assessment was that Canada’s “future 
relations with a Communist-dominated 
South Vietnam or a unified Vietnamese 
state would not be important” and the new 
Vietnam would have “no bilateral interests 
for Canada”. As Saigon was under attack, 
the U.S. State Department asked its Western 
allies to create a multilateral international 
refugee program to resettle refugees fleeing 
the Communist takeover. Most Western 
allies did not react positively to the request. 
Canada did.

Canada’s main role in Vietnam quickly 
became humanitarian and refugee-related. 
Before Saigon’s fall, following strong 
representations by Vietnamese in Canada, 
Canada agreed to admit family members 
of its Vietnamese residents. By 1 May, the 
government had agreed to admit refugees 
from Cambodia as well. Canada rapidly 
accepted that its reaction to the refugee 
crisis would extend not only to “relatives 
sponsored or nominated by Canadian 
Citizens or residents”, but also 2,000 non-
sponsored ref ugees in Amer ican-
established refugee camps and 1,000 others 
in Southeast Asia. Canada became the  
first nation, after the U.S.A., to establish a 
sponsored-relative program and then an 
Indochinese refugee program.

In the chaos of the Saigon evacuation, 
with little diplomatic representation,  
no military presence and no Canadian 
immigration officers, the challenge to fulfill 
our commitments was daunting. Canada’s 
Department of Manpower and Immigration 
(M&I) rapidly put in place policies and 

implementation mechanisms inside Canada 
and in Southeast Asia to meet it. 

On the policy side, Immigration 
Minister Robert Andras emphasized to 
cabinet that, following Canadian tradition, 
“humanitarian considerations ought to be 

regarded as paramount”. To demonstrate 
the even-handed, non-political nature of 
Canada’s program, he highlighted the 
similarity of our humanitarian efforts in 
South Vietnam and Chile. These movements 
were “solely to alleviate human distress, 
without regard to political or any other 
considerations”, whether refugees were 
fleeing from a right-wing military coup in 
Chile or Communist conquest in Indochina. 

The first challenge M&I faced was 
dealing with representat ions f rom 
Vietnamese in Canada, their Canadian 
friends, and relatives attempting to help 
their desperate countrymen. It was 
“unexpected” because, in early 1975, 
Canada had a very small Vietnamese 
community. Only 1,204 Vietnamese immi-
grants arrived during the preceding five 
years while 1,500 Francophone Vietnamese 
studied in Québec. 

Despite these small numbers, as the 
situation in South Vietnam deteriorated, 
Ottawa Immigration headquarters was 
deluged with thousands of offers of help 
and guarantees for family members in 
South Vietnam. The small team on the 
M&I Asia-Pacific desk could not cope, and 
the whole of headquarters’ foreign service 
contingent swung into action. Sponsorships 
were processed, and telexes with lists of 
names were sent to Canada’s embassy in 
Saigon as rapidly as possible. Officials 
worked 14 to 16 hours a day, and two  
officers slept at the External Affairs 
communications centre to ensure that 
incoming and outgoing messages were 
dealt with promptly. To facilitate processing 
sponsorships across Canada, all immigra-
tion centres in the country remained open 
for one weekend doing Indochinese spon-
sorship work. 

In early April, M&I directed the  
immigration officers in Southeast Asia to 
deal with the situation in Saigon where we 
had no visa officers. The Canadian High 
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Commission in Singapore had primary 
responsibility for visa processing in South 
Vietnam, so Gavin Stewart at Immigration 
HQ phoned John Baker, a visa officer 
there, in the middle of the night, telling 
him to get on a plane to Saigon as quickly 
as possible. Baker found that Saigon was 
in a state of war, his plane landed amidst 
nearby smoke and explosions.

Baker’s first challenge was to contact  
all active immigration cases and people 
whose desperate relatives and friends were 
sponsoring them in Canada. For those in  
or close to Saigon this was a difficult, but 
theoretically feasible, task. However, with 
no mail, no phones and shooting in the 
streets, it was impossible to contact those 
outside the city’s immediate surroundings. 

To leave South Vietnam people needed 
exit permits as well as visas. Permits to 
leave Vietnam were almost impossible to 
obtain, except for those with connections 
and the resources to pay bribes. Meanwhile, 
the high pressure work being performed in 
Canada was bearing fruit: every morning, 
the embassy in Saigon received a 20- to 
30-foot roll of telex paper with incomplete 
names and addresses. 

The streets of Saigon became ever 
tenser and more frenzied with artillery and 
rocket fire in the distance. Power at the 
embassy was intermittent and conditions 
chaotic. Even though staff worked 12-hour 
days, they could make little progress in 
handling the crowds showing up at the 
embassy and finding people on the ever-
longer lists arriving from Canada. On  
8 April, John Baker flew to Hong Kong 
returning the next day with Ernest Allen, 
Deputy Visa Manager in Hong Kong. Allen 
helped evacuate a group of Canadians from 
Saigon and flew with them to Hong Kong. 
But there was no way to meet the demand 
for visas of panicked people sponsored by 
relatives and friends in Canada. As he 
observed, virtually no Vietnamese showed 
up to attempt to leave with the Canadian 
evacuees, they simply could not obtain 
passports or exit permits and were not 
allowed to leave by their own authorities. 

Charles Rogers, Manager of the Hong 
Kong Visa Office, came up with a solution. 
The Canadian government had committed 
to resettle any South Vietnamese or 
Cambodian whose relatives or friends in 
Canada were willing to name them to 
Canadian authorities. But, with the deteri-
orating situation in Saigon, connecting 

names received from Canada with actual 
people in South Vietnam was impossible. 
Knowing that many of the people named 
from Canada were desperate enough to try 
to make it by any means, he gave them a 
blanket visa approval through the so-called 
Promise of Visa Letter (PVL). These letters 
provided a guarantee that their holders 
would receive a Canadian visa if they could 
present themselves anywhere to any 
Canadian diplomatic representative. 

By the second week of April the 
embassy in Saigon could no longer manage 
the daily inf lux of lists of names from 
Canada. The lists were sent to Hong Kong 
where PVLs were prepared for everyone 
on the lists – a gargantuan task. Canadian 
officers Cameron, Tebbutt and Bowden 
carried the letters to Saigon where they 
were mailed. During a two-week period, 
Canada’s mission in Hong Kong produced 
some 3,500 letters, covering between 
14,000 and 15,000 individuals, all of which 
were mailed as fighting engulfed the South 
Vietnamese capital.

Vietnamese refugees in possession of 
PVLs showed up in camps and elsewhere 
in Southeast Asia decades after the fall of 
Saigon. It is impossible to know how many 
of these letters were eventually honoured. 
Given the conditions under which they 
were mailed, the actual number used by 
refugees was undoubtedly low. Yet the 
PVL served a real purpose. When it was 
virtually impossible to contact named 
refugees they provided hope to both  

refugees and sponsors in Canada and 
demonstrated that extremely short-staffed 
Canadian missions in Saigon, Hong Kong 
and Singapore could perform their duties 
even as South Vietnam collapsed. 

Canadian officialdom’s efforts to help 
Vietnamese families in Canada rescue 
family members in South Vietnam went 
well beyond the call of duty and sometimes 
bordered on the heroic. Some officers were 
camped out for days in Ottawa office build-
ings; some worked without respite through 
weekends; some flew in and out of a city 
under siege. Terribly overworked staff at 
Canadian missions provided terrified  
refugees with future hope. Yet little could 
be done in besieged Saigon to rescue large 
numbers of people directly from Vietnam. 

The story of the Canadian “baby flight” 
of 65 war orphans stands out. It was the 
first time that private Canadians, Canadian 
officials abroad and relatives in Canada of 
Canadian officials abroad acted in tandem 
to deliver a group of at-risk orphan chil-
dren very rapidly to adoptive parents in 
Canada. In 1979–80, cooperation between 
the Canadian government and the 
Canadian people was to become the trade-
mark characteristic of the Indochinese 
refugee movement.

The Americans created “Operation 
Babylift” to rescue the many Indochinese 
children in NGO-run orphanages using 
military aircraft to ferry the children to 
California or to safety at U.S. bases and  
to adoption in the U.S.A. Tragically, the 
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operation star ted disastrously when  
the U.S. plane crashed. More than one 
hundred children and escorts survived but  
135 orphans and escorts did not. 

Naomi Bronstein, a young Canadian 
not affiliated with the government (she was 
less than 30 years old at the time, with her 
own children and husband in Montreal) 
brought orphans to Saigon from her 
“Canada House” orphanage in Phnom 
Penh on almost the last U.S. military 
aircraft leaving Cambodia before the 
Khmer Rouge marched in. Some of the 
paperwork to find adoptive parents for the 
orphans in Canada had been done before 
the babies arrived in Saigon. Ms. Bronstein, 
through her own efforts, managed to get 
places on the U.S. baby flight leaving on  
4 April. Meanwhile a Canadian military 
flight arrived in Saigon from Hong Kong 
to help with an early Canadian evacuation 
effort. When, after conferring with Ernest 
Hébert, the Canadian Chargé d’affaires in 
Saigon, Ms. Bronstein realized that there 
would be places for the orphans on the 
Canadian flight back to Hong Kong, she 
gave up the places on the U.S. flight. When 
that f light crashed, she rushed to the 
wreckage, and with others, managed to 
rescue some of the surviving children. The 
Canadian flight (with the orphans under 
Ms. Bronstein’s care and some rescued  
children from the crash, as well as their 
caretakers) was uneventful. But conditions 
were very crowded. A Canadian Mennonite 
lady attempted to pacify three babies on her 
lap and some of the babies were resting in 
cardboard boxes on the floor of the aircraft. 

In Hong Kong, High Commissioner 
Bud Clark asked wives of Canadian diplo-
mats to accompany the orphans to Canada 
to help care for them. The children and 
their caretakers spent the night at a Hong 
Kong hotel, while staff at the mission 
worked feverishly to get all the paperwork 
ready. Next day, the orphans were on their 
way to Canada to adoptive parents across 
the country. They were accompanied, on 
a memorable flight full of cranky babies 
and d iaper  changes by El i zabeth 
Heatherington, Sandra Cameron and other 
diplomatic wives, as well as Naomi 
Bronstein (she received the Order of 
Canada in 1983 for her outstanding efforts). 

The tiny Canadian embassy was evacu-
ated in late April 1975. The Chargé, Ernest 
Hébert, saw his responsibility as staying 
in Saigon as long as possible to ensure the 

safe evacuation of Canadians, and he 
performed this difficult task. But, with the 
demise of its role on the International 
Control Commission, Canada would have 
minimal strategic interest in Vietnam after 
the fall of Saigon. In the final evacuation 
f light on 24 April 1975, all remaining 
Canadians who wished to leave departed 
from the virtually deserted Ton Son Nhut 
Airport on a Canadian Forces C-130 
aircraft; according to Hébert, 25 April was 
the last day for a safe evacuation, and so 
they left at the last possible moment. The 
visa officer, Don Cameron, who had been 
ferrying PVLs between Hong Kong and 
Saigon, was on that final flight, by then in 
a state of exhaustion.

Neither the UNHCR nor most Western 
observers expected the refugee outflow 
after the fall of Saigon to last and did little 
to find a solution for the masses of refugees 
escaping from South Vietnam. However, 
in the case of the Vietnamese refugees 
evacuated by the U.S. Navy, or leaving 
Vietnam on their own in small boats, the 
Americans had little choice. Very rapidly, 
they had more than 120,000 refugees,  
in temporary accommodations in the 
Philippines and in Guam, who had to be 
moved as quickly as possible to camps in 
U.S. territories on Pacific islands and on 
the U.S. mainland. Canada’s main effort 
was in resettling refugees from Guam, 
Hong Kong and camps in the U.S.A., 
providing welcome assistance to the  
beleaguered Americans. 

The people who selected and sent the 
refugees during the 1975–76 Vietnamese 
refugee movement to Canada were 
extremely dedicated visa officers, immi-
gration doctors, and security officers, ably 
assisted by communicators, clerical staff 
and translators (often the translators were 
themselves refugees). Most were young, 
some had never worked outside Canada. 
Few in number, they accomplished a great 
deal with limited resources, working long 
hours under trying conditions. They had a 
strong sense of adventure and were ready 
to be on the road at a moment’s notice. 
Their ability to innovate was extraordi-
nary. These factors would characterize the 
very nature of the movement from its 
beginning and would carry over to the 
much larger Indochinese refugee move-
ment of 1979–80.

After North Vietnam’s victory over the 
South, Canada’s commitment to resettle 

family members of Canadian residents and 
Convention refugees (the two categories 
often overlapped) was rapidly implemented. 
Canada was one of very few developed 
countries to react immediately and effec-
tively to the crisis and was second only to 
the U.S.A. in the number of refugees 
accepted. Between 1975 and 1978 Canada 
admitted 9,000 refugees from Vietnam and 
Cambodia. In fact, the 1975–78 Vietnam 
refugee processing effort was exceeded 
on ly by the Hungar ian (1956 –57:  
37,000 refugees accepted) and Czech 
(1968–69: 11,000 refugees accepted). 

In the years that followed Canada would 
make even greater efforts: between 1979 
and 1980, with the enthusiastic support  
of private Canadian sponsors, Canada 
absorbed 60,000 additional Indochinese 
refugees. By the time the movement ended 
in the mid-1990s close to 200,000 new resi-
dents had been added to Canada’s popula-
tion. The Indochinese refugee movement 
was a success in part because of good 
leadership at all levels of government and 
because of the participation of thousands 
of Canadians who reached out to the refu-
gees through the sponsorship program. But 
other key elements in ensuring the success 
of this movement were the dedication and 
enterprise of Canadian officials both over-
seas and in Canada and the great latitude 
the governance system of the time permit-
ted them in performing their tasks. 
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