
MINH TO’S STORY

As told to Michael Tomkinson

A personal saga of suffering, survival and success

Supreme survivor of the Vietnam War,

Minh becomes Europe’s first Vietcong veteran millionaire
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14th August 1973 U.S.A.F. Operations Arc Light and Freedom Deal end as the U.S. 

officially ceases bombing in Cambodia and thus direct U.S. military action in South 

East Asia ceases.  Le Duc Tho declines the Nobel Peace Prize on the grounds that real 

peace does not exist in Vietnam.  I think I’m inclined to agree with the latter.

I was hit high on the temple.  The bullet grazed my brain and came out above my 

left temple.  Ten thousand miles away in Vietnam, my unit had been caught that day

in a South Vietnamese ambush.  Ten of my men went down.  Later the medics said

that the way the bullet went I should be brain dead, stone-dead.  What do they know?

Was it them that were shot?  The scars are still there.  And I’m still here, I lived to

tell.

The doctors said the same about the bullet in my back.  It ricocheted off my spine and

left me paralysed for two months.  Without morphine or antibiotics the wound went 

septic and stank so bad they put me in solitary.  And about the bomb that exploded in

our faces.  Seven of my ten men were blown to pieces.  I landed in a river bleeding

from mouth, nose and ears, deaf for the next four months

I can still feel the shrapnel left in my legs as I watch the Red Devils on the telly here 

in Strines.   I own this  home.  Plus the houses in Redgate Land and
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Wellington Road.  And those in Oadby Close, Sarnesfield Close, Totland Close.  Not

forgetting  the warehouse and the four supermarkets.  If I wasn’t a communist I’d

thank God for my survival.  If it wasn’t for Britain and the freedom I finally found

there, I wouldn’t be where I am today.

From the backstreets of Haiphong to the Vietnam War

An influential landowning family in the old French Indo-China, now north Vietnam.

My grandfather meets two lovely sisters and marries both.  He dies young.  Each 

sister gives birth to a girl, are they half or three quarters sisters?  One is my mother

Private property abolished in 1945 and the family home given to our servants  Hiding 

funds, my mother starts in business.  My father makes money in South Vietnam, 

works for Communist intelligence.  Back home in Haiphong, he buys trucks.  My

mother hires him to transport the rice she deals in.  Six months later she asks him to

marry her.

I am born To Minh Cuong, in 1953.  Beaten by the communists at Dien Ben Phu, the

French are on the way out.  One Vietnam War is over, another about to begin.  In the 

North, communism rules already.  Donating his trucks to the Party (before they are

confiscated!), my father becomes a favoured official.  We’re given a house, I attend

private school.  But the Americans begin bombing Haiphong.
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We were relatively well-off.  There were two pushbikes for the 

five of us, and usually enough rice to eat 

Our under-11s team was great.  One cold day they were keeping warm in a 

Blacksmith’s doorway when an unexploded bomb went off.

                                                                                I was the only one left of the eleven  

A busy port and Vietnam’s second city, Haiphong is hit most days.  Air raid warning

on the radio, orders to build bunkers, in the street, in your yard, away from any tall 

building.  In the bunker I read Pushkin, Victor Hugo, Hemingway, but classes at our

beautiful French built school become erratic.  Sent with my younger brother and sister

to the safety of my mother’s home village.  The teachers probably glad to see me go:

top marks in every subject, zero for behaviour.  Streetwise already, I leave my well-run gang.

In the village, at twelve, I’m head of the family.  Our grandparents’ servants let us 

stay in the old family home.  School by day, housework by night.  Cooking and

washing each evening, I do homework walking to school.  Watch out too for ponds

and unguarded paddies, where we creep back at night to filch fish, prawns and rice.

By day on the six-mile walk to school, see the bombs exploding on Haiphong.  No

phone, no post, no news of my father or mother.

Communism set store by urban workers.
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They had no land to grow food, they were dependent, compliant

  My parents were survivors too, and thriving.  My mother busy with blackmarket

rationing coupons, my father a respected official.  In charge of 700 trucks, he’s

allocated a Russian jeep – and allowed, an exceptional honour, to listen to the BBC

With a new baby, Haiphong is unsafe and my mother takes us all to Do Son.  A new

home, a new school and new business opportunities!  At 15, I organize the local

fishermen, marketing their catch in exchange for a daily meal and the occasional shirt

Chickens and ducks to sell for Chinese New Year, smuggled jeans from seamen …

More fun than the A-levels and the diploma in electrical engineering my father makes

me take.

My first regular job and my first love, a fellow student.  Her hair is knee length, 

shining black, the same fragrance as my mother’s.  I am very much in love but have to

join the army.  When I come home she is married.

Headlong into hell: The Ho Chi Minh Trail

In South Vietnam the war rages on.  Twenty-three kids on my street conscripted.  

Three years later, just one friend and I are left alive.  Three months’ basic training

Russian AK45 rifles, B40, B41 rocket launchers, 12.7 mm anti-aircraft guns, grenades
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Living rough in the jungle, in caves in the mountains how to kill monkeys, bushpig,

even elephant to eat.  What poisonous plants to avoid.  How to inch through mine-

fields poking with a bamboo stick, grope the jungle-growth for grenade snares, 

remember your way by the smell of certain trees.  Us conscripts not the jungle devils 

the GI’s feared – no more than one in ten of us trained in unarmed combat.  No

regiments – when ready for the front we’re slotted in wherever needed to fill dead

men’s boots.

The GI’s were issued with a suicide grenade.  Pure propaganda.

Captured, they weren’t tortured or mistreated.

We needed them to work for us, to act as a human shield

We’re told some tree roots poison rivers.

We’ve slumped by one, we knew it but were starving.

A grenade went in, fish came flying out.  We ate them raw.  My mates died

poisoned within minutes.  My survival system makes me vomit, and live.

The Ho Chi Minh Trail a 0000-mile lifeline for the men and materials for us to win

the Vietnam war.  Really several trails: wherever the Americans use napalm defoliate

and bomb we change course, an unstoppable river.  From base camp by train to Hanoi 

and by lorry to the 17th Parallel.  Then three months’ hell down the trail to the front

near Kon Tum.  Carrying 45 kilos, two thirds of my weight.  Two jungle-green
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fatigues, always one drying’ one wet.  Army knife, rifle, boots and Ho Chi Minh 

shoes from old car tyres.  Seven days’ rations but no helmet, too heavy.

Through the jungle by day, we trek talking quietly, smoking, safe under the foliage 

from the American OV10s overhead.  Through the open defoliated zones by night, in

silence, no talk, no cigarettes.  Our cooking fires cut into the hillside for concealment,

the famous Hoang Cam’s cooker, it’s smoke vents covered by leaves we could sleep

on dry earth or roll cigarettes.  Ten hours’ march each day, six days each week.  Then

guided to half buried ‘warehouses’ for the next seven days’ rations.  Starving, we 

clean out one such cache at gunpoint.  No women, no let-up.  No gays, no drugs – a

court marshalling offence even in the Golden Triangle.  Villagers, livestock, wild

animals all bombed away from the Trail.  Our one constant companion the whirring of

the OV10’s spying overhead.  Crossing paths with the wounded brought back from 

the front.  Streetwise city kids like any from the Bronx, two friends desert, disappear 

into the jungle.  A snake drops from a tree and bites two others dead.  More deaths 

more deserters.  Pushed beyond all limits the suicides start.

The Ho Chi Minh Trail improved through Laos.

No bombing, no jungle on the lush green highlands.

I escorted a political captain preaching communism

to the Laotians, played my harmonica in one village.

They offered me a bride to go away.
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Into battle

The Americans demoralized, withdrawing troops.  Leaving military advisers with the 

South Vietnamese army, they keep up the bombing from their carriers offshore.  New

shoots on the bamboos, the rains about to break as we come off the Ho Chi Minh Trail

at Kon Tum.  The guerrilla structure of the Vietnamese People’s Army, the Vietcong:

12-man units etc. etc.  Sorties first, by night, hit and run.  Then our first battle at 

Ba To.  Moving with a 12.7mm anti aircraft gun, ten of us to push, three to fire 150

yards from the enemy.  We hit US aircraft, helicopter gunships.  They always come

back for their wounded and dead so we sit tight and hit them again.  Go for their 

helmets and radios, grenades and maxim guns.  Their folding shovels fit nice in our 

backpacks, become standard Vietcong equipment!    No more hunger thanks to the 

B52’s  They hit buffaloes, deer, even elephants.  We follow the bombs for fresh meat

Better equipped and fed, we’re shaping up.  Know to keep low in the valleys, below

the impact, bombs explode upwards.  But one lands plumb in front of us.  Seven of

my ten men are killed.  Blood pouring out of my mouth, nose and ears as I crawl out 

of the river where it blew me.

I always buried my friends with their heads towards the sea.

We’ve sweated and suffered so much in life, I thought, let them at 

least rest in a cool breeze.  I must have buried hundreds.

You develop a sixth sense in the jungle.
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One friend gave me his journal because he said he would 

be killed the next day.  He was

Sometimes I had a bad feeling about a path and stopped.

Others overtook me and walked into an ambush

No sixth sense saves me from a bullet in the back.  They say my spine stopped it.  It

certainly stops me.  Dragged three days to a bush hospital  Two men holding down

each arm and leg,  one at my head while they pull out the bullet.  No anaesthetic, no

morphine, no antibiotics.  The wound septic, stinks so bad they put me in a lean-to

near the jungle.  Two months face down in a hammock.  Trying to sleep is the worst,

crouched like a foetus, on my knees.  Maybe saves me being eaten.  Tigers sniff

around by night, leave saliva on the uprights.  Its said they don’t attack until they see

and eat your head.

A young nurse fetches me food.  I only see her dimly at first.  She’s very white.  Tells

me her name, that all her family have died in the fighting.  I write Hong’s diary for 

her, and a poem in my Vietnamese copper-plate.  One day, for me, Hong brings water

in a helmet.  She stops the holes in the helmet with straw and brings water to bathe 

my back.  Agony, but unforgettable.  When she’s finished she sits an my hammock, 

we hold hands.  I’ll never forget that moment even without what happens.

That night the South Vietnamese attacked.

They blitzed the clinic but missed me in my hammock.  I rolled out and crawled into

-9-

the bush, listening to screams, explosions, scarcely able to move.

At first light I crawled back – groaning bodies, smouldering ruins.

Something made me raise my head.  I saw Hong.  They had hanged her in a tree

I still don’t know how I found the strength to stand.

I hadn’t stood up for two months.  But I stood and got her down.

She was bleeding, violated.

I took her body down bleeding, and buried her facing the sea.

Totally emptied of feeling, void of all will to live.  Hong has filed my being these last

weeks. After months of inhumanity she has raised me,made me somehow human.  No

more,  she is dead. I am lower than before.  At any level I have to fight on.  Half-

walking half-crawling back into the jungle.  No morphine.  Malaria, remember 

hearing myself raving.  Two days? Two weeks?  The Vietcong find me starving, get

me back to my unit, I survive.

Rest and recuperation.  Given a medal and promotion.  Half of us 23 friends from

Haiphong killed at Ba To.  Half dead, the rest of us ordered to Sa Huynh.  The enemy

at Ba To untrained South Vietnamese villagers, wild.  We tie prisoners to shoulder-

yokes like slaves.  With their hands just tied behind  their backs they run off into the

jungle.  Now we’re up against the marines.  I remember every detail from Ba To,
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before Hong.  Hong’s gone, now I fight like a mindless machine.  For revenge.  We

attack Sa Huynh Island at low tide, 300 men without cover.  Hold it like sitting ducks 

for seventeen days and nights.  Help from the Chinese Navy, rations of rice.  By night

at high tide the South Vietnamese counter attack.  Marines in by chopper, bombing

from air and sea.  We can’t hold we take to the water, say goodbye to friends that 

can’t swim.  Enemy all along the shore so I swim parallel.  Five miles maybe, in the

dark, till I can land and sleep safe.  Woken by an enemy patrol, they shoot.  I run, so

scared I don’t notice till I stop there’s a bullet throughmy thigh.

Vietcong find me, pack the wound with salt. Get me back to my unit but malaria so bad I piss blood  My hair’s all gone, from shock and disease.  The medic shakes his head, friends say goodbye, only four of us 23 left.  To the death tent by the river, my last night.  A tropical storm raging, I fight death.  A lull at daybreak, I force myself up out of there.  My friends wake, think I’ve risen from the dead, run away.

We Vietcong are very superstitious.

 Blackbird singing when we woke meant bad luck.

If the rice burned the day we were going into battle, we’d not eat.

We’d eleven wounded prisoners from Que Son.

Orders to make bamboo rafts and float them

back down river to Da Nang.  Too badly hit, they begged us to kill them.
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I remembered Hong.

Or did we do them a favour as we shot them one by one?

Rest and recuperation again.  Another medal and another promotion.  Away from the front in Hiep Duc, in charge of salvaging unexploded American bombs.  Remove the detonator then hand saw the casing into squares for the villagers’ hoes.  The sawing builds up heat that can explode the bomb.  Learned that from a dead friend.  So I fix a helmet of water in a tree for the drip to cool the blade.  Demoted again for dating one of the dancing girls sent to entertain the troops.  Write a poem the general likes.  More promotion.  Edit our newsletter, writing Vietcong propaganda, poems in my copperplate for the company to read.  Even include Hong’s story.  The general doesn’t like unhappy endings, bad for morale.  Demoted again  A roller coaster military career  Promotions take months for Hanoi to confirm  ‘Don’t bother to send back for Minh’s promotion papers, by the time they’re through he’ll be busted again’

Fit for action, ordered to take hill 1062.  Batman to a scout captain, then made a scout myself.  Best twelve of every 400-500, the elite.  We take the strategic Hill 1062, lose it, retake it.  Slopes so hard we can’t dig in.  B52s blast it to powder, bomb 50 metres off the top.  Our 24 men there too, dragged off and replaced every night.

We lose Hill1062 but the tide of war is turning, our morale rising.  Prepare for battle at Que Son.  30kms inland from the key Da Nang coastal base, it commands the Hanoi-Saigon Highway No 1.  Twelve of us scouts out at nightfall, four-five hours through the jungle inch by inch, probing for landmines, groping for grenade trip-wires, right to
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the enemy positions.  Notching trees to mark the route, dig two men in, carrying the sand away to avoid detection.  Their heads above ground covered in leaves, their hands free to hold binoculars, sip water, concealed all day till we come for them the next night.  My turn.  Not quite buried alive because I’m inside a bamboo frame.  A snake’s inside there too, I hate snakes.  Watch and note, report enemy numbers, movements, positions, types of gun.  Our three months’ scouting so effective we attack and smash the base in 30 minutes.

We lay spying all day, right under the enemies’ noses.

Not only under their noses.  We were so close

when they came out to relieve themselves

they stood on us, pissed on my friends head.

We stank like animals but as soldiers we were sheer genius.

From hell to post-war paradise.

The Americans and South Vietnamese on the run.  Trying to escape, blocked in Da Nang.  Mountains of TVs ACs, equipment abandoned on the beach.  We take an American jeep from Que Son, hoot into Da Nang through their defeated army, still fully armed but fleeing.  Flowers gifts thrown into our jeep, our first women’s kisses in four years.  Quartered in Da Nang’s best hotel, lifts up and down, electricity!  One month later Saigon falls, we have won.

Vietnam united, communism north and south.  The Party needs articulate captains to
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spread the message.  Picks me of all people for girls’ high schools.  Four years celebate hell then hundreds of nubile, hero worshipping teenagers!  I pick and choose too.  No problems with parents, I’m a victorious veteran, a hero come home ( very randy).  Problems with the army though.  Found out, I’m sent back to Hiep Duc, demoted, the last to get leave.

New Year 1976, home with my parents in Haiphong.  No post, no news of each other for four years.  They’re safe but suffering.  So by ship back to Da Nang, load an army truck with US booty from the beach, drive it back and sell it in Haiphong.  Two months leave, two months profitable AWOL.  Demoted again.  The Vietcong a regular army now but I’m a born irregular.  Honourable discharge thanks to an influential aunt.

Home in Haiphong, electrical engineering again.  But the Black Market pays better.  Getting foreign students to buy my duty free drinks and cigarettes to sell.  Jeans, Beatles records off ships in the port, from airline pilots.  Build up business in the house the Party gave my father.  So much brass he’s alarmed, retires to his village.  New motorbike, girls galore, the swing of the pendulum from all the years of suffering.  A world away from Hong.

Boat People

Suddenly conscripted again.  China has invaded Vietnam, all able-bodied veterans recalled.  One friend is Tuyet; brave, lovely, eighteen.  We run away together, she knows a way through mainland china To Hong Kong.  We’re turned back.  Lying low, a Vietcong veteran hero draft dodger.  Called one day at 5 pm by Tuyet’s mother.  She’s paid for a boat leaving at midnight.  My mother asks when I’ll stop going away.  My father’s advice: ‘If you get away, go to England’.  Ten years before I see them again.

We’re 69 in the leaking fishing-boat.  Fine with the wind behind but no match for that storm in the South China Sea.  Three nights and we’re sinking, saved by Chinese boatmen.  Ten months camped, two babies born in the stadium at Bac Hoi.  I fix the local Party headquarters’ electrics, we’re treated better.  A senior official befriends me, offers her daughter in marriage.  At war with Vietnam, the Chinese want me for propaganda.  Seductive offers, a command of 600 men, I refuse.

There’s tens of thousand of us, without passports.  The UN sends representatives to interview us.  The Chinese give us 71 a fishing-boat, food - and fuel – coupons for the ports en route.  ‘Here’s a compass and a map.  You were a scout, you be captain.’ My third time afloat, I sail us safe, fifteen days to Hong Kong. 

Ashore, alive, a bunk bed in a detention camp, a caged guerrilla.  Officials interview us, from the EC countries, the US, Australia.  My father’s advice: Britain.  Healthy, single, strong, I’m accepted by the Home Office.  Two other bachelors and four families, our baggage not exactly excess, on a scheduled BA flight.

Poverty in Mosside

16 April 1964, the first US bombs on Haiphong.  16 April1971, off to war.  16 April 1975, my war ended at Que son.  16 April 1981, disembarked at Manchester, England, Home of the Industrial Revolution.  This isn’t industry, it’s neat green fields and gardens.

Cared for by the Ockenden Venture.  It’s director Barry Denton OBE, a famous name for 30,000 Vietnamese settled in Britain.  My group bussed to a camp in Staffordshire.  Given trousers, shoes, two shirts and a write up in the local paper.  Instand pot noodles, the next best thing to Vietnamese.  Every day for three months, £7 cash and three hours’ basic English.  When we knew enough to understand the question they asked where we wanted to live.  I’d heard of colleges there, I said Manchester.  Manchester where? I wanted colleges close and, without knowing, chose Moss Side. 

Fighting the cold that first freezing English winter

Shot, bombed, blown up, half dead from disease and starvation, 

I’ve never known cold like that.

Find the rubbish room and sleep wrapped in old newspapers, 

Heat bricks with my supper and put them under my head and feet.

15 Cooper House.  Can it be a bedsitter with no bed and no chairs?  A mattress on the floor from my Social Security money.  £27.50 per week, I was grateful.  ‘Thank you’ sounded like my school Russian Niet karashko, No good.  Free lunches from the Jehovah’s Witnesses: not bad, the smoked I rolled from fag-ends in the street tasted better than those leaves from the Hoang Cam cooker.  Toasters, kettles in dustbins?  I was a qualified electrical engineer!  Salvaged them, fixed them and sold them cheap.

Have to fight the language jungle too.

It’s all talk here, no fighting, I’m outgunned.

Still didn’t know enough English to make friends, chat up women.  So attended Catholic church, looked up all the unknown words the Father used.  Took free Bibles and hymnbooks, checking every word.  Walked into a free handwriting class, didn’t know what handwriting meant.  Got thrown out -  mine was already copperplate, just Vietnamese.  Offered to fix car electrics for free, just to learn words - the garage – owner taught me ‘Fxck off’.

As the weather improved through 1982, I found free schooling.  Sent by the Ockenden Venture to St John’s College.  No more than 22 hours weekly study, a DHSS ruling.  I was battling for language, learning, I needed more.  Signed on illegally at North Hume College, Whittington College, The Abraham Moss Centre, Manchester Polytechnic, half of my £25 spent on bus fares each week.  Studying from 9 in the morning till 11 at night.  Warn that second winter, reading in the public library every opening hour.  June 1983 I sat five A-levels and passed two, Maths and Physics.  Failed the others, couldn’t understand the questions.  Offered a place at Manchester Polytechnic, skip the first year, I had enough electrical engineering already.

No money was still the enemy.  Summer spent looking for work, no luck.  Answered an advert for a badminton teacher – didn’t know what badminton was but played great table tennis, got the job.  £15 extra per week.  Pool and snooker too.  At The Gamecock opposite I played for drinks, won bets.  Still no friends, though, and missing my family, a lonely Vietcong hero far from home, a one-time Black Market rich kid, now one pound left in my pocket every week.

Manchester’s guerrilla businessman 

A first hand up, from a street-trader, James Munn.  Evenings loading his Transit then slept on the gear while he drove.  Wales, the Southwest, a stall in a market in the cold, in the rain, £8 a day.  In Laos, I’d once slept on top of four tons of heroin!  James had a factory for PVC nappies too.  Disorganised, £25,000 in debt.  ‘£60 a week and I’ll sort it out’, I offered.  ‘Not enough’, he said.  I moved in, slept on the cutting table.  Workers in late, drinking tea all day.  Shoot, I mean sack them, get Vietnamese instead.  Making elasticated nappies, lucky bags.  £100 a week, my first bank account, opening balance £20.  A new Sierra Laser from James, a phone, a proper bed instead of the mattress on the floor.  But the factory’s overdraft paid off, we split, the Sierra repossessed.  

Enough money now, though, for studies.  Back to the Polytechnic to enrol, met Anya instead.  From Liverpool, third generation Russian, she moved in.  Encouraged me, found me a factory, £240 from my £300 savings from the first three months’ rent.  An empty factory, no workers, no orders, no product.  But Yellow Pages came free.  Anya helped me write a sales-pitch, I phoned round and read it out.  Most hung up.

I’ve got to scout out a livelihood like we scouted at Que Son.

My rule in battle and business: first scout/suss out thoroughly,

Then just trust my sixth sense and act fast.

My first break, from Ray Roberts.  His number from the Birmingham Yellow Pages.  He heard me out, asked if we made cosmetic bags.  We didn’t, there was no we, I said Yes.  ‘Bring me a vanload at 50p each COD this time next week’.  An £800 order!  One week, with nothing to work with, nothing to work from and none to work.  I’d seen offcuts dumped, polyester cotton.  Bus fare to fetch them in two refuse bags: £1.20.  Scissors 39p, with a brick nicked to sharpen them on.  Hired a sewing-machine and machinist, bought zips with all my and Anya’s cash.  Round by night for every newspaper in sight, for stuffing and packing our products.  No power in our so-called factory so we worked at home, precision cutting, sewing, three days, three nights non-stop.  Sixteen hundred cosmetic bags completed, ready for despatch.  But no money left for transport, delivery delayed until next week’s Social Security paid  for a hire van.

Ray talked for 1½  hours.  And paid.  Never seen a Vietnamese before.  He became my mentor, a big-hearted business advisor, lifelong friend.  Gave me contacts in London, in the North.  Orders for vanity bags, cosmetic bags.  I put them out to Vietnamese families with sewing-machines, fitted out the factory.  Fixed the electric myself with wiring from derelict sites.  Took on twenty staff, English workers too.  I could talk OK now, tell them what I wanted straight, take them for drinks after work.  But the legalities beat me.  So more help from the Ockenden Venture, with the Council, the DHSS, Health & Safety, tax … ‘Minh Products’ was legit.  A £10,000 Mercedes van from the first year’s profits.  The loss was Anya and my son.  We’d had a baby but she’d had enough of work all hours, missed her family, wanted me home with her in Liverpool, I refused.

My first million

The breakthrough: boxer shorts.  A Newcastle customer came down with a sample and an order but my factory couldn’t cope.  I put word round, Michael Carr came back with £15,000 cash for the machines.  ‘Call them “Michael Boxer Shorts”, I’ll buy every pair you produce’.  Even he couldn’t handle that.  I put the first profits into more machines, trebled the output in three months.  Took on reps, two Renault vans to deliver, to Dorothy Perkins, C&A, Freemans, Great Universal Stores.  And the local butcher’s, 99p a pair.  Marks & Spencer objected to the Michael label, but offered to buy exclusively, I turned them down.  I, Minh To, penniless Vietnamese refugee, and five years later I’m saying No to M&S!

I’d taken off.  I rang Ray.  ‘What do I do with all this money?’.  Put it into property, he advised.  A new estate building at Bellevue.  Thirty minutes with the blonde and she’d agreed to sell the show-house, Sarnesfield Close.  £33,000 cash and Yes to dinner.  Champagne, my first date, alone, talking low with a lovely English lady.

I moved to Bellevue, still working day and night.  Latest state-of-the-art elasticator from Japan.  I changed a pulley, tripled its throughput.  Boots took my exclusive Valentine’s day model.  Burtons wanted a golf ball packed with each pair – ‘Put in another one, Englishmen like two’ I said, they did.  Exporting to Holland, Switzerland, saw my boxer shorts on News at Ten, worn by both sides in Bosnia.  Rang Ray again.  ‘There’s still too much money coming in’.  ‘Buy a car’.  I should have thought of that.

The first thing I did with the sky-blue convertible Mercedes 500SL was drive back

And ask to buy that garage where they’d not even let me work free.

‘Fxck off’ said the owner again.

Another call to Ray.  ‘Don’t tell me’, he says, ‘OK, this time, start retail’.  In twenty days I’d found two supermarket sites, fitted them out and had them running.  Ray sent shopfitters, they stayed in my place to save money.  Friends I’d supplied became suppliers – kitchenware, toiletries, anything non-food for two new ‘MT Superstores’.

‘Buy property to rent’ was Ray’s next answer when I called.  We’d spoken at 2.30 and by 3 I was at the bank.  ‘Minh Properties’ new account-holder.  ‘Put down 70%’ said the NatWest manager ‘and we’ll fund the rest, try and buy England’.  Home at 6 o’clock, saw the For Sale sign four houses away from mine.  This soft-spoken lady asked me in, elegant, Geordie.  Twenty minutes and the deal was done.  Not to both parties’ satisfaction.  She was off to a posh hotel job at The Edge, she’d sold OK.  I’d scouted the bathroom: no male traces.  I wanted more than Helen’s house.

She invited me home, M&S in a microwave.  Hooked, not only on her pink champagne.  High flying dinners at The Edge Hotel where she worked, Rotary, Manchester United fundraisers.  Under-equipped appearance wise, so I scouted out the best, spent £10,000 in a day at Austin Reed, Mappin & Webb. 

Still rang Ray.  I’d heard about Bermuda shorts.  ‘Nah, they were wearing them in Africa 200 years ago’.  But I’d come of age, went against Ray’s advice, just trusted my sixth sense.  Invested £¼ million in machinery, took on twelve designers, patented their patterns.  Bought ½-million metres of cotton cheap, two new factories to print and produce.  Didn’t ask the wholesalers, the big chain-sotres, I told them Bermudas was what they wanted next.  It worked.  Within a year I was the UK’s Bermuda-shorts king.  £1 million on the table, £250,000 salary if I’d join a firm in Leicester, me and my dog, I refused.  Still sole proprietor, a one-man show, accounts, purchasing, despatch, mending machines, cutting cloth, I knew if a needle went missing.  And still time for evenings with Helen, evenings that turned into nights.

Touched base with Ray.  ‘Too much money again? Buy upmarket’.  A £500,000 property on 10 acres of lovely Strines land.  A pond, two donkeys, fantastic views, ‘I’ll take it’.  ‘But you haven’t seen the house’.  I humoured the estate agent and glanced at my fine new home before signing.  Helen helped me move in, then moved in too.  A team, for the first time since the jungle, fitting, running new factories together, a multi-million turnover.  Then Calum.  When our son was born in 1989, the flowers came by lorry load.  Presents, cards from street-traders, rag trade wholesalers, hundreds of employees.  From English people I couldn’t even talk to seven years before.

Public recognition too.  The Ockenden Venture concerned by UK press attacks on the ‘parasitic’ boatpeople.  The Sunday Times starts articles on hard-won successes like mine.  In 1989 too, Vietnam switched to a free-market economy, asked me to lead a UK trade delegation.  Invited Ray, and of course Barry Denton.  Back first-class via Bangkok, to meet ministers, host governmental receptions.  Back, a millionaire VIP, to my parents, my friends, to the land I’d left, hidden in a fishing boat, ten years below.

Today sitting pretty , sipping gin and tonic like a true Brit on the balcony of the penthouse 5 star hotel Minh has just built overlooking Atlantic Ocean in the Gambia 

West Africa.  In the end, wishing all the friends he has left buried in the jungle of Ho Chi  Minh trail were here with him to enjoy the work he has achieved over ten years from nothing.

Minh since A personal mandate from a Head of State to reconstruct a third-world 

Nation

             Gambia  June 2004 

Many thanks for taking the time to read my story.  I hope that you have enjoyed reading it and that you might take something away from it.  I am forever grateful to those who have encouraged me to try to show as many people my tale and if you have any further comments please do get in touch.  Any compliments, criticisms or anything at all are greatly appreciated and you can contact me by email at

minh_to@hotmail.com


