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Anke Ngoc Diem Doan, 18, graduates as valedictorian of Liverpool High School. Her story began in Vietnam,
where her parents escaped communism by sailing to freedom in a rickety boat. Fate took her to Holland, then Syracuse,
then Liverpool. Hard work has taken her to the top of her class of 637 students. She plans to attend Yale University in
the fall. Anke's family was with her each step of the way. This is their story.

In 1980, five years after the fall of Saigon to Vietnamese communists, Xuan Doan and his wife, Mai Tran, decided
risking death on the open sea was better than life under an oppressive government.

Disguised in orange and gray robes, they mingled in the streets during a night-time Buddhist festival before
slipping away to a small boat at the river. They were to meet Mai Tran's brother, Andy, six hours away.

Andy Tran had hidden a larger craft that he bought: a broken-down boat just less than 30 feet long. It took four
months to fix its flaws. The plan was for about 30 people, mostly relatives, to sail to the South China Sea and then
freedom.

They were among hundreds of thousands of "boat people," Vietnamese refugees who sought religious and political
freedom. Today, more than 1.6 million Vietnamese boat people are resettled in other countries. Many others died trying
to leave the country.

Andy Tran said he found a sea captain to guide them to Malaysia or the Philippines. Over time, people heard about
the boat and threatened to expose the plan unless they could join. When the boat sailed, more than 60 people were
crammed on board.

"Everyone brought someone," Mai Tran said.

Mai brought someone, also. She was two months pregnant with Anke.

Desperation at sea

What could have been a one-day trip went badly. The boat's main engine died. They ran out of fresh water after
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four days. The hull leaked. Andy Tran said the men bailed water day and night.

On the sixth day, some sought salvation on the back of a Russian submarine towed by a ship. Its crew pushed them
back into the water, Tran said.

"Three of the five on the sub were not able to swim," Tran said. "One was my friend. I saw him crying on the sub.
The reason he was crying was because he was not able to swim. ...

"Someone on the boat gave me an empty oil can (to use as a float) and I swam to my friend. He couldn't swim, even
with the can. I tried to get him back to our boat, but the turbulence of the ship ... pushed him into the water."

As they swam back, Andy Tran said, they also grabbed their captain's floating body. They made it to the boat. The
friend survived; the captain didn't.

They dumped his body into the sea. Only later would they learn their "captain," who they counted on for
navigation, had lied about his credentials to get onto the boat.

Through it all, Mai Tran and her unborn child were sheltered in the boat's cabin.

Dutch refuge

Defeated, they headed back toward Vietnam using a small motor that still powered the boat, Xuan (pronounced
"Shwan") Doan said.

A few hours after the submarine left, the refugees spotted a Dutch oil-drilling platform, Andy Tran said. Doan said
they were afraid to approach it, but they were desperate.

"At this point, we just wanted water," Andy Tran said. "We weren't looking to get rescued."

Four people leaped from the platform and swam toward the boat, he said. They also were Vietnamese refugees who
were stranded. They wanted another chance to escape.

They brought food and milk and a crucial piece of information: They were five miles from international waters,
where ships from other countries would be free to pick them up, Andy Tran said.

The boat pushed back out to sea, and a Dutch ship that supplied the platform scooped up the refugees. Four other
boats, holding a total of 200 people, were rescued by that ship.

The ship took them to Singapore. Doan and his family stayed in refugee camps there for four months. From there,
they headed to Holland to learn a new language and a new way of life.

Xuan Doan said his Roman Catholic faith kept him strong. When Saigon fell in 1975, he said, he was running from
soldiers when he found a small statue of the Virgin Mary in the road. He kept it, and it remains the only memento of his
life in Vietnam.

"I believed that God would look after us and deliver us safely," he said.

In Holland, on Dec. 28, 1980, he and his wife celebrated the birth of their first child, Anke Ngoc Diem Doan.

American journey

For nearly 10 years, Xuan Doan and Mai Tran lived in Holland. They had two more children: a daughter, Hoi, and
a son, Le.
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They were part of the first wave of refugees to resettle in Holland, Doan said. About 8,000 refugees were resettled
in all, he said.

He tried to find work, but the language barrier made that difficult. His children, however, learned Dutch, started
school and made friends.

Finally, Xuan Doan and Mai Tran, unable to find work, asked their children if they would like to see their
grandparents. Mai Tran's parents had escaped to Malaysia on a boat in 1981. American relief workers relocated them in
Syracuse.

Anke (pronounced "AHN-kuh") said she thought it would be a visit. She didn't realize they were staying for good.
They arrived in Syracuse in March 1990.

"Just like Holland'

They lived in a house on Townsend Street; Mai (pronounced "My") began work at a dry-cleaning shop while Xuan
got a job as an assembler for the former Magnavox plant in Manlius.

Anke, then a third-grader, and Hoi, a first-grader, enrolled with other English-as-a-second-language students at
Elmcrest Elementary School.

Anke said she was in a large class of non-English speaking children - Russians, Poles, Latinos - of all ages. Now
there were two Vietnamese girls who had been educated in Dutch.

"We watched a lot of "Sesame Street' and "Nickelodeon,"' Anke said. "That's how we learned English."

Mai Tran said her daughters missed their friends. They hated taking the school bus.

"They missed Holland so much," she said.

She and her husband found a modest three-bedroom home on Balsam Street in Liverpool. It was a quiet
neighborhood. The house sat across from a small park. Anke and Hoi played with the neighborhood children, and Anke
would sometimes climb the trees.

Liverpool Elementary School was just a five-minute walk away.

"It was just like Holland," Anke said. "We always walked to school."

Value of education

Education was the way to get anywhere in the world, Mai Tran taught her children.

She finished high school and fled Vietnam before getting a chance to attend college. Xuan Doan has a bachelor's
degree in administration and law from the National Institute of Administration in Saigon, an extension of the University
of Wisconsin.

Today they are machine operators. He works at Osmonics Inc. in Liverpool, and she at B.G. Sulzle in North
Syracuse.

"You can't take it for granted," Anke said of her education. "What my parents have been through ... They didn't
have the opportunities that I had. That's one of the main things that motivates me, because of my parents."

Anke now talks about majoring in chemistry, perhaps as a prelude to medicine or biomedical engineering,
something that would serve society.
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"I'm proud of her," Mai Tran said. "I still think she has a long way to go. Just keep it up."

Anke chose Yale over Cornell University. Her grade-point average is between 98.5 and 99 out of 100 in 3 1/2 years
of advanced placement classes, said Anke's guidance counselor, Susan Lotierzo. Anke said she scored 1520 out of 1600
on her SAT, including a perfect 800 on the verbal section.

"When she writes, she has something to say," said Pat Mouton, Anke's 11th-grade AP English teacher. "She doesn't
just reel off words."

Arthur McCall, a Liverpool chemistry teacher who has taught for 33 years, holds her in such high regard that he
took six tries to craft an appropriate college recommendation letter for her.

"I even swallowed my pride and went to an English teacher for some help," he said.

On school nights, Anke is busy with homework. The rest of the time, she practices for Liverpool's field hockey or
track teams, which let her blow off steam and be among friends.

"It gives me something to do outside of school," she said. "If it was just school, I'd go crazy."

Looking to the future

Anke is gazing intently at her future now but says she will not forget her past.

The children know the family's story. Xuan Doan and Mai Tran keep in touch with refugees who were on the boat
and with friends in Holland.

Anke says she's proud of her ethnicity and her heritage. She's also proud of her parents.

"I don't see in her the embarrassment that I see in some other first-generation students with whom I've worked,"
Lotierzo said. "She seems to have been able to really (have) dealt with who she is, which is a neat thing for her age. I
guess sometimes people come to appreciate that later, but as a teen-ager, it's hard."

During World Cup soccer, Anke roots for the United States and for Holland and hopes they never play each other.

Her Dutch is rusty; she can still read it and write it. Her English and French are fluent.

At home, she speaks to her parents in Vietnamese. Her grandparents say she speaks it with an American accent. She
is taking classes in Vietnamese to sharpen her skills.

"Sometimes I feel like I'm stuck in the middle," she said.

Anke wanted to return to Holland before she turned 18, before she spent half of her life in the United States; now
she just wants to go back someday. She also wants to visit Vietnam, like her mother did last year and her father the year
before.

"She's still very young," Mai Tran said of her daughter. "She still has her whole life ahead of her."
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GRAPHIC: PHOTO; JOURNEY TO TOP OF THE CLASS BEGAN IN A RICKETY BOAT IN THE SOUTH
CHINA; SEA; Lisa Carp/Contributing photographer; ANKE DOAN (right) graduates today as valedictorian at
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Liverpool High; School. Her mother was pregnant with her when her family fled the; communists in Vietnam by boat.
Sitting on her lap is her sister Hoi,; 16. Color.; Courtesy of the Doan family; THE FAMILY gathers in the summer of
1988 in a Roman Catholic church in; Leusden, Holland, for Anke Doan's first communion. Pictured are; (clockwise
from lower left) Anke, 7; Xuan Doan; the Rev. Gerard Van; der Heijt; Mai Tran; and Hoi. Color.; GRAPHIC, MAP:
From Vietnam to Liverpool. Syracuse Newspapers. Color.; (Note: for text of graphic, see microfilm.)
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