
 SYNOPSIS 

Vượt Biên: Voyage of a Diaspora  is a metaphorical 
depiction of the Vietnamese Boat People’s journey for 
freedom, using photos from the United Nations’ Photo 
Library (and a few from the filmmaker’s past). 

Between 1975-1995, over 1 million Vietnamese people fled 
their homeland by boat after the end of the Viet Nam War 
on April 30, 1975. Almost 800,000 survived to be resettled, 
of whom the filmmaker is one. However, an estimated 
200,000 died at sea, and about as many were caught by 
the Vietnamese navy, subject to fates of varying tragedy. 
Yet, surprisingly little of this 20 year exodus and its fallout 
has been documented. This One Minute Film project cannot 
add much more, but it hopes to bring more awareness to 
this period of history because records of it are still being 
destroyed 15 years later. As irrelevant and purely political 
conditions of renewed economic cooperation between Viet 
Nam and Southeast Asian countries hosting refugee camps 
to its own people, the Communist Vietnamese government, 
from whom these refugees fled, succeeded in demanding 
destruction of all monuments to the Boat People, and some 
other evidence of refugee camps left in those countries. 

The Boat People’s journey to freedom is known as vượt 
biên (veut beeng) in Vietnamese, meaning to cross the 
border to escape. While each person’s journey to the end 
destination was unique, most shared a set of common 
elements, differing only in the details. This film captures 
the common journey symbolically by representing each 
element with a photo of one person’s experience of that 
element, annotated in handwriting to personalize it. Photos 
are shown in a slideshow format due to limited resolution in 
digital photos available, in silent B&W due to the film used. 
The photos were made to look to be under gently rocking 
water since the journey was made by sea. The transition 
between photos is a falling drop of water, representing a 
tear drop from recollection by those who made the journey. 
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For more information about the Vietnamese Boat People 

Asian Nation 
http://www.asian-nation.org/exodus.shtml 

Bolinao 52 Film Discussion Guide (includes book list) 
http://www.bolinao52.com/b52_dis_gde.pdf 

CBC Archives 
http://archives.cbc.ca/society/immigration/topics/524/ 

Multicultural Canada 
http://www.multiculturalcanada.ca/vietnamese 

PBS Television 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/vietnam/timeline/ 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
http://www.unhcr.org/publ/PUBL/3ebf9bad0.pdf 

Vietka 
http://www.vietka.com/ 

Wikipedia 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boat_people 
 

 

Recommended films about the Vietnamese Boat People 

Bolinao 52  

Journey from the Fall 

The Atlantic Filmmakers Cooperative (AFCOOP)  
 

presents 
 

 
A production of the 2010 One Minute Film (OMF) program 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

A film by Minh Tan 

 
 

PRESS KIT 
 



NOTES TO THE FILM 

IMAGE 1   Photo belongs to the filmmaker, who is the 
toddler held by his Dad, with Mom far left in the photo.  
Việt Nam is spelled exactly that way in Vietnamese. 

IMAGE 2   Many people were persecuted, from South 
Vietnamese to ethnic Chinese from many generations past, 
whether through physical harm or severe life restrictions. 

IMAGE 3   99% of the people left Viet Nam by boat, with 
1% crossing land borders. The exodus lasted from 1975-
1995, peaking in the late 70s and early 80s. 

IMAGE 4   Most boats were very overcrowded, with most 
people having to endure almost the entire trip below deck, 
and no toilet facilities. One boat had over 2,500 people. 

IMAGE 5   Journeys lasted anywhere from half a week to 
months, if lost or left adrift. Pirate attacks, mostly from 
Thailand, were common. One big survey estimated 2 out of 
every 3 boats were subject to attacks, averaging 3 attacks.  

IMAGE 6   “Landing” often involved rescue, and some died 
just hundreds of meters from shore. Malaysia, Hong Kong, 
Indonesia, Thailand, the Philippines, Singapore took in 
most of the Boat People, in descending order. 

IMAGE 7   Most refugees had no identity documentation  
so errors in processing gave many a new identity to some 
extent. Some had never seen a photograph before this time 
and were in for the shock or scare of their lives. 

IMAGE 8   Life in a refugee camp often meant living under 
something rather than in something, often in the wild with 
the wildlife, on dirt that was mud in rain, and overcrowded. 

IMAGE 9   Refugees were asked to which country they 
would like to emigrate, but during interviews, nobody took 
it for granted they would get to go there. Most had multiple 
interviews, if not with different countries, then with the 
same ones again. This especially true for applicants to the 
US, or left to the US if no one else took them after 5 years. 

IMAGE 10   The United Nations, who helped organize  
the immigration process, got most people to one of their 
desired destinations. The US accepted the most of any 
country by far, while Canada took about 137,000. Other 
countries also accepted Vietnamese and other Southeast 
Asians fleeing over the same time in the same areas. 

IMAGE 11   In Halifax, the Metropolitan Immigrant 
Settlement Association (MISA) was set up in September 
1980 to help the large numbers of Vietnamese refugees 
arriving. Photo belongs to the filmmaker (holding stretched 
flag), with younger sister (holding flag), and Mom behind 
sister. Dad was taking the photo. The lady behind the 
filmmaker is Nancy Tough, while the gentle at back right is 
Gary MacDonald, both of whom would become Executive 
Directors of MISA. Dark haired lady at right is Dianne 
Walker, Mom’s English as a Second Language teacher. 

IMAGE 12   Just about every Vietnamese refugee who 
survived the journey knows someone close who did not 
succeed. When 1 died for every 4 or 5 who succeeded,  
it is hard not to know someone who did not make it,  
and they will never be forgotten. 

IMAGE 13   Photo given to the filmmaker’s family by a 
kind worker in the refugee camp. The gentleman at far left 
and his wife sitting with the baby had been in the camp for 
about 3 years by the time the filmmaker and family arrived. 
They would be there another 2 years. The gentlemen at far 
right and second from left were brothers on the boat with 
the filmmaker and his family. They now live in Alberta. The 
filmmaker’s sister is to his right, and Parents directly behind 

IMAGE 14   A photo of a child in a refugee camp with a 
toy boat much like the ones many came on. It was made 
out of Coke cans, interestingly enough, but the filmmaker 
had removed the logos all over the boat. 

IMAGE 15   A photo of some refugees on their boat on the 
high seas, just before being rescued. This would be among 
the more pleasant scenes found on boats fleeing Viet Nam. 

PRODUCTION NOTES 
Cameras were neither common nor priority for the Boat 
People of Vietnamese, so relatively few photos exist of their 
20 year exodus. Most photos used in the film were from 
the United Nations (UN) archive of its involvement in the 
refugee camps. The archive was not public, but one staff 
provided the filmmaker with their entire digitized photo 
collection of Vietnamese refugees when he came to ask  
in person in New York in May, 2010. Having the entire 
collection to work with afterward made production much 
easier than had he been forced to choose a limited set  
that day, and to this staff the filmmaker is most grateful. 

The digital photos obtained did not have enough 
resolution to print large enough to be used as props for 
filming, so a monitor slide show format had to be used to 
show them. The water movement effects added symbolism 
and visual interest, while the handwritten annotations 
personalized the images and story. Adobe Photoshop and 
Fireworks were used to edit images and test animation 
specifications. However, a modern personal computer could 
not animate the high resolution 1920x1080 pixel images  
at full speed for an entire minute, so film had to be called 
upon to create the best quality product. It served a true 
purpose rather than one for the sake of a film project.  

The film was shot frame by frame stop animation off  
a monitor in complete darkness, in one take. A Bolex H-16 
camera on a tripod was used, with the shortest C-mount 
lens, 200 speed silent B&W film. Simulated film speed was 
8-12 frames/second (fps), pending special effect desired, 
with each photo filmed as needed to play back at 24 fps. 
Aperture was the maximum because light meter readings 
taken right in front of varying monitor intensities all showed 
insufficient lighting, and film development was bumped up 
1 f-stop to help it further. The results were satisfactory, 
with the water reflection effects created lost in the process.  

Marker colouring to create a water blue duotone was 
considered, but rejected for too much grain distraction.  
The digital version online, at a much smaller size, will have 
this blue hue added from Photoshop, and can be found on 
YouTube and digitalcitizen.ca by searching vuot bien. 


