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Israel Provides Refuge to Persecuted Vietnamese
O

n July 19, 1977, on the White House lawn, the following exchange took place between United States President Jimmy Carter and the newly elected Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin: 

President Carter: 


“I was particularly impressed that the first official action of his [Prime Minister Bergin’s] government was to admit into Israel 66 homeless refugees from Vietnam who had been floating around in the oceans of the world excluded by many nations who are their neighbors, who had been picked up by an Israeli ship and to whom he gave a home. It was an act of compassion, an act of sensitivity and recognition by him and his government about the importance for a home for people who were destitute….again typifying the historic struggle of the people of Israel.”

Prime Minister Begin: 


“It was a natural act to us, Mr. President. We remembered, we never have forgotten, the boat with 900 Jews [The St. Louis] having left Germany in the last weeks before the Second World War… traveling from harbor to harbor, from country to country, crying out for refuge. They were refused… Therefore it was natural that my first act as prime minister was to give those people a haven in the land of Israel.”

T

he Vietnamese “boat people”, as they came to be known, were not only given a safe haven in Israel; they were granted immediate and complete Israeli citizenship. 

In April 1975, after decades of civil war in Vietnam, the forces of the totalitarian government of North Vietnam were victorious. The South Vietnamese regime fell, and their supporters, the United States army, withdrew in defeat. Hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese secretly fled in desperation to escape political persecution, torture and reprisals. Often, they escaped by sea in small unseaworthy boats. 

Risking starvation, dehydration, drowning and disease, many were had no experience on the rough seas and were blown off course. All too many suffered at the hands of pirates who robbed, raped and killed many passengers. All too often, as they approached bordering countries, they were turned away by the local authorities. 

A

s the situation at home deteriorated, even more chose to escape. The numbers of Vietnamese refugees climbed higher, into many hundreds of thousands, in each year from 1976 through 1978. 

In 1977, one group, denied entry by several other countries, found sanctuary in Israel. Israel’s role in this tragic saga began on June 10, 1977, when an Israeli cargo ship on its way to Japan came across a boatful of 66 Vietnamese men, women and children. They were out of food, dehydrated, extremely weak and even as they saw approaching ships, they remained fearful of pirates. They were lost. The boat was leaking. In spite of their desperate SOS signals, ships from East Germany, Norway, Japan and Panama had already passed them by. 

The Israeli captain and crew immediately offered food and water and decided to bring all the passengers on board. 

These were the first of three groups of Vietnamese refugees to be rescued and resettled. In the years 1977 through 1979, Israel welcomed over three hundred Vietnamese refugees. 

Now there is a thriving Vietnamese community in Israel. 
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The Truth About Israel:





‘It was an act of compassion, an act of sensitivity and �recognition about the importance for a home for �people who were destitute…again typifying �the historic struggle of the people of Israel.’





Truthaboutisrael is an American non-political nonprofit organization dedicated to providing facts not reported in the mass media.  �Fact Sheets made possible by American Zionist Movement in cooperation with USD/Hagshama Dept WZO.  To obtain copies: info@azm.org
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