
September 12, 2007 
Vietnamese Child with Cleft Pallet 

By Floyd Robertson 
 
A US Army Captain, I was the Battalion Civil Affairs Officer, S-5, of the 1st Battalion 77th Armor, 
1st Brigade 5th Infantry Division (Mechanized), in the spring of 1970.  I was dealing with programs 
for the assistance of local civilians in Vietnam.  Over the years, I have related stories about things 
that happened during my time in Vietnam.  Anyone who has known me since about 1970 has 
probably listened to my tale about the Vietnamese child who had a cleft pallet. 
 
This child, Tran Van Xung, lived in the Duan Kinh Hamlet, a part of Hai Xuan Village, in Quang Tri 
Province, approximate coordinates YD409538.  This hamlet can be found on USGS map sheet 
L701464421, Thon Ngo Xa Dong, most of which is ocean.  It does have a stretch of beach 
containing the Wunder Beach heavy vehicle landing location, and a short piece of the north end of 
highway 555 (really a dirt road at the time), marked on some maps as ‘Street Without Joy’.  The map 
shows a narrow roadway nearby, alongside an irrigation canal.   
 
My notes from the time show that I took an S-5 operation (a MedCap, Newsreel, and Movie) on 16 
March 1970 to the Tra Loc Hamlet, located on that roadway at YD405542, where I found the child, 
age 8, with a severe cleft pallet.  His mother brought him to me from the Duan Kinh Hamlet, just a 
short distance away.  Both Hamlets were part of the Hai Xuan Village.  His upper lip was missing; 
he had no front teeth or the supporting structure for them. 
 
As a result of this deformity, the child could not speak; air just whooshed out the gap where his front 
teeth should have been.  A day or so later, I described this deformity to a US Navy Doctor at the 
Quang Tri Province Hospital (not an American hospital) in Quang Tri City, which was about 6 miles 
away.  That doctor told me that, although he had never repaired such a cleft pallet, he knew what to 
do, as he had studied it in medical school. 
 
I returned to the hamlet with an interpreter, and explained to the mother what had to be done.  She 
cried and cried as I drove away with the child in my jeep.  Alternating teams of two doctors each 
flew to the Province Hospital daily from the USS Sanctuary, the only offshore hospital ship left after 
departure of the USS Repose from Da Nang, coincidently on 16 March 1970.   
 
When I next stopped by the hospital, the mother was there, having walked there with a small bag of 
belongings.  The doctor, a Navy Lieutenant, performed some corrective surgery, then additional 
surgery on his next rotation.  The doctor told me that he would not have time to complete cosmetic 
repairs, because he would soon leave permanently.  However, he did assure me that the child would 
be able to learn to speak after these corrections. 
 
I have wondered for the past 37 years about that child.  I hope he made it.  Helping him was the one 
most useful thing I knew of that I had a hand in during my year in Quang Tri Province.  I don't seem 
to have a photo of the child, unfortunately.  It probably did not occur to me at the time to take one.   
 
A former Commander, Tom Miller, and members of my former Battalion planned a ‘return to 
Vietnam’ trip, scheduled for October 2007.  On learning of this story, the tour director told me on 18 
August 2007 that it might be possible to locate the boy with the detailed information I provided. 
I was very surprised and pleased when, on 9 September 2007, I received the following email: 



 
From:  tt vuong  
To:  farclr@nts-online.net  
Sent:  Sunday, September 09, 2007 6:31 PM 
Subject:  Hello from Hanoi 
 
Dear Mr. Floyd Robinson, 
  
My name's Vuong.I'm daughter of Mr.Tran Van Xung.I 'm 16 year old, now I live with my 
grandparents and my aunt in Ha Noi. Through Mr. Ed Garr, My father knows that you still 
remember him after more than 30 years and he is very happy. 
  
How are you and your family?  My family, we thank you for repairing cleft pallet for my dad. 
We live in Duan Kinh village, Hai Xuan commune, Quang Tri province. My parents are farmers, the 
life is hard but my parents are pleased about their children. I have two brothers and a sister at 14, 12 
and 10 years old, big family !!! 
  
I am now living in Hanoi with my aunt grandparents, I go to school here.  
My Tel is: 84 4 833xxxx 
  
Once again, my dad wants to express his thanks to you and would like to invite you to our home 
when you come to Vietnam. 
  
We hope you are well and look forward to seeing you in Vietnam. 
  
Vuong 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
The message from the young girl really made my day, though she was given a misspelled version of 
my name.  I have no idea how much cosmetic correction the Navy doctor was able to do 37 years 
ago, but it looks like the child I tried to help did survive the war, and continues to be a survivor 
today. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Floyd Robertson                                                 
4702 61st St 
Lubbock TX 79414-4527 
806-799-4174 
farclr@nts-online.net      
                      

 
 

15 April 1970 Captain Floyd Robertson 
w/Vietnamese Dai Uy (CPT) rank insignia 

 



 
 
As unbelievable as it seems, a new development about this came on 13 September 2007, when I 
received by mail a hand written note from Mr. Ed Garr, Captain USMC (Retired) regarding his visit 
with Mr. Tran Van Xung at his home in Duan Kinh Hamlet on 30 August 2007, along with 2 print 
photos.  (Mr. David Wall later provided 10 digital photos.)  I had no idea he would follow up on this 
so soon, and follow my instructions right to the home in Vietnam.  Mr. Garr is a Tour Director at 
Military Historical Tours, Inc, which operates out of Alexandria VA, http://www.miltours.com.   
 
Mr. Garr’s note reads: 

9/11/07    
Floyd, 
A very enjoyable experience for me.   
One of the children was camera shy, the other was in school in Hanoi. 
He showed me a picture of him and his mother prior to surgery. 
Ed 
 

 
The child is holding the picture of me that I sent to 
Mr. Ed Garr 

 
Mr. Tran Van Xung w/photo of his mother – visible 
scar looks pretty good 

 
In an email forwarded, Mr. Garr had more comments, which I have summarized and paraphrased: 
 
The boy survived the war, married, and has 4 children.  He is a poor farmer; his mother deceased since 1999 
and remembers the S-5.  I left his picture with him. I took photos of him and the family and will send them 
upon arrival US.  I was invited to his modest home for tea and fruit.  It was a very touching experience for me 
and my interpreter to find him and share our experience with your S-5.   
I had time to investigate, but the 1-77 Armor group will not be able to go to his location in October due to 
time constraints, the farmer’s unavailability and accessibility into the area. The road by his former village 
doesn't exist and is under major repair. 
Ed Garr 
--------------------------------- 
 



(update) 
Wednesday September 19, we decided to ask Military Historical Tours about the possibility of 
joining my old unit, the Steel Tigers, on their tour.  Incredibly, through the efforts of MHT personnel 
and Vietnam Tourism, Clarice and I had our Vietnam Emigration Department authorizations for 
Visa on Arrival, as well as air tickets on Korean Air by Thursday afternoon September 20.  With 
only days to plan, we arranged to fly to LA on Friday, September 28. 
 
We met the small group of 23, including 4 wives and 4 tour company personnel, in LA.  There, I 
checked email at the last minute, and discovered a message from the teen-age Miss Vuong, who said 
her father wanted the date he should go to HaNoi to meet me.  That is more than 600 kilometers, or 
375 miles for him!  I wrote back to say that we would be in Dong Ha, only about 16 miles from his 
home, and that I would tell mister Garr, who had her phone number.   
 
Finally, on Thursday, October 4, Mr. Tran Van Xung walked into the restaurant where we had just 
started dinner.  He had ridden his bicycle to Dong Ha from his home in Duan Kinh village.  At the 
home of his brother in law, he changed into very smart dress clothes for the occasion. 
 
I had not realized for these many years that he wondered about me, as I did about him.  It was a very 
pleasant evening, conversing through interpreters.  Xung announced to the group that he wanted to 
‘thank this man for my smile’.  I certainly felt honored by his comments.  Finally, on October 10, the 
teen-age daughter Vuong and her very capable ‘aunt’ Minh Tam arrived by motorbike to join us for 
dinner in HaNoi.  We had a very pleasant evening, talking over tea after dinner. 
 

 
Tran Van Xung, and Floyd Robertson 
October 4, 2007 in Dong Ha 

 
Miss Minh Tam, Miss Vuong, and Floyd 
Robertson --  October 10, 2007 in HaNoi 

 
This whole experience was nothing short of awesome.  It seems that this trip was ‘meant to be’.  And 
the military area and bases tour with the Steel Tigers group was great, answering many questions 
about half recalled events and places.  We have a new perspective, with about 700 photos of a 
country making great progress, and a beautiful, warm, friendly, and generous people. 
 
 
(Updated October 2007-I have several more photos)    
Xung has asked for information about the Navy doctor from the USS Sanctuary.  I hope that he will 
be recognized by someone, and that he will contact me.  It would be great to share this story.   


