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VIETNAMESE AMERICAN EXPERIENCES TWO HOMECOMINGS

FAYETTEVILLE, NC—Sixteen years have passed since Cu Phung fled Vietnam on a boat.
Thus summer he returned to Ho Chi Minh City, formerly Saigon, to visit his mother.

Shortly after his return from Vietnam, Dr. Phung experienced a second homecoming at
Methodist College in Fayetteville, his alma mater. He recently joined the faculty there as
assistant professor of chemistry.

It's been quite a summer for the 31-year-old. He had not seen his mother since 1979,
when she paid a large sum in gold to have her 15-year-old son smuggled out of the country on
a boat. The print shop owned by Cu’s parents was confiscated in 1975, when the Communists
took control of Saigon.

“We were happy to see each other,” he said. “She lives in the Cholon section of the city. |
was there eight days. She is all the family | have now, except for an uncle in China. My father
died in 1978.”

An American citizen since 1985, Dr. Phung is pleased that the U.S. has reestablished
diplomatic relations with the Republic of Vietnam. It will simplify his efforts to bring his mother
to America. In addition, he believes it will open up vast new markets for American goods and
services.

He said his hometown is already experiencing a new prosperity. “There seemed to be
more people on the streets and more motorbikes than | remember as a child,” he noted. “| also
visited China, Thailand, and Hong Kong.”

The story of Cu Phung’s deliverance 16 years ago is remarkable. After reaching Malaysia
by boat, he was removed from a refugee camp and brought to Peoria, lllinois by the Catholic
Social Services Program.

U.S. Army First Sergeant John Moore and his wife Diana met Cu at the CSSP center and
accepted him as their foster son. When John Moore was transferred to Fort Bragg in 1983, Cu
enrolled at Methodist College.

Cu excelled at Methodist, graduating “cum laude” with a double major in chemistry and
mathematics and a minor in computer science. As a student, he was active in the Student
Government Association, Lambda Chi Alpha, Alpha Chi, ODK, and Tri Beta. In 1987, the
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faculty awarded him the Stacy Weaver Award, given annually to an outstanding member of
each graduating class.

Cu Phung became a naturalized citizen in November, 1985, in a special ceremony held in
the college’s Reeves Auditorium. His Lamba Chi fraternity brothers sponsored the swearing-in
ceremony, which was conducted by U.S. Magistrate Wallace Dixon of the U.S. District Court
for Eastern North Carolina.

After graduating from Methodist in 1987, Cu entered the Ph.D. program in chemistry at
Duke University. He was a graduate teaching assistant there and did his doctoral dissertation
on computational chemistry, using nuclear magnetic resonance and quantum mechanics to
describe the electronic structure of molecules and how these structures affect the magnetic
fields around them.

Cu said he enjoyed the mental challenge of graduate school and learned a lot about com-
puters. “It got my mind working and taught me how to be an independent thinker,” he ex-
plained. He credits his high school chemistry teacher (Mr. Sharp at Pontiac High School in
lllinois) with getting him hooked on chemistry. “Everything around us is chemistry,” he noted.

After receiving his Ph.D. from Duke in December 1992, Cu accepted a postdoctoral re-
search fellowship at the University of Utah, where he continued his research. In the spring of
this year, he saw an ad in Chemical and Engineering News for a chemistry teaching position at
Methodist College. He applied and was hired to fill what is essentially a new position.

After a week on the job at Methodist, Cu said he felt right at home. “What really brought
me back to Methodist is its people,” said Cu. “l consider the faculty and staff my second fam-
ily.”

Cu is teaching two general chemistry classes and one class in physical science. “Memori-
zation is not what | will stress,” he said. “l want to make my students think. | want them to get
something out of my class that will help them in other ways.”
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NOTE TO EDITORS: We will be glad to send you a photo of Dr. Phung upon request.































































