
ese in the United States, many of whom were interna-
tional students, war brides or military personnel. But 
Vietnamese Americans today arrived as refugees and 
immigrants since the end of the war. Although they 
were lumped together as “refugees,” they were and 
are diverse in terms of their class, ethnic, regional, 

religious, linguistic, 
and ideological back-
grounds. Their migra-
tion paths varied, and 
they often struggled 
with resettling in a new 
homeland and rebuild-
ing their lives. 

Thuy Vo Dang has a 
doctorate in ethnic stud-
ies from the U.C. San 
Diego. Before her ap-
pointment as archivist, 
Vo Dang served as the 
Project Director for the 
Vietnamese American 
Oral History Project at 
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The Orange County Historical Society will mark 
the 40th anniversary of the fall of Saigon and the 

beginnings of our local Vietnamese-American com-
munity at their upcoming meeting, April 9, 2015, 
7:00 p.m. (program begins at 7:30 p.m.) at Trinity 
Episcopal Church, 2400 N. Canal St., in Orange. 

Dr. Thuy Vo Dang, Ar-
chivist for the South-
east Asian Archive and 
Regional History at 
UCI’s Libraries, will 
discuss “Black April 
and the Vietnamese in 
Orange County.” This 
program is open to the 
public at no charge.

When Saigon tragically 
fell to the communists 
on April 30, 1975, it 
marked the end of the 
long and bloody 
Vietnam War and 
sparked a mass exodus by those who valued their 
lives and their freedom.

Although dispersed throughout the world, many 
came to central Orange County, where three cities—
Westminster, Garden Grove, and Santa Ana— now 
have “Welcome to Little Saigon” signs. The people 
here constitute the largest population of Vietnamese 
outside of Vietnam. They have created flourishing 
residential neighborhoods and bustling commercial 
centers and have transformed the social, cultural, 
economic, and political life of the region. 

Prior to 1975, there were a small number of Vietnam-
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Join Us !

History of the Vietnamese
in Orange County

~~ Thuy Vo Dang ~~

April 9, 2015 at 7:30 pm

Trinity Episcopal Church
2400 N. Canal St. Orange, CA  92865

A class at a Vietnamese refugee camp school at Camp Pendleton, 1975. (Photo 
courtesy Southeast Asian Archives, UCI Library Special Collections.)

Discovering the History of the Vietnamese in Orange County
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We are still seeking articles for this year’s issue 
of 

Orange Countiana on almost any aspect of local his-
tory.  Articles should be no more than 5,000 words; 
footnotes are welcome, but not required, and illustra-
tions are always a plus. 

This year’s deadline is mid-June. For more informa-
tion, contact editor Phil Brigandi at ockid@netzero.
com.

Calling all member email addresses!

If you would like to hear about upcoming events, 
announcements, and reminders (ahem, membership 

renewals), please send your email address to Guy Ball 
at membership@orangecountyhistory.org.

Please include any address updates or corrections to 
Guy as well. Thank you!

BOARD ANNOUNCEMENTS

Save the Date!

Orange County Historical 
Society Annual Dinner

Heritage Museum of 
Orange County

3101 W. Harvard St.
Santa Ana, 92704

Friday, June 12, 2015
6 pm TO10 pm

More information to follow...

Lynne Yauger
(714) 970-7127



of the early 20th century, as “horseless carriages” be-
gan to become common. But unlike horses, 
automobiles needed paved roads.

The movement actually began looking backwards. For 
a number of years there had been a growing interest in 
recognizing the old El Camino Real, the Royal Road 
that ran from mission to mission in Spanish times. The 
California Federation of Women’s Clubs took up the 
issue in 1902, calling for the preservation of the route 
by making it a state highway. 

In 

1904, the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce called 
a convention to promote a highway along El Camino 
Real from San Diego to Santa Barbara, which led to 
the creation of the El Camino Real Association. Lo-
cal “sections” were established throughout Southern 
California, including a chapter in Santa Ana. The 
Association worked with local officials, historians, 
and surveyors to select a route that both mirrored 
the historic Camino Real, but was also practical as a 
modern highway. In 1910, California voters approved 
$18,000,000 in highway construction bonds.

UCI. It was during this period that OC Weekly dubbed 
her “The Studs Terkel of Little Saigon.”

Her book, Vietnamese in Orange County, with co-
authors Linda Trinh Vo and Tram Le, was published 
this year by Arcadia Publishing. Images in this book 
came from UCI’s archival collections and the authors’ 
personal collections, as well as from journalists, art-
ists, students, and community leaders. 

Road Trips: The  Old State Highway 
by Phil Brigandi

California’s first state highway was built through 
the center of Orange County in 1914-15. Since it 

was the only state highway, it had no number – it was 
just “the state highway.” Portions of it later became 
Highway 101, or were replaced by Interstate 5.

The highway grew out of the Good Roads Movement 
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The original State Highway through downtown Capistrano Beach, 1930. Notice the narrow strip of pavement. (Courtesy the Orange County 
Archives)

Road Trip....cont. on pg 4

Vietnamese....cont. from pg 1



The 45-mile route through Orange County zigzagged 
from town to town, passing through many of the major 
communities of the time. After some delays in acquir-
ing the right-of-way, construction began in 1914 and 
the 15- to 18-foot wide concrete highway was dedi-
cated in November 1915. By 1916, the highway was 
open all the way to San Diego.

A line of distinctive El Camino Real bells marked 
much of the original state highway. Designed by Mrs. 
A.S.C. Forbes in 1906, the first bells went up even be-
fore the highway was built. The first in Orange County 
was placed by Peter Schumacher outside his real estate 
office on Harbor Blvd. in Fullerton that same year. 
The county bought ten bells in 1916 to mark the local 
stretch of the state highway. A number of bells can still 
be found along the original route; some are original, 
others are replacements. The earliest bells are dated 
1769 and 1906, for the beginning of El Camino Real, 
and the introduction of the bells.

Motorlog

The original state highway entered Orange County 
on Whittier Blvd. Set your odometer at Valley Home 
Avenue in La Habra, and start east.

One of the reminders that this was once “the” state 
highway are the many small motels all along the way 
from La Habra to Tustin. The Hyland Motel (just past 
Euclid on the north side of the street) is one of many 
examples. 

At mile 2.4 turn south on Harbor Blvd. (originally 
known as Spadra Road). Harbor takes you over the 
Coyote Hills. Much of this area was once part of Do-
mingo Bastanchury’s vast sheep ranch, which became 
one of the most valuable oilfields in the area in the 
early 1900s. The Bastanchurys switched from sheep 
to citrus, but lost the property during the Depression, 
when it became the Sunny Hills Ranch.

Coming into downtown Fullerton, there is an El Cami-
no Real bell in the center median between Wilshire 
and Amerige. Peter Schumacher’s original bell was at 
the northwest corner of Amerige and Harbor. A few 
other bells can be seen scattered all along your drive. 
Several of them seem to be originals, dating back 

to the earliest days of the highway. Others are later 
replacements. 

As you cross the Riverside (91) freeway, you enter 
Anaheim. The highway originally jogged left here 
(mile 8.4) on what is now La Palma Park Way, which 
angles along the north side of La Palma Park. This 
little stretch was originally built to connect Harbor 
to Los Angeles Street (now Anaheim Blvd.) through 
downtown Anaheim, but it’s no longer possible to 
turn left there off Harbor. Continue past the park to La 
Palma Ave., turn left, then make a right on Anaheim 
Blvd. and you’re back on the old highway.

This is the oldest part of Anaheim (though only a few 
of the early downtown buildings remain). West on Cy-
press Street was Anaheim’s “Chinatown” – the largest 
in Orange County – which survived into the 1930s.

Passing under the Santa Ana (5) Freeway (mile 11.8), 
turn left onto Manchester Blvd. which will take you 
down to Chapman Avenue in Orange (if you ignore 
the many opportunities to get on the freeway here. The 
old highway paralleled the freeway all the way down 
to Chapman; today, Manchester cuts off just west of 
there.

This stretch of the old highway was home to some of 
Orange County’s most notorious night clubs in the 
1930s and ‘40s. Yet you’ll also pass Melrose Abbey, 
one of the county’s first mausoleums. 

At mile 13.4 turn left on Chapman Ave. and head for 
Orange, passing UCI Medical Center (once the county 
hospital and poor farm) before ducking under the I-5 
again. In 1930, Santa Ana built a cut-off here, which 
ran southeast to Main Street, bypassing Orange. The 
freeway follows this route today. 

By sticking to the old highway, you reach Main Street 
at mile 14.9, turn right and head south. 

Here, midway between Orange and Santa Ana, a little 
roadside business district known as Orana grew up 
in the 1910s and ‘20s. The old Christiansen & Grow 
service station, with its sweeping, storybook cottage 
roofline (mile 15.2) is the best-known reminder of 
Orana, but several other early buildings survive, in-
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cluding the 1930 Stewart Building, at Stewart Drive.

Stewart Drive is also the entrance to St. Joseph’s Hos-
pital, founded by the Sisters of St. Joseph in 1929. The 
original building still stands, but is now hidden behind 
more recent construction.

Crossing over the Garden Grove (22) freeway, you en-
ter Santa Ana, where the old highway takes you right 
through the center of downtown at Fourth and Main, 
with its many landmark buildings.

Turn left on First Street (mile 17.7) and continue down 
into Tustin. Turn right on El Camino Real (mile 20.2) 
which takes you through old downtown Tustin. El 
Camino Real continues almost to Culver Drive, gener-
ally following the route of the old highway, before 
coming to an end in a cul-de-sac at mile 23.6. 

If you want to continue south, double back to Jambo-
ree Road where you can get on the Santa Ana Free-
way, which was built on top of the old highway. Get 
off at Avery Parkway in Laguna Niguel and re-set 
your odometer at the bottom of the ramp. Turn right 
on Avery, then immediately left on Camino Capistrano 
and you’re back on the old state highway – in fact, 
portions of the old concrete paving still survive along 
this stretch.

You’re in San Juan Capistrano now, where historic 
buildings are everywhere. But not everything is as old 
as it seems. The San Juan Capistrano Basilica church 
at Acjachema Street, for example, was built in 1986, 
but designed to resemble the Great Stone Church at 
Mission San Juan Capistrano just beyond it, which 
was destroyed by an earthquake in 1812.

Stay on Camino Capistrano all the way through town 
and into Dana Point. At mile 5.6 Camino Capistrano 
veers to the left, but stay on the main road, which be-
comes Doheny Park Road. It will take you through old 
downtown Capistrano Beach (also known as Doheny 
Park during the 1930s and ‘40s), then curves to the left 
to become Pacific Coast Highway.

As you enter San Clemente, Pacific Coast Highway 
becomes El Camino Real, which winds through the 
oldest parts of town. Eventually you’ll reach the south-

ernmost tip of Orange County, and just beyond it, in 
San Diego County, Cristianitos Road. Turn right and 
you can get back on the freeway for your return home.

UPCOMING EVENTS

April 9  –  The Vietnamese in Orange County  
Thuy Vo Dang

April 25 - Tour of Rancho Los Cerritos in
Long Beach

May 14 - WPA/PWA Architecture and Art in 
Orange County - Charles Epting

May 16 - History Hike at Bolsa Chica
Chris Jepsen

June 12 - Annual Dinner, Heritage Museum of 
Orange County

September 10 - Season Kick-Off Meeting at 
Sherman Gardens

October 8 – Knott’s Halloween Haunt
Ted Dougherty & Eric Lynxwiler 

November 12 - Rancho Santa Margarita
Michael Woods

December 10 - Show & Tell

Road....cont from pg 4
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A new book, the Vietnamese in Orange County, 
chronicles the history of the migration of the 

Vietnamese to Orange County from the fall of South 
Vietnam in the mid-1970s to the current day. Through 
over 280 vintage photographs and detailed informa-
tion, the book gives a very thorough overview of why 
these refugees had to leave their homeland, what they 
endured as they moved to a 
foreign land, and the success so 
many had with their entrepre-
neurial and resilient spirits.

The book begins by showing 
family photos of men, women, 
and children still in their native 
country and then moves into 
the massive resettlement effort 
of hundreds of thousands as 
the North was winning the war 
and persecuting all those in the 
South who had opposed them. 
Photos show some of the tent 
cities that sprang up overnight 
at US military bases overseas.  
One poignant family portrait 
shows the Nhan Thi Nguyen 
family outside of their tent in 
1975. The mother raised her nine children alone until 
her husband was released from a Vietnamese re-educa-
tion camp twelve years later.

The book moves to the rapid adaptation of the Viet-
namese to their new country as they went back to 
school for new skills or reinvented their lives by 
creating new businesses. While many families were 
resettled to various parts of the United States, so many 
began to move once again to a warmer climate and 
where many of their fellow countrymen had settled – 
Orange County.  They began their lives again in cities 
like Garden Grove and Westminster, which were more 

affordable to start anew.

Often, I felt like I was viewing a family photo album 
where the family members numbered in the hundreds 
of thousands.  By including those types of photos, 
the authors created a wonderful way of absorbing the 
reader into experiencing the family life and of the 

new immigrants.  I learned about 
the struggles and successes, the 
religious and cultural life of the 
community.  And as is apparent 
in the current day, we see their 
civic engagement as they em-
braced and became a vital part 
of the American political scene 
– on the local, state, and national 
levels.

Even though I grew up in the 
70s and 80s, I knew only a little 
about the resettlement effort. The 
authors have given me an under-
standing of the amazing character 
and strength of those who came 
to America and started their lives 
over again.  The Vietnamese 
community’s accomplishments 

in this “land of opportunity” are a tremendous success 
story – and one that I would have truly appreciated 
without reading this book.

The authors of Vietnamese in Orange County, Thuy 
Vo Dang, Linda Trinh Vo, and Tram Le are all key 
leaders in the extensive Southeast Asian Archive and 
Vietnamese Oral History Project at UC Irvine.  Their 
expertise and access to some phenomenal images and 
information have created an important publication for 
their audience. The book was published by Arcadia 
Publishing and is available at most Barnes and Noble 
stores and online through amazon.com and others.

Discovering the History of the Vietnamese in Orange County
A Book Review by Guy Ball
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OCHS Publications
TITLE PRICE QTY
A Gathering of Tribute to Don Meadows * (1982) soft cover $   1.00
Cañada de la Brea by Virginia Carpenter*    soft cover $ 10.00
Centennial Bibliography of Orange County *
From Wine to Disneyland by Eleanor Sullivan (1985)
Henry and Blanche Wagner by Edwin Carpenter

hard cover
soft cover
soft cover

$ 40.00
$  5.00
$  1.00

House of Bernardo Yorba by Don Meadows *   soft cover $  4.00
José Antonio Yorba by Arnold Dominguez	 *      soft cover $  4.00
The Portolá Expedition 1789*     soft cover $  3.00
The  Orange Blossoms: 50 Years of Growth in Orange County *+T hard cover $ 40.00
Postcard History Series: Orange County*      soft cover $ 20.00
Orange County Centennial Historical Map $   4.00
Richard Nixon’s Southern Calif Illus. Map-Fold Out $   4.00

 Orange Countiana I * soft cover sold out
 Orange Countiana II *       soft cover $ 12.00
Orange Countiana III *     soft cover $ 12.00
Orange Countiana  IV *Architecture:                                                                      hard cover $ 40.00
Orange Countiana  V * Early Business:  soft cover $ 20.00
Orange Countiana  VI *   (2010)      soft cover $ 20.00
Orange Countiana  VII *   (2011)     soft cover $ 20.00
Orange Countiana  VIII *  (2012)     
Orange Countiana IX *   (2013) 

soft cover
soft cover 

$ 20.00
$20.00

Proceedings of the Conference of O.C. History 1988* soft cover $ 10.00
Proceedings of the Conference of O.C. History 1989*
O.C. Almanac #3 by Jim Sleeper

soft cover
soft cover

$ 10.00
$  5.00

Orange County Through Four Centuries by Leo J. Friis soft cover $ 16.00
Orange County Bibliography hard cover $ 40.00
Orange County: A Centennial Celebration by Doris Walker
Terry E. Stephenson by Allen Goddard

TOTAL

$ 10.00
$  1.00

S & H.
TOTAL   
AMT.

*denotes publications by OCHS
Shipping and handling: $4.00 first item, $1.00 each additional item. 
Except items denoted by “+” are $5.00 first item, $1.00 each additional item.
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