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Slow Dancing in Saigon contains material from several sources. Text composed by the authors is labelled 

R&JT. Text from the Michigan State University Vietnam Project Briefing Information manual is labelled 

MSUVP. Comments from our American Community School classmates are identified as ACS.
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This photograph was taken by the famous French photographer Raymond Cauchetier, 

who began taking photographs while serving in the press corps of the French Air Force 

in Indochina. It is from a collection of images he shot in Saigon in 1955. Later, upon his 

return to France, Cauchetier became the set photographer on Jean Luc Godard’s debut film  

Breathless (A Bout de Souffle). The photograph is entitled Points of View. The  

accompanying caption described the street photographers as ambushing their subjects, 

each one jockeying for a different angle from which to shoot the two French soldiers.
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These Vietnamese paparazzi are not the ones who took the photographs used in this book, 

which were mostly shot between 1959 and 1961. If, however, they left their post on Rue 

Catinat, the main commercial street of downtown Saigon, and walked a block west to 

Boulevard Charner, also known as Flower Street, they would come upon the kiosks out of 

which the party photographers worked. Star Photo, Pham Van Photo, and Provence Photo 

were the places we teenagers would go to hire photographers to shoot the weekly parties 

that we held in the houses provided for our parents by their employers, which were, typically, 

villas that had previously belonged to the French. And it was to these kiosks that we would 

return a day or two after the parties to look through albums of 3.5” x 5.5” black and white 

prints with delicately scalloped edges, eager to find images of ourselves and our friends that 

we would then order copies of for our scrapbooks. R&JT
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I recently came across an invitation for a party  

Tom was giving that had the reminder  

“don’t forget your dancing shoes.” ACS
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Saigon Has Charm of France
The City’s Face is French, but Its Heart is Oriental

Saigon, Vietnam – This French colonial city on the 
crossroads to Bangkok and Hong Kong is back in business 
as a tourist center. Since the signing of the Geneva armistice 
in 1954, peace and prosperity have gradually returned to 
Saigon. Although the city is now the capital of the Republic 
of Vietnam, the face of Saigon remains French with shady 
boulevards and sidewalk cafes reminiscent of Paris.  Beneath 
this sophisticated façade, the heart of Saigon is Oriental, 
noisy on feast days with dragon dances and exploding 
firecrackers.  Chinese junks and sampans dot the sprawling 
harbor, and the streets are jammed with automobiles,  
horse-drawn carts and three-wheeled pedicabs.  

While the business boom has lured many travelers back to 
Saigon, the turning of the tourist tide to Vietnam stems in 
part from its new accessibility.  Jet planes link Saigon to  
the United States’ west coast via Honolulu, Guam and 
Manila, and with Singapore and Jakarta.  Hand-in-hand 
with the opening of the jet age in Vietnam is the addition 
of Saigon to the ports-of-call lists for around-the-world 
steamship cruises.

The cutting of red tape for entry and customs also has been 
a stimulant to tourism.  A favorable exchange rate offered 
to visitors in Vietnam serves as an additional attraction.  

Americans can buy 75 piasters for one dollar on the free 
market. The traveler with a few piasters to spare will find 
good buys in pottery, lacquer screens, hand-painted silks 
and tortoise shell. Bargaining, of course, is the custom, 
especially in the huge central market, where everything  
is sold, from coolie hats to priceless jade, according to  
Pan-American World Airways.

The renewed tourist interest in Vietnam has sparked the 
refurbishing of a number of hotels. The famous Majestic 
hotel, for example, now has 125 air-conditioned rooms, 
 each with a private bath and a view of the harbor. The 
newest hotel in Saigon is the Caravelle, with 86 rooms 
and an exotic roof garden.  An air-conditioned room with 
breakfast and a choice of lunch or dinner begins as low as 
$8.00 per person. Restaurants in Saigon offer a variety of 
culinary adventures. French cooking at such establishments 
as the Admiral and the Guillaume Tell makes Saigon one 
of the best places for dining in the Far East.  The Chinese 
Quarter has its share of fine restaurants, specializing in 
Peking and Cantonese food.  Noteworthy are such places as 
the Floating Restaurant on the river and the Arc en Ciel in 
Chinatown, with a menu listing 900 dishes. There are also 
the Vietnamese establishments where one can sample the 
famous Vietnamese shrimp broiled on sugar cane.
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The American Community School (ACS) in Saigon was established in 1954, to provide 

American-style schooling for the dependent children of Americans working for U.S. 

government organizations in South Vietnam. The school also accepted for enrollment the 

dependent children of private American firms operating in Saigon, as well as some non-U.S. 

diplomatic families. Some Vietnamese children also attended the school. In 1958, the school 

moved into the newly built compound located near Tan Son Nhat International Airport. 

In 1959, 23 faculty taught 53 high school students, 64 junior high school pupils and 270 

elementary school children. 

While the experience of elementary school and junior high school students at ACS was 

much the same as it had been Stateside, high school classes were correspondence courses 

from the University of California. Students worked at their own pace. Lessons and tests 

supervised by the faculty were mailed to the U.S. for comment and evaluation, only to be 

returned six weeks later, long after the material had ceased to be relevant. Discipline was lax 

and unmotivated students often skipped school or engaged in disruptive behavior.

The school day ran from 7:30 am to noon. Most students were brought to school in buses 

that had wire grilles over the windows that would theoretically protect the occupants from 

grenade attacks. Other students arrived in pedicabs, chauffeured limousines or on motor 

scooters. Classes were held in austere rooms with screened windows cooled by ceiling fans. 

Extracurricular activities included yearbook, Latin club, chess club, student council, dances, 

a school carnival, holiday parties, softball games and trips to the beach.

The school was permanently closed in 1965 when President Lyndon Johnson ordered all 

dependents of U.S. government personnel to leave Vietnam. The building was converted 

into a medical facility for the U.S. Army’s 3rd Field Hospital later that same year. The building 

is now the site of a Vietnamese military museum. R&JT
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Richard and John, along with others in these photographs, have returned to Vietnam either 

as members of the American military or as tourists. The map of the city that we once knew 

has been redrawn multiple times – first by the war, then by the Communist liberation and 

finally by the forces of global capitalism. The broad boulevards, once traveled by pony carts 

and cyclos, are now choked with chaotic traffic. Many of the familiar street names have been 

changed from French to Vietnamese, often honoring the deeds and names of the victors 

from the North. The colonial villas in which our parties took place have been razed to make 

way for skyscrapers or are hidden behind an accumulation of nondescript buildings erected 

over the past half century. The first time one of us revisited our family’s house, it had become 

a multi-family dwelling with a noodle stand and a makeshift auto garage in the revamped 

front yard. By the second visit, less than 4 years later it had been torn down and in its stead 

was a store selling computers. Ho Chi Minh City today is a thriving metropolis rivaling the 

economic powerhouses of Hong Kong, Bangkok and Singapore. It is no longer a place for 

slow dancing. R&JT

This book is dedicated to the memory of Big Bad Bob (Robert) Layson, creator of the 

Saigon Kids website which has been, for many years, the main vehicle of communication 

among alumni of the American Community School in Saigon.

Artist/curator Richard Turner is a Professor Emeritus at Chapman University where he taught 

contemporary Asian art history and directed the Guggenheim Gallery. He has worked as a 

public artist for over three decades. His studio work, curatorial, and public art projects can 

be viewed on his website turnerprojects.com

John Turner worked as a news editor and arts producer for KGO TV and curated shows for 

the San Francisco Craft and Folk Art museum. He is an author, film director, and collector of 

folk and outsider art.

Thanks to the following for their reminiscences about our parties in Saigon. Janet Bogardus, 

Paul Christensen, Larry Duthie, Michele Gendron, Sandy Hanna, Roy Mc.Donald, Georgia 

Portocarrero, Stephen Pryplesh, Sarah Bush Rogers.

We also wish to thank Roy McDonald, Kenneth Yeager, Georgia Portocarrero, and the other 

American Community School classmates for sharing their photographs with us. 



The newspaper article titled Saigon Has Charm of France (page 23) 

is from the MSU Vietnam Project Archives. 

Put Your Head on my Shoulder, lyrics by Paul Anka, ABC Paramount

Book layout by Renee Weber


