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From War

Babies to
Billionaires!

They grew up amid war and desperate poverty—
now they're Vietnam’s nouveau riche
By Abigall Haworth Photographs by Nana Chen

B “Women? Oh, they run this country,” says Yves-Victor Liccioni,
a longtime resident of Vietnam and style guru to local fashionistas.
Frenchman Licciani is sipping wine under a canopy of fairy lights
at one of the many lrendy European-style bistros in Ho Chi Minh
City (formarly Saigon), Vietnam's commercial lub, He s rightin
some ways. While averall gender equality is stll badly lacking,
glamorous, high-fiying businesswomen are playing & key role in
the country's dramatic transformation.

Big citles llke Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi are booming, With
five-star hotels, giant billboards for luxury brands, and roads
teeming with the latest Mercedes and BMWs, the urban
landscepe 12 unrecogmizable from even & tew years ago, But
such prosperity has been nard-won, Aftar the war with the
Unlitad States ended In 1975, the Communist gavarmmeant's
botched polivies failed to rebuild the devastated econamy,

The entire country was plunged into hunger and hardzhip
tar mora than a decade.

When economic lineralization began in the midtoiate 1880s,
women bam during or after the war ware primed to take
advantage of the gold rush. Many had lost thelr fathers In the
fighting and ware brought up by fierce single mothers who taught
them to be ambitious and independent. Today, famale entrepre-
neurs own 25 percant of all private businessas in Vietnam,

Still, anly a lucky few have made It to the vary top. Of those
women, most have overcome incredible adversity to get there,
but they have also—in this degply traditional country—often nad
& helping hand from powerful men or family connections. In this
nation of extremes, the breakneck deveiopment has left a
yawning weaith gap, and women are disproportionately biighted
by poverty. Discrimination, corruption, and abuses such as sex
trafficking ana chlila prostitution remain rife.

Vietnam’s dynamic women may nat run the country quite
yes, but they are aiming to get thers, Here ara four women with
axtraordinary |\fa storles who are leading the charges, »>
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TIEN THUY LE HONG, 42
Tt ading caompany T_‘,l[_‘,(}{)l’l

Business magnate Tien Thuy Le
Hong certainly loves her gold: Her
palatial vilia in a riverside suburb
of Ho Chi Minh City is decorsted
antirely In gold. She's wearing
a gold Szlvatore Ferragamo drass
(*Straight off the Milan runway,”
she says) leamad with gold
sandals and accessories, Even her
hairbrush is—you guessed it—gold.

It's hardly surprsing. Since Le
Haong won a lucrative deal 1o open
Vietnam's very first supermarket in
1845, sha's been blessed with the
Midas touch, Today her company
runs 25 privata equity and venture
capital firms that distribute luxury
branos and inves: in shopping
malls, with an annual turnover of
mors than haif 3 alllion dallars.

Le Hong was born in Hanol
In 1970. Her father died when she
was 5 years old, just before the war
ended. All Vietnamese weore duty-
bound to take part In the canflict—
many were foreed—-but Le Hong
will not say wheather har father was
a soldier ar even which side her
family supported. *It was a long
time ago, and wea prefer not 1o talk
abaut it anymore, We've moved
on,” sha says firmly. Le Hong's
schooltsacher mother had to raise
her six childran alons, amid tarrible
food shortages. “She was very
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strict,” L& Hong says. “She taught
us that working hard was the key
Lo survival,”

After college in 1993, Le Hang
was recruited towerk s a
stewardess for Vietnam Airlines.
“At the time it was a very prestl-
gious job," she says. It was almast
Impossible for ordinary Vietnamese
lo travel overseas, so Le Hong had
a rare opportunity ta see cities
around the word such as Parls,
Berlin, and Sydney, "it totally
opened my eyes. | had no idea
such giamorous lifestyles and
fashion existed.”

She met her husband, a
successiul Vietnamess pusiness-
man, while working at tha airline.
His connections helpetl her to stant
her supermarket business, but she
used her own sawy and passion
for luxury to bring designer brands
to Vietnam., "I knew what women
like me would want,” says Ls Hong,
who is the mother of two Impeces-
bly polite tzens,

Her company Is now the
exclusive agent for Burberry.
Ferragamo, and Rolex, among
other brands. "My ambition is to
reach a turnover of $1 blllion,”
she says baldly. *I'm almost there.”
L'ke sverything else in her life,

Le Hong's future looks golden.

HANA DANG, 4
Ad mogul and restaurateur

Hana Dang remembers fainting from hunger in
the street as 3 teenager. At 5'6", she was tall for
a Vietnamese gitl at the tima, but she weighed
less than 90 pounds, emaciated due to her
meager dally diet of rice mixed with corn kemels.
“For years after the war ended, we had no meat
or fish," she recalls. "Everyorie was poor.” Today,
gaing hungry is no longer a threat ta Dang, who's
now the muitimlllionaira owner of a large, thriving
aavertising agency and a chic new restaurant
chain in Ho Chi Minn City.

Dang was born in 1972 In the capital city
of Hanal—then tha northem headquarners of the
Communist forces—at the height of the fignting,
when it was, In her words, “raining bombs." Like
L& Hong, she lost her father in the war; hers was
a soldier enlisted with the anti-Amencan Vietnam
People’s Army, Dang’s father died during fighting
when she was only a year old. “My mother and
| moved to the South after the war for a better
life." says Dang, who Is married and speaks with
& tough, raspy voice. *| becamae an entrepreneur
Irom an early aga. At 14, | set up a coffee stand
autside our house, and designed and made
clothes to sell, Anything to help my mothsr."

But Dang's budding business sawvy didn't stop
her aemanding mother from beating her if she
wasn't also excelling in school, Luckily, Dang was
dlways a very good student, Early on, she
discovered that ehe had a gift for [anguages.
She went on to study English at college and later
Joined the jocal branch of massive global
advertising agency McCann Erickson upon
graduation. "After a couple of years, | decided
| could do this myself, so | startea my own
agency.” Her advertising and meadia firm, Galden
(there's that word agaln) Communication Group,
now has 160 employees and rakes in an annual
revenue of S50 million.

“It was nard for me st the start bacause
Vietnam s quite sexist. Male clients often
assumed that | was the secretary, not the
CEOQ,” says Dang. "Bul they don't maks that
mistake anymore.” »>
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THU HUONG
NGUYEN, 33
Magazine publisher a2,

Sipping tes in the lcbby of \

Ho Chi Minh City’s ritzy !
Caravells Hotal, Thu Huong &7
Nguyen says she hopes to

be a strong rale model for the

many young Vietnamase

viomen who read her

magazines, The impesaibly

elagant Nguyan owns f ;

@ publishing company that

puts out numerous glassy tities celehbrating
beauty, “fine living" and high saciety.

But Nguyen wants her legacy to be more
than superficial. "Vietnam is becoming
obsessad with looks and money,” she
says, “Those things are important, but by
far the most important thing for women

Is that they use their brains.”

Nguyen knows what she's talking
about. She grew up In Hanoi dunng the
bleak postwar years, with government-
worker parents who were paragaons of
communist discipline and sustenty, In
1285, at aga 16, she wes catapulted Into
an allen world of cslebrity when she won
“Miss Sport,” a national contest to find
Vietnam's most beautiful woman with a
sparting skill (hers was aerobic dancing).
"It was overwhelming,” she recalls.

"l was suddenly getting invited to
glittering fashion events and parties.”
The following year, she was made &
television host on a music show, and by
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the age of 20, shes was acting In movies,

Nguyen had the “time of my lifs” but
soon realizad that all the glamour wasn't
enougn. Sha returned o her original
ambition to pursue a career in joumalism,
"My television sucesss had snabled me
to travel overseas, and wheraver | went,
| always brought back foreign magazines.
| decided to create similar publications for
Vietnam,” she says. [o achiava her goal,
Nguyen borrowead a small sum of mongy
and spent four years working round-the-
clock, virtually living in her office to build
up her company from nothing, *1 siept on
the floor under my desk,” she says.

Today sne has more than 100 people
on staff—including three parsonal
assistants—and plans to conguer the
realm of Intzmet shopping next. Married
with two young sons, Nguyen is proud of
her achisvements so far. “I'm axhaustad
all the time but very happy I've proved
that I'm more than a pretty face.”

ALAN DUONG, 37
Interior decor queen
It's no wonder that Alen Duong,
the owner of a hugely successful
business selling stylish fumiturs
and interior design products, has
tevoted her caresr to making
peautitul names, When Duong was
10 years old, several years after the
war ended, Vistnam's Communist
government confiseatad her family
home In Hanol, "They actused us
of being capitalists because we
nac a8 big nousa,” sne explains.
Torn from thair heme, Duong
and her father joined the thou-
sands of other Vietnamsse who
risked their lives In the 1880s as
sccalied boat people—refugses
whao piled into fishing boats to
sail to foreign shores in the hopes
of craating a better [ife. Duong
remembers being In a cangerously
overcrowded boat with about 72
others. "We didn't know if we'd live
or die.” she says. "So many boats
Sank or ware atlackes by pirates.”
Her mother, who had to stay
behind to 1ake care of other family
matters, sarely stept for 17 days
until she haard that har hushand
and daughter had arrived safely
attheir destination: Hong Kang.
But life in Hong Rong came with
ts own harcships. Duong spent the
next five years living in a refugee
camp with thousands of others
who had alza fled Vietnam. “It was
[ike & pnson,” she says. “There
Was o privacy, and at shower time
we ware hosed down with
disinfactant llke pigs." Eventually
she was sent back to Vietnam with
et father because they couldn't
prove they were at risk of political
persacution, Despite those difficult
years, Duong has no regrets—and
gmbraces her homeland. *Vistnam
has changed,” she sayes. *Naw
| have a great business, a lovely
homa, and a wonderful hushand
and beby son.” mc¢



