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Operation Baby Lift . . . the scene at Saigon airport. RAAF
Captain Ian Frame and co-pilot Hugh Howell
(centre) feed babies on the tarmac.

Evacuated from her ravaged
homeland in Operation Baby
Lift in 1975, Suanne Prager
grew up with her adoptive
family in Adelaide. More than
30 years later, she returned to
Ho Chi Minh City and made a
remarkable discovery.
DEBORAH BOGLE reports.

head, let alone walk. ‘‘She was very malnourished,’’
says Margaret. ‘‘She only weighed 16 pounds.’’
Medical tests confirmed that she was three years
old. After a week or so in the Pragers’ care, she was
walking, putting on weight and very quickly learning
English. Throughout her childhood, however, she
resisted all attempts by her parents to give her some
sense of her Vietnamese heritage through contact
with other Vietnamese adoptees.
‘‘It wasn’t that we didn’t want to make the contact,’’
says Rolf Prager. ‘‘She deliberately did not want to
make contact with others.’’
‘‘I think she really wanted to be part of the family,’’
adds his wife.
Still, their adoptive daughter grew up with an
enduring sense of sadness and uncertainty.
‘‘It was like almost being born with a job,
knowing that you were going to just have to
live with that incredible void and sadness . . .
not knowing what happened to your
mother,’’ says Suanne. ‘‘It was really,
really painful.’’

Family affair . . .
Suanne’s
adoptive parents,
Rolf and
Margaret Prager,
above right, and
the Prager
children in 1985,
from left,
Belinda, 23,
Suanne, 14,
Stephen, 21
and Peter, 18.

MAY 26, 2007

Continued 8

THE ADVERTISER REVIEW

I

T was hot that morning on the tarmac at
Saigon’s Tan Son Nhut airport. Children from
orphanages around the war-torn city were
waiting to board two waiting RAAF Hercules
aircraft, the last of four Operation Baby Lift
flights to Bangkok. It was April 17, 1975.
Ian Frame, captain of the RAAF Hercules assigned
to the evacuation, recalls: ‘‘The situation was starting
to get a bit, not desperate, but confined. Saigon was
surrounded, and things were starting to happen.’’
Ten days later, North Vietnamese forces captured
the city, effectively ending the Vietnam War.
With their departure for Bangkok delayed by an
hour, Frame and his fellow RAAF officers were
assigned another task.
‘‘We had to wait, so we all sat under the shade of
the wing, and somebody said, ‘we’ll feed the kids in
the meantime’,’’ he says.
One child caught his attention. His photograph of
three-year-old Ha Thi Minh Trang, in her sagging
nappy and grubby smock, tagged with her medical
evacuation label and clutching a biscuit, is a powerful
symbol of the plight of the Vietnamese war orphans.
Later that day, in Bangkok, the children were
transferred to a Qantas flight which departed immediately for Australia. So began their new lives.
Thirty years later, Minh Trang, now Suanne Prager,
was watching television in her Mt Barker home. In
an SBS documentary to mark the 30th anniversary
of Operation Baby Lift, she saw Frame’s photograph,
large on the screen.
‘‘That’s me,’’ she thought.
Thus began another journey for Prager, one which
would take her back to Vietnam to learn something
of the country where she had spent her first three
years of life, and which culminated last month in a
reunion with her birth mother.
‘‘I’d never had any information on my first three
and a half years in Vietnam,’’ she says. ‘‘No knowledge
of my birth parents or my past or anything.’’
Adopted by Adelaide couple Margaret and Rolf
Prager, parents of two sons and a daughter, Suanne
was raised with all the comforts of middle-class family
life. When the Pragers first saw their new daughter,
however, they thought there had been some mistake.
‘‘We thought we were getting a 3½-year-old and we
were handed this little thing in nappies who looked
about 12 months old,’’ says Margaret Prager.
Having spent three weeks seriously ill in the
Fairfield Infectious Diseases Hospital in Melbourne,
the little girl in the photograph could barely raise her
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