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Army Reserve officer is first U.S. officer to attend

National Defense Academy in Hanoi, Vietnam
By Staff Sgt. Timothy J. Meyer, U.S. Pacific Command Public Affairs


Army Reserve Lieutenant Colonel John Sutherland of Federal Way, Wash., will be the first U.S. military officer to attend a course about Vietnam at the National Defense Academy in Hanoi, Vietnam. The course started March 4. 


The three-month course, offered and hosted for the first time by the Vietnamese Ministry of Defense, will focus on Vietnamese history, culture, politics and economy. Military-specific topics will include the history of the Vietnamese military and national defense, the study of Vietnamese military campaigns, and international and regional security issues.


Sutherland, a 24-year veteran currently serving as the Southeast Asia Foreign Area Officer with Pacific Command in Hawaii (he commutes to Hawaii to serve in the Army Reserve), accompanied U.S. Pacific Command Commander Admiral Timothy Keating to Vietnam in December 2007. While there, the Vietnamese Ministry of Defense invited the United States to submit a candidate to attend their first International Officer’s course at Vietnam’s National Defense Academy.


“Vietnam is an important country in the Asia-Pacific region and in the world,” said Sutherland. “Recently, they have become a World Trade Organization member and have been selected as a non-permanent member of the United Nations Security Council, which shows that Vietnam is willing to play a larger international role.”


Sutherland has been working on Vietnamese-United States issues since 2000 at PACOM. In his duties, he has traveled to Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos and Thailand.


“I started studying Vietnamese on my own when I was 19,” Sutherland explained. “I met my future wife in college in Seattle. Since she was a recent immigrant from Vietnam, I wanted to learn her language. She was a refugee and a boat person who left Vietnam in 1979. Knowing her and her family gave me a great love for the people of Vietnam and an appreciation for the culture.”


Sutherland studied Vietnamese at the Defense Language Institute in Monterrey, Calif. He graduated first in his class, and traveled to Vietnam for the first time in 1994 when he studied in Saigon for four months on a graduate fellowship as a civilian. He was granted special permission by the police who allowed him to stay with his wife’s uncle and aunt (foreigners are not normally allowed to live with Vietnamese families).


In addition to lectures and instruction, study tours and excursions, and supplemental training, course activities will also include time for students to experience Vietnam on their own during weekends and holidays.


“I look forward to meeting officers from other countries, developing personal relationships and sharing our views on the region and the world,” said Sutherland. “I also hope to increase my Vietnamese language capabilities by practicing daily with the staff and local community.”


In addition to Sutherland, there are officers from Indonesia, Namibia, Sudan, Pakistan, Malaysia, New Zealand, India, France, Thailand, Singapore, Algeria, Bulgaria, Cambodia, and Indonesia, 15 altogether.


Sutherland said he appreciates the support from his civilian employer, Boeing, and from his family, to be able to do his military job.


“I have to say that this is a challenge for my civilian employer and my family. I work at Boeing as a security consultant and they have been very supportive in allowing me to take time off. My wife and children did not hesitate to encourage me to go because they know how important this is to me. My wife has been very supportive.


“This is a great opportunity, and is the result of several years of U.S. Pacific Command, the Office of the Secretary of Defense, and the Joint Staff working together at growing the United States-Vietnamese relationship and working with Vietnam on playing a larger role in regional security and in the world,” said Sutherland.


“My father has always reminded me of President Lincoln’s statement: ‘I shall prepare myself and some day my chance will come.’ I have spent the last 24 years in the military preparing myself and now my chance has come,” Sutherland said. “I feel very honored to have been selected to attend this course and to have the chance to use my years of training.


Sutherland and his wife, Mary, have two boys, Jeffrey, 17, and John, 15, who attend high school at Highline High School in Burien. They are both basketball players. 

Sutherland’s parents, John Jr., and Ruth Sutherland live in Kent, Wash.

You can follow Lt. Colonel Sutherland’s blog as he meets people from other lands and works through the course in Vietnam at: http://blog.getiag.com.

