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Going from riches to rags to, well,
action sports apparel, Diem Culley’s
is not your typical immigrant’s story.

A

s COO of Irvine’s Sole Technology, Diem Culley has the heads of
some of the most innovative departments in the action sports
world reporting to her every day. She’s in charge of the day-today operations for cutting edge shoe, clothing and accessory
brands such as etnes, Emerica, ThirtyTwo, and others deemed

cool by some of the most core action sports youth in America. It’s a post you
might expect to see held by a person born and raised in a skatepark, someone
with the “street cred” earned through years of ripping half pipes or dominating
rail- and curb-rich urban landscapes.
But nothing could be farther from the truth. In fact, Culley never owned a
skateboard growing up, or any other kind of board, for that matter. Her story
is not one of action sports, but it is one of action. Action, survival and beating the odds through a combination of luck, determination, and hard work. To
understand this, though, we have to go back a bit, to a slightly darker chapter in
American history…

By Terence Loose /// Portraits by Ralph Palumbo
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➻ clockwise from above: Diem's father

at Tay Ninh Cao Dai Temple in his province
in Vietnam; at work in his Tay Ninh province
office; the family arrives in Wisconsin in
1975, just off the plane from Fort Chaffee;
the family's first Christmas in the U.S.;
Diem with her father in
Vietnam, 1970

32

OC Register Maga zine

he time is April, 1975. The place is Saigon.
Diem is in Saigon at one of her family's
three homes with her mother, who is
pregnant, her four-year-old sister, and
two infant brothers. Her father, a South
Vietnamese Province chief—the equivalent of a
U.S. governor—is in their home by the Cambodian
border. Neither is a good place to be.
The mood in the air is one of extreme tension
in a war-ravaged nation about to fall to communism. All through the spring of ’75, the armies
of North Vietnam and the Viet Cong have been
advancing south, and the fall of Saigon, and the
occupation of South Vietnam by the communist
north, is iminent.
But because of the American public’s souring on the war effort, plans for the evacuation
of South Vietnamese officials and citizens who
aided the Americans, or resisted the Viet Cong
and North Vietnamese Army, have not been
ordered. In fact, it’s not clear that it ever will be,
or that there is even a plan for it. The eventual
chaotic last-minute efforts, with people literally
clinging to rising helicopters above the roof of
the American Embassy, prove this.
Culley’s father and her family are among
those who face persecution if and when the

North takes over. Culley’s father saw the writing on the wall, and began making his own plans to get his family out. Unfortunately, the South Vietnamese
government knew that fleeing officials were not exactly good PR, so they
locked down all travel by officials to avoid a widespread public panic. The
prices for black market exit visas and passage on seagoing vessels more
than tripled, if they were attainable at all.
Knowing that getting to his family in Saigon, where he also had contacts,
was his and his family’s only chance at getting out of Vietnam and escaping
the probable wrath of the Viet Cong, Culley’s dad took advantage of one
seemingly insignificant detail: his eldest daughter’s sixth birthday.
“The eldest child’s birthday is pretty important in Asian culture, so they
let him come to Saigon to visit us for my birthday, which was April 19,” says
Culley. “As soon as he got to Saigon, my father was working his connections
in Saigon and the American embassy.”
Just days later, on April 23, 1975, President Gerald Ford gave a speech
declaring the end to the Vietnam War and all U.S. aid. It was a de facto admission that South Vietnam’s fate was sealed and Saigon’s days of holding off the
Viet Cong were numbered. Panic, unrest and chaos broke out.
That night, Culley’s father came home in a rush, saying they had to pack
because they were going somewhere—where exactly he would not say. “He
and my mom just threw everything they could in suitcases, my uncle drove
us to the port, and we got on the last American freight liner out of Saigon,”
says Culley, who still did not understand the gravity of the situation.
Seven days later, on April 30, 1975, the North Vietnamese Army took
Saigon, crashing a tank through the gates of Independence Palace, South
Vietnam’s presidential residence, and soon after, a Viet Cong flag flew
above it. Saigon was renamed Ho Chi Minh City.
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B

The Fall
of Saigon

S

outh Vietnamese try to climb the wall
of the U.S. Embassy in Saigon, April 29,
1975, as the U.S. ends its presence in the
country.
More than 3 million Americans served
in the Vietnam War, 1.5 million in combat.
Over 58,000 of them died, and are listed on
the Memorial Wall at the Vietnam Veterans
Memorial in Washington, D.C. Americans
wounded are numbered at 303,644.
Estimates range from 790,000 to 1.1 million Vietnamese deaths in the conflict on both
sides, as well as 300,000 Cambodians and
60,000 Laotians.
As of the 2010 Census, 183,766 people
who identify themselves as Vietnamese live
in Orange County, out of some 1,548,449 in
the U.S.
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ut even as her country fell to the Viet Cong and communist rule,
Culley had no idea of its significance. In fact, when her family
fled in the night, she thought they were going on a vacation,
something they did often because of their status.
“To be perfectly honest, I was an extremely spoiled rich kid in
Vietnam because my father was so high up in the government. There were
four kids and we each had our own nanny. I remember going to school and
not even having to pay attention to the teacher because my father was so
high up. I would just play,” she says.
That social status helped them on the freighter. While most of the refugees had to stay and sleep on deck, the captain gave Culley and her family
his stateroom. Ironically, it was there that she first got a hint of the gravity
of her situation.
“I was complaining that I wasn’t getting any rice and I really wanted rice.
My father was so used to being able to give us everything we wanted that
he broke down and cried. It was the first time I saw my father cry, so that
was the first time that reality hit,” she says. She couldn’t believe that she
had gone from three homes, nannies, toys, not to mention plenty of rice, to
a small stateroom on an overcrowded ship.
But very soon, that cramped stateroom would seem as luxurious as her
Vietnam mansions.
That’s because the ship delivered them to a refugee camp in Guam
where Culley’s father’s former official standings pulled no weight. Culley’s
new home was an open-air tent in a row of tents, with army cots for beds
and outside latrines shared by thousands of destitute victims of war. Culley
and her family were there for two weeks for processing, then it was another
ship to Wake Island, a tiny coral atoll near the Marshall Islands in the North
Pacific. Culley and her family lived there, in tents, for another month, until
they could be assigned to a mainland U.S. refugee camp.
This was the common route for the 130,000-plus Vietnamese refugees
that came to America after the war. Before they were assigned a permanent home, they were assigned to one of four refugee camps across the
U.S.: Camp Pendleton, Fort Chaffee in Arkansas, Fort Indiantown Gap in
Pennsylvania, or Florida’s Eglin Air Force Base.
Culley and her family were assigned to Arkansas’ Fort Chaffee, a place
with an eclectic history. It was built in 1941 as part of the Department of
War’s push to double the size of the U.S. military in the face of imminent war,
and the first soldiers arrived on December 7, 1941—the day the Japanese
bombed Pearl Harbor. During WWII, Fort Chaffee not only served as a training facility, but as a P.O.W. camp for 3,000 German prisoners of war.
It was also the spot where Elvis Presley got his standard G.I. buzz cut—
the “peeled onion”—breaking young hearts around the nation.
For Culley, Fort Chaffee meant one thing: a rough start to an uncertain new
life. Basically, she says, you waited in the refugee camp until you got a sponsor—a community or church group, or other such entity. After a few months,
Culley’s family got sponsored by five churches in Northern Wisconsin, so they
moved to a small town there. The churches were responsible for ensuring that
Culley and her family got food, shelter, and employment.
Her dad got a job in a sewing factory, sewing men’s wear. But he went to
school at night to improve his English and eventually became a bank teller
at their town’s one bank. Her mom took a job at a framing company, gluing
picture frames.

Diem Culley in
the Lake Forest
headquarters of
Sole Technology,
a global skate
apparel company of
which she is chief
operating officer.

OC Register Maga-

➤➤➤

➻ CLOCKWISE FROM

FAR LEFT: Pierre-André
Senizergues , founder
of Sole Technology;
etnies skate shoes; the
Emerica skate team,
a Sole Technology
brand; Diem's 1992
graduation portrait
from the University of
Virginia.

W

OC's CEO
of Sole

A

s the founder and CEO of Sole Technology,
a skateboarding shoe and fashion company based in Lake Forest, Pierre-André
Senizergues is one of OC’s most influential people.
His environmentally conscious business philosophy has made the company an early green leader,
and with his French accent and sense of style, he’s
brought a cosmopolitan sense of cool to the action
sports industry.
Senizergues was recognized as one of the Top
Innovators by Orange County Register and is a
former OC Register Metro Hot 25 honoree, among
many other awards.
"Pierre is absolutely why I came," says Diem
Culley about joining Sole Technology, where
she's now COO. "He’s contagious. He’s so inspirational....With Pierre, it’s as much about the vision
as anything else."
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hen Culley was 12, she, her little sister and her mother
cleaned a local bar and restaurant on the weekends,
bathrooms included, for extra cash. But still they barely
got by and at times were forced to go on food stamps.
“That was really, really difficult for my parents, especially my father, who went to the most prestigious public policy university
in Vietnam and was selected to become one of the leaders of the country.
They were so ashamed that I remember having to drive two hours to the
next city because they didn’t want to spend the food stamps in our home
town because people would know,” she says.
It should be noted that Culley, who has an energetic voice that connotes
a smile even as she describes refugee camps and cleaning bars and food
stamps, does not consider herself a victim. In fact, she uses the word lucky
a lot when she describes her past—lucky her birthday fell when it did so
her father could visit her in Saigon, lucky to get on the last ship out, lucky
to have been sponsored by the churches. Talk to her long enough and you
might think she was the luckiest person around.
But the facts of her past tell a slightly different version: of a young
woman determined to succeed and convinced that education was her
ticket to a bright future for her and her family in this incredible new land
called America.
“My sister and I knew we had to do well in school and go to college to get
out of this situation. But the focus wasn’t necessarily money. I remember
that we just really wanted to help my parents get a better life,” she says.
She says that, “being typical Asian parents,” they wanted her to become
a doctor or an engineer. Culley had different ideas: political science. Perhaps
it was her politically stormy past, perhaps it was her father’s former career,
but when she attended the University of Virginia, she majored in international relations and political science. She worked her way through school,
and worked and pursued internships in the summer, putting in 15-hour days
that entailed two jobs—in a fast food restaurant and in retail sales—with
internships at the attorney general’s office in between.
Upon graduation, her plan was to move on to graduate school, earn a
master’s degree in public policy, and earn a position with the government.
But a crazy thing happened on the way to the capitol. Specifically, May
Co. Department Stores, which recruited heavily at UVA. “And the recruiting process was really nice. You got flown to Washington D.C., taken out

to dinner, stayed in nice hotels,” she says. For a
girl who had cleaned bar bathrooms at 12 and
worked hard through college, it was difficult
to refute her sister’s logic that she should go
through a few interviews “for the practice.”
And it became impossible to refuse the job
offers that followed, ones that promised much
more than she would make with the government
after two more years of graduate school. “So I
decided to try it for a few years and ended up
never looking back,” she says.
Soon, she was living in New York, handpicked as the assistant buyer in men’s underwear, personally responsible for $10 million
worth of merchandise. And if men’s underwear
seems an odd fit for a petite Aisan woman, her
next career moves would contradict that. She
went to PacSun when PacSun was the country’s
major portal into the action sports brands.
“I came in at a really good time for action
sports,” says Culley. “It was 1998, when Hurley
launched, Billabong was rebuilding and Volcom
was just taking off.” Despite having no action
sports background, and being a Big Apple kind
of gal who had never lived west of Arkansas,
Culley related to and respected the West Coastcentric brands and made the move to Orange

County rather smoothly—that is, after her first week on the job, which
coincided with the biggest action sports trade show in the country: ASR in
San Diego. It was trial by fire, but Culley came out unscathed. In fact, she
found that she had a special talent for building and merchandising action
sports brands, even getting Volcom their first nationwide PacSun order, a
big deal back then.
It was also a time when the action sports industry needed a person with
Culley’s combination of love for their brands and retailer’s view of things.
“Getting our brands in the stores doesn’t do anything if they don’t sell
through. As wholesalers, we have to think like retailers, so the retailers are
making money,” says Culley.

E

ventually, though, it was not solely the bottom line that landed
her at Sole Technology, a family of brands famous for inspiration
as much as innovation. Sole Technology was started by a selfdescribed dreamer and ardent environmentalist, Pierre-André
Senizergues, who grew up skateboarding the streets of Paris,
then, after a short stint as an engineer with IBM France, came to California
in 1985 and turned pro freestyle skateboarder.
Over the next few years, Senizergues won many titles, including a world
championship, then moved into business, building his Sole Technology
mini-empire, all the while making sure his businesses were as environmentally friendly as they were successful. That dedication resulted in many
awards, among them Microsoft's Customer Excellence in Environmental
Sustainability and Global Green USA’s Corporate Environmental Leadership
Award. But perhaps more importantly, it inspired people like Culley, who
joined the Sole Technology team in 2007 as VP of Apparel, and was promoted to COO last year.
“Pierre is absolutely why I came. He’s contagious. He’s so inspirational.
Sometimes on the retail and apparel side, it’s too much about business and
not enough about the vision and the creative. With Pierre, it’s as much about
the vision as anything else,” says Culley.
Part of that vision is to help change the action sports industry to one
that’s more environmentally friendly. Towards that end, Sole Technology
has committed to become carbon neutral by 2020. The football field worth
of rooftop solar panels on their Irvine headquarters, which powers the
building and even pumps excess electricity back to the grid, is proof that
they mean it.
It’s also a solid sign that Culley is where she should be. After all, her plan
was to go into public service, perhaps in the government, with the idea of
changing the world. And who knows, that just might be easier to do at an
OC shoe and apparel company than in Washington, D.C. ♦
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