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%
n 1994, US lawyer Barry Israel arrived 
in Hanoi to start working with 
Vietnam’s Ministry of Trade. It was 
the beginning of a journey that was to 

bring him in contact with the legacy of 
Larry Hillblom, the owner of the Dalat 
Palace Hotel.

Part owner of logistics giant, DHL, 
Hillblom fathered a number of children in 
Asia Paci!c, but refused to acknowledge 
their existence up until his mysterious death 
in 1995. Perishing in a fatal plane crash on 
a "ight from Pagan Island to Saipan in the 
South Paci!c, the bodies of the pilot and of a 
fellow passenger were found. But Hillblom’s 
body was never recovered.

“I was involved in the legal !ght and our 
team broke up the will of Larry Hillblom,” 
recalls Israel. “When the estate was closed, 
my client and the foundation that was set 
up in the will took control of the Vietnam 
properties. My client owned 30 percent and 
the foundation owned 70 percent. I was 
asked to represent Larry’s oldest son because 
of my ties with Vietnam and my history with 
Larry, who I had known since 1982.”

He adds: “Larry and I had been 
adversaries on a number of major deals in 
the Paci!c region… Everyone connected 
to Larry knew about the kid, and they 
did things to cut him off. So we spent 
years !ghting that. My client was from 
Palau, which is in the Paci!c Islands, 
south of Guam. Two other children are 
from the Philippines, and one other kid is 
Vietnamese.”
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Hillblom lived in Saipan in the South Paci!c. 
There were eight children claiming descent 
and Israel and his legal team had to !ght 
the foundation people to “keep them from 
stealing the money while !guring out how 
to prove that the kids were real”.

Under US law, the family wasn’t required 
to provide DNA as proof. Yet Israel’s team 
discovered that the lawyers and the people 
from the foundation had gone in and cleaned 
out Hillblom’s house of !ngerprints. The 
sinks had been scrubbed with muriatic acid 
and toothbrushes, combs, hairbrushes and 
clothes were found buried in the backyard, 

making them useless for DNA testing.
“Larry obviously didn’t instruct anyone 

to do this, but his people did, after he was 
dead,” continues Israel. “Under US law, if 
you are a manager of the foundation you 
are permitted to make a salary that is a 
percentage. So what Hillblom did in his will 
was to set the foundation up. He put his 
brothers in, and the guys who worked for 
them who then managed the foundation, 
which would provide them with a very good 
income.”

This meant they had a vested interest in 
making sure that the whole legacy went to 
the foundation. Hillblom had already been 
in an airplane crash before the one that 
killed him. He lost an eye and his face was 
completely crushed. So, he went through all 
sorts of reconstructive surgery.

“As a result of that, in 1982, he wrote 
a will,” says Israel. “His will set up the 
foundation — the money was to go to 
medical research. But, under US law, if you 
have children, you must provide for those 
children in the will, either saying that they 
get something, or they don’t get something. 

The French-built, American-restored Dalat Palace Hotel should be part  
of the nation’s folklore. But the real story behind it involves an American lawyer and 

the enigma that was &'##()*+,,-,"., one-third owner of logistics company DHL. Words 
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But Larry didn’t do that, and he wouldn’t 
do that. [Everyone] knew about that boy, in 
Palau. But Larry wouldn’t change his will.”

!"#$"#%&'("$)#*)
Born in 1943, Californian native Hillblom co-
founded DHL which started off delivering 
shipping documents via air courier days 
before the ships arrived, so that the ships 
could be quickly unloaded. The company 
was later transformed into a general air 
courier, and Hillblom’s wealth expanded to 
several billion dollars.

In the 1980s he moved to Saipan in the 
South Paci!c, where he started several 
businesses and development projects in 
Hawaii, Vietnam and the Philippines. He 
spent US$40 million restoring the Dalat 
Palace Hotel as well as the Dalat Palace Golf 
Course. Overall he spent US$94 million 
in Vietnam, his portfolio including the 
properties in Dalat, the Novotel Phan Thiet 
(now Hotel Du Parc Phan Thiet), Ocean 
Dunes Golf Course in Phan Thiet and the 
Riverside Apartments in Ho Chi Minh City’s 
District 2.

The Dalat Palace Hotel featured French 
restaurants and Larry’s Bar, and opened in 
1995. Hillblom is described in his biography 
by James Scurlock, King Larry: The Life 
and Ruins of a Billionaire Genius, as having 
bedded underage girls after moving to 
Saipan. This is also chronicled in the 2009 
documentary, Shadow Billionaire.

Women from several Asian and Paci!c 
countries made claims that he had 

committed statutory rape on them and was 
father to their children. However, since 
Hillblom’s body was not recovered in the 
crash, there was no DNA that could be used 
to determine paternity.

The investigators then had a masterstroke. 
They decided to check if the DNA of the 
children matched. Since the kids were 
located in different countries, if the children 
shared certain DNA markers, they would 
almost certainly have the same father. In the 
end, a settlement was reached under which 
Larry’s mother submitted to genetic testing. 
The tests con!rmed that four of the eight 
claimants were Hillblom’s children.

It was ultimately determined that the 
Vietnamese kid Lory Nguyen, two children 
from The Philippines and a child from 
Palua, Larry Hillbroom Jr. (his name was 
misspelled on the birth certi!cate) were 
fathered by Hillblom.

In the !nal settlement, each of the children 
received about US$90 million (around 
US$60 million after taxes and lawyer fees), 
while the remaining US$240 million went to 
the Hillblom Foundation, which followed 
Hillblom’s wishes and donated funds to 
University of California for medical research.

“He was the youngest of the owners 
at DHL, and he always thought that he’d 
outlive everybody,” says Israel. “So when he 
died, it was complete chaos.”
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In 2000 one of Israel’s clients had an interest 
in Dalat Palace Hotel, and a majority of 

shareholders asked him if he would consider 
giving up his law practice and taking over 
the company, at least for a short period.

His job was to try to sell the company, but 
when he got his hands on it, it was in terrible 
trouble. Hotels were for sale all over the 
region because of the Asian Financial Crisis. 
There were no buyers. And the company 
nearly went bankrupt. Yet somehow he 
managed to keep the property a"oat and 
in 2003, he got the chance to buy out the 
majority shareholders.

“We had a hotel and golf course in the 
middle of Dalat and another in Phan Thiet, 
but they hadn’t been marketed at all so 
nobody knew about them,” says Israel. “So 
as soon as I got a positive cash "ow, every 
bit of money that came in I spent on PR 
and marketing.” As part of his PR drive 
he brought in ‘Mr. Golf in Vietnam’, Jeff 
Puchalski, who gave him a crash course in 
the industry.

In 2005, Dragon Capital bought a piece of 
the company. And in 2007, Indochina Capital 
made an offer for the rest, so Israel sold it. 
He and his wife Tam then bought a factory 
that produces high-end lacquer furniture, 
exporting it to 43 countries.

Israel admits he put every penny into the 
Hillblom paternity lawsuits for four trying 
years. He was travelling all over the world, 
because there were properties everywhere. 
He risked both his !nancial security and his 
health on the case.

He says: “My partner and I were working 
20 hours a day, seven days a week. I 
remember, for years through the case, we 
were working on Christmas Day with just 
the two of us and a local counsel.”

Eventually the courts stepped in and 
awarded a payout to all of the lawyers. Israel 
and his partner fared particularly well as 
they had saved the estate. A court awarding 
money to lawyers was unprecedented.

“The judge was a really good guy, he was 
tough on everybody,” says Israel. “But the 
estate had the estate money to play with. So 
they had unlimited resources and we were 
just a couple of guys !ghting. Both myself 
and my partner used all of our savings, 
everything [just to keep going]. My kid was 
in college, in private school, it was tough. 
But we were committed all the way.”

Israel and his partner received a 
percentage of the money awarded to the 
child in Vietnam, plus a refund of their 
expenses. He joined the case in 1995 — Larry 
died in July 1995 — and the lawsuit was 
!nally completed in October 2000. It was in 
the summer of 2000 when Israel was asked if 
he would come to Vietnam and take over the 
Dalat Palace Hotel.

“That was the turning point of my life.”
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