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FOREWORD

As it was being fought, the Viét Nam War was the most thoroughly documented
and recorded war in history. Itis, therefore, especially ironic that more than thirty-
five years after the fall of Sai Gon, Viét Nam remains one of the most misunderstood
of all American wars, shrouded in a fog of misconceptions, bogus myths, and dis-
torted facts. One of the most cherished of those many false beliefs centers on what
was supposed to have been the complete operational ineptness and combat inef-
fectiveness of the Army of the Republic of Viét Nam—the ARVN. The seemingly
stark difference between the ARVN of the South and the People’s Army of Viét
Nam—the PAVN—of the North prompted many pundits at the time and since to
ask why “our Vietnamese” couldn’t fight, but “theirs” obviously could.

Even the leaders of North Viét Nam believed the common wisdom about the
ARVN being little more than a house of cards. One of North Viét Nam Defense
Minister V6 Nguyén Gidp’s key assumptions when he launched the 1968 Tét Of-
fensive was that the ARVN would collapse on first contact. But it didn’t collapse. It
fought, and it fought well. The ARVN again put up a stiff and largely successful fight
during North Viét Nam’s 1972 Easter Offensive. And when the North Vietnamese
again attacked with overwhelming force in the spring of 1975, some ARVN units fi-
nally did collapse under the crushing onslaught, but many other South Vietnamese
units went down fighting. Most of the ARVN soldiers who survived then paid the
terrible price of years of brutal treatment in the forced “reeducation camps” estab-
lished by the victors.

Most Americans who served in Viét Nam had some contact with the soldiers
of the ARVN. Those who served in Special Forces units or as Military Assistance
Command, Viét Nam (MACV) advisors had almost daily contact with the South
Vietnamese military, and consequently they developed a more in-depth under-
standing of its particular structural and institutional problems, as well as the intri-
cacies of the broader South Vietnamese culture from which the ARVN was drawn.
For those GIs who served in the conventional U.S. units, the contact was more
sporadic, and what understanding of their allies they did develop did not run very
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deep. Thus, while some Americans had positive experiences and still hold fond
memories of their South Vietnamese comrades, many others had experiences with
the ARVN that were frustrating at best.

Inthe past ten years, memoirs written by former ARVN officers and soldiers have
contributed immensely to our understanding of that military force. Most have been
written by South Vietnamese who either escaped after the fall of Sai Gon or were al-
lowed to immigrate to the Unites States following their release from the camps. So
far, no accounts written by former ARVN soldiers who remained in Viét Nam have
appeared in English, if indeed the current Vietnamese government has allowed any
to be published at all. One of the most important of those volumes published in the
United States is this book, Nationalist in the Viet Nam Wars: Memoirs of a Victim
Turned Soldier, by Nguyén Cong Luan.

Major Luén starts his narrative by detailing his childhood in North Viét Nam
under Japanese occupation during World War II and through the subsequent
French phase of the Viét Nam War in the late 1940s and early 1950s. After his family
fled to South Viét Nam in the mid-1950s, Nguyén attended one of the first graduat-
ing classes of the Republic of Viét Nam Military Academy and was then commis-
sioned an officer in the ARVN. He served just short of twenty years, right through
the collapse of South Viét Nam in April 1975. Nguyén then endured almost seven
years in the reeducation camps. He finally was allowed to immigrate to the United
States under the Orderly Departure Program.

Most of this book is devoted to Major Lu4n’s service and experience as an
ARVN officer. This is one of the most compelling and thoughtful ARVN accounts
ever published. Nguyén’s view of the ARVN from the inside offers a perspective
that few Western readers will ever have an opportunity to see. Along the way he
also provides fascinating accounts of Vietnamese village life and social culture, the
French colonial occupation, the communist government of the North, and the U.S.
forces in Viét Nam during the second phase of Viét Nam’s thirty-year war.

This book is an unblinking, unflinching account, and it will be received with
serious reservations in many quarters. Some readers among the French most likely
will object to Luin’s portrayal of the French military during the period of the colo-
nial occupation. The current government of Viét Nam quite likely will not be
pleased with his descriptions of the corruption and brutality of the communist
system, both in the North after the French defeat and in the South after the fall of
Sai Gon. Some members of the former South Vietnamese government and the
ARVN likely will object to Luan’s frank assessments of the weakness and political
corruption systemic to South Viét Nam. And some American veterans might take
umbrage at his “warts and all” portrayal of the U.S. military and of his severe criti-
cisms of the U.S. government’s overall handling of the war. Nonetheless, everything
that Major Luén writes rings true. He calls it like he saw it, but he does not take
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cheap shots. Despite his well justified descriptions of the cultural blindness exhib-
ited by too many Americans during the war, it is very clear that he still has a great
deal of sympathy and admiration for the typical American soldier and a genuine
affection for what is now his adopted country.

Although he never served above the rank of major, Luin was for three years
the director of the Reception Directorate, the largest of the three directorates of
the RVN Chiéu Hbi Ministry, which included the National Chiéu Hbi Center. He
was responsible for evaluating former Vietnamese communist soldiers and training
them to be integrated into South Vietnamese society. He also served several years
as chief of the strategic study and research division of the General Political Warfare
Department. The Chiéu Héi program was widely misunderstood and generally
underappreciated. Major Ludn’s unique perspective and his discussion and evalu-
ation of the program constitute one of the book’s most valuable contributions.

The author’s integrity comes through on every page of this brutally honest
account. Major Nguyén Céng Luén was above all a patriot who loved his country
and was willing to make any sacrifice for it. When the North Vietnamese army
started its final attack on the South in the spring of 1975, he was in the United States,
a student at the U.S. Army Infantry School. Even as the doom of South Viét Nam
seemed all but certain, Major Luan chose to return to share his country’s fate. He
didn’t have to go back. Senior-ranking U.S. military officers were urging him to stay
and offering to help him get his family out. But Major Luén remained true to the
end to his soldier’s oath. Eventually he did leave Viét Nam, and in the long run that

country’s loss was America’s gain.

Maj. Gen. David T. Zabecki, PhD

Army of the United States, Retired

Editor emeritus, Vietnam magazine

Second Battalion, Forty-seventh Infantry,
Viét Nam, 1967-68



PREFACE

Inmy early childhood, “war” was one among the first abstract words I learned before
I could have the least perception of its meaning. It was when World War II began.
When I was alittle older, I saw how war brought death and destruction when Ameri-
canbombers attacked some Japanese installations near my hometown. But it was the
wars in my country after 1945 that resulted in the greatest disasters to my people.

Particularly, the 1955~75 Viét Nam War has been the most destructive in Viét
Nam history and the most controversial in the United States as well as in many
countries in the world. The debate seems endless, the arguments contradicting.

Before and since April 1975, there have been conferences, teach-ins, books, re-
ports, and movies about the Viét Nam Wars after 194s. I realized that many of them
contained incorrect and insufficient information, one-sided and superficial argu-
ments, and erroneous figures. There have been conferences held outside Viét Nam
about the war, but among many hundreds of participants, there was not a single Viet-
namese from either side.

Besides, most books in English about the Viét Nam War were written by presi-
dents, ministers, congressmen, generals, scholars, journalists, or U.S. fighting men,
notby common Vietnamese who were victims and participants of the wars, who saw
the wars from the bottom, not the top, and from inside, not outside. Most of these
individuals can’t write well even in Vietnamese, let alone in English. Many who are
fluent in English would prefer to do something else rather than write about wars.

Only a few works by pro-South Viét Nam writers can be found in bookstores
and libraries in the world, whereas the communist regime in the North spent great
effort and a hundred times more money than South Viét Nam to inundate foreign
libraries with its propaganda publications. The voice of the nationalist Vietnamese
was rarely heard by the world outside, and they were slandered and humiliated
without the fair opportunity to defend and tell the truth. The nationalists in South
Viét Nam did not spend much of their taxpayers’ money for the costly propaganda
operation, as the communist North Viét Nam did.
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Asamember of the South Vietnamese Republic Armed Forces, T have an obliga-
tion to contribute my little partto the protection of the honor of our military service-
men and my fellow nationalists. The Vietnamese nationalists, the Republic of Viét
Nam (South Viét Nam) and its armed forces were the undeniable entities represent-
ingalarge segment of the Vietnamese people and their wishes. They deserve recogni-
tion in world history, however good or bad they were.

I'was just a nobody in Viét Nam, only a common person of my generation in the
two wars. I was serving the South Viét Nam Army with all my heart, but I have not
contributed anything great to my people nor to my army. T have never strived to make
myselfout to be ahero, and T have never been one. I've done nothing important, either
good enough to boast about or bad enough to write a book to justify.

This is not an academic study, so there are no lengthy references. I only com-
piled my experiences from my memory concerning the conflict between the pro-
communists and the anticommunists to write these memoirs with my best effort at
honesty and impartiality.

It is my great hope that these stories might give a little more insight into the
very complicated ideological conflicts in my country, into how the many millions
of Vietnamese noncommunist patriots like me were fighting in the wars, and why
we believed we were on the right side. Truthful and sufficient perception of events
inhistory can be attained from common people’s personal experiences and stories,
not only from what the big wheels of the time were doing or saying.

These memoirs were written not to nourish wartime animosity but to help the
coming generations, particularly those of Vietnamese origin, have a clear look into
what life was like during the wars that killed millions of my dear compatriots and
left the country with the scars that deeply divide the Vietnamese people.

Ialso would like to touch upon the roots of the war begotten from social tradi-
tions, nature, and conception, without which a deep understanding could hardly be
achieved. Therefore, I go into details at some points to help clarify the related aspects
or circumstances in question and construct the overall view of the wars as I saw them.
So please read them with patience.

These memoirs are based mostly on facts and events | experienced as a child
and as a young man that are imprinted on my memory, although I did not try to
remember. I could not understand many of them during the early years of my life.
ButasIwas growingolder and my general knowledge developed, I recollected each
of them and found the explanations by people around me and even by myself.

Other experiences came later in my life. During my time serving in the South
Vietnamese Armyin the 1955-75 war, T happened to be serving in various jobs that
helped me have a close look at the war, especially at the rank and file, at the peasants
living between the anvil and the hammer, and at the horror of war from both sides.

A NOTE ON VIETNAMESE NAMES

Vietnamese names generally consist of three parts: family, middle, and given, used
in that order. In writing or speaking, arespected old man ora despicable bastard is
referred to by his given name, and this is correct in any case, be it formal address or
colloquial dialogue.

Highly respectable men of celebrity who are considered old are referred to by
family name, as a mark of respect. For example: Phan Béi Chau, arevolutionary, was
called Cu Phan (Cu = old Mr.), and nobody called him Mr. Chau. Usually such men
were born before 1900. This rule is applied when the person cannot be mistaken for
anotherinatextoraspeech. Ifthatis not the case, the full name must be used instead.
Ho Chi Minh was called President H or Mr. Hé because he was the only famous
person who carried the family name Hé. Nguyén Tudng Tam, the famous writer and
a Viét Nam Quéc Din Diéng leader, was not called Mr. Nguyén because there are
other famous personages with this very common family name. Instead, he went by a
penname, Nhat Linh. A pen name is usually a two-word noun and inseparable in any
text or speech.

No one addressed Ho6 Chi Minh as Mr. Minh, or ARVN General Duong Vin
Minh as General Duong, or Nguyén Vin Thiéu as President Nguyén. Ngé Dinh
Diém, born in 1906, was simply Mr. Diém or President Diém. A number of his sup-
porters called him President Ngd, probably because he was born in the pivotal era

at the beginning of the twentieth century.
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A Morning of Horror

It was a cool summer morning in 1951in my home village, a small and insignifi-
cant place on the Red River delta, some sixty miles south of Ha N6, in the north
of Viét Nam. Under the bright sunlight and the cloudless blue sky, the green
paddy in front of my grandma’s house looked so fresh and peaceful. It would
have been much more beautiful if there had not been war in my country.

I'was surprised that I was still able to perceive beauty when the whole vil-
lage was filled with horror. At about § AM, African soldiers of the French Army
arrived, took position in the pagoda area, and began searching the village houses
at sunrise.

Sitting by the doorway of our brick house beside my grandma and a cousin,
I was waiting for the worst to happen to me. The village was very quiet; even birds
seemed to be aware of impending dangers. At that hour of a day in peacetime, the
airwould have been noisy with voices, children babbling, birds chirping, and the
rice fields active with farmers working.

We three sat still for hours. At times we spoke, but only in clipped words as
ifa complete phrase would precipitate disaster. My chest was heavy, my mouth
dry, and my mind blank. Occasionally I cast a quick glance at my eighty-two-
year-old grandma and my fifty-year-old third cousin. Their eyes were expres-
sionless, their faces tense, and those only heightened my fear.

Iturned my eyes to the horizon far away. Beyond the winding canal a mile
from my village was a hamlet where columns of black smoke rose high behind
the bamboo hedge. The French Army soldiers must have been there and set the
houses on fire. Fortunately, my village had been spared fire and destruction after
many raids in four years of wars. I loved my village so much. It was small with
the population of about 300. Since 1950, my village had been under French mili-
tary control. A village chief was appointed along with members of the village
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committee working under King Bio Pai’s administration, the noncommunist
government that sided with France against the Viét Minh.!

However, our submission to the French military authority did not protect
us from being looted, raped, tortured, or killed by French soldiers. Every private,
whether he was a Frenchman, an African, or a Vietnamese, could do almost
anything he wanted to a Vietnamese civilian without fear of being tried in a
court or punished by his superiors. It was safer in the cities where higher mili-
tary officials and police authorities could exert their judicial power.

In 1950, my mother brought my two little sisters and me back to Nam Dinh
(our provincial city, only six miles from my village), where I would attend high
school. The French military forces had controlled the city since early 1947, a few
months after the war broke out on December 19, 1946.

During the summer of 1951, I came to see my grandma as I always did when-
ever there was a day or two open from school. Although life in the countryside
was full of danger, she refused to come live with us in the city. Despite every
hazard, she was happy to remain in the house where many generations had lived
and died, full of memories of her life with my grandpa. They had eight children,
of whom my father was the fifth.

She loved me more than anyone else in the world, as I was her only grand-
son. She always worried about my safety. A bruise on my knee or a cut finger
would move her to tears.

Asifshe happened to remember something, she handed me a bowl of warm
rice she had cooked before dawn with a chunk of fried fish. She whispered, “You
eat something, You should not be hungry.”

She did not say what I knew she really meant: she wanted to be sure that I
would not be 2 hungry ghost in case I should be killed. I was always willing to
please her, but I found it impossible to swallow even a small bit as fear choked
my throat and dried my mouth.

Long hours of waiting drained my energy. I wished that the soldiers would
come sooner if the calamities were unavoidable.

When the sun had climbed high above the bamboo row, I heard the black
soldiers shout loudly about 300 feet away. Often we could tell how near they
were by the sound of their heavy boots and the smell of the tobacco they smoked,
which could be detected from a mile or more away.

The noises of household objects being broken and the cries of women and
children drew nearer and nearer. After a while, four tall black soldiers appeared,
rifles on their shoulders. The area so farhad been free of activity by the Viét Minh,
soitwas not necessary for these soldiers to be ready for combat. Theykicked open
the gate of my cousin’s house across a small garden and a low wall from my grand-
ma’s and walked in. In a few minutes, they came out, after breaking a fewjarsand
earthenware.
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They walked across the garden, entered my grandma’s house by a side door,
and searched every nook and cranny. They didn't find anything worth stealing.
How could anything of value be left after so many raids during the previous years?
One of them broke the rice pot with his rifle butt; the other swept the altar with his
machete and shattered a joss-stick burner. On the way out, the tallest soldier took
a small bottle of rice wine left on the altar and emptied it in just four or five gulps.

The tallest soldier approached the doorway where we were sitting. He stared
at me for a few seconds, then motioned for me to stand up. I rose slowly, trying to
find out from his countenance what he would do to me. It wasablank face, hard and
savage, and it frightened me much more than hisrifle and machete did. He grabbed
my arm and pushed me toward the gate. I felt his big hand tightening around my
upperarmlike anironvise. AsIonly came up to his chest, he had no difficultykeep-
ing me in his hand without any fear of my escape. I produced my student ID card,
but he refused to look at it.

My grandma burstinto tears. She rose to her feet, clasped herhands together,
bowed low before the soldiers, and implored them in Vietnamese to set me free,
although she was well aware that the African soldiers did not understand her
language. One of them turned and, without a word, hither in the upper back with
a big bamboo stick, knocking her down on the ground beside my cousin.

The soldiers brought me to a place beside the dirt road where there were
about twenty villagers, all the men and teenage boys, who were crouching under
the soldiers’ rifles. I sat down beside one of them. Each glanced at me, then
looked away. I felt calm, not from any courage but from the utmost despair that
numbed my feelings and perhaps from seeing that there were many others suf-
fering along with me.

Whenever I was in great danger, L used to ask myself what would happen to me
the next minute and hope that it wouldn’t be worse. In doing so, I could calm down
alittle by nourishing a flickering hope of getting through a perilous situation.

When a soldier arrived with two villagers, the three soldiers beside us flew
at the two and beat them violently while laughing. It was obvious that they
tortured the villagers for pleasure, not out of anger. The tallest soldier hit a fifty-
year-old villager in the lower back with a wooden club. The man collapsed with
a short, loud scream. Some of us were about to help him, but a soldier stopped
us with his rifle. The blow didn’t kill the man, but he could never sit up or stand
again.

Suddenly, the tallest soldier turned to me. He pulled me up and led me to a
fruit garden about thirty yards away beyond the thin bamboo hedge. He asked if
Ispoke French. My French at the time was very poor, hardly enough to exchange
anything more than very simple ideas. It was a risk to speak that kind of French
to the Africans, whose French wasn’t much better than mine, so I shook my head.
He asked, “Where are the Viét Minh?” Again I shook my head.
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The soldier flew into a rage. He slapped my face, and I almost fainted. I felt
warm blood trickling down my lips and chin. He yelled at me in French and held
outabook, demanding to know whether the book was mine. That was my French
textbook with my name, the date of purchase, and a small photograph of me glued
on the flyleaf. It was foolish to say that it wasn’t mine, so I nodded.

He slapped me again and asked me why I didn't speak French to him. I
could only say that I was afraid of speaking with my poor French vocabulary. In
fact, my language was no worse than what was taught in the textbook, but it was
useless to explain to him.

“Where are the Viét Minh?” he asked, his eyes red with anger.

“Idon’t know any Viét Minh,” I said, trying to make every syllable as clear
as possible.

“You liar! You swine!” He shouted at my face, so close that his breath made
me feel queasy. Again he slapped me several times and pointed at a piece of paper
on which two names were scrawled. The names were of two villagers in their
twenties who had joined the Viét Minh and left home two years earlier.

The soldier took a piece of rope about two yardslongand pushed me down,
my face on the ground. He then tied my arms together on my back from my wrist
up, so hard that the elbows nearly met, my shoulders pulled back, and my chest
tightly drawn. Then he led me to the paddy nearby and showed me two little
boyssitting on a grassy bank. Because their faces were badly bruised, it took me
take a few seconds to realize that they were my cousins.

The soldier showed them the paper, pointed at me, and shouted, “Parler!
Parler!” (Speak! Speak!) One boy told me that the soldier had beaten them, given
them paper and pencil, then asked them, “Viét Minh? Viét Minh?” Therefore they
had to write the only two Viét Minh names they knew. I was surprised that the
African soldiers also applied a Viét Minh intelligence technique: drawing infor-
mation from children and old people in their dotage.

Itried mybest to explain to the soldier that the two men had left the village, but
he kept shouting at me. I really didn’t know whether he understood me or not with
such pidgin French, hisand mine. He began hittingme hard, punching my chestand
my face, and kicking myribs and stomach. His wall-eyed face convulsed. He clenched
his teeth, and saliva dribbled from his mouth while he was beating me madly.

Iheld my breath with all my strength to bear the blows that landed all over
my left side. For minutes I didn’t feel any pain. The great fear probably turned
me numb to every blow. I closed my eyes to undergo the agony.

When he stopped, I opened my eyes and had a faint hope that it was all over.
I'was wrong, He picked up the submachine gun that he had hung on a small tree
nearby while beating me, and before I knew what would be happening, he kicked
me hard in the chest. Ilost balance and fell over on the soft soil.
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Lying on my elbows, I could see the soldier cocking his French .Z?HA.@
submachine gun and pointing it at me with one hand. And it flashed with some-
thing deafening but so quick that I could hardly hear it. o

The whole thing happened in no more than a second. I didn’t have enough
time to feel fear, to close my eyes, or to turn away. I was still able to reckon .&En
only one or two rounds were shot, then the magazine was empty. I also realized
that the bang of his gun was less dreadful than one shot at alonger range .Om mvwan
50 to 100 yards that I had experienced previously. The bullets hit the soil beside
me, sending dirt high above and then down on my face and chest. .

Ilay there not frightened yet, only wondering if any bullet had hit my body.
Seeing no way to escape death, I kept still, waiting for what Souwm happen. The
soldier angrily replaced the empty magazine with another one. “It must be full
with thirty rounds,” I thought.

As he was about to cock the gun, an African sergeant ran up. He snatched
the gun from the soldier, spoke to him in his language with a rather loud voice,
and shoved him away to the roadside. The sergeant took the end of the rope and
pulled me up. .

Only in that very minute did I feel a great fear. Horror seized Sm” and my
knees trembled. My legs were paralyzed. In five seconds or so, I wasn't able to
move when the sergeant told me to step forward onto the dry ground.

Istill thought that I must have been wounded somewhere. T had Wmmnm that
one might feel nothing in the first few minutes after he was shot. So I tried to
look at my legs but was unable to bend my head as the tied arms pulled my neck
backward. When I finally could make a few steps to the pathway, I turned back
to see if there was any blood on the soil. No blood, so I had not been shot.

The sergeant told me to sit down in front of him and talked to me in soft voice.
He told me that if he had arrived a few seconds later, I would have been dead. I
thanked him with the best words I could summon from my wretched vocabulary.
What surprised me was that the sergeant spoke French with the formal grammar
we were taught at school. Despite my poor French, I could understand him, atleast
the main points. .

Ianswered his questions about the two Viét Minh, and he seemed to believe
me. I also told him about my family and that I was a high school student on sum-
mer vacation. He glanced at my student ID. After a moment, he told me to stand
up. He untied the rope from my arms and tied it around my left wrist to keep me
from running away. Then he took me to a high ground down the road and away

from other soldiers, where we sat.

Encouraged by this unexpected behavior, I told him that his French was

perfect. He replied that he had been a junior high school graduate in Senegal
and that he had volunteered for the army, not for money but because something
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very sad had happened to him. When I asked why he was not promoted to officer
rank, he only said, “The French,” and pointed his thumb down.

Atlast, I asked him if he could release me. He looked at me for a few seconds
and sighed. “In this war, every private can arrest anybodybut none of them has the
right to release, even if he finds out it was an error a few minutes after that.” What
he said has been and still is partly true in Viét Nam.

When Iasked him for help, he said, “I can’t release you,and I can’t help you
overtly. But there is something I can do. In about an hour, the units operating
in this area will move back on this road. I'll let you see if there is anyone you
know who can give you some help.” Then he led me up the road to the pagoda
area near his mortar section.

Itwas aboutg am. Passing by a white brick wall under the bright sunshine,
Ilooked at my sithouette and I could see how my face was swollen. It must have
been badly deformed.

The soldiers and the captives were still there, but I saw no more beating,
The sergeant and I sat undera big fig tree. About an hour later, a green cluster-
star flare was shot into the air far to the south. The sergeant nodded to me. It
was a signal for the troops to withdraw.

From a village half a mile from mine, a long column of troops slowly ap-
proached. Most of them were Vietnamese along with Senegalese and Moroccans
marching as if on a pleasant hike, not like warriors. Some drove cows or buffa-
loes; some carried chickens dead and alive and other household objects that
they had looted from the area.

The sergeant and I stood a few yards from the road. My left wrist was still
tied to one end of the rope, the other end held fast by the sergeant. After hun-
dreds of troops had passed by, I had seen no one I knew, There were some who
looked familiar, but I dared not claim acquaintance. If by mistake I should
choose a “death informer,” it would be my certain death. A death informer at
that time was a former Viét Minh who had surrendered to the French Armyand
was used to identify other suspected rebels. Anyone identified by such an in-
former as a Viét Minh would be shot on the spot, unless he might be a good
source of intelligence. These informers were envoys of death all over Viét Nam
during the first few years of the 1946—54 war.

Then came a group of French officers with golden stripes on their shoulder
straps. I knew they were part of the operation’s mobile command post. Among
them was a stout Frenchman in military shorts, his shirt unbuttoned, a
Vietnamese conic hat on his head, and a pair of rubber tire sandals on his feet.
He wore no insignia, but his manner displayed unmistakable high dignity and
authority. Two majors and many captains and lieutenants were around him.

When he came nearer, I recognized him easily. He was a lieutenant colonel
from the Southern Zone Headquarters of the French Viét Nam North Command.

A Morning of Horror - ¢

We students all knew him well, as he appeared sometimes at ceremonies that
we had to attend in Nam DPinh City. As he passed in front of us, the sergeant
snapped to attention and saluted. Just on instinct, I drew B%m.m:. up and .mw:w»
“Bonjour, mon Colonel.” Within a split second, I was filled with fear: I m&w t
know if I had done the right thing. In war, anything could turn out to be a mis-
take, sometimes a fatal one.

The colonel stopped and responded gently with a refined language. The
sergeant briefly reported my case to him in favor of my innocence. The colonel
turned to me and asked, “Why do you know me?”

“I saw you several times in the city, sir,” I said.

He said something to the tall major, who then stepped forward and ﬁo.ow
my ID card from my chest pocket. Looking at it for a few seconds, the major
asked me softly, “Who is your principal?” I told him my principal’s :»Bm..wwm
description. When he saw a twenty piaster bill in my pocket, he asked me, “Did
the soldiers take anything from you?” I said no. That twenty piaster bill is equal
to about US$30 today. I was lucky: none of the soldiers had searched me for
money. .

The colonel nodded, and the major himself untied the rope from my wrist.
He asked me if I felt much pain from the beating. I said, “Very much, sir. But I
can stand it all right.”

All the French officers stood in silence and looked at me attentively. Then
the colonel spoke to me very slowly: “In this situation, unlucky civilians are like
grains of sand falling into a machine of war. A cogwheel can’t stop to save you
while the others are turning. By good luck you might not be caught by any part
of the running machine and safely escape the machine unharmed. Otherwise,
you'd be crushed. Now you may go home. Take care of yourself.”

I bowed to salute and thanked all the officers. I paused with the sergeant,
shook his hand, looked him in the eyes for a moment, then walked away. The
troops kept moving north, while I used another path away from the road to get
home, lest some crazy soldiers far behind in the column should arrest me again.

Atthe gate, my grandma was waiting. Someone had told her that I was dead.
When the troops withdrew from my village, she asked two neighbors to go fetch
my corpse with a pole and a hammock. They were about to depart when I got
home. My grandma wept for joy and mumbled a prayer as I ran to her arms. She
said, “Pray Buddha protect you!” She was still feeling great pain in her back, but
the blow from the bamboo stick had not broken her spine.

Ifound out that all my neighbors who had been arrested early that morning
had been released, probably by order of the colonel. Many young captives from
other villages were brought to the prisoner camp in Nam Pinh and locked up
for over two years as war labor serving French combat units. Some were killed
on the battlefields.
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That afternoon I packed and left for the city. I was treated with herbal medi-
cine and anything handy that we could afford, such asa kind of bitterroot soaked
inrice wine and sugar, raw blood of a terrapin, and juice from mashed crabs. For
a month, I just stayed home. How could I risk running into some of my girl
classmates with such a bruised and swollen face?

My mother said to me several times, “It could have been worse, darling.” In
war, anything less than death makes a victim feel lucky.

This encounter with the French soldiers was one of the many dangers and
pains I was to experience.

TWO

Ve
NN

My Early Years and Education

MY FAMILY

Iwas born into a lower-middle-class family in 1937, not long before Japan waged
war against China, beginning with the Marco Polo Bridge crisis in Beijing,
which my father used to refer to when talking about my birth.

My grandparents had not been rich farmers when they married in 1884,
having nothing more than a small wooden house and a few acres of farmland.
My great-grandfather was poor, but he managed to send my grandfather to
school for ten years. My grandfather didn’t obtain a degree, but his education
was enough to give him a decent position in the village. My grandparents had
to work hard to raise their eight children and to send all their sons to school.
Their eldest son was born in 1887. They gained respect from most of the villagers
and also from people of the neighboring villages, and they had no enemies.

My grandmother was a strong-minded woman who sometimes was more
obdurate than my grandfather. When I was still a young boy, my aunts and
uncles used to tease me, saying that I took after my grandpa and that Iwould be
a henpecked husband. (They were right.)

My grandma had a perfect memory. She could remember exact dates of all
events in her family and in many others’ since she was seven. She could recite
by heart 3,254 lines of Truyén Kiéu, the famous verse story by the great poet
Nguyén Du. I inherited her good memory, which helped me in school and es-
pecially in writing these memoirs. But sometimes I wished I didn’t have any
memory at all, so that I would have been much less concerned about the events
in war and the hardships of our people and lived a much happier life.

My grandfather was one of the many supporters of Ky Déng (Child Prodigy),
real name Nguyén Vin Cim, the young man in our neighboring province who led
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astruggle against the French at the beginning of the twentieth century. Some of my
grandfather’s cousins and a few villagers joined the fight and were defeated after a
short clash. They brought back a battle drum and a large conch, which were later
displayed in the village temple for worship. When I was a child, I often came to look
at them and to conjure up some heroic images of the people from my village who
had fought desperately but bravely against the French. I was very proud of them.

My father was born in 1904 and was his parents’ favorite son. At age six, he
was sent to a private teacher’s Chinese characters class along with two elder
brothers and some other children in the village. In the early 1900s, Chinese was
still the official written language in Viét Nam. It was gradually replaced by quéc
ngit (national language), Vietnamese written in the roman alphabet. This form
of written Vietnamese had been in use since the mid-nineteenth century, but
was not officially taught and prescribed as the language of administration in
Viét Nam until19os. By the time my father was born, many families in Viét Nam
still refused to let their children go to the new schools established by the French
colonial government for learning quéc ngi.

In 1912, my father’s uncles persuaded my grandfather to give up his passive
resistance against the French and to let my father and my uncles attend the new
school for quéc ngii and French language. After months of thinking it over, my
grandfather took their advice. As any other in their generation, my grandfather
and his sons were greatly influenced by Confucianism. They wanted their chil-
dren to be well educated more than to earn big money. My grandpa died when
Iwas two years old.

In 1925, my father participated in some anticolonialist activities in Ha N6i.
In 1927, he joined the Vié¢t Nam Quéc Dan Pang (Viét Nam National Party),
abbreviated VNQDD.! The VNQDD, well known in Viét Nam as Viét Quéc,
launched a bloody uprising in several provinces close to Ha N¢i in 1930 but was
crushed after a few days.

The VNQDD revolt was an anticolonialism military action by the first
well-organized revolutionary party in the French colonies. French authorities
mobilized its forces to suppress the patriots’ movement, which resulted in hun-
dreds of death sentences and thousands of prison terms for VNQDD members.
Nowadays, the revolt is referred to as the “Spirit of Yén B4y,” named for the
province where the fiercest fighting took place on February 10, 1930.The situa-

tion became even more serious to the French when the communists led the
farmers’ protest, the so-called Ngh¢ Tinh Soviet. It was a violent movement
against the French in the “Soviet” style that led farmers from several villages in
Ngh¢ An and Ha Tinh provinces to stage mass protests for months after May
1930. My father’s friends were among the communists who participated. The
Nghé Tinh movement lasted longer than the Yén Bay uprising, but it drew much
less attention in Viét Nam and France at the time.
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After the February 10 uprising, my father was on the French Security Ser-
vice’s blacklist. With help from some bribed officials, he changed his name and
moved to a northern province for a teaching job to escape arrest. After two
years, those officials managed to have his police records cleared so he noaﬁ
come back home safely. The bribery took away two acres of my grandparents
property.

In 1931, he applied for a government job. Until September194s, he Smm mmn,w‘
ing magistrate courts in many different districts in Tonkin, far from Ha Néi.
My father and my mother married in 1935.

Twas born two years later in the provincial town of Vinh Yén, thirty miles north
of Ha Noi. In 1942, when I was five and could understand simple things in life,
my father often met with his comrades in secret gatherings. At times, strangers
came to see my father at night, then disappeared quietly after an hour or two.
My grandma and my mother were worried, but found no way to stop him. It was
such a serious matter that they dared not interfere.

As I was growing up, my father became more involved in revolutionary
activities. He devoted much of his spare time to meeting with comrades in vil-
lages far from main roads. Although he and his friends kept it a secret, my
mother was somewhat aware of what he was doing. How could a man conceal
everything from his wife, especially when he had to ask her for help that no one
else could provide?

He used to bring me along to the meetings as if we were visiting friends. My
father and his comrades played cards to disguise their real purpose, and I was al-
lowed to play with other kids around the place. “Don’t worry, mama,” my father
once said to my grandma. “The French secret police won't think I'm going to do
anything big when my kid is with me.” That seemed to be true. And he taught me
to keep what he was doing a secret from the security agents in case they should
interrogate me about him.

From the age of six,  was often permitted to listen to many ofhis conversa-
tions with his friends. Therefore, ] knew about war and politics in a childish way
much sooner than I should have.

At seven, I was interested in matters that didn’t bother most children of my
age. I was proud of that, but when I grew up after years in the war, I wished that
my father hadn’t brought me along with him to his secret meetings and let me
learn such things so early. If he hadn’, my life might have been much different,
maybe much better in a sense. So I am not surprised to see teenagers in woBm
countries fighting real wars with automatic rifles as volunteers. I know it’s not

a difficult task to teach kids to hate and to kill with less fear of death.
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Many of my father’s comrades were teachers and public servants like him.
Alarge number of the patriots serving different revolutionary parties before and
after 1945 were teachers, probably because the teaching profession engendered
fervent patriotism in them.

One of my father’s best friends and comrades was Hoang Pham Tran, pen
name Nhugng Téng, a founder of the VNQDD and a close assistant to the na-
tional hero Nguyén Théi Hoc. After 1930, he was arrested and sentenced to many
years in the well-known prison camp on Poulo-Condore Island. He was released
on probation sometime before 1940. He often visited with my father. He told us
stories of Poulo-Condore, of how the French guardians had tortured political
prisoners, and of heroic struggles against the French authorities in jail. His
stories hardened my abhorrence of the French colonialists.

My father served the district magistrate court headed by the district gov-
ernor, a mandarin. Many people who were defendants or plaintiffs attempted
to bribe him, but he never accepted their money or gifts. Several times I saw him
show the door to those who came to offer him bribes. In his time, receiving
bribes was considered the privilege of a public servant, but he often taught us,
my cousin and me, that bribery was immoral and that if we became public ser-
vants, we should never take bribes. That’s what I liked most about him.

Whenever my father had a vacation, he brought me with him on trips to
scenic mountains, rivers, and historic spots, along with his friends. On the trips,
my father often told me stories about how we should love nature, love the father-
land, and do everything possible to help the poor. Sometimes we rode in a boat
under the full moon while my father and his friends were reciting poems, chat-
ting, and drinking. Too young to wholly understand the poems, I could only
appreciate the melodious sound under the bright moonlight on the immense
body of water that spread to the darkened shores far away.

Those trips created in me a deep love for rivers. Any river is beautiful to me:
the Mekong in Cin Tho, the Perfume Riverin Hué, the Dak Bla in Kontum, and
especially the Red River near my home village. \

Many afternoons my friends and I went to the Red River to watch it run-
ning swiftly to the south—much larger and swifter in autumn, the flood sea-
son. Right there was the place where the king’s soldiers and men in our district
had fought a desperate battle with flintlocks and spears against a French war-

ship on its way to the first attack at Nam Dinh City in the late nineteenth
century.

FIRST EXPERIENCES OF WAR

I began learning to read and write at home. At the same time, World War II
escalated with the attack on Pearl Harbor. In the following school year, 1942-43,
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Iwas sixyears old and was admitted to the first grade by permission of the school
district inspector. Before that, my father had been teaching me.

It takes a child about two years to learn to read Vietnamese well, even words
that he or she does not understand. At age seven, I could read some parts of news-
papers and magazines that my father brought home. Every dayIread about the war
in Chinaand Europe, learning about guns, warplanes, aircraft carriers, destroyers,
cruisers, submarines, and V-1 and V-2 rockets before I was taught science, math,
history, and geography. My second cousin, who was ten years older than1 and was
living with us, was always eager to explain to me anything I didn’t understand.

Asa child, Thad a vague notion that war was an action whereby people killed
to get something they wanted, such as money and land. Once I overheard my fa-
ther discussing war with his friends. He said, “Since kids everywhere in the world
still love to play with toy guns, pistols, swords, and daggers, wars will never end.”

To most working-class Vietnamese at that time, World War IT was some-
thing still far away. In the village, peasants didn't care that the war was going
on in other countries. The war only affected the middle class and above when
imported goods such as gasoline, mechanical spare parts, bikes, medicine, cloth,
milk, fruits, or toys ceased to come in. At school, there was a great shortage of
paper, pens, pencils, and chalk, even of the worst quality manufactured by do-
mestic industry. Students were asked to write in lines of a half space. I had to
wrestle with my pen to write in narrow lines on rough paper. People of my
generation could write letters with characters only one millimeter high.

Sometime in my first year at school, Japanese soldiers stopped by our town.
Children in our neighborhood rushed to the roadside at the marketplace to
watch them. We had not seen or heard of anything to be afraid of. We had heard
of no crime or savage maltreatment done by Japanese soldiers.”

It was a Japanese platoon of about forty soldiers and one officer with a sword
athisside. They stopped at a fruit stall, bought some oranges, and paid generously.
A man in the candy store near my school told us that the Japanese sword was ex-
tremely sharp: a hair blown against its edge would be cut in half. We believed him
because he had been a sailorwho traveled to many ports. He also told us that when
the blade was unsheathed, one head must be decapitated. So we looked at the of-
ficer’s sword with great fear and admiration. Whenever he touched the handle, we
were ready to run. Fortunately, he did not draw the blade out. The man became a
propaganda team member after the Viét Minh ascended to power in August1945.

When I was in second grade, American bombers began pounding away at
bridges and Japanese military installations in our province. Every day before g
AM, the time for American planes to reach our area from their bases in the Pa-
cific, rich families left the city for the rural areas nearby, returning after dark.
Others who stayed would be ready to rush to bomb shelters when the siren
wailed. Most elementary schools were moved to nearby villages.
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A few months later, the planes began bombing also at night. In the city, the
sound of the siren was frightening, especially when the whole city was drowned
in darkness of the blackout. During each airraid, a number of civilians were killed
or wounded.

Once I followed my cousin to a place a mile from home where American
bombs hit not the bridge but a street close by. There we saw a dozen dead bodies
soaked in blood, limbs chopped off, stomachs torn open. It was horrible, and for
the first time I realized what war really was.

One noon while we boys and girls were playing in the large schoolyard, a
plane suddenly popped out over the tall bamboo grove on the other side of the
river several hundred yards away. It roared in fast and so low that we could see the
pilot. Weall cried, and the teachers shouted to stop us from running, We had been
taught to stand still when a plane came so that the pilot would not notice us. A few
seconds later, another plane followed. Its gun barked noisily and frightened us
much more than the first. We dared not move, even a minute after both had disap-
peared in the horizon. Our teacher said that the first was an American bomber
and the chasing plane was Japanese.

FROM VILLAGE TO CITY

My home village was only twenty miles from the district town where my father
was working. I always spent my holidays (summer, Christmas, Tét, and Easter)
in my village with my grandma, my aunts, and my uncles, who all loved me and
coddled me much more than my parents did.

During my first eight years of life, Viét Nam was a French colony. French
colonialists imposed oppressive measures to exploit the colony. However, life
in my village before 1945 was calm, and people were living peacefully with each
other. The peasants had to work ten hours a day almost 365 days a year to pro-
duce enough food for their families. One-tenth of the population owned no land
atall and worked as sharecroppers.

In most villages, every man, at age eighteen, rich or poor, was allocated an
equal portion of village-owned land, usually about two-tenths of an acre, free
orata very low rent. In villages like mine, which owned a large common prop-
erty, land was allocated also to women.

Inagood year for crops, farmers usually had enough rice to feed their fami-
lies. Inyears with bad harvests, their meals might consist of only 70 percentrice,
the 30 percent rice substitute being sweet potato, manioc, or Indian corn, which
were considered far inferior to rice. In some very bad years, they had only 30
percent rice. In some extreme cases, they had to live on thin porridge for days
while waiting for the next crop.

Therichest landlord in our area owned about 9o acres. There were only two
landlords in our neighboring districts who owned more than 100 acres. Most,
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as far as I knew, did not impose brutal exploitation on their tenants. Traditional
relations between villagers and religious teachings somewhat restrained them
from being too avaricious. Land rent was usually about 30 percent, including
government tax. In years of severe weather that caused a sharp drop in produc-
tion, landlords usually postponed rent collection and would let it be paid back
with the next crop. In some cases of good friendship or close relation, the debts
could be remitted. As a matter of course, there were many avaricious landlords
who paid low wages, imposed high land rent, and lent money at high rates. Their
avarice led peasants to resentment but rarely to profound animosity.  heard of
some wicked landlords who demanded exorbitant rent from tenants. Some even
tortured farmers who failed to pay rent and treated peasants roughly as if they
were slaves. But there were not many such landlords in my district. Their atroci-
ties were often dramatized in fiction, especially in the propaganda materials of
every revolutionary party at that time, nationalists and communists alike.

When I got older, Ilearned from books and the grownups that the plight of
poor farmers in my home province was not the worst. Wicked landlords in
China ruled their immense family farms of thousands of acres with cruel ex-
ploitation and heartless laws, as if they were emperors. Farmers were beaten,
tortured, and even killed.

A MANDARIN IN EACH VIETNAMESE

In old-time Viét Nam, according to a 1,000-year-old system of regional power
distribution, the village had been autonomous. Each had its own written or
unwritten “charter” that stipulated special customs and regulations that were
to be abided by. Some of these might have been contrary to common rules as
stated by the proverb “King’s laws sometimes are second to village’s customs.”

The village charter determined the ranking order of the notables—whether
by seniority or by degree of education. In some villages the charter fixed the
marriage fee that a groom had to pay in cash or in kind. In a village up north,
the groom was required to go naked into a pond (usually in winter) to catch one
fish of any size as a symbol before the village committee approved the proposed
wedding. The required task was a trick just to make sure that his genitalslooked
normal. The rules might be harder on grooms from outside the village.

‘When the French occupied Viét Nam in the second half of the nineteenth
century, they maintained the ancient Vietnamese system, as it had proved its
efficiency to facilitate their rule.?

For,000yearsuntil 1945, Viét Nam had been ruled by the notables, who were
mostly landlords and rich farmers, with deep-rooted customs as their instrument
of rule. Asleaders of rural Viét Nam, most of them gained respect from the peas-
ants not by coercive measures but by the tradition of paying reverence to educated
persons. It should be noted that the educated notables in the old Viét Nam lived
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right in the midst of the poor peasants. Therefore, good relations between them
and the poor, as well as their leadership role, were maintained and consolidated.

At the same time, Viét Nam strongly adhered to 1,000-year-old traditions in
which honors from an official title were highly regarded. However rich a man
could be, he would gain little respect if he bore no title. Everyone seemed to be
born with a thirst for fame and power more than for riches. A name should always
be preceded with some title, even one denoting an insignificant position. Mr. Ba,
aclerk of a private small business, loved to be addressed as “Mr. Clerk Ba.” Bén, a
soldier, would be pleased with the title “Mr. Private Bén.” Mr. Nam, a Truong

i Tuin (chiefwatchman) was called “Mr. Truong Nam.” With the title so shortened,
Keo, a communist cadre, would prefer being called “cadre Keo,” not plain Keo.

People born into the old Viét Nam society were highly conservative and re-
gionalistic, which is true to some extent even today. Some people would do any-
thing possible to reach and to preserve a higher position in the village, sometimes
in a fierce or even bloody competition. And once in power, many could be very
authoritarian. Some bad traditions were therefore maintained. Family feuds di-
vided many villages. Fighting for a more decent seat at village feasts at the com-
munal house sometimes led to heated arguments and even to physical assaults
and vendettas in extreme cases.

‘This traditional ruling class in the countryside was the primary target of
the communist revolution. The Vietnamese Communist Party doctrine as-
serted that the absolute “cleansing” of that ruling class must be accomplished
in order to seize power in the countryside. Even so, the current officials of the
communist infrastructure, the leaders and cadres of village and district party
committees, are not much different from their pre-1945 predecessors, although
their authoritarianism may be concealed under better-coined titles and melodi-
ous rhetoric on behalf of “the Revolution.”

A village chief or a village committee member was usually given the right
to farm a piece of village-owned land, the size of which depended on the prop-
erty. But he worked hard in his job, sometimes to ruthlessness, impelled only
by his title and the power he was vested with.

My village chief carried his brass seal in his pocket day and night. Along with
his signature, it was of first importance in every paper, suchas an ID card, certifi-
cate, notarized document, and laissez-passer. He was free to acceptalittle money
or gift as legal fees from applicants when he signed and sealed their papers.

As abasic unit of administration, my village, like any other, had a council of
the notables or the legislature, headed by the Tién Chi (first notable). This council
supervised the elected village committee, the executive, which was headed by the
Ly Trudng (village chief), who actually ran local affairs. The French rulers estab-
lished this form of village government in Tonkin and Annam, their protectorates;
in Cochinchina, form was modified to reflect that region’s status as a colony and
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otherlocal geopolitical concerns. The Tién Chi was not paidand wmm :ﬁm execu-
tive authority, but he functioned as the head of the village, especiallyinrites at nf.m
temple, during annual festivals, and at banquets. Healso pre sided over the no.cnn;
conference to decide the village budget. When some family offered the village
notables a boiled chicken, he was given the chicken’s head, a formal indication of
his status. Drumsticks, wings, and breast were shared by the lower-ranking ofhi-
cials: the chief of village, the deputy chief, the watchmen chief, the registrar, and
the land surveyor.

The village watchmen, though equipped only with bamboo canes, were very
efficient in enforcing the law. Taxes were collected to the penny. Violators were
properly dealt with. If we children removed rocks from railroads, we would be
severely reprimanded, even punished by rods, and our parents would ?B.\w to pay
afine. It seemed that village leaders after 1945, bothin South and North Viét Nam,
inherited such behavior from colonial times. And indeed, local Communist Party
and government officials have proved themselves much like their mnmmmnmmmoa..

At the bottom of a village hierarchy there was a man who served as the mo,
orvillage crier. His principal job was to make public announcements after mnd.w.
ing 2 “md,” a wooden instrument similar to one that a Buddhist monk used in
the pagoda. His secondary job was to serve every other villager whenever help
was needed, usually to invite guests, to run errands, and to wash dishes at an-
niversary parties. The md’s status put him in the lowest rank; everybody was
above him and had the right to request his services when he was available. No
one ate at the same table with him. M6 was a special institution of the old Viét
Nam society. Thanks to his status, no other commoner in a village had the feel-
ing of being at the bottom of society. No one other than his son would succeed
the m6 when he became disabled or died, although farming land given to am6
was relatively large in some villages. In the old Viét Nam, the md and the king
were the only two titles that were hereditary.

Above the village was a canton, which was a subdivision of a district. The
canton chiefhad some power of inspection and was usually rich. However, he did
not play a very great role in the colonial administrative system.

At the next echelons, the mandarins ruled provinces and districts. They
served under the French colonial government of the so-called protectorates of
Tonkin and Annam and also under the king of Viét Nam in Hué. The mandarin
was taken for “the people’s father” by tradition. The mandarin who was the
governor of our district was a good one. He owned the only car in the district.
Peasants bowed when seeing him ride in his shiny black French sedan.

I was a friend of his two sons, one four years older and the other two years
younger than I, and of his daughter, who was my age. The older brot
lend me books, mostly fiction and biographies of world heroes. O m/DW\

he called me into his closed room or even into a large restroom i .Mﬂ
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read some books that the colonial authority had banned. His mother soon found
out why we often occupied the restroom for too long, but she never forbade us
or told his father. As a governor, his father would not let us read such prohibited
publications, which featured wicked mandarins and village officials; the authors
dared not directly attack the French colonialist rulers yet. But they indirectly
encouraged some kind of revolutionary ideology.

After 1945 this friend of mine joined the Viét Minh and became a commu-
nist ranking cadre, and his father returned to Ha NOi to serve the nationalist
government. In the 1960s, his younger brother became a South Vietnamese Air
Force pilot. His sister and I were in the same third-grade classroom, and we
liked each other. At eight years old, for the first time in my life I felt her charm
attracting me for what might be called love, a vague sympathy, pure and pristine,
ofalittle boy for a friend of the opposite sex. It was my first school romance. Her
elder brother told me that he would ask his parents to marry her to me when we
grew up so I would become his brother-in-law.

The district governor had under his command a squad of ten local guards,
who were equipped with French muskets and wore green puttees as part of their
uniform, to keep the 100,000 people in good order. A gang of twenty bandits
always took to flight when they confronted a single soldier with that three-
round-clip, nineteenth-century Mousqueton rifle. Though living under the op-
pressive colonialist regime, our people enjoyed true peace and order.

In the old time Viét Nam, a student went to school so that he would become
a mandarin. Everyone, regardless of his family origin and background (except
for children of actors and actresses, singers, brigands, thieves, and prostitutes),
who passed the king’s examinations held every three years in some major cities
would be nominated a mandarin with full privileges. Many famous mandarins
in our history were children of poor farmers. In the king’s strictly supervised
examinations, no bonus mark was given to any candidate because of his family

background, his merits, or the services he or his parents had rendered to the
king or the nation.*

There were many mandarins and village officials who were notorious for
their brutality and inhumanity. The colonial government obviously condoned
their wrongdoing up to a point to maintain an efficient system that kept the
whole of Indochina well under its control. The oppressed people had no way to
resist or seek protection. Tonkin was nominally under the king in Hué, although
the people were actually living at the mercy of the mandarins in provinces and
districts and of the village officials who carried out the draconian orders given
by the colonial government.

In the cities, life was better. The colonial regime allowed a large gap between
life in the cities and life in the rural villages. The city population had electricity,
running water, paved streets, movies, imported goods, and medicine. In cities,
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people did not live under direct oppression. To some extent, the Q&.\ bourgeoisie
enjoyed the advantages of a modern society, which included better justice. Eoim.,\ma
poor workers led wretched existences in murky slums and were pitilessly exploited
by French employers in large factories and by Vietnamese owners of mﬂmz firms.
Several times I witnessed savage beatings of rickshaw drivers who had failed to pay
their day’s rent to the owner of a rickshaw-rental house. Policemen kept the city in
good order. Fines for littering were rather heavy, so sidewalks were always clean. A
kid back from school would hold his bladder full to soreness until he got home be-
cause he dared not urinate at the wrong place on city streets.

At the top of my province was the French administrator, known as the
“résident Frangaise,” not the Vietnamese provincial governor. The mandarins,
although having great authority over Vietnamese peasants, only Em%wm .m»m
secondary role. Complete authority was in the hands of the French nOEEwE.ﬁ.
In Tonkin, the top French official was the “résident supérieur,” who also carried
the title of viceroy of the king of Viét Nam. Thanks to the mandarin hierarchy
and the village administrative system as instrument of repression, the French
colonialist regime exerted a highly oppressive power upon the Vietnamese
people in order to exploit all resources available in the colony.

Rice wine and opium were sold on a forced consumption basis. Each month,
every village had to buy compulsory quantities of rice wine and opium, the
production of which was the monopoly of French firms. Those products were
sobad and expensive that their consumers preferred rice wine illegally distilled
by peasants and opium smuggled in from Chinese border areas.

The arrival of the French customs officers always brought fear to my village
and others. Hiding rudimentary distilling tools on someone’s private land and
then reporting it to the French customs house was one way to bring trouble to
one’s enemy, sometimes sending him to jail for months and costing him a heavy
fine.

Taxes were high, especially the poll tax and rice production taxes. Many
poor men in my village were unable to pay the taxes and were jailed for weeks.
In extreme cases, they were flogged by village watchmen and even by district
local guards.

Democracy, freedom, and human rights were unknown to poor peasants
in my village and others who were living in a way not much different from that
of 100 years earlier. Only men’s clothing and hairstyles had changed, and Viet-
namese in the roman alphabet was taught instead of Chinese characters in
public schools. Women were considered inferior. Many were ill treated and had
almost no rights at home if they were not able to get along well with their in-laws.

Polygamy was legal.

Under the French, educational, medical, and social services were meager. My
province had a hospital of about 200 beds, a small maternity hospital, and a few
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dispensaries. Only the middle and higher classes knew preventive medicine. The
majority of the Vietnamese still relied on traditional herbal medicine. Once when
I'was six years old, cholera broke out in my village. On the first day, it took awaya
dozen lives. Local authorities did not provide much aid to control the epidemic.

REVOLUTIONARY STIRRINGS

In 1945, a large proportion of the population was illiterate. Only half of the
children in my village went to one of a half dozen elementary schools in my
district when I was a first-grader. Five of those children later completed fifth
grade and passed the examination fora primary school diploma in the only six-
classroom primary school of my district.

Our province had only one junior high school of about 200 students; a few of
those who wanted to attain higher education would have to gotoHaNoitoattend
one of the three senior high schools in the whole of Tonkin. Also located in Ha
N6i was the university, which enrolled students from al] over Indochina.

At school, we were taught subjects common to that of any other country,
with the exception that French was a compulsory language. We started learning
Frenchin first grade. By third grade, Thad to knowby heart all tenses and moods
of the two auxiliary verbs, étre (to be) and avoir (to have); it would be several
years before we were taught how to use them. From fifth grade on, everything
was taught in French and, ridiculously enough, we were given history lessons
in which we read, “Our ancestors were the Gauls.” We were taught that France,
as the mother country, brought civilization to her colonies and would bring
them up to mature like a tree bearing fruit: “When fruits have ripened, they’ll
leave the tree and grow up by themselves.” However, what I knew from my father
and my cousin was much different. “The French were only leeches,” they said.

Subjects relating to anticolonialist or patriotic movements against the French
were not mentioned, of course. But in history classes, my young teacher, a new
graduate from the teachers school in Ha N 6iand afervent patriot, found the best
time to teach us patriotism, independence, liberty, and equality in a simple form
so thata child might comprehend them. From my father, my uncle, and my cousin,
Ilearned about anti-French movements and celebrated patriots like Phan Chu

Trinh, Phan Boi Chau, Dé Thém, and Nguyén Thai Hoc. Many other teachers
who were friends and comrades of my father did the same with students at higher
grades but more aggressively. Years later, those teachers and many of their stu-
dents became passionate fighters on both sides in the long wars from 1946 to 1975.

When I began school, many patriotic songs had been composed praising
our ancestors’ achievements and victories in wars against Chinese aggressors.

Although not mentioning the French, the songs indirectly evoked patriotism
and fostered Francophobia.
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As I entered first grade, the colonial government launched a bmﬁon.;:.mm
sports movement. Every school had to promote sports activities. Each district
had to build a soccer field, surrounded by a running track, where matches S.mnm
held regularly. Sometimes we boys were lined up along Highway 1, a few .B;mm
from our school, to cheer bicycle riders on the Indochina Tour. The adults in my
family said that the sports movement was only a plot of the mnm.Sn.r to attract
Vietnamese youth and deflect them from nursing rebellious patriotism. Mean-
while, my father took advantage of the movement for his party. He was m.%‘
pointed president of the district sports club, under the smoke screen of which
he recruited and trained new party members, as Ilearned soon thereafter when
his activities were no longer secret following the 1945 Autumn Revolution.

THE RICH AND THE POOR

During the time I was in second and third grades, the French Security Service ar-
rested many people in the district town where my family was living. Some of them
were said to be criminal gang members, some communists. I believed that the nn.:d‘
munists were doing something against the French, as was myfather, and that possibly
some of the people arrested were his comrades, but he wouldn't tell. To me, theyall
were heroes because they had the courage to stand against the French in Viét Nam.

Ididn’treally know what communism was, but my eight-year-old M.Hmmz felt
sympathy with it when my cousin explained to me that the noa.nz::m.nm took
money from people who were too rich and gave it to the poor. Like any other
child in the world, I was always fascinated by the stories of Robin Hood, Jesse
James, and other outlaws, and I thought that what they did was not wrong but
done in the name of social equality. I lived close enough to the poor farmers to
be aware of their miseries and the large gap between social classes.

My family was Buddhist. Since I was very young, I had been much influenced
by my parents’ teaching about good and bad, cause and effect, benevolence, and
destiny. Sometimes I asked my parents whether my grandparents had done any-
thing dishonest to build up their property. My parents assured me that they had
notand that our inherited estate came only from my grandparents’ hard work and
savings. As for my parents, they only added to the family’s property some mﬁmmm
or four acres purchased with savings from my father’s salary and my mother’s oc-
casional trade business.® .

My father once told us the story of some landlords in Nghé An province who
dedicated all their farmlands to organize their villages into co-operatives where
poor peasants worked collectively and shared the crop according to 9&._‘ Ewoﬂ.
My father supported the idea, but my uncle said, “It sounds like communism,” to
which my father replied, “It is. But anything that minimizes the misery of our poor

peasants is acceptable.”



24 - AGrainofSand

. Living in easy circumstances, I always felt somewhat embarrassed when I
chn.mm that I was better dressed and fed than many other children around the
istrict town. Several times a week, beggars of all ages stopped at our gate to ask

mOH moom m.:& Hcosﬁvf HWH rm.m an O@@OHH,—HHHZ“ v& H ccOG.r.w vea UQ ara mﬁ— TCSL (o)

“It was too much,” my mother said. “With 10 ili i
. uch, . o families each giving him a
w.wsmmi of rice, he’ll be richer than a middle-class farmer.” I knew that mmrm was
right, but I always gave beggars more than others did.

THREE

N2
S

1945: The Year of Drastic Events

THE FAMINE

The winter of 1944 was the coldest in many decades in the Red River delta, my
grandma said. Temperatures dropped to alittle above zero degrees Celsius (32
degrees Fahrenheit) as a bitter north wind brought death to some old peoplein
the villages near mine. The winter harvest was the greatest failure in a century,
according to the old villagers. Rice production at some villages was lessthan 3o
percent of anormal crop in many fields, my uncle told my father. Panicles of rice
in many rice fields bore only empty chaffs. Even children my age realized that
a serious famine was looming on the horizon.

After Tét, hungry peasantsin overpopulated districts of my province began
moving to other areas and Nam Pinh (the provincial city), where they hoped
they would find food. Before leaving, they sold everything they could. A thatch
roof could be sold as kindling for a few pennies. In many hamlets south of my
village, parts of poor neighborhoods were gone; only earthen walls remained.
Some villages that had been verdant with live bamboo fences were devastated.
Skinnybodies in rags wandered all over the country roads and city streets. Then
corpses began to appear along roadsides and in pagoda yards, church grounds,
marketplaces, city parks, and bus and railway stations.

Groups of hungry men and women with babies in their arms and other

 children at their sides invaded every accessible field and garden to search for
_anythingthey thought edible: green bananas, cores and bulbs of banana trees,

bamboo shoots. They even ate oilcakes, used for fertilizer, which caused many
deaths.

My villagers had to defend their land with force. Every night, strong men
patrolled the fields to chase away trespassers. Sometimes there were clashes and
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injuries. Hungry crowds attacked rich landlords’ homes and looted their grana
ries. In many cases, law and order was not enforced. It was widely said in my
town that some people, including the four-year-old son of a Chinese business-
man, were killed for meat. My parents and others in the neighborhood were
scared by the rumors. They kept their children in sight at all times and didn’t let
them play outside the gate. .

One day, my three-year-old sister was standing at the front door ten yards
from the gate opening to the street, eating a rice cake. The larger part of the cake
was in her right hand. An emaciated young man stopped at our gate. He looked
like a ghostin ragged clothes. At one jump he reached the doorstep. He held my
sister’s jaws with his left hand, squeezing her mouth open. His right hand
scooped out the bite of cake from her mouth, then he stuffed it into his, snatched
the remaining cake from her hand, and he tore away like a flash. My mother
stood dumbfounded. It happened too quickly for me to have any idea how to
react. My mother soothed my sister and said nothing, but I saw tears in her eyes
and on her cheeks.

Every morning I saw some oxcarts, each carrying several gaunt bodies on
the way out of town. They were buried without coffins or any cover in mass
graves already dug beforehand in a narrow strip of land beside the main road.
Public cemeteries were already full. Sometimes when I got up at 6 Am, I found
one or two corpses along the roadside in front of my home. They were stiff and
so thin that I could see every rib and bone. For the first time I knew that the
picture of a human skeleton hung in my third-grade classroom was accurate.

Newspapers reported that there was a great surplus of rice in Cochinchina
that couldn’t be sent north because U.S. bombs had destroyed most bridges and
railroads.

Ididn’t suffer much. My little sister and I were the only two in my family of
nine who were fully fed. The others, including my grandmother, only got two
bowls of rice in two meals a day—instead of the usual six—to save some rice for
starving people, a dozen of whom could be found at any time on our street. All
other middle-class families in my neighborhood did the same.

That summer the harvest brought a good crop. The new rice was reaped a
little earlier and saved a lot of people who were about to collapse. Still, a dozen
people in the area died, not from hunger but from eating too much after gather-
ing the first few bushels of newly collected grains. After the disaster, I learned
that from 2 to 3 million peasants had died in the 1945 famine. People said that
the famine was caused not only by the failure of rice production but also by the
French and the Japanese, who had commandeered an immense amount of rice
in Tonkin for their own military food reserves.

I'will never forget the emaciated victims of that famine.
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THE FORMIDABLE JAPANESE

While millions of Vietnamese were suffering from hunger, the Japanese forces
overthrew the French colonial government. On March o, 1945, after a short
nighttime clash of barely an hour, the Japanese took control of the city, and that
meant they controlled the whole province. The next morning, I sawleaflets and
posters everywhere. One declared martial law; others proclaimed indepen-
dence for Viét Nam and praised the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.!
Afewdayslater, alarge meeting was held at the district soccer field to celebrate
the great event. The district town was decorated with the king’s flags, Japanese flags,
banderoles, and posters. A thousand young men from the villages and students of
allages sang “Tiéng Goi Thanh Nién” (Appeal to the Youth) as the flags were raised
on the tall masts. This song was written by Luu Hitu Phudc, and it later became the
national anthem of the RVN (Republic of Viét Nam = South Viét Nam). It was
composed years before 1945 with the title in French “Lappel aux étudiants” (Appeal
to the Students); there were other lyric versions in Vietnamese praising the Viet-
namese heroes and victoriesin fighting for the country’s independence thatweused
to sing in class. The crowd chanted patriotic slogans loudly after each speaker con-
cluded his speech with “Long live Viét Nam!” “Down with French colonialism!”
“Defend our Fatherland to ourlast drop ofblood!” Patriotism swelled in every soul,
even my third-grade classmates and me. It was our great pleasure to see that there

* was no more French occupation and oppression, that our fatherland was indepen-

dent, and that our people had freedom, even when the Japanese still dominated.

Teachers were now free to tell us stories of how the French had tortured
and massacred our patriots; treated our workers ruthlessly in rubber planta-
tions, factories, and mines; brutally exploited our country with heavy taxes;
robbed us of priceless treasures; and ruined our society by encouraging con-
sumption of rice wine, opium, and legal prostitution.

All of what we learned about colonialism planted in our minds a profound
hatred for the Erench. Once I saw a group of about ten French former officials
doing hard labor—digging ditches, pulling heavy carts—under the surveil-
lance of two Japanese soldiers. I felt pleasure in seeing the Japanese doing what
the French had done to our compatriots. To me, every Frenchmanin Viét Nam
was guilty and deserved severe punishment.

Although they were also members of an army of occupation, the Japanese
soldiers gained some respect from the Vietnamese common people. They
showed their iron discipline in the barracks and on the streets. They may have
been arrogant and somewhat authoritarian, but I never heard of Japanese sol-
diers raping or looting. They were pitiless with thieves, robbers, and swindlers.
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The Japanese officer in charge of my district caught a renowned burglar stealing
awoman’s money. With his bare hands, the officer beat the burglar to death in
the marketplace. The next day, all thieves in the area reported to the Japanese
officer, asking for mercy and promising to abide by the law.

Arumor circulated that there was a woman who sold rice bran to the Japa-
nese for food for their horses. One day some horses died because they had eaten
sawdust mixed in with the bran. We heard that the Japanese cut open the belly
of a dead horse, put the woman inside, sewed it up, and buried her alive. No one
knew for sure if the story was true or not, but it was well known in Viét Nam,
and it frightened away every scheme to cheat the Japanese.

In the area around my village and the dry land section nearby, the Japanese
ordered large fields that had been used for food production to be set aside for
growing jute to make supply gunnysacks for the Japanese army. Severe punish-
mentwas inflicted on those who failed to meet the required production goal. This
imposition provoked animosity toward the Japanese but not as bitter as that to-
ward the French. What the Japanese did in the Philippines, China, Korea, and
Malaysia was not known widely in Viét Nam at that time. Not until I was twenty
did I learn about the Japanese brutality in those countries. In fact, among the
foreign soldiers who were once in Viét Nam—including the French, the Russians
in the 1980s, the Chinese in 1945, the Red Chinese in North Viét Nam in 196573,
the Australians, Koreans, and Americans in 1961-73—the Australian and the

Japanese soldiers received the highest regard from the common Vietnamese.

As a child, I liked the Japanese, especially the captain who often came to
see the father of a friend of mine. He taught me Japanese and gave me pens,
pencils, and notebooks. He showed special affection for children. However, my
father hated the Japanese. He said that they were also our people’s enemies and
always avoided meeting any of them. His party and other patriotic movements
opposed the Japanese occupation.

During the summer vacation, news of war that reached our home foreboded
some great event in my country. My cousin, who used to explain the news to
me, said that after having won the war in Europe, the Allies had now turned to
Asia to defeat Japan. He also said with an air of importance that an enormous
aircraft carrier of the U.S. Navy would enter the Gulf of Tonkin before long, and
all of Indochina would be “shaken” into pieces. Then we learned that Japan had
launched a campaign of kamikaze attacks. All my classmates admired their
heroism. The war was coming closer and closer.

There was more bombing in the area. It was the first time I ever heard about
an American. After an air raid, an American pilot was shot down somewhere
north of Ha Noi. A friend of my father’s who had been at the scene told my father
that the pilot wore a jacket with “solid gold buttons.” He also said that that
“American money is in gold coins” and that “many things in America, including
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some household utensils, are made of gold.” I believed his stories. For a long

time in Viét Nam, people had the expression “spending money as extravagantly

as an American.” I would find out the truth of his words only several years later.

The more bombing there was, the more we were worried about war, but no
one had the least idea about what would really happen if our area became a battle-
field. My mother said that if war came, we would have to move to the hills three
miles from our home. She prepared many jars of powdered grilled rice for the
family to use in case of emergency. She didn’t know that life in war wouldn'tbeso
simple. Meanwhile, my father became much busier with his comrades. Since 1944,
many of his VNQDBD activists in the area had been cooperating with members of
other movements, including the Viét Minh Front. He and his comrades were
working hard to prepare for the general uprising. Sometimes my uncle helped him
hide pistols and rifles, circulate indoctrination materials, and mmm,»mn. support for
his party. I overheard the adults in my family saying that the Viét Minh were 8
cruiting new members and training them in secret bases. It seemed that the Viét
Minh organization was active everywhere.

Although my cousin and I didn’t know much about my father’s friends, we
could tell who among them belonged to which group. Only years later did I real-
ize how they did not have a proper concern for security measures when the
threat from French and Japanese secret police was hovering not too high over
their heads.

GENERATION GAP

In 1945, my years at school were the most beautiful time in my life, so beautiful
that since then I have long dreamed of living just one day from that time again.
Millions of Vietnamese of my generation must have the same wish.

We were trained, as our forefathers had been, under the influence of Con-
fucianism. Textbooks on morals emphasized being a good member of the great
family and an Asian-type gentleman—a man of moral integrity and generosity,
who honored duty and despised riches. The lessons went along with numerous
examples taken from Chinese and Vietnamese books.

In the traditional society, students were supposed to pay higher respect to
their teachers than to their parents. The more a teacher punished his students,
the more their parents gave him grateful thanks, and better gifts would be pre-
sented to him during the Tét season (Lunar New Year).

For many years before 1945, students had been taught the same subjects from
the same textbooks. I shared with people fifteen years older the same image of our
school life, the same emotions about contemporary culture. After 1045, we were
motivated by the same causes that drove us to serve one side or the other in wars,
and we fought each other fiercely under the same slogan of patriotism.
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Romanticliterature existing in the old Viét Nam was enriched with that from
France. Introduced into the country in the 1920s, it greatly influenced middle-
class Vietnamese, even kids like me. The image of a handsome young man, ruck-
sack on his back, walking on a lonely road over the green mountain slope leading
to a secret base in the border areas where he would fight for the lofty objectives of
the Revolution, leaving behind his beloved and a luxurious life and worldly plea-
sures, had long been tempting hundreds of thousands of young Vietnamese into
joining heroic struggles for the independence of the country.

This romanticism has played an important role in the psychology of genera-
tions of Vietnamese.

THE NEW PAGES

Although declaring independence for Viét Nam, the Japanese had merely re-
placed the French as the sovereign power. The mandarin administrative system
was keptintact. The event of March 9, 194, created a new political atmosphere,
but the lives of the common Vietnamese changed only a little.

We children did feel something new and worth welcoming: independence.
At home, we hung the new flag. By order of the new cabinet under His Majesty
Bdo Dai, the national flag was three short red stripes at the center of a yellow
background; the stripes were one-third the horizontal length with the center
stripe broken in two at its middle. The stripes represented the Li symbol of the
Chinese I-ching (Book of Changes).2

Avery small number of city people owned radios, but their tuning mecha-
nism was locked at a specified frequency by order of the Japanese authorities to
keep people from listening to foreign stations. So news from other sources took
time to travel to our district town. We heard that the Japanese had lost all of
their important strongholds in the Pacific. My father told my uncle that Japan
would be defeated in a matter of months and that Viét Nam would have the best
chance to recover its independence.

In early August 1945, the two atomic bombs destroyed the Japanese cities
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. It was awful to everybody to learn that many thou-
sands of Japanese, more than sixty times the population of our town, had been
killed in a second. The word atomic was heard for the first time. In Vietnamese,
atomic is nguyén tit, known only to junior high school students or higher. People
were frightened by the idea that if Japan did not give up, Viét Nam could be a
target for that horrible weapon.

On August 14, a group of about ten men armed with muskets gathered on
the main street of the town. They asked the district governor and the local guard
squad to surrender. Seeing that they represented nobody, the governor refused.
The group withdrew silently. Then we got news that Japan had unconditionally
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surrendered to the Allies. Everyone was delighted but was too afraid of the
Japanese to have any kind of celebration. As for me, I didn't fully understand
what “democracy, liberty, independence” would bring us, but I felt glad that the
war had ended, so we wouldn’t have to worry about death or about shortages of
food, goods, medicine, and especially toys.

On the morning of August 18, another group of about twenty men armed
with rifles, pistols, swords, and spears appeared in the town. One hundred un-
armed young men followed, yelling strange political slogans. They said they
were Viét Minh guerrillas. They waved a red flag with a yellow star, then sur-
rounded the squad of local guards and disarmed them. They invaded the gov-
ernor’s mansion to arrest him and brought him to the schoolyard. They tied the
governor to the flagpole and declared thathe was given a death sentence because
he was a Vigt gian (Vietnamese traitor). This word has since become a label for
years of uncountable political persecutions and executions in the new Viét Nam.

The guerrilla group ransacked the district warehouse and took away any-
thing they could. They said that they would execute the governor that morning,
My third-grade teacher and some of the public servants openly supported the
Viét Minh guerrillas but begged them to drop their intended execution. Many
other respectable old men in the town and my father followed suit, strongly
opposed to the guerrillas’ intention. They proved that the mandarin had always
been nice to the people and said that they were ready to protect him. In the af-
ternoon, he was set free. The next morning, the governor and his family quietly
left town. No one was permitted to see them off.

My father said the raid by the Viét Minh guerrillas was a surprise to him
and his comrades, who were still waiting for orders from their party leadership.
Members of other revolutionary parties in the area, besides the Vigt Minh, who
cooperated with my father’s group such as the Pai Viét,” the Tan Dén, and the
Duy Dan, were also standing by. Iknew all about this because my father received
many guests during that time. They argued and overtly discussed almost every-
thingin the heat of the quick-changing situation, and we children could feel free
tolisten. They blamed the Viét Minh activists for the premature uprising before
being ordered to take action as had been agreed upon by the parties’ leaders at
their joint command somewhere in China. For months before August 18, the
Viét Minh members in the district—including friends of my father—often met
with my father’s group at many places, sometimes at my home.

As I still remember, a month before the August 18 event, one of the Viét
Minh gave my cousin a copy of a Viét Minh song and taught him how to singiit.
1learned the song from my cousin. It was the marching song “Tién Quén Ca”

(Troops’ Advancing Song). The song began, “Doan quén Viét Minh di chung
long cru qudc” (The Viét Minh troops are marching with their common strug-
gle for national salvation). Later, the words Vi¢t Minh were changed to Viét Nam,
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and after H6 Chi Minh claimed ruling power, he made the song the national
anthem of the communist regime.

The true Viét Minh cadres in the district area may have been no more thana

dozen or so. In the next few days, the Vié¢t Minh recruited alarge number of young

peasants for their support. Many were hoodlums and vagabonds who served the

Vig¢t Minh alongside well-bred youth. The Viét Minh said they were revolutionar-:

ies and that they would redistribute land and other kinds of property to poor

peasants, that there would be no taxes under the new regime, and that people

would be equal—no one higher than the other. With guns and support from the
new recruits, the Viét Minh organized the revolutionary government. They ap-
pointed the chairman of the provisional administrative committee of the district
and its members. Specialized public servants were retained in their jobs.

According to my father and his comrades, on August 18 in Ha Néi there was

a great meeting of tens of thousands of students, public servants, and workers
held to proclaim Viét Nam’s independence. It was sponsored by nonpartisan
activists in the League of Civil Servants. Two dozen Viét Minh cadres sporting
their party’s colors, the yellow star on red, managed to join the crowd. They
pushed their way to the podium and snatched the microphone. They delivered
speeches, appealing to people to fight to recover independence. In no time, the
communists took control of the meeting under the nationalistlabel. Their com-
rades in the provinces followed suit, each led by a small band of greenhorn Viét
Minh members. The viceroy gave up his power easily. It was the reluctance to
act on the part of noncommunist forces before receiving orders from their top
leaders that helped the Viét Minh to gain power. My father said, “It was like
playing an easy local sport and winning the national prize.”

After many decades of hunger for national independence, people didn’t care
who led them. Anyone was just fine, provided that he was fighting for national
freedom. In such an atmosphere, the Viét Minh consolidated power quickly and
easily, “with little trick and ready mind, not with real strength,” said my father’s
comrades.

The meetings that my father, his comrades, and Viét Minh activists held at
my home months before August 18, 1945, proved to me that the allegation of the
nationalist side was true: there had been a plan of joint action between the na-
tionalists and the communists and a break of that promise by the Viét Minh.
However, I also realized years later that besides “little trick and ready mind,
the Viét Minh were more successful than the other parties in organizing and
motivating their members. From the very beginning, communist leaders relied
on the class of the most unprivileged people for power. At that time the national-
ists said that local communist leaders, not Hb Chi Minh, made the quick deci-
sion on the August 18 uprising. In 2000, former Tonkin Communist Party Com-
mittee member Nguyén Vin Trin confirmed that Hb was somewhere outside
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of Ha Nbi at the time and that Hb was unaware of the decision for the August
18 uprising.®

The days that followed were deeply imprinted in my memory. The town was
red with Viét Minh flags. People went to meetings held every other day to sup-
port the new revolutionary government. Young men and students painted ban-
deroles and posters, and women made flags. At meetings, we children loudly
chanted slogans along with the adults; many of those words we didn’t under-
stand. Although my father’s Viét Quéc party did not get along well with the Viét
Minh, he often encouraged my cousin and me to join the meetings. Sometimes
the meetings lasted long into the cool autumn nights with long speeches in
which the orators showed their deep love of using enigmatic words newly intro-
duced to the common people’s ears only a few days earlier. Not until attending
high school could I fully understand most of those political terms.

In some remote areas the Viét Minh recruits conducted raids against a
number of landlords, village officials, and mandarins who had been well known
for their atrocities and authoritarianism. Some were killed; the others were
beaten, their houses destroyed, and their property looted. All of them were la-
beled “Viét gian.” Greatly attracted by meetings and promises ofthe newrulers,
fewpeople cared how those traitors were treated and took for granted that they
deserved severe punishment. But before long, they knew that many of the vic-
tims were not traitors at all.

WhenIgrewup, Ilearned that the killings took place everywhere in August
and September 1945, and the Viét Minh got rid of many well-known men.
Among the victims was Pham Quynbh, a distinguished writer and a mandarin
who supported moderate construction of an autonomous regime in Viét Nam
under France’s protectorate. He was charged with being a traitor and was killed
not long after Bao Dai’s abdication on August 25, 1945. Other victims whose
names were known to Vietnamese patriots included Ta Thu Thau and Phan Vin
Hum, members of the Fourth International.

My father worked hard to serve the new regime. He and his comrades said
that, Viét Minh or not, they were also patriots. Some argued that the Commu-
nist Party manipulated the Viét Minh Front, but the others objected to the idea
that the communists would do anything harmful to the noncommunist move-
ments. In early September 1945, Vietnamese revolutionaries in China returned
to Viét Nam by the thousands. Among them was Nguyén Hai Thén, the promi-
nentleader of the Viét Nam Cich Ménh Pong Minh Héi (Viét Nam Revolution
League), who became Hd’s rival a short time after he and the league had been
back in Ha Noi. The Revolution League, or Viét Céch, was founded in 1942.
Member parties of the Viét Cach included the VNQDBD, the Viét Minh, and
other smaller parties for the highest joint effort to restore Viét Nam’s indepen-
dence in the last years of World War IL.
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One of my father’s friends was a communist in the Viét Minh Front. In those
days, he often visited us and had my mother and her friends in the neighborhood
make many hundred Viét Minh flags for his committee. He was friendly to every
one of my father’s comrades. But some of his comrades were not, One morning,a
young man who was a probationer clerk working in my father’s office as a sub-
ordinate came to see him. His mother was about two years older than my mother
and her friend. He used to call my mother “aunt” and my father “uncle” as dictated |
by the Vietnamese traditions. He had just joined the Viét Minh ranks a few weeks:
before the August event. That morning, he stepped into the front yard where my
mother was washing clothes. He greeted my mother with “Hello, sister. Is my ,_,,
brother home?” Everybody in the house was surprised to hear him call my mother
“sister” and my father “brother.” I couldn’t believe my ears. It was impossible in
ViétNam. It was very rude and was also an insult in a certain environment. Three -
times he repeated the words; three times my mother ignored him. Atlasthe gave
up and asked, “Hello, aunt, where is my uncle?” to which my mother said, “He is |
outand will be back in an hour or so.” The incident taught me at my age how Viét
Minh followers misunderstood “equality.”

Backin my village, things were the same. A few daysafter August18, two Viét.
Minh cadres carrying their flagand two unsheathed swords came and summoned
all the village officials to the communal house beside the pagoda. There they
confiscated the seals of the Tién Chi, the village chief, and the registrar, as wellas
alldocumentsand records. The old village committee was dismissed and the new
provisional administrative committee was quickly appointed. One of the notables
was appointed chairman of the new committee, and the md, the bottom citizen of
the village, was appointed “committee member for information.” After the ap-
pointment, the former mé announced that from then on, he was equaltoeveryone
in the village, that people should pay him respect because he represented the
people, and that he was no more a mé. Not long after August 1945, he became one
of the first Communist Party members of my village.

That was what went on at the bottom of society. At the top, we heard for the -
first time the name Hd Chi Minh. His declaration of independence brought a
great pride to everyone.® After sixty years bearing the dishonor of being under |
foreign domination, we had our president and a declaration of independence like
any other free country in the world. The new name, Democratic Republic of Viét
Nam, and its accompanying motto, Independence—Freedom—Happiness,
sounded so sweet to our ears. It was in no way inferior to the French Republic
and its motto, “Liberty—Equality—Fraternity.” And we were proud, as if just
having that title and motto printed on every official letter made us equal to
France in every aspect. Months later, I found in an article of the Viét Quéc
newspaper that the motto :Hsmmvmsmms.nmllmummmoafmmw?:mmma
from the “Three Principles of the People” of China’s Sun Yat-sen.

derived |
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The Viét Minh cadres extolled Hd’s patriotism to the skies. They said that

he himself wrote the most beautiful sentence, “All men are created equal,” in

his declaration of independence. Of course, I believed the story for a long time

until the day I found out that the sentence was taken from the U.S. Declaration

of Independence. They also said that Ho spoke fourteen languages. .
In the beginning of September 1945, Ho6 Chi Minh’s portraits, printed in
black-and-white and in various sizes, were sold everywhere. Each of us school-

- boys tried to buy one to hang in the best place of our homes if the adults had not

done so. We were hungry to have a national hero to worship. That the king, Bdo
Dal, had abdicated made few people feel sorry for him.

The majority of our peasants had never been photographed; photography
was a product of civilization enjoyed only by the middle class and higher. Soin

~ the rural areas, not the cities, the Viét Minh cadres said to the peasants that

President Ho had “two pupils in each ofhis eyes, a sign of his saintly talent.” The
peasants were easily convinced when they saw his picture in which two bright
spots appeared in each eye. They were reflections of the floodlights in the pho-
tographer’s studio, as in any other portrait taken in studios under artificial light
at the time. It had been my first lesson that humans easily fall for lies. And after
the truth is revealed, they are ready to fall for new lies.

THE REPUBLIC BRINGS CHANGE

In September, every kid of school age of all social classes was admitted into the
Young Children for National Salvation or the Teenaged Children for National
Salvation troops. We wore a uniform with hat and scarf and had a few hours of
close order drill every night and on Sundays. We were taught simple political
lessons about colonialism, patriotism, and H6 Chi Minh and his merits and
were taught to sing many martial songs as well as to play games, to our delight.
The town and the surrounding villages were filled with the sound of drums,
children’s laughter, and marching music. Young men and women participated
in the activities of their appropriate leagues, attending basic military and politi-
cal courses at night. Once a month, they held cultural entertainment on make-
shift stages with songs and plays. Everyone talked politics. Everyone was eager
to show off his or her patriotism. Even old men and women acted with enthusi-
asm in their senior citizens’ association meetings.

People were looking for changes for the better. To many young men, “revolu-
tion” meant abolishment of the old to build the new order. In some places, Viét
Minh cadres ordered people to burn all “remnants of colonialism and feudalism,”
such as honorary title certificates bestowed by the king, medals and citations
awarded by the French, and even school diplomas and certificates of birth, mar-
riage, and death. Opium dens, gambling dens, and red-light districts were closed.
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Evening classes for illiterate adults attracted students. Altogether, the revolution

brought the countryside a new face. It could be said that the August 1945 Revol

tion had the strong support of people from all walks of life. Women's rights be-

came a topic of discussion, and an unusually high number of divorces occurred.
In early September 1945, Hd Chi Minh declared the “Gold Week,” in which
he appealed to the people to make a contribution in gold to purchase weapons

for national defense. Everyone was eager to respond to the call. My mother and

other ladies in the neighborhood donated jewelry. My grandmother also sup-
ported the appeal, persuading her friends to take part in the contribution. She
said that it was the greatest contribution she had ever known. The total gold
contribution came to 370 kilograms (13,000 ounces), the Viét Minh later
acknowledged.

Meanwhile, my father was feeling more and more uneasy working under
some young Viét Minh cadres. They had little education, but they were tricky,
greedy, and even insolent. After a few weeks during which they learned how to
do different jobs, they began to discharge the former key public servants one by
one. Capability and anticolonialist background were disregarded if you were
notloyal to the Viét Minh. Inlate September, my father resigned. He wanted to
give up his job before they fired him.

A week later, my family moved to Nam Dinh City. We lived in a rental
house, and Iwas admitted into a fourth-grade class of a primary school right on
the main street. As the new school year began, we did not have to study the
French language any more. Ourload of school tasks was reduced. Using alpha-
betic written Vietnamese, a third-grader of my generation was expected to write
and to read Vietnamese without spelling mistakes. Children at my age could
read most writings, although they were unable to grasp all the meanings. Atnine
years old, many of my classmates often discussed simple matters of adult con-
cern, such as patriotism, democracy, and social affairs, even if at a childish level.
That helped the mental capability of kids of my age to develop earlier, but it also
made them easy prey for propaganda and demagogues. Besides, as I learned
when I was much older, their mental strength faced a limit in study at a univer-
sity, where they would attain excellent degrees in technology, but failed to suc-
ceed at business management courses and other areas of education that required

synthetic mental ability. If they joined communist cadres, they could be prone

to talk big in politics and simply parrot what they had been told.

The main street was the best-looking one in my city. Flags, streamers, and paper
banners of the world’s five major powers were displayed on the front and inside
of every public building, as well as restaurants, theaters, shops, and private-
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homes. In the military barracks, Japanese, though already disarmed, still main-

tained good order and discipline. They worked and played as if they were still

- in power, and they always were very friendly to us schoolboys.

The Chinese soldiers who had come to disarm the Japanese looked ugly and
emaciated. Coming from Yunan with wives and children, they took up quarters
in any good home they liked, which they then littered with all kinds of waste.
Often drunk, quarreling, and fighting, many of them refused to pay for goods
they bought. After a few months, new Chinese regular army units came to re-
place them and things were better. The new Chinese soldiers had better equip-
ment. Their military police conducted patrols all over the city.

In a short time, Japanese troops left my city for their homeland. But many
Japanese deserted and stayed in Viét Nam. Some joined the Viét Minh; others
served the Viét Quéc and the Dai Viét. On either side, they did their best. The
Viét Quéc had an army officer training school in Yén Bdy with a board of Japa-
nese instructors who helped produce many brilliant military commanders for
both Vietnamese sides in the post-1945 wars. The brave Japanese soldier was
taken as a good example for Vietnamese warriors. “Do like a Jap soldier!” and
“Practice Japanese discipline!” were the mottoes of the time.

The Viét Minh government main force, the Vé Quéc Doan (National De-
fense Force), was weak and ill-equipped, incapable of fighting against the Chi-
nese Kuomintang army units. (In 1949, the Vé Quéc Poan was renamed Quan
P6i Nhan Dan Viét Nam, or the People’s Army of Viét Nam.)

Once or twice every week, all students in the city had to attend meetings
in the central park. Children were always delighted to have a free morning, even
though they had to stay inline and chant slogans once ina while. Speeches from
the big wheels didn’t concern us, though we were brought there to yell support
for the resistance against the French reoccupation of Cochinchina.

As the situation in Sai Gon developed into war, my whole city wasin a fever,
clamoring for armed resistance to drive the French away. Hundreds of young
men went south each month to fight beside their southern compatriots. They
belonged to many groups, nationalist and communist. At the railway station,
people, including groups of students from various schools and grades, waved
red flags to wish the men victory. It was one of the unforgettable images of my
childhood.

Stories of bravery performed by fighting men in the South incited more

 people to join the crusade for independence. Besides, many women joined mili-

tary and guerrilla units, mostly in paramedic groups. Every week men in the
Association of Youth for National Salvation painted slogans and mottos on any
wall or surface they found blank: “We’re determined to claim our indepen-
Let’s not join the French Army,” “Let’s not supply food to the French,”

dence,
“Long live President H5,” “Long live Viét Nam,” “The Resistance shall gain final

» o
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victory.” My cousin and I joined them to help with trivial tasks. We were happy

to take part in such revolutionary activities in which we felt we were somewhat
useful.

THE FIRST SPARKS IGNITE THE CIVIL WAR

Since my family moved to Nam Binh in early 1945, my father had devoted all
his time to his party. A few blocks from my house was the VNQDP local head-
quarters, in front of which was a large flag, a five-pointed white star in a blue
disk on a red background. A unit of several hundred VNQDD troops known as
“Thiét Huyét Quan” (Iron and Blood Soldiers) was billeted in a building of the
city railway station.

At first, people seemed to live peacefully with each other. The Viét Minh
military force was a battalion of the Vé Quéc Poan (National Defense Force)
garrisoned in the barracks of the former colonial administrative guards. They
were lightly equipped with weapons of several makes. The militias of the Quéc
Dan Dang Front, an alliance of the Dai Viét and the Viét Quéc, were stronger
than the Viét Minh military. Dai Viét clandestine cells had militia bases in many
areas around the country in 1945, while the Viét Quéc maintained a powerful
force with cadres trained and organized in China and in the provinces of Viét
Nam adjacent to China. Between them, the two parties held an overwhelming
military strength in late 1945 and 1946.

The Quéc Dan Ping Front militias had control over the northern parts of
Tonkin, or North Viét Nam. Their strongest base was in Yén Bdy province,
where bloody battles had occurred on February 10, 1930, and where thirteen
VNQDBD heroes had been guillotined four months later on June 17. They had
other strongholds in the port city of Hai Phong and in the provinces sharinga
common border with China, in Nam Pinh and Thanh Héa. Much smaller
VNQDBD forces were also present in smaller provinces of Vietnam Central
Ap:w:m Tri, Thita Thién, Quing Nam, Quing Ngii, Binh Dinh) and in S$3i Gon.

Not long after my family moved to the city, the conflict between the Viét
Minh and opposing Minh forces began to rise steadily. There were shootings
around the city, especially at night. People were arrested. Assassinations and
massacres committed by both sides occurred more frequently.

In many other places, especially north of Ha N¢i, brief skirmishes had been
going on since September 1945 and were causing more and more loss of life on
both sides. This conflict had actuallybegunlongbefore 1945; it became more open
less than a month after the August Revolution. I think it's not wrong to say the
Viét Nam wars in the late twentieth century actually began in September 1945,
My cousin and I read reports in the newspapers of both sides that my father
brought back home from his party office every day. What Ilearned from my father
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and his comrades, as well as from reliable political accounts in later years, gave me
arather clear picture of the long story.

MORE BLOODSHED

That story dated as far back as the late 1920s when the Communist Partyand the
VNQDD initiated their revolutionary activities in Viét Nam. Before 1925, there
had been many movements for the independence of Viét Nam, and all were bru-
tally suppressed by the French. The Viét Nam Thanh Nién Cich Mang Dong Chi
Hdi (League of Vietnamese Revolutionary Young Comrades), the first commu-
nist movement in Indochina, and the VNQDD were among the first few revolu-
tionary parties that were better organized and had a doctrine to follow. The Viet-
namese communists gained advantages over the others by having a well-drawn
doctrine, experience, and support from the Russian communists.

The VNQDD emerged as a sheer patriotic movement, organized by agroup
of young patriots without any support or influence from outside. They were
certainly inspired by China’s 1911 revolution and Sun Yat-sen’s Three Principles
of the People when they named their party after the Kuomintang. However, the
VNQDD had absolutely nothing to do with Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek or
the Chinese Kuomintang during that period, as confirmed by all of my father’s

- comrades whom I met and asked later in my life. The Viét Quéc members were

mostly devoted to the struggle for national independence and didn’t care much
for political doctrines and global revolution.

From 1927 to 1930, there were rumors among the ranks of the Viét Qubc that
the communists had sent the French Security Service alist of noncommunist par-
ties’ members and their activities, particularly concerning the planned Viét Quéc
uprising, However, most of the Viét Qucleaders saw the betrayal notas a deliber-
ate plot by the Communist Party to eliminate its prospective opponents butrather
as individual denunciations pried out of others by the French secret police.

On February 10, 1930, the Viét Quéc launched a large-scale uprising in
many provinces in Tonkin. The decision was made after French security raids
destroyed many Viét Quéc secret cells. The leaders had to do something before
the whole movement was eradicated. “Khéng Thanh Céng Thi Thanh Nhén”
(loosely translated as “If we do not succeed, we will have constituted a good
cause”), declared Nguyén Thii Hoc before the decision to launch the putsch, a
phrase that was to become famous. The uprising failed. Many Viét Quéc mem-
bers fled to China, where they got little help from the Kuomintang. They reor-
ganized the Viét Qudc in southern China and made contact with their com-
rades who were still free and active inside Viét Nam.

The Viét Quéc’s activities subsided until the early 1940s, when it gathered
momentum during World War IL. Its glorious fame from the bold uprising and
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numerous heroic deaths under the guillotine gained it much respect and sup
port from the Vietnamese people. It can be said that the 1930 Viét Quéc uprisin
greatly encouraged young Vietnamese to stand up to fight for the independenc
of Viét Namin many revolutionary parties and movements, including the Com
munist Party.

There must have been some influence from the anticommunist campaign:
of the Chinese Kuomintang that aggravated the hostility between the com
munist and noncommunist Vietnamese revolutionaries in China. Informatio
about the hostility had not been widely known in Viét Nam until Septembe
194s. Before that, most nationalists took communists for friends—maybe no
good friends, but not foes. To my knowledge, good friendship between m
father’s group and the Viét Minh supporters in our area before August 1945
strongly confirmed those sound relations.

After August 1945, more and more Vietnamese of different parties began to
return from China, and many facts were revealed. As early as the 1920s, it was said
the Vietnamese communists in China under Nguyén Ai Quéc (who later changed
his name to H6 Chi Minh) conducted a secret plot to get rid of eminent young
Vietnamese exiles in China who refused to join them. The Viét Nam communists
sold information concerning those Vietnamese patriots to the French Security
Service so that the French could arrest them as soon as they reentered Viét Nam,
In the same way, Nguyén Ai Quéc and his comrade Lim Dic Thy informed the
French of the exact whereabouts of the celebrated Phan Béi Chauin exchange for
many thousand Hong Kong dollars. Phan was captured in China and brought
back to Viét Nam for trial in a Erench colonial special criminal court.

At first, my father and my uncle didn’t believe the story. It was too much to
be true. However, a friend of my father from Th4i Binh province who was, as far
asI could remember, a close relative to Lam P Thu, confirmed it after Lim was
shotand thrown into the Red River by a communist death squad to stop him from
talking about the story. Further information from my father’s friend Nhuong
Téng also supported the allegation. In 1971, I got a similar confirmation from Ba
Liéu, arespectable revolutionist, who was well known for his impartiality and held
inhigh esteem by all patriots, including Hb Chi Minh. His version about the Phan
Béi Chau scandal was not far different from allegations by many other authors.

In the early 19405, H6 was imprisoned by order of Chiang Kai-shek. Almost

no one discovered that H was the very same communist Nguyén Ai Qudc who
had committed unpardonable crimes against other Vietnamese nationalists in
China. It was Nguyén Hai Thin, a respectable Vietnamese revolutionaryand a
famous general in the Chinese army, who used his influence to intercede with
Chiang for the release of H6 Chi Minh.” He did so against the advice of many
others who believed that it was Nguyén Ai Quéc under another name. Had he
not, H6 would have perished in jail.
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Also released at the same time thanks to Nguyén Hai Than’s intercession
was Nguyén Tudng Tam®—pen name Nhat Linh—a Viét Quéc leader locked

- up by order of the local Chinese governor.

As World War IT was coming to the end, Vietnamese revolutionary parties
in China gathered in a unified front called the Viét Nam Cich Ménh Péng
Minh Héi (Viét Nam Revolutionary League, known by many Vietnamese as
Viét Céch, shortened the same way as Viét Quéc and Viét Minh). Nguyén Hai
Thin led the Vi¢t Nam Cach Ménh Dong Minh Hdi. Its member organizations

“included the Viét Quéc and the Viét Minh. H6 Chi Minh reorganized the Viét
“Minh (Viét Nam DPéc Lap Péng Minh Héi) to be his own after its founder, Ho
- Hoc Lam, passed away.

My father’s comrades who had worked closely with Nguyén Hai Than as-
serted that his league had appointed H6 to come back to Viét Nam to study the

- situation and reportback to the league so that a plan for a general uprising could
 be formulated and executed with the participation of all parties. H6 solemnly
~ swore before the league’s colors to carry out the mission. Hé then slipped back

into Viét Nam and seldom reported the situation there to the Viét Cich. He

- managed to seize power with his own Viét Minh members, or to be more exact,

his communist members. Because of the lack of timely communications, the

- Viét Céch in China was not aware of what Ho was doing in Viét Nam in 194§

until it was too late. Viét Cdch was waiting to repatriate along with the Chinese
army corps, which was going to invade Viét Nam to disarm the Japanese troops.
A large number of noncommunist parties’ members were sent back sepa-

rately to Viét Nam, especially after Japan had surrendered. The Viét Minh mur-
- dered many of them at the border. Some of my father’s friends were among the

victims. When Nguyén Hai Thin and his Viét Cach, the Viét Quéc, the Pai
Viét, and others arrived in Ha Noi with their small armed forces, the Viét Minh
had already established their administrative system; it was not strong, butithad
spread to most of the provinces. It was not that the people preferred the Viét
Minh to the other groups. There is an old saying in Viét Nam: The one who

- strikes first gains the upper hand.

At the time, the Indochinese Communist Party led by Hé Chi Minh de-
clared its dissolution, and only a Marx-Engels Study Group remained. The Viét
Minh in my district persistently denied that they were communists. Its public
security office put some in my district area in jail because they had said that Viét
Minh and H6 were communists.

EARLY DAYS OF THE FRATRICIDE WAR

In Ha Noi, the noncommunist parties were fiercely opposed to the Viét Minh

+ government. Nationalist parties rallied in an anticommunist coalition. Nguyén
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some education. With those members they built a solid core for their parties,
but they did not take effective steps to organize and train a large number of
individuals who would become the frontline soldiers.

Meanwhile, the Communist Party recruited new members from people of
the lowest class, many of whom were illiterate. They were indoctrinated with
communistideology and employed as low-level leaders. They were fanatical ele-
ments in the infrastructure of various fields whom the party needed in order to
‘take effective control.

Gradually, the support from the Chinese army decreased. It appeared that
the Chinese commanders were not as interested in backing up the Vietnamese
nationalists as people had expected. It was well known later that Hé Chi ?.E:T
‘had bribed the top commander of the Chinese forces, General Lu Han, with a
lot of gold from the “Gold Week” so that he would withdraw all support to ?m
Vietnamese nationalists. My father’s comrades asserted that one of the gifts
given to Lu Han was an opium pipe set made of solid gold; all of the gifts may
“have amounted to several dozen kilograms of pure gold.

- In the last months of 1945, the Viét Minh public security force arrested
‘more people, including my uncle and one of my father’s best friends. One morn-
.ing, my mother and I visited them in the city public security bullpen. <<.r:m. the
jailer was busy examining the gifts my mother had brought, my father’s friend
held me tightly and whispered into my ear, “Tell your dad they’re beating me
every day.” My uncle was released a few months later, but it was the last time I
Saw my father’s best friend. The Viét Minh got rid of him, leaving no trace for
his family to track down his corpse. I was sorry to learn that, about the same
time, his eldest son had joined the Communist Party against his mother’s
‘wishes. He had his own reasons, I thought. In 1954, he became a high-ranking
Viét Minh, possibly a regimental commander.

: InDecember 1945, the Viét Cich, Viét Quéc, Dai Viét, and other national-
ist parties were about to go to war against the Viét Minh. These mbmnoaacb.mmn
parties, especially the Viét Quoc, were militarily much stronger than the Viét
Minh, with bases in the northern Tonkin provinces and commando units in
other provinces. My father and his friends believed that it would take the na-
tionalists a few days to overthrow the Vi¢t Minh government at all levels in
Tonkin and a few weeks to establish a new administration all over the country.
.ater inlife, I thought they had been rather optimistic.

Before 1945, facing this dangerous situation, the VNQDD and the Dai Viét
had merged into an alliance called the Quéc Din Pang Front. The Dai Viét
Quéc Dan Dang’s brilliant leader, Truong T Ahn, was elected to head the al-
iance. From the time the Viét Minh had seized power, the alliance had contin-
ued to fight against them. The alliance ended after the Viét Minh’s political

leansing campaign came to a peak inlate 1946.

Hai Thin, chairman of the VN CMDMH, became the leader of the coalition. My
father said that Nguyén Hai Thin was a brave, honest, and capable commander,
an ethical revolutionary. But, according to my father, on the political battleground
hewasnota politician who could gain an upper hand over H6 Chi Minh, who was
the most sanctimonious and artful national leader in the history of Viét Nam.

The nationalists published newspapers with articles strongly criticizing H

and the Viét Minh Front. The two renowned anticommunist newspapers I use
to read were the Vi¢t Nam Daily, the official paper of the Viét Quéc, and the Chin,
Nghia (Right Cause) of the VNCMDMH. Viét Minh security cadres tried eve
way to stop those papers from reaching readers in the countryside. The Viét Qué
had to escort their papers on buses with rifles. Everyafternoon, my father and hi
comrades received the papers from a bus coming from Ha N6i, then redistributed
them to different routes, a part of them going on main bus lines to the district
towns, under armed escort most of the time. From these papers, readers learned
many things that the Viét Minh wanted to conceal. What I liked most was a col
umn in the Vit Nam Daily, written by the novelist Khai Hung. He attacked th
Viét Minh and Hé Chi Minh with ironic humor and ardent satire so simple that
at nine years old, I was able to understand most of his articles.

In one of their campaigns, the opponents of the Viét Minh argued that the
yellow star flag represented the Viét Minh, not the national colors. They pro
posed that a contest be held and that the National Congress would select one
of the best entries for the national banner. The dispute lingered for many months
until December 1946, when a hastily called session of the National Congress
voted that the communist flag and the Viét Minh hymn were now the national
bannerand anthem. Only communist and pro-communist members were pres-
ent at the session, while most of the nationalist members and many of the neu-
tralists were absent because they had been eliminated or imprisoned.

At that time, the two sides attacked each other more and more vigorously
in the newspapers and on loudspeakers. In a few weeks, more street fighting
with rifles and pistols followed. A number of the Viét Qudc were arrested and
tortured or killed. To retaliate, the Viét Quéc did the same thing to the Viét
Minh. In my city, skirmishes took place almost every week, and nine out of ten
times, the Viét Quéc gained the advantage until the Chinese military polic
arrived to stop the fighting and restore order.

The Viét Quéc was recruiting new members after August 1945 (includin
some bad ones, according to my father). My father and his comrades regularly
held open meetings and handed out their party’s newspapers and booklets, in
troducingits policies and criticizing the Viét Minh. At the time, with the limite
perception of a fourth-grader on such matters, I understood that the two side
were using very different ways to build and maintain power. The nationalis
parties were recruiting key members from among middle-class people who had
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The natjonalist opposition demanded that Ho Chi Minh reorganize the

government so that every political disposition could be represented before the FOUR
election. The Viét Minh refused. The dispute continued, and the Viét Minh

leaders delayed a definite settlement to buy time and to wear out their enemies’

patience. The opposition strongly protested against the Viét Minh’s “scheme of

holding a fraudulent general election,” they said. “Down with the fake election” WM,\%

was seen in newspapers of the opposition and on walls and banderoles where
the opposition took control. Children and younger brothers of the Viét Quéc
activists lent their hands in painting posters. I loved to work with them at menial
tasks such as running errands, cleaning brushes, mixing paints, and fetching
objects for the elders.

Sometime in December, the tension became extremely high. The opposi-
tion threatened to resort to violence to settle the conflict. Nguy&n Hai Thin
rejected H6 Chi Minh’s proposal to form a coalition government. On the pro-
paganda front, Ho appealed to the people for the “Great Solidarity.”

An anecdote ran that on a day in December, Hb came to see Nguy&n Hai
Thin and spent the whole afternoon and evening trying to persuade him to
approve his plan. Nguyén, under pressure from the other parties’ leaders, kept
saying no. According to a version from many of my father’s comrades, the two
old men talked far into the night. Finally, Hé hugged Nguyén and burst into
tears.” Sobbing, he said that Nguyén would be fully responsible in history for
his unyielding position, which could lead the country toa catastrophe both from
colonialist aggression and from civil war, and that the Vietnamese people would
never forgive Nguy&n’s mistake. Nguyén accepted Ho’s proposal. My fatherand
his comrades held Nguyén in high esteem. They all said that he was an out-
spoken respectable old leader but not Hb Ch{ Minh'’s equal in politics. He was -
afraid of being held responsible, and he took fighting the French as his first task -
and neutralizing the Viét Minh as the second. Hb took him and the nationalists
as his primary enemies.

On the Way to War

GENERAL ELECTION

The new government of the Democratic Republic of Viét Nam was officially
founded after the general election on January 4,1946. Nguyén Hai Thinbecame
vice president to Hé Chi Minh in the first so-called coalition government.
Other nationalist leaders were appointed ministers, such as the famous writer
Zmﬁ%ms Tudng Tam, pen name Nhit Linh, of the Viét Qudc, as minister of
,,».onﬁmb affairs, and Vi Héng Khanh of the Viét Quoc, vice chairman of the
Resistance committee, beside Vo Nguyén Gidp.!
Although I was only nine, I did feel happy to see the sign of peaceful co-
operation and reconciliation between the two sides. But the election itself left
‘adeep scar in my soul. In my village, primary school kids who had good hand-
writing were assigned to write ballots for illiterate citizens because the Viét
Minh government could not afford printed ballots. The village committee said
 that it appointed kids to write ballots because they didn’t have political partial-
ty. [ was one of the selected kids. The evening before the election, a village
official gave us a list of many names that we would have to learn by heart. When
we were asked to help, if we could be sure that a voter was really illiterate, we
- would just write down those listed names disregarding the name the voter told
us. In fact, most of the voters said to us, “Please write whatever names you think
suitable. I just don’t know who is who.” It was apparent that they voted because
they had to, not because they wanted to. That was the first time I experienced
a fraudulent election and knew it was a fraud despite all propaganda efforts
made to praise it. And before I left for the United States in October 1990, 1 had
never seen a fair election in Viét Nam, whether under the communist or non-

- communist regime.

Consequently, they reached an agreement to share power. Newspapers re ;
ported that 5o out of 350 seats of the National Congress would be reserved for the
Viét Quéc. The Viét Céch and other minor parties would get 20. All those 70 seats -
were to be appointed, not voted for. With a stronger armed force, the Viét Quéc -
accepted the concession made in that agreement as a victory. Many of them, prob
ably my father included, were somewhat ostentatiously conceited, as if they could :
eliminate the Viét Minh in a single day. They believed that even though the Viét
Minh would play all sorts of tricks to have its men elected, there were a large
number of renowned noncommunist candidates who would win a significant

number of the remaining 280 seats and would possibly stand by the Viét Quécin
Congress. ‘
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After the election, two of my father’s comrades in the Viét Quéc provincial
standing committee became congressmen. They were given congressional im-
munity, but the local Viét Minh Public Security kept harassing them; my father
had to leave home and go to Ha Néi to live with a friend to avoid trouble. Only
those comrades who were armed remained to run the downtown office.

The conflict between the Viét Minh and the nationalists drove the Viet-
namese people into a widening division and then ignited a war of ideology.
Some joined a party because of its doctrine of which they had only a vague no-
tion, even a misunderstanding. Many others only followed in their relatives’ or
friends’ footsteps. There were also many who took one side only because their
foes favored the opposite. As the struggle was going on, more bloodshed and
animosity accumulated.

Inlate 1945 and early 1946, my father’s circle and a number of his friends on
the Viét Minh side were still friendly to each other despite the fact that the
number of small clashes between the two sides was escalating. Sometimes they
got together at our home to discuss various subjects, and they usually ended up
arguing about politics. One of those subjects was education. Some of the men,
both Viét Minh and Viét Quéc, contended that formal education was not neces-
sary for a revolutionary to fulfill his duty well and that he could learn more from
his activities. One of them even said, “Why do we have to learn algebra and
geometry? We don’t need them. They are for clerks and cashiers.”

My father and others from both sides disagreed. They said that formal edu-
cation, though having some defects, was indispensable to leadership in any situ-
ation because it provides general knowledge that could help in making more
effective decisions. Still a youth, I did not have any ideas about education and
leadership. Not until many years later during the war could I see how commu-
nist and nationalist leaders were ruling the country.

FRIENDS OR FOES

While the internal conflict was going on, the French increased pressure on Viét
Nam with demonstrations of military power along with peace talks in which
the French produced unreasonable demands. News from the South indicated
that fighting around Sai Gon was escalating. My schoolmates had to join more
demonstrations against the French aggressors. Everyone saw the country as
being on the brink of war. Most of my cousins were among the young men and
women who received basic military and first aid training, Some kids were taught
to be messengers for combat units.

The nationalist parties were unflinching against the French. They criticized
the Viét Minh for being soft on the French in order to have a free hand to elimi-
nate nationalist activists. About mid-1946, the French and the Viét Minh forces
attacked many Viét Quéc military units on both sides in the border area. In the
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Hai Phong coastal area, extending to the common border with China near
Méng Cay City, newly arriving French navy ships bombarded a Viét Quéc bat-
talion, while the Viét Minh launched a massive attack on the other flank.

Viét Quéc forces in the province of Lao Kay fell into a similar situation.
French remnant troops in Chinese territories crossed the border, assailing the
Viét Quéc units, which were confronting a much larger Viét Minh force.

One of my cousins who served the V& Quéc Doan (national guard corps,
or Viét Minh army) was fighting in the battle to overrun a Viét Quéc base
northwest of Ha Néi. The Viét Minh command told my cousin and his fellows
that the base was held by “ethnic Thai rebels.” The fighting lasted several days,
and a Viét Minh force of five times larger decimated a Viét Quéc battalion. My
cousin met my father and related the story. He said that only after seizing the
base did he discover that the “Thai rebels” were Viét Quéc troops.

As for the French, it was apparent that they found it more difficult to talk
with the nationalists than with the communists. Meanwhile, the Viét Minh
preferred the presence of the French to the Chinese. According to many books
and reports concerning Viét Nam, H6 Chi Minh once said that he’d rather
“smell French shit for five years than eat Chinese shit for the rest of his life.”

Some might think it an indication of H&’s Sinophobia, but my father and his
friends took it differently. They said that Ho was only referring to the Kuomintang
Chinese, not to all Chinese. They said this was H&’s way of winning people’s sup-
port for his strategy of allowing the French forces’ presence in North Viét Nam
to replace the Chinese Nationalist Army. The Chinese nationalists were more
dangerous than the French to his existence at that time. He meant to incite a streak
of Sinophobia in the common Vietnamese people, who always remembered the
brutal domination by the Chinese for more than 1,000 years and by the French
for nearly 100 years. The explanation was obviously true, as H and the Vietnamese
communist leaders slavishly adhered to Chinese communism at least until 1975.
He was a Sinophile and a faithful Maoist.

THE FRENCH RETURN

In early March, a French force entered the Guif of Tonkin and threatened to at-
tack. Then Hd Chi Minh, ViaHoéng Khanh, and the French representative Sainteny
signed the provisional agreement of March 6, 1946. According to the agreement,
the French Army would be stationed in the major cities north of the 16th parallel,
including my beloved city of Nam Dinh, to replace the Chinese Army.

News about the agreement shocked every patriot. An old mandarin, a patriot
and a most respected teacher of my father, my uncle, and many others, heard the
news while he was playing cards with my father and three other gentlemen. In
high dudgeon, he fell down mumbling, “Traitors! Traitors!” and died of a stroke
within minutes.
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went from home to home telling people to display flags in front of their houses.
Onlylaterin the afternoon did they explain that it was H6 Chi Minh’s birthday.
~ Over the next few days, the opposition revealed that it was not Ho's birthday
and that the flag display was ordered only to welcome Admiral Georges Thierry
- d’Argenlieu, a French representative, on his official visit to Ha N¢i.?

Today, there is no concrete evidence to prove that May 19, 1880, was his birth-
. day, and written materials found in the last decade firmly alleged that H6 was not
born on that date. Archives found in at least three institutions confirm the allega-
tion: In his petition for enrollment in the French Colonial School on September
15,1911, he claimed he was born in 1892. At the Paris Police Department on Sep-
‘tember 2, 1920, he claimed the date January 15, 1894. At the USSR embassy in
Berlinin June 1928, his application for a visa listed his birthday as February 15,189s.

The nationalists strongly criticized ViHong Khanh for signing the agree-
ment. He was one of the top leaders of the Viét Quéc, holding the seat of vice
premier in the coalition government at the time. He later admitted that he was
duped into endorsing the covenant. The provisional agreement dealt a deadly
blow to the nationalist parties. They would have to fight both French and Viét
Minh forces alone. As for the communists, they might claim it as their victory.
It should be noted that although the Chinese army was siding with the Viét |
Quéc as a policy of the Chiang Kai-shek government, the support was merely
in terms of politics and was probably limited in financial and military aid.

If the Chinese stayed, the nationalists would soon bring an end to the Viét
Minh. If the French returned, Hb would have to fight just one enemy, whereas
the nationalists could hardly survive attacks from both the French and the Viét |
Minh. As the top leader of his party, Ho had his reasons for signing the agree- ;
ment, probably to buy time to consolidate his power and strengthen his party,
atall costs, a price that his compatriots would have to pay. ,

Not long after the agreement was signed, French soldiers arrogantly moved |

THE 1946 PURGE

In June 1946, H6 and a Vietnamese delegation departed for France for further
negotiation. In September, when Ho signed an agreement that was a disservice
to Viét Nam, all the nationalist parties protested.

While Hb was in France, the Viét Minh launched a raid against the nation-
alist parties. They staged a scene at a house on On Nhu Hiu Street in HA Noi to
justify the raid. It had been the office of a Viét Qudc agency that the Viét Minh
‘had overrun days earlier. The Viét Minh authorities held a press conference and
displayed a number of corpses of men they said had been assassinated by the
Viét Quéc. They also charged the Viét Quéc with robbing and raping passers-by.
Hrm Viét Quéc denied the allegations, of course. The communists used the
brazenly staged event for months as a source of propaganda with which to attack
their enemy.

When I asked my father whether or not the Viét Quéc did such horrible
hings, he said, “The Viét Quéc did kill many Viét Minh somewhere else, but they
rere not so stupid as to do the killing and looting and raping right at their office
inthe heart of Ha N6i. I know some of the men there. They are not the type that
can do such shameful things.” Sometime in 1949, a French Army unit captured
one of the agents who had participated in the setup of the On Nhu Hiu scene. He
onfessed that the Viét Minh had been behind the slanderous plot.

In the Viét Minh’s summer 1946 raid, the Viét Qudc and other nationalist
arties suffered heavy losses. Some important cadres were arrested, and many
vere murdered. Their military bases were attacked and besieged. The Viét Quéc
ought back bravely and were not completely wiped out as their enemy had ex-
pected. In September, when I entered fifth grade, the attacks on the nationalist
parties increased. The bloody “cleansing” campaign was conducted while Ho
'hi Minh was in Fontainebleau to negotiate with France. He arrived there on

into my city. People were resentful at seeing them riding in Jeeps and trucks on
the streets of Nam Dinh City. They clashed with our self-defense group fre-
quently. Hb again called for national unity to defend the Fatherland.

The Viét Minh propaganda machine justified the agreement by saying that
those newly arriving were the “good new French,” not the “bad colonialists.” As

far as a nine-year-old boy could tell, very few people would believe that.

One day, my father and two comrades, members of the Viét Quoc Provin-
cial Standing Committee of Nam Dinh, were granted a private audience with .
Ho to complain of being menaced by the local Viét Minh. Hb received them
warmly and had his aide send directives to Nam Dinh Public Security Service

]

to stop annoying the three men, whom he referred to as “my brothers” and said
that “you may have a different political position, but you are patriots who should
be helped, not hindered.” He assured the three men that they would be com-
pletely safe, so there was nothing to worry about.

My father offered my family his hope that since Hé assured them of their
safety, there was no need for further worry. He came back home as soon as he
was sure that local authorities had received orders from Ha Néi to leave him and
his friends alone. In the following months, there was no harassment. My uncle,

however, did not think that the threat would come to a full stop.

HO cHf MINH'S BIRTHDAY

Some events weren’t interesting to many children, but I always felt them worth
memorizing. On May 19, 1946, my mother and [ were in Ha Néi visiting some
family friends. In the early morning, without previous notice, Viét Minh cadres
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Hesaid ifa child knew how a pistol or a gun worked and how it might cause fatal
wounds, he would be scared away from curiosity and from dangerously tampering
,, - withit. Although I was not allowed to shoot a real cartridge because ammunition
_ wasinshort supply, handling a real pistol was the greatest thing to a child; it made
~me feel important. During wartime, as I had to keep my pistol at home, I trained
my two sons and two daughters ages five to twelve the same way. I allowed them
toshoot at objects like bricks or coconuts to see how dangerous a gun could be.
My father planned to bring me with him to China if the situation forced
him to flee. To prepare for my future in the foreign land, he had his remote
cousin teach me Chinese characters. This teacher crammed my head with three
- to five characters a day. In three months, I could remember about 200 words;
that didn’t help me much except for better understanding a few Vietnamese
erms derived from ancient Chinese.

One evening, my father’s close friend, who was also a Viét Minh Public
Security cadre, stealthily dropped by. He disclosed to my father, “My agency
,_Smm well aware of your plan to flee to China with your son. You just can’t do
that.” My father asked him, “Do you know why the Public Security did not get
rid of me as they killed some of my comrades?” His friend said, “Although you
re considered a kind of dangerous Viét Quéclike some of your dead comrades,
because you are a member at the provincial level, you've earned significant
prestige and popularity in this area. They don’t want to make the people feel
ad. Soyou'll be safe unless you do something and they feel it's dangerous to let
youflee.” So my father gave up his plan to escape.
In autumn 1946, there were more clashes between French soldiers and the
Self-Defense Corps in Ha Noi, Hai Phong, and my city, Nam Pinh. War was
impending, and many families left the cities for rural areas.
At that time, Viét Minh units already routed many nationalist units. Most
Viét Quéc and Dai Viét strongholds were overrun by Viet Minh's ten-to-one
attacks. The Viét Quéc newspaper office in Ha Noi was overrun, although both
sides suffered losses. We did not receive the Viét Nam Daily anymore. Only the
iét Minh’s Citu Qudc (National Salvation) was available in my area.

My father and his friends realized that Viét Quéc organizations in all other
provinces in Viét Nam, large and small, were being brutally repressed. The Vé
QudcPoan or national guard of the Viét Minh grewrapidlyin personnel strength
and won several battles where the Viét Quéc militia units were willing to fightbut
were seriously outnumbered. The Politics and Military Training School of the
Quéc Dan Dang Front north of Ha Noi suffered heavy casualties after powerful
surprise attacks by the Viét Minh with a force five times larger. Most captured
structors and students were killed and thrown into the Red River.

Many prominent leaders of the nationalist parties were abducted and assas-
sinated. The most brilliant among them was Truong T Lé Khang, a genius

May 31. He signed the modus vivendu of September 14 with French minister
Marius Moutet and came home on October 20. It was alleged by the nationalists
that his top aides with V6 Nguyén Gidp as executor were running the cleansing ”
campaign while H6 was away so that he would not be fully blamed for master-
minding the plot.

More bad news came to my father every day. He became obviously nervous
AViét Quéc member narrowly escaped death when the Viét Minh security agents
brought him and half a dozen others to the riverbank for execution. He told my
father the horrible story and concluded, “The Viét Minh selected their victims -
carefully.” Thanks to darkness, he escaped a minute before he was to be executed.
According to him, a cool-headed young Viét Quéc calmly asked the executioners, Mw
“I'm only alow-ranking cadre of the Viét Quéc. Why do you kill me, not my high-
ranking superiors?” He wasa former seminarian, a talented violinist, and a fervent
Viét Quéc member. Whenever he visited with my father, he gave me some basic
music and singing lessons. “Good question before you die,” a Viét Minh execu-
tioner replied. “You are low-ranking, but will be dangerous in the future. Your
bosses will not.” A moment later, his head was smashed into pulp.

There may be something to be said for this macabre strategy. From the
founding of the Republic of Viét Nam in the South, following the 1954 Geneva
Accords, until it collapsed on April 30, 1975, the nationalist side seriously lacked
aclass of medium- and high-ranking patriotic anticommunist leaders. The com-
munists had systematically massacred the majority of them, and the survivors
were not sufficient to fill allkey jobs in the administration and the armed forces.

During the atrocious cleansing campaign in mid-1946, many nationalist
leaders had no option but to flee Viét Nam. Former king Bio Pai did not return
after a diplomatic mission in China in late March; Nguyén Hai Thin escaped
to China a month later. Nguyén Tuong Tam, ViiHdng Khanh, and many Viét
Quéc members followed suitin May and June. Other leaders stayed to fight and
to share the fate of their comrades.

The notorious communist prison camps such as Ddm Dun and Ly B4 S¢
were constructed at that time, and many thousands of Viét Quoc, Pai Viét, and
Duy Dan quickly filled those camps to the maximum capacity.

NATIONALIST PARTIES WIPED OUT

In the second half of 1946, many of my father’s comrades fled to their bases in
the provinces north of Ha Ni. The Viét Qudc strongholds in the delta provinces
were harassed and besieged. ;

When going out during these critical months, my father often carried a .25
caliber pistol. He taught me how to take care of the little thing that looked likea
toy but could kill. Iloved it. He showed me how to disassemble, clean, and use it.
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central committee member of the Viét Quéc. By the end of 1946, the nationalist
opposition parties were practically wiped out. Hundreds of nationalist leaders at
all levels lost their lives or just disappeared. Thousands of other members were
incarcerated. Those who survived the terrorist campaign fled to China. Those
remaining stayed in the hope of surviving the brutal cleansing campaign. In De-
cember 1046, people were feeling that war was coming near. While tension was
rising, the cleansing campaign continued at a higher rate.

My father’s two friends who had been assured of their safety by H6 Chi
Minh were arrested. Their Congress member’s immunity and Ho's promise
could not save them. One of the two, and a dozen other dissidents, were killed
in a rice field a few miles north of Nam Dinh City. A witness related that the
victims were buried alive up to their necks and a harrow drawn back and forth
by two water buffalo tore off their heads. My father’s other friend was taken away
and never seen again.

When I'was older, I asked many persons who had reliable knowledge of the
matter about which side had started the bloody feud and should be held respon-
sible for the fratricidal war. Carefully and candidly analyzing their opinions, I
concluded that both sides should be blamed. However, it is certain that the
number of victims done away with by the Viét Minh was many times higher
than those put to death by the nationalist parties. Searching farther into the
twentieth-century history of Viét Nam, it is reasonable to assert that the early
communists of the 1930s started the killing in southern China. The victims were
noncommunist revolutionaries whom the communist leaders classified as their
future dangerous rivals.

PART 11

The War of Resistance
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Take Up Arms!

~ When a company-sized unit of French soldiers arrived in Nam Dinh City not
long after the March 6 agreement, the city population was nervous but notina
panic. Neither side concealed its hostility. However, there were no organized
firefights. Every week, newspapers reported sporadic exchanges of fire by small
units in the three largest cities of North Viét Nam (Ha N¢i, Hai Phong, and
Nam Dinh). But the joint control teams quickly halted them.

Tension rose. In late November and early December, the French soldiers
in my city consolidated their defense in the large concrete building of the
former Indochina Bank, situated on the main street, and in the silk factory
nearby. Street fights between individual soldiers took place more often. The
government once again advised people who had no job in the city to move to
the countryside, and ordered the military to be ready to confront any threat
by French forces.

On the morning of December 19, 1946, French soldiers became more ag-
gressive. They used their half-tracks and armored cars to clear redoubts, breast-
worlks, and barricades that had been erected on most of the streets by the city’s
self-defense corps. With little provocation, they opened fire on Vietnamese
militiamen and civilians. At noon, my mother, my father, my cousin, my sister,
and I left the city for our home village with what we could carry by hand.

Later that evening firefights exploded, starting the real war. The bad news
spread far and wide in less than an hour. Most villagers were up all night. Many
said that battles would be fought in the city until one side won control, but not
in the countryside. They would soon realize they were wrong.

Early the next morning, thousands of city people were seen walking on the
main road with all kinds of portable belongings. Many were heading for their
home villages or the villages of relatives, and many were fleeing to any place at
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all. About ten of my villagers whose houses were rather large offered to lodge
those who had no place to go.

Soldiers, militiamen, and public security cadres were busy preparing for
war. Everyone worried about what would happen next. Viét Minh authorities
set up checkpoints on roads and bridges and in marketplaces; one of them was
right at my village’s gate. Men passing by were ordered to show their identifica-
tion. Those who failed to present such papers were detained for investigation,
sometimes for a day or two. In some places, many people who had books, papers,
letters, or tags in their clothes, or almost anything with blue-white-red marks,
the French national colors, were suspected of being traitors or spies. They got
little trouble, and all were freed. But I heard that there was one beaten to death
somewhere in my district.

The war did not keep the Viét Minh from intensifying its cleansing cam- ;

paign. A few days after the war broke out, the famous novelist Khéi Hung, 2
founding member of the Self-Strength Literary Group, was killed and dumped
in ariver about ten miles from my village. News of his death came to my father
in three or four days. Later in the month, my father learned that many more of
his comrades had been murdered.

The French soldiers were hemmed in by thousands of Vietnamese fighting
men. Some were armed with rifles and pistols, others with hand grenades and
cold steel. Every week there were attacks on the French positions. The soldiers
and militiamen fought hard and suffered heavy casualties. For months, the
French weren't able to break the siege around their two compounds.

Everyone, pro- or anticommunist, was eager to do something for the brave
fighters on the front line. Every appeal of the Viét Minh government was re-
sponded to quickly and enthusiastically. My father devoted all his time to the
task of promoting support for the Resistance, especially for the wounded war-
riors.! He urged his friends to cooperate with the Viét Minh government to fight
the French, whom they should consider their archenemy.

HIGH MORALE

InJanuary, Viét Minh authorities announced the implementation of scorched- -

earth tactics. Farmers were to deliver loads of straw or dry wood to fill city

houses that were away from the French positions. Then one night, the whole city -

was set on fire. In the morning, from three miles away, we could see smoke rising

high above my beloved city, the third largest and second best-looking city of -

Tonkin. People said alarge number of public buildings and private houses were
reduced to rubble.

Many large brick houses in the countryside far away from the city shared the

same fate. The authorities said that if the French came, they could take quartersin
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* them. Our family’s brick house in the village survived the policy because it was not
large enough for such a purpose, but a smaller, two-story house in the nearby vil-

lage was torn down. The decision depended on the opinions of local government
officials. In this case, the district officials decided that the French would be using
the two-story house as an observation post. Rumors had it that the tactics were
aimed at a hidden objective to harm the rich rather than to obstruct the French.
The people’s morale was very high at the outbreak of war. A great many

- youths in my city joined the self-defense corps and fought bravely around the

French positions, while many young men and women in the villages volunteered
for military service in regular army units and the militia. I could see them in
military basic training everywhere before they were sent to the city to reinforce
the self-defense corps, even though they were poorly equipped.

There were examples of heroism on the front line by young men of every
origin. One carried an antitank explosive and plunged onto a French armored
car to destroy it and himself. Others slipped into heavily defended French in-

- stallations around the silk factory at night armed only with daggers, killed sev-

eral enemies, and slipped out unscathed. And a hundred similar stories encour-
aged more young men to join the fighting.

Manykids of my age were also admitted to combat units as messenger boys.
We all learned the story of a boy in his early teens who had sacrificed himself
on a messenger’s mission. I used to look at those boys with great admiration
because I knew I would never be brave enough to do such a job.

One of those messenger boys had been my classmate. When he dropped by
to visit his family for a day or two, all the kids in the village came to say hello
and claimed their friendship with him, including those who had always bullied
him a few months earlier. He told us combat stories, which we listened to with
our eyes and mouths wide open. I didn’t know that many of his stories were just
lies until many years later. However, the desire to become a hero took root in
our little hearts and stayed there for a long time.

Early in 1947, the war was fought only in a part of the city where the French
were surrounded in the two separate areas. They could find no supply of water
or receive food from the outside. Although well equipped with modern weap-
ons, the French were not able to make a sally to control the city and to link up
with French forces in Ha N6i. Therefore, life in villages far from the city was still
somewhat peaceful. The presence of thousands of city people in the countryside
had a significant impact on the rural areas.

The city people brought with them their modern way ofliving, which greatly
influenced the peasants and altered the appearance and society of the countryside.
Many rural locations became busy centers of commercial and cultural activities
where a young villager could enjoy a cup of coffee with a cigarette or abowl of phd
atreasonable prices. In a prosperous village of my province, which attracted a lot
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of war refugees from the city, people could even listen to romantic or patriotic
songs presented by pretty singers in coffeehouses. In this way, the provincial city
was broken into a dozen rural towns with almost everything left from prewar days
from city life except for paved streets, running water, and electricity.

Besides fighting, the cultural front was similarly important. Since August
1945, many songs, poems, and plays had been composed to promote the people’s
willingness to fight for national independence. Nothing was more attractive to
the young than songs. My classmates and I were delighted to learn a new song
every week or two, songs that I will never forget because they have become a part
of the childhood of my generation. Their lyrics and tunes planted a lively seed of
patriotism in our hearts. Patriotic songs played a role in building the extremely
high morale that induced people to fight the better equipped enemy with almost
nothing more than a few outmoded rifles, their bare hands, and courage.

One day in January 1946, a fighting unit managed to acquire a 7 mm how-
itzer, although it had just three shells. It was the only thing bigger than an auto-
matic rifle in the whole province of Nam Pinh. The cannon was brought to a
riverside about a mile from the Indochina Bank where the French were be-
sieged. Without any indirect fire training, gunners aimed the cannon at the
building. The first shot missed the target; the next hit the building; the third
misfired. We got the news in the afternoon that “our brave artillery unit blew
off one-fourth of the building and eliminated scores of French soldiers.” That
evening, a meeting was held at the pagoda to celebrate the great feat.”

Tightly besieged in the two narrow areas without food and water resup-
plies, the French would have had to surrender if the Vietnamese forces had been
able to maintain the siege for one more month, people said later. But one day,
some French airplanes appeared and dozens of parachutes bloomed in the sky.
The French airborne reinforcements quickly drove the Vietnamese out of the
city and established a new defense line along the city perimeter.

After a week or so, French ships from Ha N6i and Hai Phong were able to
reach the city river quay safely. With nothing bigger than automatic rifles, the
Vietnamese could conduct only harassing fire at French warships moving on
the Red River, not enough to do them any kind of serious damage. By mid-1947,
the French had consolidated their defense system around the city and expanded
their control over adjacent villages.

From their outposts around the city, French soldiers frequently raided the

areas outside with squad or platoon-sized operations. What the Vietnamese |
force could do was lay some mines or set up sniper fire to harass the enemy be- |
fore withdrawing. In no way could they directly clash with the French for more |
than thirty minutes. People in my district composed satirical poems deriding |
our force for always “withdrawing safely,” the term often used in news reports |

of the Viét Minh government’s newspaper.

L
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The French forces did not widen their control over a larger area until No-
vember 1947. In the meantime, the countryside of the province was still safe,
and I was able to continue my education in the district primary school that T had
attended since autumn 1946.

At school and at home, we students all participated in any task we could
perform to support the Resistance. Local governments offered courses to in-
struct us in politics, combat skills, first aid, and propaganda techniques. A batch
of new Communist Party members in every village strengthened their party.
Although their activities were supposedly covert, people could easily tell who

. those new members were by their manner of speaking.

In the village election, my father became the chairman of the village Uy
Ban Hanh Chinh Khéng Chién (Administrative and Resistance Committee),
avillage chief with a new title. More than 9o percent of voters wanted him to
have the job. The job was too low for him, but he accepted it as a tacit compro-
mise with the Viét Minh provincial government. Later, he was elected vice
chairman of the district Lién Viét Front (Vietnamese Alliance Front, later
known under the new title Mit Tran T Quéc, or Fatherland Front), which
consisted of members of different noncommunist parties, some Buddhist
monks and Catholic priests, and prominent notables of the area, nominally
representing the various political and social groups. In truth, it was solely a
figurehead under the strict control of the Communist Party.

In his jobs, my father took charge of some campaigns supporting the Re-
sistance. Not only did he devote all his time to the tasks but he also encouraged
my family to participate in them. During “Disabled Veterans’ Week,” he had me
print thousands of paper stamps using a wooden seal. I had to do it until late at
night so that the stamps could be ready early in the morning for schoolchildren
to sell to raise money for disabled veterans. I was tired, and my right palm was
sore. My uncle asked my father ifhe was eager to do such tasks just to please the
ViétMinh. He was not offended as I expected, but in his usual soft voice he made
it clear to my uncle that he accepted the task only for the benefits of the brave
disabled to whom he was grateful. He also told me that I should do the same
whenever I was required to.

“When the Viét Minh decide to do me harm,” he said to my uncle, “they
will do it and will never spare me even if I lick their boots a thousand times.”

TERRORISM

In1947, most of the French soldiers were rather friendly to Vietnamese civilians
they met in their operations. They paid generously for what they bought and
were very polite to the aged. They gave medicine to villagers who were ill and
sometimes candies to kids. But that friendliness didn’t last long. More soldiers
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came from France—the French and the North Africans—and more Vietnam-
ese were recruited from the French-controlled villages. During combat opera-

tions, the French soldiers began raping and looting more frequently. There was

no competent administration governing the French-controlled villages, and
therefore laws were not enforced. The French commanders only cared about
military affairs.

On August 18, 1947, my mother gave birth to my second sister while villag-
ers were preparing to celebrate the second anniversary of the Revolution. Much
of what a newborn needed was unavailable.

Three months later, the French launched a company-sized operation in the
area two miles north of my village. All the villagers moved south along with
thousands of others swarming the country roads. Each of my family members
carried arucksack containing the most valuable and necessary objects, and my
mother carried my baby sister. We all scurried away while machine guns were
barking closer and closer.

After the operation, the French Army established three forts along the wide
dirt road one mile north of my village. Most villagers in the French newly con-
trolled area returned home. Subsequently, my village was under the crossfire
between French soldiers and Viét Minh troops, and the strip of about ten vil-
lages along the wide dirt road became a disputed area where people had no ID
card of either side but suffered brutality from both.

Both sides were utilizing terrorism to attain their objectives. The French sol-
diers would burn a village to the ground if one of them got killed by sniper fire or
an antipersonnel mine. In the most serious case, villagers would be shot, hanged,
or beheaded and their bodies would be eviscerated or dismembered. Victims of
French terrorism rose: five in my village, five to ten in the ten nearby villages in six
months. On the Viét Minh side, right after the war broke out, the terrorist cam-
paign conducted against the nationalist dissidents since mid-1946 continued, peak-
ing in late 1947 and 1948. Many members of nationalist parties who had survived
the earlier campaigns were imprisoned or assassinated. Anyone who was suspected
ofhaving relations with the French or one who was thought to be dangerous to the
regime was eliminated. Several times we kids found corpses. Some were eviscer-
ated, chopped up, or beheaded, while most had been shot or stabbed to death.

But the most horrible to see were victims who were buried alive up to the
neckin wet soil, their mouths stuffed with rags, and left to die a slow death under

the hot sun that burned their swollen faces. No one dared to rescue them, and -

no one knew who they were as no identification could be found. The owners of
the rice fields would have to bury the corpses.

I could say there were probably three people in every village around mine
who were imprisoned for months or years by the Viét Minh authorities. Death
squads executed a smaller number of villagers.?
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Since the August 1945 event, I heard that communists would play rough

- with their opponents according to their motto in the early 1930s: “Tri, Pha, Dia,

=

Hao, dao tin gbc, tréc tin ré (Intellectuals, rich farmers, landlords, wicked

 lords must be grubbed up, all their roots and stumps). However, I didn’t believe

it at the time, as it seemed to be a slanderous propaganda scheme by the anti-
communists. The Communist Party had allegedly proclaimed the motto during
the 1930 Nghé Tinh Soviet Movement, an uprising of poor farmers in Nghé An
and Ha Tinh provinces led by the communists.

Only when the cleansing campaign in 1947 expanded did I see that what
common people had said about merciless communist policies was true.
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My Dark Years in War Begin

THE FIRST TASTE OF WAR

In January 1948, my family and many villagers moved to a village about three
miles to the south. My school moved to a pagoda just a mile away, so I could
continue fifth grade. My father continued his jobs in the Lién Viét and as the
village chairman in exile. Although he performed his duty well, sometimes he
was summoned to the district Public Security Agency to answer questions
concerning his suspected anticommunist activities. His job in the Lién Viét led
him to make the acquaintance of Catholic priests and Buddhist monks, some
of whom were in the anticommunist organization known as the Mit Trén Lién
Tén Chéng Cong (Interreligious Anticommunist Front). Probably his relations
with those individuals alerted the Public Security Agency.

In January 1948, the French military authorities formed many anti-Viét
Minh militia units in selected villages under their control and armed them with

hand grenades and rifles of WWI vintage (.30 caliber Remingtons and Spring-
fields). At that time, to the common people, a group equipped with tenrifles was |

a formidable force, more fearful than a battalion would be twenty years later.
Although most Vietnamese people supported the Resistance, a number of
those who escaped from the Viét Minh’s massacre campaigns had only one way

to go. That was to flee to the French side or even to join the French Army or the |

anti-Viét Minh militias. Between the two enemies, one has to live with the less
life-threatening one.

One day in February 1948, a friend of my father from a village in the French-
controlled area came for a short visit. He handed my father a letter from the ,

French military authority in Nam Dinh. The French officer who signed the letter
promised my father a job as district chief or provincial deputy chiefif he left the _”
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Viét Minh and moved to the French-controlled territory. If my father accepted
the proposal, a small-scale operation would be conducted on our village area to
“bring mywhole family to the city. The French soldiers would pretend to capture
_ my family—we would have been tied with ropes, our home ransacked—so that

the Viét Minh could have no good reasons to harass our relatives who stayed.
At that time the French were looking for a political solution, and they needed a
Vietnamese administrative system to assist them in various civil affairs.

My father discussed the proposal with my uncle and my mother, who both
supported a positive answer. After a week of pondering, my father decided to

say no. He drafted a letter in French and had my most confident cousin and me
“make it into a clean copy without bearing my father’s name or address to avoid

anyrisk to my father in case the letter should fall into the hands of the Viét Minh
Public Security Agency. The letter was sent to the French commander through
the same friend.

In the letter, my father said that he would not accept the offer because until
then, the French were fighting the war only to reestablish colonialism in Viét
Nam. As a patriot, he had gained some respect from the population of the area.
So he wouldn’t betray them by joining the French despite the fact that if he
stayed with the Viét Minh, his safety could be endangered at any time.

So we stayed. The two other former public servants in the area who had
received similar letters accepted the offer. The French sent a platoon to bring
them with their families back to the city, and both were appointed as district
chiefs. For years, my family members regretted my father’s decision. But I
thought he was right when acting according to his heart and his ideals.

In February, I experienced an air raid for the first time. Two black French
fighters (later known as the Hellcats) suddenly appeared in the sky and circled

_ the area. Then they began strafing every brick house in the village for about five

minutes. At last, they dropped four bombs near the concrete bridge and the pa-
goda. In those five minutes I was horribly frightened. Each time the planes dived,
I prayed that bombs and bullets would hit somewhere far from me. When I saw
the four black objects—the bombs—falling from the planes, I was panicked and
ran to a bigger stack close by. The bombs hit a rice paddy 100 yards from my home.

When the planes disappeared over the horizon, we found out that only two
women had been killed by machine-gun fire. The four bombs dug large craters
in the rice field, killing no one. A big bullet hit the floor of the house my family
was living in, only a few inches from my aunt, slightly wounding her.

It was my first lesson that bombing and shelling scared people more than
really injuring them, except in a carpet-bombing. It also taught me that people
could be less afraid of being killed after undergoing numerous attacks by bombs
and artillery shells and that with some courage, a soldier could withstand such
bombing firmly.
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POOR DADDY!

In March 1948, the Lién Viét Front (Vietnamese Alliance) assigned my father the
task of founding the Red Cross Association in our district. My cousinand I helped
him with some of the paperwork. In a month, hundreds of people registered for
membership. Some of them were my father’s comrades in the Viét Quéc.

“It’s unusual,” my uncle warned my father. “The Viét Minh are always sensi-
tive to such matters. You must be careful, though. You don’t mean to do anything
against them.”

On a morning of April 1948 when my father and I were talking about my
homework and my mother was holding my baby sister, four Public Security
cadres came and produced a search warrant. My father, in an imperturbable
manner, invited them into the house and showed them the part of the house my

family occupied in a village where we had lived since after the French air raidin

February 1948.

They began searching the house carefully, inspecting every object and
looking at every piece of paper for more than an hour, but found nothing special.
They asked my father a couple of questions, then declared that my father was
under arrest. My father quietly put some clothes, a blanket, and a towel into a
small bag. My mother slipped a few twenty-piaster bills into his pocket before
he followed the four Viét Minh to their office about four miles away.

No one worried much because my father had been summoned many times

to that office and held there for a day or two. But I felt something much different -
this time. By the way the two Viét Minh cops behaved and my father’s sad look
at me, saying only three short words, “Be brave, son!” I knew that he was in seri- -
ous trouble. Two days later, my mother and I went to the Public Security office |
to give him food and medicine, but he was not there. We were told that he had

been transferred to the higher agency for interrogation.

The situation gave me a feeling that this time my father would be treated \
roughly and that his way home would be very, very long, possibly never. It was

the first time since he came back to live in our village in December 1946 thathe
was brought to a security office higher than district level.

My mother spent the whole month of May 1948 trying to find out where my -
father was being detained, leaving my little sister under the care of my father’s |
older sister. Atlast, she was permitted to visit him in a provincial jail in the seaside
village twenty miles from where we were living. The jail moved everytwo or three

months to a new place. Locating it among a dozen provincial prisons was difficult,

and sometimes it was dangerous for a woman frail and meek like my mother.
One of my remote uncles, who had joined the Viét Minh army in 1945 and

been promoted to platoon leader, was discharged in late 1947 when the Viét Minh
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army conducted a political purge to get rid of any military cadre suspected of
having contact with the nationalist parties. He wasn't a Viét Qudc member, but

~ hehad often visited with my father and discussed politics before he volunteered

to join the Viét Minh regular army. A month after my father was arrested, my
uncle fled to the French-controlled area one night when the Public Security men

. came to arrest him. He was then admitted into the anticommunist militia newly

founded by the French, although he hated the French no less than my father did.
There is no statistic available on how many nationalist patriots who had
been truthfully serving the Resistance but were not anticommunists had to

 leave the Viét Minh to join the French side because of communist crackdowns

on them. ButI am certain that it must have been no less than 1,000 as of1950in

my province.

Toward the end of 1948, the Public Security arrested many people in the

villages. Some of them were my father’s comrades. Many others were only vic-
 tims of suspicion. Viét Minh Public Security sent many of those to the prison

camp Dam Dun, the frightening name that was well known to kids and most
illiterate persons in the lower Red River delta provinces.

On the French side, things were in no way better. The French Deuxiéme Bu-
reau (G-2, or Intelligence Service) was not second to the Viét Minh Public Security

 inatrocious interrogation of suspects. To draw information, the French G-2s ap-

plied numerous torture techniques to force their prisoners to talk. The most com-

_ monwas to tie the prisoner down on his back, put a towel over his face, then slowly
_ pourwater ora mixture of fish sauce, vinegar, and hot pepper into his nostrils. The

otherways were to pinch him with ared-hot pincers, to burn his fingers, or to apply
electric shock by cranking a small generator or a field telephone.

The Viét Minh Public Security outdid the French G-2 in some torture tech-
niques. For the first time after 1945, people in Viét Nam heard of “to go by air”

-~ (hanging the victim upside-down and beating him) and “to go submarine” (to
- tieup the victim and submerge him in a pond or water tank), performed by the
- Viét Minh along with many other interrogation methods.

The Viét Minh and the French interrogators often invented new ways of

~torture that gave victims the most painful feeling without leaving marks on their

bodies. One such method was beating the soles of the victim’s feet with the blunt

edge of a flat piece of wood. This left no mark but caused such pain that the

victim was unable to stand or walk for many days.
Avvillager who was close to my family was one of those who experienced the
sole beating. The place where he waslocked up in the district Public Security inter-

 rogation office was a small brick house, situated in the middle of a large rice field

without any other house within 300 yards, half a mile from where I lived. About

 twenty prisoners were held there at the time, kept by half a dozen Public Security
 agents. The office was off-limits to the public. But if the agents caught us children
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o Until 1948, there were not many Vietnamese soldiers serving the French
ide. In the area about five miles around my village, four of some twenty villages
Hﬁm anti-Viét Minh militias. Three of those were composed of Catholics, and
ne consisted of Buddhists (or non-Catholics, to be more exact). The militias
~werearmed with bolt-action rifles and received no salary or any assistance from
the French. While fighting the Viét Minh, they were always friendly to villag-
ers—no looting, no abuse, no unscrupulous killing.

wandering near the house, they would shoo us away without causing us any trouble.
Some kids occasionally sneaked into the garden surrounding the house and climbed
into the trees to watch the interrogation through an open window. I followed them
just once, and it was so horrible to me that I dared not come back to watch it for the
second time. The sight of an emaciated prisoner who was beaten with a bamboo:
stick terrified me. However, childish curiosity prevailed, and we stayed for a few
more minutes. When the victim was tortured with some sharp object pushed into:
the quick of his fingernail, he let out a long, deafening scream that made me fall to
the ground. I tore away at full speed. Out in the open field, the ear-splitting scream
still echoed in my ears, and I felt pain in my own fingernails as well.

Every week a few prisoners were released. Some of them were unable to
walk, and their relatives came to carry them back home. The story of one of them:
is still in my memory. He was fifteen years old and the son of a Viét Quéc mem--
ber. His father escaped in time when the Public Security came to get him. The.
boy was detained and interrogated for information about his father’s activities:
As ayoung man detained there at the same time with the boy later related hi

The so-called partisans were different. They served as Vietnamese hirelings
and were paid a relatively decent salary. Many of them would behave well to
[peasants, but others felt free to loot, to rape, and even to kill without being
sanctioned and punished by their French commanders. Their atrocities were
second only to the North Africans and the Legionnaires in the French Army.

- Bythe end of 1948, a considerable number of Vietnamese had returned to
the city to live under the French military authority. Many ran out of money and
were not able to continue living in the Viét Minh area; the others fled to avoid
being killed or imprisoned, and former officers and NCOs of the French Army
returned to the city to reenlist for active duty.

Everyvillage in the area outside French control had a team of about ten men
and teenagers who each in turn took sentry duty at the top of a tall tree. The
sentry would sound the alarm, usually with a gong, when the French Army
soldiers moved southward in the direction of our villages. It was easy to detect
movement of even one soldier across the wide rice field separating the French-
controlled area and my village, but at night it was a difficult task. One day, about
fifty French Army soldiers raided my village. They came under cover of dense
fogat 4 AM, and none of us had time to escape.

Theyransacked every house and took away everything theyliked. In myhouse,
they found some hundred books in Chinese characters, in French, and in Vietnam-
ese, left by my grandpa, my uncle, and my father. They destroyed all of them, tearing
 them up or burning them to ashes. They were happy to find some antiques we had
hidden underground and a wall clock. I was held prisoner and brought to the fort.
An hour after my arrival, a Vietnamese sergeant in the French Army heard that I
- was captured. A son of my father’s friend, he had lived with my family from 1935 to
1937. The sergeant immediately called on the French lieutenant, commander of the
fort,and interceded with him for my release, to which the French lieutenant agreed.

A sergeant in 1948 might have had the power of a viceroy in the Middle
Ages. While a private could kill and rape almost anyone in a Viét Minh~
controlled area, a sergeant could do more than that. People addressed him as
“Ngai,”a word equivalent to “Your Excellency,” only used in connection with gods
‘and mandarins. So the fact that I was a close relative of a sergeant earned me re-
spect from people in the fort. The sergeant told me to stay in the fort for a time so
that he could arrange to send me to a school newly established in the city.

story to my family, he suffered torture bravely.

When the interrogators asked him whether he knew who encouraged h
father to join the Viét Qudc subversive movement, he said, “The sublime inter-
ests of the Vietnamese people urge him to fight against you, the communists
To the question “Do you know who are your father’s most faithful comrades?”:
he said he did but he wouldn't tell. The interrogator pushed a needle into hi
finger quick. He shrilled in pain but said to the interrogator, “Even if you con
tinue at my other nine fingers, I won't tell the names.” He was released about
month later. He was carried home and died after many bedridden weeks.

Atthattime, many others serving the Viét Minh behaved in the same heroic.
way when suffering French Army interrogation. Some died as a result of torture.
They endured unbearable pain but still refused to talk until passing away in
agony. Many suspected Viét Minh died during interrogation, and others walked :
out of detention with deformed bodies. I witnessed such barbaric torment whil

living a short time in a French fort.

Patriotism at the highest degree gives to some an almost unimaginable wil
to survive, but it also encourages people of the same forefathers to kill thei
compatriots more eagerly and savagely. That is a reality of the armed conflict |
from 1945 to 1975 in Viét Nam.

LIFE IN THE CROSSFIRE

In the summer of 1948, my family returned to our native village. As a farmin,
family, we had to cling to our land, although our village was under the constan
danger of war.
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In the fort, there were three Frenchmen: the second lieutenant, the ser
geant in charge of the African platoon, and the corporal operating an 81 mm |
mortar. The Vietnamese personnel consisted of two sergeants, two corporals,
and about forty troops. The soldiers, Africans and Vietnamese, all lived with
their Vietnamese wives and children inside the fort,

The French lieutenant had a new wife. She was a pretty girl about twenty .
years old from a noble family. The family had been captured while returning to
the city from the Viét Minh area and had been brought to the fort to be inter-
rogated. She was a ninth-grade graduate and a fluent French speaker. Not many
female citizens earned education degrees that high at the time. The lieutenant
asked her to be his wife, but she refused. So he had her and her family sit ona |
bench against a thick brick wall in front of a French-made automatic rifle FM
24/29and its gunner. On the other side was a Vietnamese corporal of the French
Army. He had been caught working as a spy for the Viét Minh. He was tied to
bamboo pole in front of another automatic rifle and a gunner.

When the two gunners were ready, the French lieutenant told the girl that
if she said no to his marriage proposal, all her family would suffer the fate of the
convicted corporal. At his sign, the machine gunner pulled the trigger, and the
bursts of many dozen rounds chopped the corporal up into bloody pieces. The
young lady immediately accepted the lieutenant’s proposal. A wedding cere-
mony was held, and she became his legitimate wife. Her family was released and
helped to find good jobs in the city.

Although he had alovely and well-educated wife, the French lieutenant still
kept aharem in the basement of the main building, formerly the house of a rich ;
mandarin. About ten young women captured in operations were living unde
armed guard. They were well fed and clothed and had nothing to do except serve
the lieutenant any time he wished. When he captured some new girls during his
operations, those who had been in the harem the longest would be released and
given a gift of about 200 piasters (about US$300 in 2005).

Every day, the villages around the fort had to provide some fifty men to do
choresat the fort such as repairing the bamboo and barbed-wire fences, cleaning
the yards, and filling the water tanks. Those villages also had to provide laborers
for military operations. Failing to provide the required laborers, a village would
be fined a cow or several pigs.

The fort had a small room in which to interrogate prisoners. They were often
tortured for information by a Vietnamese soldier. Sometimes at night I was
unable to sleep because of the prisoners’ cries of pain. My room was close to the
interrogation room.

A few weeks later, the sergeant who had interceded for my freedom took
me to Nam Dinh City. We rode on a military truck. The road was rather safe,
buthouses along the two sides were vacant. There were no people, and moss and

grass grew freelyall around. Clashes in the area had driven the inhabitants away.
Atlastwe reached the city after crossing the river by ferryboat beside the head-
quarters of the southern subsector, commanded by a French first lieutenant. He
also had a little harem and sometimes held girls captive for a night or two. He
wasalso famous for his sanguinary passion. Spies and stiff-necked prisoners did
notlivelong under him. Sometimes he himself handled the executions, usually
with his dagger.

Inthe city, we visited a friend of my family who had just returned from the
Viét Minh area three months earlier. The population was in the thousands,
_ much less than one-fifth of that before the war. The city market had revived,
_andone primary school was to open in September. Curfew was imposed from
8 PM to 6 AM. Many blocks had no residents, and after 8 pM they looked like a
ghost town.

After three days, I followed the sergeant back to the fort. The family’s friend

tried to persuade me to stay so that I might continue my education, but the at-
mosphere of the city frightened me. Moreover, as my father was still in a Viét
 Minh prison, I was afraid that my staying would cause him more trouble.
; In the next few days, I moved to a village close to the fort to live with the
- uncle who had fled my village a few months earlier. He didn’t want to let me live
in the fort, where I had to see many things injurious to a child’s mind. This was
‘atypical village armed by the French Army to fight the Viét Minh.

RELIGION

Since August 1945, the Catholics had been overtly anticommunists. In H6 Chi
Minh’s appeal for “Great Solidarity,” the Catholic population was one of the
principal objectives. In the 1946-48 terrorist campaign, a number of Catholic
- priests were killed or imprisoned.

- After 1946, the French Army treated the Catholics carefully to win them
over to their side. In military operations, ones who could say a few prayers flu-
ently were usually taken as friends. So many non-Catholics wore the cross when
the French soldiers came. One of them was a friend of mine who couldn’t recite
aword of any Catholic prayer when a French Army Vietnamese soldier asked
him to. He was shot right away, but the bullet only slashed his belly slightly; the
wound bled a lot without killing him.

The Viét Minh, on the other hand, were doing everything to create hostile
feelings against the Catholics, and they were successful, owing to their skillful
propaganda techniques to exploit the differences between the religions.

The southern area of my province was one of the first sites the European
missionaries visited in the sixteenth century. In the mid-nineteenth century,
the kings ordered the ban on Catholicism that resulted in the execution of
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thousands of its followers. Despite the massacre, non-Catholics in our area lived
peacefully with the Catholics without any clash, large or small. In the 1850s, 3
order of the king and the province governor, each non-Catholic village in our |
area had to execute leading members of Catholic parishes who refused to step
over the cross, an act to affirm their decision to renounce their faith. The distric
governor ordered my village to perform some of the executions. But instead o
killing them as instructed, the village notables decided to save them and secretly |
hid them after killing some pigs and spreading their blood over the riverside to |
prove to the district authority that those Catholics had already been put to death
and thrown into the stream. Years later when the ban was lifted, those Catholic
returned home safely. After that, in every Tét (Lunar New Year) season, their |

IN THE VIET MINH-CONTROLLED AREAS

- Atthe beginning of the 1948-49 school year, my uncle sent me to a school far-
ther south. I had to walk three miles to school and three miles back every day
from the home of my first cousin’s husband, where Ilived. Held in two class-
- roomslocated in alarge pagoda, school began at10 AM and closed at 2 PM so that
. students from far away could attend.

By that time, the French had more bombers. From their base in Ha Néi, the
planes made air raids in my district more frequently. The students sitting in the
last rows of the classroom had to alert the school when they heard the sound of
the approaching airplanes. At the sound of the alarm gong, teachers and stu-
_ dentsrushed to take shelter in foxholes all around the pagoda. In any alert, I was
_always calmer than my classmates, not because I was brave but only because 1

relatives came to visit my village and offered gifts to villagers. The practice’
continued until the fighting spread to our areain 1947. ”
Most of the Catholics in our area (Biii Chu diocese) had been converted
before the French occupied Viét Nam in the 1880s. When the French established
its colonial regime over all Viét Nam, the Catholics won the French government

~had been in similar situations.

In 1948, the Resistance was in high spirits. The Resistance army units began
reactingactively against the French Armyraids. Some ambushes were laid success-
 fully, killing a number of French soldiers. The French Army soldiers also suffered
casualties, more from land mines than other weapons. The Viét Minh produced the
largest number of land mines in the world, according to some friends of my father.
: Atthe same time, the Viét Minh government did its best to consolidate the
infrastructure in the villages under its control. Political courses were held for

support and their priests gained some power. Under the French colonialist re-
gime, a part or all of some villages were converted only because some Catholic

priests had helped them win lawsuits against other individuals in the same vil
lages or in other villages. But that did not create any serious rancor.

Until 1945, the number of Catholics who joined the movements for national |
independence was rather small compared with other religious groups. Viét _,
Minh propaganda exploited that fact as much as possible, along with theirusual | members of mass organizations of men, women, senior citizens, and teenagers.
Marxistindoctrination, to instill hatred against the Catholics. When the French -
returned to Viét Nam, it was easy to see why many Catholic villages sided with |
them, founding militia units and fighting the Viét Minh. ,

Besides defending their villages, the militia units sometimes were given
tasks to reinforce the French Army soldiers’ raids in other areas. The villag
where I wasliving temporarily with my remote uncle had about fifty young me
with basic military training, but only sixteen were armed with Remington rifle
and lots of hand grenades. They fought bravely and beat off many Viét Minh.
night attacks. In raids, they showed good discipline.

They had a lot of friends and acquaintances in the operation area not very
far from their village. The militiamen had to do farm work for their living. They
got no pay from the French Army even when they were wounded or killed.

After amonth, I asked my uncle to let me go back to my home village, and -
he agreed. On a morning when farmers were working in rice fields, I slipped .
through the strip of uncultivated land separating the two areas and walked back
home. My mother held me for a minute and cried. She had just come back from
a trip visiting my father, who had been moved to another prison camp.

* Manymore young people became Communist Party members. I could tell every
one of them by listening to them talk. A communist neophyte always liked to
‘talk of something big such as Darwin’s theory of evolution: “long ago, a monkey
. living on the shore of the Danube .

In 1948 and 1949, the Communist Partylocal committee was recruiting illiter-
ateyoung men from the poorest families, particularly those violent and ill-mannered
characters who had had problems with the pre-1945 colonialist local authorities.

In the village where I stayed, there was a class for propaganda cadres from

~ manyvillages of the district given by instructors coming from the provincial office
~ ofinformation. Although I was not old enough to be a student, I was permitted to
_ listen to the lessons because I had helped the village official in charge of the class.
He let me sit in the last row of the twenty-student classroom, actually a thatched
roof earthen-walled house measuring eighteen by thirty-six feet.

The students were taught how to practice the technique of “three-together” (eat
 together, live together, work together with the targeted family) to persuade the fam-
ilytosupport the Viét Minh government. Theylearned howto speak to an audience,

torun an armed propaganda mission, to print leaflets and booklets by lithography,
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manyyoung, ill-educated peasants who were communist neophytes saying, “One
isequal to every other, even to his or her parents.” Some even said that they had
oreason to be grateful to their parents because they were born solely out of their
_parents’ sexual pleasure. They dubbed that attitude “revolution.”

to write slogans on walls, and to use bullhorns to deliver antiwar messages to th
French Army soldiers at night. Most of the students had a second-grade education
onlyafewhad graduated elementary school. So the instructors gave model speeches
that they had to learn by heart so they could use them in different situations. Som
trainees were very clever in writing slogans on large walls in darkness that looked .
neat and beautiful as if they had been done by professionals in daylight.

Cultural activities in 1948 reached their peak with hundreds of songs
poems, plays, and novels. The best songs, especially patriotic songs in Viét Nam
were composed during this period. They still move millions of Vietnamese
hearts today. In my opinion, the composers of those songs (Pham Duy, Vin Cao,
and some others) contributed the best and greatest parts to the Vietnamese
culture, far more than all of the Vietnamese politicians and statesmen after 1945
both in North and South Viét Nam.

I'will never forget the evenings when the district cultural group entertained
the Resistance units with songs and plays a few hours before they departed for the
night attacks on the French forts. One of the plays presented the story of a Resis-
tance soldier coming home to find his house burned and his wife gone insane after
being raped and seeing her baby stabbed to death and thrown into the flames, all
done by the French soldiers. The actress performed her role so well that many
people cried and forgot to applaud for a few seconds after the curtain dropped.
Such propaganda work was successful because the audiences were mostly simple-
minded peasants whose imaginations made up for the lack of supportive scenes
and costumes. With talented actors and directors performing on a makeshift
bamboo stage, any clothing and any instrument could deeply move such audi-
ences. Days later, I learned that the attack that night, actually a harassing opera-
tion, had been fiercer than ever.

The dich vén action (enemy proselytizing) was one of the successful efforts
of the Resistance. Spies were planted everywhere. Many women were assigned.
to such a mission in the French military outposts or headquarters, where they
had to get married to the French, African, or Vietnamese soldiers. In most case
they only collected military information. But in some forts, they were successf
in persuading the soldiers to surrender to the Resistance or to help the Resis
tance attackers overrun the fort.

By 1948, there were many great changes in the rural society. Young men an
women eagerly endorsed the new way of life in which they had more freedom
and new values and backward traditions were done away with. Although they
were not in a majority, many women claimed equality with men and their rea
sonable status in the husband’s family.

THE LAST TIME 1 SAW MY FATHER

InDecember 1948, my mother and I visited my father. The moving prison camp
was then in a seaside village fifteen miles south of my home village. My mother,
my first cousin, and I went on foot for nearly ten miles before we could hire a
small bamboo boat to complete the remaining five miles. The next morning we
were permitted to meet my father in the local Public Security office for only half
an hour. The Public Security cadres carefully examined the food and medicine

we brought for my father.

During the precious thirty minutes we were permitted to spend with him,
my father held me tightly on his lap while talking to my mother. A Viét Minh
Public Security guard sat beside us. When the guard went to do something
outside for half a minute, my father quickly pulled up his pants and showed me
his knees. In a low voice he said to me, “They have been beating me here for the
last few weeks.” It was why he had been hobbling along the small road from the
small prison camp to the office to see my mother and me.

His knees were black and blue. I couldn’t hold my tears, though I had prom-
ised myself that I wouldn'’t cry. He looked at my eyes and said quickly when he
saw the guard returning, “Try to complete a university degree, and you should
become either an engineer or an officer in a good army to work for the bright
future of our country.” I did not have enough time to ask him what would be a
good army as the guard took his seat beside us again.

Five minutes later, the cadre showed us the door, and that was the last time
Isawmy father. Sometimes, in my dreams, I'still see him in brown clothes trudg-
 ing along the country dirt road and looking at me without a word, his pants
- pulled up showing his knees, bruised and swollen.
 Notlong after the visit, my father’s friends in the area managed to have all
 the families in the village sign a petition asking the Viét Minh authority to re-
lease my father. One of my father’s friends, my uncle, my mother, and I went to
seethe district public security office one morning with the petition. Aman who
 musthave been a high-ranking cadre received us. After reading the petition, he
said, very softly with a refined language, that my father was a man dangerous to

the Democratic Republic regime in time of war, although he had done nothing
“wrong after 1946. Therefore, he would be released only when the war ended.
On the way back home, my father’s friend told us that he was very disap-
pointed. “As far as Tam concerned,” he added, “you should bring your family to

People learned several new words, mostly Sino-Vietnamese political terms
Cadres working in government agencies and members of mass organizations were
fond of discussing politics and of calling each other déng chi (comrade). I heard |
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;wnw Ding River. Comparing oneself to a heroic ascendant is in no way the
manner of an educated gentleman, let alone a national leader.
+ Worse than that, in the poem he addressed Tran Hung Pao as “bdc” and
called himself as “t6i.” In Vietnamese, bdc (uncle, or you) in pairs with téi (me,
1) is used between two people who are equal in age and in rank. However great
Hb Chi Minh could have been, his words addressing Trin Hung Pao in the
poem sound extremely insolent to the ears of a Vietnamese. Realizing that such
rrogance hurt the people’s feelings, some Viét Minh cadres said that someone
se, not Ho, might have composed it. Even if this were so, I thought, Hd should
not have permitted his subordinates to circulate that poem if he was really as
modest as his Viét Minh propaganda agency always asserted.
After the 1946-48 cleansing campaign, I hated him much more when I
heard of people killed or saw someone buried alive by the Viét Minh, especially
after my father was imprisoned. Meanwhile, the Viet Minh continued to dis-
seminate a lot of stories idolizing Hb as if he were the god of Viét Nam. The
propaganda was very successful with the peasants because of its simplicity and
sensationalism. In a few years, Hd ascended to the throne of a wise king in the
inds of many Vietnamese and of some of his ill-informed opponents as well.
Since then, I have rarely taken anyone as my idol. L have never trusted any-
one to be a national hero and have always been skeptical about great personages
of other nations. Sometimes I ask myself if what has been written in history
books about George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Napoleon, Lé Lgi, and
Quang Trung is true, or if their stories are just big lies like those about Ho.

the city so that the kids can go to school for a better education.” My uncle an
my mother kept silent, but I didn’t think it was a good idea. In the Viét Min
area we had freedom, although living conditions grew worse and worse an
French troops and bombers occasionally caused some danger. In the French

occupied area, people had better living conditions, but they were under perma
nent threat from the French soldiers and the French Security Service.

My family still had a faint hope that my father would be released, so we
weren't thinking of doing anything against the Viét Minh.

By the end of 1948, many more people were leaving the Viét Minh for the
French-controlled areas or Phit Diém, a small town under Bishop Lé Hitu Ty,
who had declared his diocese to be autonomous from both the French and the
Viét Minh. But my family stayed put.

THE CRUMBLED IDOL

I was still attending school but at a new location in a temple large enough for
forty students. Textbooks were not available, so the teacher had to dictate
lessons to students. Every week, we had an hour or two for citizenship lessons,
in which we were taught to worship Hé Chi Minh. Once while the class was
singing a song praising him, I looked out the window at a beautiful rainbow.
At the end of the hour, a girl whose father was a Viét Minh big wheel rose and
bitterly criticized me for showing no respect to “President Ho” by looking at
something outside the window and singing reluctantly. Some others sup-
ported her opinion, but many stood by me, saying that my inattention fora
few seconds was not a good ground for such severe criticism. My classmate
from my village whispered to me when we were walking back home, “I know
you don’t like him as much as I do, but you should conceal your thoughts as
much as possible.”

After August 1945, H6 Chi Minh had been my greatidol. In him I saw not
only a national hero but also a god, omnipotent and polyvalent. It seemed that
every kid of my age was always yearning for someone of greatness to idolize, and
that was Ho. But that didn't last long. Since I learned more about Hb and the
contemporary personages from my cousin, my father, and other sources, my idol
crumbled without anyone to replace him in my heart. The noncommunist side
was making no effort to deify any of its leaders. Even though I was a kid, I
couldn’t stand the cheap propaganda schemes vigorously praising Hd, such as
about his having “twin pupils,” as I have mentioned.

The Viét Minh propaganda agency also released a poem reportedly com-
posed by Ho in which he compared himselfto the thirteenth-century hero Trin
Hung Bao, who drove away the Mongolian aggressors in a great battle on the:

IF THE FRENCH . ..

One of the provincial Resistance military units in charge of our area was the
Seventy-seventh Company. It was conducting guerrilla operations to hinder the
-French Army’s activities, and whenever possible, it laid small ambushes to cause
 some loss to the enemy soldiers in a group of three or four. They frequently shot
atthe French platoons.
Several nights, the company gathered in the large brickyard near where I
~ wasliving to conduct night sessions, and I was one of the teens who were always
present. We were not members of the company, but we offered them assistance
even when the company was in action, such as carrying the routine messages,
 cleaning weapons, and hauling ammunition.
; Ididn'tlike the Viét Minh leaders, but I sympathized with the soldiers who
were friendly to everyone, very brave and patriotic, especially with a French
lieutenant who deserted to the Viét Minh side and served in the Seventy-
 seventh Company as an advisor. I liked to talk to him with my little French. His
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name, which I have forgotten, appeared many times in French-language news-

SEVEN
papers before 1954.

It should be noted that a great number of the brave small unit commanders
were sons of the middle and upper classes. They were bold in fighting and bril
liant in other tasks directly supporting the war.

Inmy district, there were a few cultural groups whose members were high Ve
school students from bourgeoisie families. They moved from village to village, "

performing programs of music and plays that attracted an audience of several
hundred people every night, thus enhancing public enthusiasm for the
Resistance.

In the French-controlled area, life was under the iron hands of the French
soldiers. After 7 PM, no one could stay outside the village. At night, no light was
permitted. Alamp of any kind had to be partially covered so that no light could
be seen from the fort; otherwise, a few mortar shells might be fired at the place
as punishment.

Inlate 1948, the Viét Minh forces were stronger, as they had had time to be
intensely trained. The people’s morale was higher after some victories on the L
River and in the northern border area. Propaganda supporting the Resistance:
produced the largest effect. More songs, the best patriotic songs in the history
of music in Viét Nam, were on the lips of men, women, and children. However,
there was no big battle in my district area, because the Viét Minh forces were
not equipped well enough to confront the French, and the French did not tryto
expand their control beyond the line they had established in late 1947.

After1954,in books I was reading, some military historians wrote that if the
French forces had concentrated their efforts to pacify all North Viét Nam delta
provinces in the first two years (1947 and 1948) instead of wasting time trying to
control the northern border areas, they could have won the war or at least ended:
the war more in their favor. After almost two years of fighting, the French had left
the large region of Nam Pinh and Th4i Binh provinces intact. The region was the
granary of North Viét Nam, which supplied the Viét Minh not onlywith food but
also with manpower. Therefore, the Viét Minh gained much time to establish
control over the population, train and consolidate their units, and organize an :

effective system of food supply for future battles in North Viét Nam.

I'think the French could have won the hearts and minds of the population
ifthey had conducted the war with an adequate effort to take care of the people’s
welfare and safety, particularly prohibiting their soldiers from committing war
crimes and treating the Vietnamese so savagely.

Between Hammer and Anvil

CAMP #§

,, In 1945, the Viét Minh established several prison camps and named them Trai
Sin Xuét (production camps). In 1954 they were renamed Trai Cai Tao (reedu-
cation camps). .
' InFebruary1949, my father was moved to Camp 5in Thanh Héa province.
It was the most notorious prison camp in all of the areas under Viét Minh con-
trol. It still exists today. It was also known as Camp Ly B4 S, named after its
chiefjailer. H6 Chi Minh himself selected Ly B4 Sd and other jailers.
‘ According to sources from the Communist Party history books, mao.mm nr.m
first things Hb did after ascending to power in August 1945 was to appoint his
most faithful party members to be provincial public security chiefs, who were
the backbone of his regime, and then to select the chief jailers of important
@%osm. Ly B4 So was an illiterate who was said to be a most formidable Viét
Minh official for the rough way he treated prisoners. He quickly became the
Viét Minh jail chief known for his iron fist. Every adult in the northern lower
_delta provinces knew his name. .
The inmates were given complex labor tasks and were severely punished if
they failed to fulfill them. In such cases, their daily food allowance was reduced,
"and in more serious cases, they were even beaten or tortured with newly in-

“vented techniques.

After my father was moved to Camp s, my mother had to go visit him every
three or four months to provide him with dry food, medicines, and clothes.
- Camp s was about seventy miles from my home village. It took my mother nearly
- aweek to walk there, and a few more days to finally see my father for just half
~anhour. Then it was another week to get back home to prepare for the next visit.
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he Vietnamese population under their rule. The provisionary administrative
uthority, made up of Vietnamese civil servants under French military com-
‘nmand, had no adequate budget to provide health care. There was one medium-
ize hospital with limited capacity for the whole province of a million people.

" In mid-1949, via news from the French-controlled area and some leaflets
ropped by French airplanes, we learned that King Bio Paihad established the
_national government and signed a covenant with the French president that

She had to travel through many lonely roads and forests, some dangerou
with poisonous snakes and even tigers. She used to go along with two or thre
women whose husbands were detained in the same prison camp. Each had to bear
about seven certificates to get through a dozen checkpoints of Viét Minh Public -
Security. My mother and her friends could obtain only five of these certificate

from local authorities. The other two were unavailable, so she had to pay bribesto
get the sixth certificate. I helped her with a fake copy of the seventh.

On one visit, my father told my mother that the camp guardians beat him
with a bamboo stick for several days in a row. His right side was so badly hur
that he wasn't able to move his right arm for months. He failed to fulfill the given
tasks because he was too injured to work. The turnkeys didn’t think so and said
that my father was a malingerer.

Upon coming back, she didn'’t tell the story to the family. She told it only -
to me and asked me not to share it to anyone, especially my grandma, who was
ill, because such a story would make her health worse. My mother was exempted

recognized the independence of the state of Viét Nam.

- My villagers did everything during the day. After 7 pM, we all had to stay
inside the village bamboo hedge. The French forbade light. For their part, the
Viét Minh did not allow us to keep dogs because their barking could help the
French detect guerrilla movement. So at night we had to keep our only dog
inside and train him not to bark at anything, and he obeyed. War affected even
_animals’ instincts. Every night, from 7 M until 6 AM was the time of fear during
 whichThad to speak softly and make no loud noises. My gate to the road outside
the bamboo hedge was closed at 7 PM, and it seemed to be the boundary between
safety and danger. The darkness outside the hedge was full of risks that fright-
ened me whenever I had something to do near the gate.

After so many years, I still dream about getting back to my village in the
time of war, probing my way in darkness at the wooden gate, while something
frightful is wandering outside. Great fear wakes me up.

Tused to get up early, summer or winter, and stay in until there were people

from other work at home so that she could prepare dry food and procure medi-
cine for the trips. My father’s elder sister, who was a childless widow, took care
of my little sister, so my sister was closer to her than to Mom until our aunt’s
death in 1979.

LIVING UNDER FEAR

In February 1949, my family moved to a place three miles from my home village.
My mother and my aunt had to find any work available to earn a living. I helped
them spin processed cotton into thread using two sets of spinning wheels.
Thanks to our dexterity, the thread we produced drew a lot of textile weavers.
We could earn some money; it was scant, but we could make ends meet with it. ;

I came back to my home village often after school to be with my grand-
mother. At her age, she preferred staying at her home with the ancestors’
Her ten-year-old great-niece was taking care of her.

My village was located about a mile from the French-controlled region
where a row of three French outposts marked the disputed line between the two
sides. French soldiers frequently made raids in our area and also into the area ;,
from which the Viét Minh launched harassment attacks.

Beginning in mid-1948, my village came under attack from both sides. Ba-
bies were born, young men and women got married, and people died without -
being registered. We had no ID cards from the French or from the Viét Minh,
children had no school to go to, and wounded and sick people were treated with
herbal medicines. The nearest aid station was s miles to the south, and no better
medical facility existed within the whole region of about 150 square miles. The -
French authorities didn't have any humanitarian or charitable program to help

on the road, walking and talking. I would dash to the gate, open it, and run
outside to do some exercises and breathe the sweet morning air. Then the day’s
work of every family began.

Human beings and animals alike got used to life in war, and their senses
also developed to adapt to the safety of every living soul around them. Day or
night, most healthy villagers were ready to flee whenever an alert was sounded.
Some single men and women without children or elderly parents to take care of
 always kept a bag of clothes and a little food while working in the field, in case
they should have to run away without having time to get back home.

Whenever the French soldiers came, all kinds of sounds subsided. Even
. domestic animals—beasts of burden, pigs, and dogs—seemed to try to make
the least noise. All kept quiet and acted frantically as if they could apprehend
fear conveyed by the behavior of panic-stricken villagers. Most dogs ran about
to find a nook of safety in dense bamboo groves. Some pigs sneaked into con-

altar. -

~ cealed holes when their owners yelled, “French coming!” Two of the dozen
buffaloes in my village would act accordingly to the shout “Lie down!” when
they were under fire while fleeing the village. When the French soldiers were
gone and the villagers returned to their normal activities, all those animals
became lively again and made their usual noises and sounds.
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mwiﬁ but the mine was a dud, so he ran away with the remaining wire ona
el. He dropped the reel in the garden of an old man and ran to mmmmS.‘. The
rench Army soldiers found only the reel, but they tied the old man on his bed
nd cut his throat, catching his blood in an earthenware basin.

Beside killing and looting, raping women of all ages was common. Some
ictims were sixty years old, some twelve. A few of those were then killed. There-
fore, when the French soldiers came, young women were the first to run away.
Some smeared their bodies with anything dirty or stinking, even dung or
human waste.

- One early morning I went to the neighboring hamlet to trade rice for some
icken. A platoon of African soldiers surrounded the area, and we had no way
to escape. They came searching the houses, not for Viét Minh but for women.
They found us five teenagers in a house, kicked two of us, and then left us alone
ithout saying a word. The only young woman who failed to escape was caught
and brought to a house only ten yards from where we were sitting in fear. The
black soldiers punched and kicked her until she collapsed. One tore up her
< E?m? and all the seven soldiers raped her in turn for about fifteen minutes.
hen they left, she lay unconscious on the floor, her abdomen swollen. As there
vas no healthy woman around, we five embarrassed teens had to carry her back
home. Some old women took care of her. She was bedridden for weeks.

' The scene shocked me greatly, and since then I have always taken it that
gn_ﬁm is the worst crime in war. I said to myself that if I were an officer, I would
blow out the brains of any soldier who committed rape.

In war, killing in a fight was not as gruesome as the way a man was put to
death. The longer the war went on, the dirtier and bloodier it became. One sum-
er afternoon, a few Vietnamese soldiers of a French unit conducted a patrol
arto the east of my village. The Viét Minh guerrillas encircled them, and in half
.an hour they killed two and captured one. The captive had two gold teeth. A
mﬁﬁEw stabbed him with a spear and tried to pull out his gold teeth. He failed
to.do it by hand, so he ran to a nearby home to get a pair of pliers, and a minute
laterhe had what he wanted.

I had seen many corpses beheaded, dismembered, eviscerated, even
scalped, but nothing more disgusting than the sight of that guerrilla holding the
wo gold teeth, his face beaming with savage contentment.

Several times I was met by gunfire from the French Armysoldiersataran
of only 300 to 500 yards, and I had to run for my life, crossing the dry field
fast that I thought I could have achieved some national track records. Oth
times L hid in any safe place I could find. Once, running under fire from four
five French soldiers from less than 100 yards, I saw a thick bush in the dense fo
With all my strength, I plunged into it, leaving everything to fate. It was a litt
brook about four yards wide, covered with dense briars. Thorny branches rippe
my pants and shirt and scratched my skin all over my body. Cold winter wat
made the scratches more painful. Mosquitoes bit my face, and leeches clungt
my legs. An hour passed before the French soldiers withdrew. It took me only
second to plunge into the brook, but I was able to get out of it only after abo
five minutes with some more painful scratches on my legs and arms. Such con
frontations with imminent death taught me that it is not easy to kill an escapin
person and that it is not very difficult to be a guerrilla.

Although I had never had any intention of becoming a guerrilla, the fe
guerrillas in my village taught me how to use booby traps, spike pits, and ant
personnel mines. We had a dozen ways to fool the enemy with spikes and trap:
combined with mines, well camouflaged in places that the enemy could hard!
expect. But we never placed them in the vicinity of the village.

WHITE TERROR

After two years of fighting against the guerrillas who hit and ran like ghosts, the
French Army turned to more terreur blanche (white terror). A mine found in
village would cause all houses to be burned. If a French soldier was killed in
hamlet, the whole population could be subjected to ruthless retaliation.

One day, an antipersonnel mine in a small hamlet a mile and a half from my
village went off and killed two African soldiers. After the soldiers had burned
down all the houses and left, we teens and young men gathered at the killing
field to offer help as we often did when a raid was over. In the large brick yard o
arich family, forty-eight heads of men, women, and children of all ages, includ-
ing some newly born babies, had been placed in line on the house veranda,
Strewn all over the yard and the garden were the forty-eight bodies without
heads, all naked, some eviscerated or impaled by bayonet. Blood covered the
entire brickyard. The odor of blood and the sight of goggling eyes struck great
fearinto my heart and I felt faint. Only the scores of hamlet people who had fled
before the soldiers came survived the massacre. The survivors brought the
corpses of their relatives back home to bury. They could recognize the heads,
but many could hardly tell whose trunk was whose.

Oncea guerrillalaid a wire-controlled mine on the road leading to a neigh-
boring village. When the French soldiers reached the place, the guerrilla pulled

THE VIET MINH'S WATCHFUL EYES

,,,Emmbirmm\ the Viét Minh government strengthened its security system. The
‘Public Security Service employed many informers in every village, including
.many teens. They were to keep watch over some persons or families by order of
he security agents and report everything those persons and families were
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nything more than pray for our safety. In only half a minute, we got to the
ther side. My good friend quickly took my sister from my back, and without
knowing any emergency technique or CPR he held her upside down by the legs
d'shook her violently. A lot of water poured out of her mouth, and she cried.
Thank God,” I said to myself. “So she is not dead.” Twenty-two years later at
wedding party, memories of this scene moved me again to tears when I'told
husband to take care of her at least as T had done.

MY BABY SISTER

In September my school moved ten miles farther south. It was too far for me to
follow, so I had to drop out. I stayed home with my mother, my aunt, and m
sisters in the home of a distant relative who lived three miles from my village:

When my mother was away visiting my father, I had to help my aunt tak
care of my twenty-month-old sister. My most difficult task was to feed herric
porridge or soup. Babies of her age are disinclined to eat. I spent a lot of timy
trying to have her consume a regular meal.

UNDER TWO YOKES

ews about the victory of Mao Tse-tung in China came to my village and en-
uraged the Viét Minh and its supporters. Before 1950, the Vit Minh had been
ry careful when referring to the Chinese Communist Party; now they were
overtly praising “the Red Orient” and “the great Chairman Mao Tse-tung.” But
Mao’s victory offered verylittle hope to our peasants, who only wished for peace

One day, I brought her back to my home village so my grandma could se
her. Atabout 5 AM, the alert sounded and I hastily carried her piggyback to join
the other villagers on our way south. With a piece of cloth, I tied her to m
shoulders the way Chinese women carried their babies.

On the country road narrow and muddy, there were hundreds of people alon
with a dozen cows and water buffalo jostling against each other on their way t
safety. I fell several times but still tried to keep my baby sister from getting wet.
Under early daylight, I could see alongline of people and domestic animals movin:
on the road. My sister was awake, and she cried, asking me for food. Suddenly,
machine guns from the village about s00 yards to our left barked deafeningly at us

At that time, most kids my age could tell whether a gun was shooting atu
or not by its reports. Under the rain of fearsome whizzing bullets, two men an:
abuffalo fell dead on the roadside. Three men and an old woman hobbling alon,
the road were wounded, and their clothes were stained with blood. I put m
entire mind to the road with a belief that I would be lucky not to get hit. Wi
reached a small river. It was not more than twenty yards wide, but the stream
was rather swift. The bridge had been destroyed in the 1947 scorched-eart
campaign; only its middle concrete pier remained, on which two pairs of rail
were laid for a footpath about two feet wide.

While the hundreds of people were slowly crossing the slippery makeshi
bridge, mortar fire followed. A dozen shells whizzed over our heads and ex
ploded somewhere in the villages and the fields around them. The crowd pan
icked. Crossing the river with my sister was my only concern. The swift rive
frightened me, as I couldn’t swim. When I got scared, I saw a young woman with
herbabyin herarms fallinto the river. In a few seconds, they were carried away,
and no one tried to rescue them.

ofany kind.

As the war began a sharp turn, French soldiers became more and more
brutal to the innocent civilians, driving most of the fence-sitters over to the Viét
Minh side. However, as the Viét Minh also became more heartless toward the
people, their measures drove more Vietnamese to the French side as well.

In spring 1949, news of the birth of the nationalist government under King
Bio Dai reached our village. At first, the people had hope, but the new govern-
ment appeared unable to change their miserable plight.

The French side utilized almost no psychological warfare. A small number
ofleaflets dropped from airplanes had far less impact than the Deuxiéme Bureau
and the wicked French soldiers, who scared more people away from the newly
established Bao Pai government. From the rice fields north of my village, we
could see the Bao Dai nationalist government banner, three red stripes on yel-
Jow, streaming on the pinnacle of a Catholic church in the French-controlled
area. But most people did not expect much from this government, which seemed
to have very little power beside the French terrorizing army.

If the French or the Bio Dai government had been able to afford anything
milar to the RVN civic action program in the Viét Nam War ?wmmlqmv, and
ithout so many war crimes done by French Army soldiers, the Viét Minh
ould have been wiped out long before 1954, despite the fact that the majority
f the people hated the French. And the nationalist government was slowly
rawing to its side a number of Vietnamese who could not live under the Viét

While I was sitting on a stump and weeping, I heard a voice calling my
name. It was a friend of mine who was with his buffalo. He said he would help
us cross the river. Without delay, I rose and followed him. He rode on top of the
animal and I held fast to its tail. At his sign, the buffalo waded into the wate
and swam. I could hear my sister getting choked with water, but I was unable to

inh for one reason or another.

Meanwhile, the Viét Minh was trying hard to control the countryside. Its
secret service successfully classified the population into categories and closely
watched individuals whose loyalty was felt to be uncertain. More suspects were
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¢ were not scared much by their firepower, and it became our game to tease
em. The more they fired at us, the more we felt delighted as if winning a game.
The village guerrillas invented several ways to make the enemies nervous. One
‘the tricks was to twist dry straw into a big rope to be used as a slow fuse that

arrested, but there were fewer murders, as most dangerous persons had already
been eliminated. '

Stil, life in the buffer zone became more and more difficult and risky. In every
village, there were some people who worked as spies for either side. In my village
aman of thirty years old volunteered to play a double agent to protect the village
from both French and Viét Minh terrorism. With help from some villagers, he

“secret

ould ignite gunpowder in a container in half an hour. The explosion or even just
the flame of the fuse would draw a torrent of bullets from the French soldiers.

regularly reported military intelligence information to the French by a ['was allowed by the guerrillas to join those activities only a few times

letter box,” an intermediary, in the adjacent village. At the same time, he provided -
the Viét Minh intelligence service with what he collected in the French-controlled .
area. Sometimes the French paid him money for his information.
Among the teens, I was the only one he trusted. He told me about some of
his tasks in exchange for my help in writing short messages for reports. I was-
sure that my village had some others who worked for both sides. Owing to those -
spies, my village was not terrorized in the second half of 1949. :
On the bright side, those years of fear and hardship taught me many useful
things. From mortar shelling, I was taught that there never were two shells or
two bullets that hit the same place. So under artillery attacks I felt totally safs
ina new shell crater. From the French habits, we learned several ways to escape
their raids. When French soldiers came, we moved aside from their advancing:
route and waited. When they passed, we followed them. Staying behind the.

ithout permission from my family, as none of my relatives would let me go on
such risky adventures. It was on one of those nights that a guerrilla let me shoot
real cartridge for the first time. Each guerrilla squad was armed with only one
ortwo old French rifles, each with about twenty or thirty cartridges, so it was a
great favor they did me. I felt as great as when I received the beautiful toy car
my father bought me during the Tét season when I was six years old. We were
alf a mile from the fort, but I aimed the rifle at the fort and pulled the trigger.
Alarge dazzling flame burst out at the muzzle, and the rifle kicked my shoulder
hard that I thought I had broken my collarbone.
On the night of August 19, the fourth anniversary of the 1945 revolution,
under the protection of darkness and a dense fog, a group of men in the village
st of mine skillfully pitched a small bamboo arch of triumph, colorful with
paper flags, flowers, and posters, only soo yards from the fort. I could never do
anything so bold. Another night, a team from a neighboring village went into a
llage in the French area for armed propaganda tasks. One of the boys in the
eam, a year older than I, was caught by French troops who lay waiting on the
pathway. The others in the team weren’t aware of his absence until they got
home. The next morning the African soldiers hung his head on a long bamboo
ole erected in the middle of the road. Rumors had it that he was very brave,
fusing to say any names before he was tortured to death.
- Because of these experiences, in the later years of the war, I was not sur-
rised that guerrillas or sappers could sustain their enemy’s dreadful firepower
and conduct hit-and-run attacks or sniper fires so skillfully. In war, man and
imal easily find the best way to survive. Under permanent pressure of war,
well-seasoned guerrillas find the enemy’s firepower less frightful. Harassing
French Army soldiers was a risky but playful game. The guerrillas were afraid
of bombs and artillery, but not so much as western people might have guessed.
Most Vietnamese believe in destiny. They think that no one can avoid his fate.
Life or death, good luck or bad, all are unavoidable. Like many others, in a dan-
mﬂomm situation, I always ask myself, if | am about to die, what do I have to be
afraid of? If that belief doesn’t give me any courage, at least it helps me maintain
my composure in combat. The guerrillas were no different,

enemy was the best way to be safe, except for the case of a cunning French com-
mander who left behind a squad to lie in wait for us.

Some of my cousins and I dug a secret underground hideout below the thick
bamboo grove. It was about six by ten feet, and three feet under the surface. There
were several small bamboo tubes leading to the surface for air, and a narrow open
ingleading to the nearby pond below waterlevel. To getin, we had to be very careful
not to trouble the water and mud for fear that the French soldiers would detect the
hideout. They could do so by observing the bubbles and unusual pattern in the

duckweed. I hid myself only once in that hideout along with another man foran..
hour or so. It was a horrible experience to stay in the stuffy narrow space in total
darkness while the French soldiers sounded as if they were right over our heads. -

In only one year, Ilearned most of the guerrilla techniques to survive and to_
fool the enemy. Once I followed a propaganda team to a place already cleared and -
protected by armed guerrillas where they used tin speaking trumpets to read .
newsletters and propaganda materials and to sing to the French Army soldiersin
the fort. Team members used Vietnamese only, as none of them could speak
French oran African language. The speaking trumpets were made into periscope
shape so that the speakers could hide deep in foxholes while speaking. And asno -
light was allowed, they had to learn the texts by heart before departure.

'The French Army soldiers in the fort often answered our call by opening
fire with machine guns and sometimes mortars. Free to move in the wide field,
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ground to avoid the mines with all my senses. My mother and then my cousin

EIGHT Howed, putting their feet and hands exactly at the places I had put mine. It
ook us almost five minutes to cross the road of about 40 feet and we all were
sweating. In darkness we went on for three miles to reach the rice fields of my
village. We slept in a vacant fisherman’s hut because no one in the village would

A open the gate for us at night.
K\ In the morning, we were told that the French Army soldiers had raided the

area the day before and declared their permanent control over the large region
previously in the Viét Minh’s hands. All members of my family were safe and
returned to our home to live together as before. I disliked the French, but alittle
peace under them was better than none, even one day or one month.

The next morning, a Vietnamese sergeant and fifteen soldiers in the Bao
Chinh Doan, a paramilitary corps of the newly established Bio Pai govern-
ment, came from the district headquarters. On behalf of the district chief, the
sergeant conducted a quick election of the village committee that would repre-
sent the village under the nationalist government and informed the villagers of
some new rules and regulations.

_ After concluding the meeting, the sergeant and his troops dropped by my
home to chat with my uncle. I was sitting in a corner of the room. At a point, I
rose and asked him, “Am I permitted to yell loudly when I wake up early in the
morning?”

He turned to me and said, “Why do you ask? Of course you are, if you don’t
bother your family. But why?”

Iknewhe wasn’t able to understand what I was yearning for. The next morn-
ing, I woke up at about 6. I ran to the gate, opened it, and yelled at the early
morning sunlight to the east.

Some farmers on their way to their paddies and peddlers to the market all
ooked at me as if I were insane. But this was the first time in almost two years
that people could go out so early in the morning without fear of being shot.
Inthe first week of January 1950, after our village came under the nationalist
mo<m§8mbn s control, my motherand I went to the city to visit with ourrelatives
and friends. The city was then much better than it had been when I was there in
1948. Streets were crowded, and electric lights brightened the noisy avenues.
_ The central market was busy.

My mother gave me some money. The first thing I did without a second
hought was to buy five red apples, the only thing that I had been hungering for
ince 1942 when imported fruits stopped coming from France. I ate two and
arefully wrapped the other three as gifts for my sisters and my eight-year-old
ousin. Sitting comfortably on a bench in the city park under the morning sun
of midwinter, I relished the sweet smell and taste of an apple, something that I

The Shaky Peace

YELLING AT THE EARLY MORNING SUN

In December 1949, the French Army launched a large-scale operation in the
southern area of my province. While foot soldiers penetrated the Viét Minh
sanctuary further toward the seashore, the French river force sent its boats pa-
trolling the main rivers and attacked the Viét Minh from the rear.

My mother, my first cousin, and I decided to go back to our village. We hired
a man to take us up the small river on his sampan. At a high price, he accepted.
But when we reached the concrete bridge that had been left intact after the
scorched-earth campaign, the French soldiers in a nearby hamlet opened fire.

The man pushed all three of us onto the muddy shore and dashed away with
his sampan without waiting to get paid. We three slowly followed the river to cross
the main road. In the twilight of a late winter afternoon we could see many mines
tied to the piers of the bridge exposed by low tide. On the road, there was a mine
crater about three feet in diameter and, nearby, blood and pieces of flesh, the big-
gest of which was a human leg clean cut at the knee. A battle between the Vit
Minh and the French had ended only an hour earlier. The two opposing forces
had withdrawn to take position in the two small villages away from the river.

We dared not cross below the bridge, as it was too risky with unseen mines
and traps, so we decided to cross the road instead. We chose the portion of the
road that we thought the safest near the bridge, worrying that it might have
several live mines under the surface. Although the scene and the odor of blood
frightened me, T had to take the lead. My mother knew nothing about traps and
mines, nor did my cousin, who was two years older than 1.

When it was dark enough to cover us from the French but we could still see
the ground, we started to go on all fours, very slowly and carefully. I felt the
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Years later, | met some people who had fled North Viét Nam long after the
1955 Land Reform Campaign. They told us that the reform had resulted in the
execution of tens of thousands of landlords and notables after summary trials.
mnou.&bm to the communist theory, the Revolution had to get rid of the land-
rd class, which had been the ruling class for thousands of years, in order to
tablish the proletarian dictatorship. Most members of the landlord class were
educated. Naturally, they had been holding the leading jobs in a society where
80 percent of the population was illiterate.

. Consequently, after the Land Reform, many rural families did not send their
kids to school beyond the third grade and decided to let them do farming jobs
instead. Theyhad had the same opinion as my grandmother, especially when most
communist leaders from village, district, and higher were third-grade dropouts.
ut contrary to my grandmother’s guess, illiterate farmers were not “living in
eace” and were suffering a lot of hardships under the communist regime.

Soin Viét Nam, education brought calamity, not happiness, to a segment

In the first few months under French control, my village and others in the area
recovered most of what we had had before the war. Religious ceremonies coul
be conducted even at night; children went to schools; country markets r

opened. Rice production increased, and goods from Ha Néi, S2i Gon, and som
foreign countries reappeared in stores.

My mother, however, was facing much more difficulty going into the Viét.
Minh area with dry food and medicine for my father. She faced much more dange
as war escalated and French bombers attacked suspected areas more frequently.

My father suffered all kinds of maladies and became weaker. My mothe
and I lost the tiniest hope of seeing him back home, but we never spoke ou
thoughts. My uncle used to be more optimistic, but he also saw nothing bette
for his brother. Only my grandmother was always confident that her son woul
be home someday.

As for my aunt, the first thing she did in January 1950 was to buy a woolen coa
forme and new clothes for mysisters. My uncle didn’t wait long to send me to school

Because the provincial government wasn'’t able to establish its educatio
system down to district level and below, we had to rely on private schools. So
was sent to a teacher who was my father’s friend and who lived in a village tw
miles north of our home. My uncle went with me. I brought my clothes and
few of my belongings, all stuffed into a leather bag my aunt had bought me.
would be boarding in the teacher’s home and would be permitted to return
home for a short visit on Sundays.

THE NORMAL LIFE RETURNS

The large area south of Nam Dinh province enjoyed a rather peaceful life after the
ViétMinh withdrew farther south to Thanh Héa province, leavingitin Frenchhands.
However, the nationalist government was too weak to maintain peace. It had very
limited power to protect its citizens from war crimes and mistreatment by French
Armysoldiers, especiallyin remote villages. The propaganda front was weak and inef-
_ fective, probably because of the lack of money, faith, right cause, and motivation.
The war had been too horrible to everyone, so common people had some
hope that the Bao Dai government might do something to ease the disaster. I
_didn’t seein Bio Dai a hero or a good national leader or a rival to H6 Chi Minh,
ut I still expected him to contribute something to the independence of Viét
Nam. The Béo Dai government formally wielded the ruling authority over the
entire country, but in the North it actually controlled only the cities and some
rural areas of the Red River Delta provinces. North Viét Nam, formerly Tonkin,
one of the three autonomous regions of Viét Nam beside the Central and the
South (Annam and Cochinchina), was under a governor.

In1ig9s0,aBao Chinh Doan platoon of forty soldiers and a sergeant replaced
the French Army unit in the fort near my village, assuming control of the area.
One or two battalions were assigned to each province to be in charge of security
in the territory controlled by the nationalist government, occupying the small
forts that dominated many villages.

The Béo Chinh Doan were armed with World War I weapons, mostly British
303, U.S. 1917 Remington rifles, Springfields, and .30 caliber Browning automatic

Before I left, I said good-bye to everybody in the family including my pa
ternal great-uncle, who always saw in me the honor of the Nguyén family. My
grandmother held me tightly in her arms. Her eyes were full of tears. Although
I was going to a place not far from my village, everybody knew that it was the
first step that would take me farther and farther from home.

For a minute, my uncle, my aunt, my mother, and my grandmother kept
silent. At last, my grandmother said to my uncle and the family: “You all say, as
your father always did, that we’d better give the kids a good education than
riches. So I'm not against sending this only grandson of mine to school. How-
ever, if I were to decide this matter by myself, I would let him stay home to do
farmwork instead. Because of your medium degree of education, you [she
pointed at my uncle] and your brother [my father] have already been in great
trouble. Illiterate farmers have to work hard to make a living, but they live a
peaceful life, and no one cares about them.”

My uncle strongly protested, saying that it had been the greatest hope of
my grandfather to have his grandson well educated. As for me, what my grand-
mother said that Sunday afternoon would never be forgotten.
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. After many years in war, we had lost most of our belongings. I spent the
winter with inadequate warm clothes and was given very little money to spend
or what a kid would need. For months, I didn’t go to the movies because I
ouldn’t afford the cheapest ticket.

+ I quickly succeeded at school and had many new friends. We had devoted
eachers. Some of my teachers as well as many of my classmates were Viét Minh
ympathizers.

The city was a strategic military stronghold of the French Army Southern
jone (south of North Viét Nam). It had many camps, an airfield, and large
ison camps. Thousands of French Army troops—Frenchmen, Africans, and

rifles, commonly known as BARs. They had no machine guns or mortars and no
communication equipment. However, they fought the Viét Minh with great cour-
age and success.

Most members of the Bado Chinh Poan were volunteers. Unfortunately, they
were not sufficiently trained and equipped to confront the Viét Minh, who were
gaining more military assistance from Red China. People were well aware thatto
win the war, the nationalist side had to improve its appearance by promoting
psychological warfare. But any attempt to win the people’s hearts was nullified by
the French Army soldiers’ crimes and the way they treated people.

Meanwhile, the coastal region of my province came under control of the
Catholic paramilitary force. Dozens of Catholic villages were armed to defend
themselves. Their diocese of Bui Chu became the area of responsibility of the
anticommunist Catholic forces and later was officially reorganized into the new
province of Bui Chu, which began from two miles south of my village to the
coastal villages of the Gulf of Tonkin.

In 1950, the area enjoyed full security. People could go anywhere at night,
and market activities were normalized. Under the Catholic militias, Bui Chu
had an air of an independent country without French soldiers terrorizing in-
nocent people. Both currencies of the French Indochinese Bank and of the Viét
Minh Bank were officially accepted in Bii Chu province.

Since the first days of the Viét Minh in power, many Catholics were overtly
anticommunists. After the war broke out, the Catholics in Bui Chu and Phat
Diém dioceses didn't officially collaborate with the French, although many
Catholic villages were armed by the French as early as summer 1947. After Bao
Dai government was formed, following the agreement signed by King Bao Dai
and French president Vincent Auriol on March 8, 1949, Phit Diém officially
sided with the nationalist authority and Bui Chu followed suit. Catholic militias
fought the Viét Minh successfully and two infantry battalions in the new regu-
lar army were activated, mostly with Catholic recruits. The Eighteenth BVN
(French for Battalion Vietnamien) in Phat Diém and the Sixteenth BVN in Biii
Chu were once dreadful foes of the Viét Minh forces.

The Catholic militias behaved well toward the people. There might be kill-
ing by mistake, but no rape or looting. So they got support from the Catholics
as well as the Buddhists to some extent. Until late 1951, life was peaceful.

/ietnamese—from several corps (infantry, Legionnaire, armored, amphibious,
irborne, engineer, artillery) roamed the streets day and night.

Nam Dinh had the greatest number of bars and nightclubs in Viét Nam.
rothels were legal and could be discerned by red lights hung above front doors.
ar girls wearing strong perfume and heavy makeup and flashy thin clothes oc-
-upied a few blocks of a downtown side street. Drunken soldiers made the streets
isier, and several times a week there was fighting between troops of different
1nits, sometimes with guns. Bars and restaurants were covered with wire mesh
-to prevent hand grenade attacks by the Resistance secret cells in the city.
Although curfew was not imposed before 11 PM, young women were seldom
een on the streets after 7 Pm. It was okay for teens like me to go out on the few
_main streets after dark, but not for my female classmates. Aside from these chal-
enges, life in the city was fine. Once a month, my closest friends, who were sons
of affluent families, would take me to a coffee shop for a glass of strong black
offee and cigarettes, usually the popular brands 999, 555, or Phillip Morris. We
also enjoyed listening to music from a new hi-firecord player. That was the little
happiness we could have in a country at war. Clad in cheap nylon raincoats, we
oved to walkin a cold drizzle along bright sidewalks with close friends at night
ust to talk. It was such little pleasures that would beget many writers and poets
f my age many years later in South Viét Nam and now in the United States,
‘Canada, Australia, and Europe.

MY DADDY GONE

‘My mother came to the city to see me once every month to resupply me with
rice and money to pay for my boarding and a little pocket money. One day, on
he way to the ferry station, she stopped me and said, “I don’t want to tell you
e bad news, but I love you so much that I can’t keep it my secret anymore.”

- I'knew right away that what I had been anticipating had come true. She
ontinued with a choked voice and quick words as if she were afraid she couldn’t

THE CITY IN WARTIME

In 1950, my mother and my uncle decided that I should be sent to the city for
better schooling. For the first several months, I lived with the family of my fa-
ther’s best friend, who had been assassinated by the Viét Minh in 1946.
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complete the sentence. “Your Daddy is no more. He died a week before I came
to visit him last month.”

She handed me his cigarette lighter, the only thing the prison returned to
her after my father had passed away from exhaustion. She told me not to let my
grandmother and other members of my family know the bad news. Eoimém
she could not keep it from them more than a few weeks, as she knew she wouldn't
be able to lie to them forever. It was the greatest shock in my life.

I knew how much my mother suffered from the death of her husband. Dur-
ing the Vietnam War a decade later, I saw many soldiers of our side, Vietnamese
and Americans, killed in action. Their bodies were to be brought back home.
They always made me think of my mother and other women like her on both
sides whose sons and husbands died in battle and in jail but who were not able
to view the bodies even once before they were buried. Those women suffered a

home twenty yards away. I decided not to ask for any help from our neighbors,
although they were friendly. I thought that doing so was shameful.
On the fourth day my mother came back. That evening I ate until my stom-
-achwas fulland went to bed early. T hadn’t done my homework, and the teacher
gave me four hours of detention on Sunday. I didn't tell him the story, although
knew for sure that he would have forgiven me if I had.

_ The place we were living was a poor neighborhood, a slum area in every way
much worse than what Ilearned later in books describing the workers’ quarters
of the nineteenth-century Marseille, London, or New York. Before that, I had
been familiar only with the life of poor farmers. After three years of war, my
family became one of the city workers and shared with them the poverty and
‘hardships of war. People in my new neighborhood were mostly workers in the
 large textile millin the city. The others were cyclo drivers, peddlers, carpenters,
masons, and petty traders, including balloon and ice cream vendors. However,
there were no prostitutes, hooligans, or thieves.

The people in my neighborhood were mostly honest and friendly. Poverty
bound the poor together. Sometimes they were indelicate and unrefined, but they
became the best friends we have ever had. Ilearned many good lessons from them.

great deal from war.
OUR POOR NEIGHBORS

In summer, my mother and my two sisters moved to the city and we rented a -
tiny ten by twenty foot room, wide enough to put a bed for my mother and the
two sisters, my folding cot, and my small table with a chair. I often came back
to see my grandmother, and once I got into trouble with the African soldiers, as
Irelated in the first chapter of these memoirs. After that, I only returned to see
her in daylight and left before 3 PM to get to the city before 6 Pm, half an hour
before the ferry boat stopped operating.

WHEN PRISON WAS TAKEN FOR A SAFE HAVEN

 The city of Nam Dinh had two large prisoner camps controlled by the French
military. Only a small part of each camp was reserved for prisoners captured on
the battlefield. The rest was for healthy male civilians apprehended in operations
- andbrought to the camps as warlabor. Many were only my age, fourteen years old.
Civilian prisoners had to do manuallabor to support the troops in military
~ operations such as carrying food and ammunition or building forts and bunkers
and cleaning barracks. Sometimes they were killed or wounded in operations.
- Their regular tasks at the camps were hard, but not as toilsome as farmwork.
They were well fed with rice galore and raw or dried fish and meat. The meals
were in no way luxurious but much better than scanty bowls of rice in their vil-
lages. Most of them were burly and much healthier than at home.

The war laborers who stayed there the longest would be released when new
prisoners were brought in from operations to replace them, usually after one year.
They were given release certificates so that the French Army would not capture
them again. Once a week on Sunday, their relatives were permitted fifteen-minute
visits. Some of the prisoners were from my village, so I often visited them when
their relatives asked me to help them in handing out little gifts. Many times I heard
parents saying to sons something like this: “Sonny, they said you’ll be released in
three months, so try your best to stay here. I'll pay the bribe if it is not too much.
Trynotto be sent back home. Our village is between hammer and anvil; you won’t

My nine-year-old sister went to a girls school. Sometimes during the month,
French Army units whose rear bases were not nearby came to the city after
operations to rest. They often displaced the students to bivouac in the school
for two or three days or even a week.

Every morning, my mother went to the open market to sell fruits and veg- ;
etables she had procured the previous afternoon atlow prices. She often earned
enough money to provide us with rice, boiled vegetables, and a little meat or
fish. Once a month, she went back to our village and got some rice, which helped
us for many days, in addition to the money she could earn from her vegetable
stall. Sometimes she even traveled as far as to Ha Noj, fifty miles away, to do
some trading.

One day, she wasn't able to get back because of a heavy battle that interfered
with civilian transportation on Highway 1 from Ha Noi to Nam Dinh for three
days. My sisters and I ran out of rice after the second day. We were so hungry that
my youngest sister, who was four, cried all day long. My older sister was old enough
to understand our problem. She didn’t cry, but she looked miserable. Atlunch and
dinner times, my nose was so keen that I could smell a pot of rice being cooked in
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be safe from either side.” So I understood why very few prisoners here tried to
escape. Only years later did I realize that the French treated their prisoners not as
brutally as the Vietnamese did to their compatriots. It made me sad to see our
people suffering so much from war that prison became a little paradise to them.
Back at their villages they might be killed or wounded, and they would certainly
be hungry unless they volunteered for the Viét Minh or the nationalist army or
French combat units. Any place to avoid early death was alright.

One day, a large-scale operation named “Mandarin” searching for Viét
Minh units was conducted in Théi Binh, the most densely populated province
in Viét Nam (more than 1,500 personsinasquare kilometer). Thai Binh was also
the granary of North Viét Nam. Unable to do any quick screening on the spot
to separate Viét Minh suspects from common peasants, the French headquar-
ters ordered a roundup of all villagers from newborn babies to octogenarians

with one foot in the grave. Several thousand people were transported to Nam
Pinh by trucks and dumped onto the large tarmac yard of a prison camp. Many
died on the trucks because of dehydration, as no water was supplied even though
the temperature was over 9o degrees Fahrenheit. On the tarmac yard, heated

by the scorching sun, more old men and children died.

A quick relief program was set up. Contributions in cash and kind were
given in an hour. Responding to the call of some charity groups, my classmates
and I took part in the emergency actions to help the victims, but we were not

allowed to enter the camp.

‘When bread was delivered, we made sandwiches stuffed with meat, ham,
canned fish, sausage, or anything people brought to us, tied them with rubber
bands, and threw them to the crowd. At the same time, many car-washing sta-
tions brought in their powerful pumps to spray water over the victims and conic

hats were thrown to them. With the conic hats they collected water to drink.

The work continued from noon until curfew at 9 PM, and yet scores of pris-
oners died. Although I had seen much death in war, the scene was still a great

shock to me.

THE NEW PHASE

While attending school, I still had contact with some friends serving the Viét
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subordinates that those civil servants should be allowed to go wherever they
wanted. Ho contended that those people were a burden to his government, and
. their joining the French side would cause little harm to the Viét Minh. I knew
he was right only when I was older. .

Meanwhile, the Viét Minh became more active in 1951. After Mao Tse-tung
took complete control over mainland China, the Viét Minh got his direct and
overt support, and the political atmosphere in the Viét Minh areas changed
significantly. Viét Minh cadres returned to my village in daytime to reorganize
_the party system and reactivate guerrilla cells. There were no clashes with the
_ French or nationalist forces, but behind the bamboo fences , the Viét Minh actu-
ally controlled the population. I could see how things were mo_.sw every time I

went back to my village for a short visit.

The Vietnam Communist Party under the name of Indochina Communist

Party, which had declared its dissolution before 104, then officially reappeared

Ji% the title Lao Dong Party (Workers’ Party). Communist teachings were

_ given overtly; Mao and Stalin were worshipped beside H6 Chi Minh as if they

were omnipotent. New terms, such as the “Uncle and the Party,” were heard

from every Viét Minh cadre and soldier and quickly became a kind of political

prayer. Most speeches at villagers’ meetings began with “Thanks to our Uncle

and the Party.” It irked me to read or hear that phrase. It was against what I

learned at school and from my famil ini
y tamily. It eroded the rem
PR aining sympathy I had

TURNING THE TIDE

Itwas wellknown to us high school students that many Viét Minh units were sent

~ to China for training and to be armed with better weapons. Some young men in
- my village who joined the groups going to China to transport military supplies
 told me many stories of their trips. Troops were newly equipped with recoilless
: nw.mom andbazookas, which greatly assisted in attacks on bunkers and fortified posi-
 tions and against light tanks and obsolete armored personnel carriers, the

half-tracks.

AViét Minh offensive campaign was conducted along the Dy River south

.of Nam Pinh and along the defensive line north of Ha Noéi. Cities in the North

Minh in my village area. Although I hated the communist leaders, I still sympa-
thized with the Resistance against the French occupation. In the ranks of Viét
Minh units and agencies, there were so many brilliant and respectable people who
stayed to serve the Resistance, despite having to suffer hardship and privation.
Many other civil servants, former employees of the colonial government,
left for cities where they could find jobs in the nationalist government. A reliable
nationalist source asserted that Hd Chi Minh himself gave a directive to his

were shaken; many rich families moved to Sai Gon. Then General Jean de Lattre
~de Tassigny appeared on the scene. I read reports about him in newspapers at
the city Public Information Office almost every day. De Lattre ordered heavy
v.oavmaammnm during fierce battles even at objectives where soldiers of both
sides were engaging in close combat. Thus air firepower killed many of his
troops, but the tactic also caused heavylosses to the Viét Minh units. Soldiers
from my village came back and told me how dreadful the battles had been.
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Houm been active anticolonialist activists, skilled specialists, and military cadres.
The nationalist bloc took on a better appearance with more respectable figures
joining its side.
e The population of the major cities of North Viét Nam grew much faster than
1 the previous two years. More shops opened, as well as more private schools.
e city of Nam Dinh recovered some of its prewar aspects, except for the ugly
appearance resulting from the war. Military track vehicles and tanks cracked the
main roads. In winter, streets were muddy, and in summer, winds blew dust into
very house. Most homes destroyed in the scorched-earth campaign in 1947 were
notrebuilt. Buildings of the water supply company were still large heaps of rubble,
so people had to live on river water from man-drawn carts.
Once my mother and I went to Ha Noi, the former capital of the French
ndochinese colonies, to see some acquaintances for information about her
mother, brothers, and sisters, with whom we had lost contact in 1946. I knew
very little about the relatives on her side.
, Ha Néi was still colorful and peaceful as ever because the scorched-earth
campaign had not been actively implemented there. Many rich people seemed
0 be unaware of the war going on a dozen miles away. Streets were as beautiful
as before the war with restaurants, theaters, nightclubs, bars, and dance halls
flourishing. Drunken soldiers fighting and assaulting women were seldom re-
ported. There was no curfew, and it felt great to go out at night. Viét Minh at-
acks near its outskirts were almost impossible. But there were a lot of secret
_Snﬁmﬂ Minh cells, a fact that everyone knew.
Thad come back to the capital after almost five years and felt at a loss. The
war had thrown me out of the middle class and turned me into another kind of
0y: a skeptical, sarcastic, and somewhat gloomy teenager.

The Viét Minh forces everywhere became much more aggressive. Many
bold attacks were launched at hard-to-reach objectives.

Since 1950, French local military authorities had formed several commando
units, most at company size. The soldiers of those units were Vietnamese vol-
unteers who served with auxiliary status just like the partisansin previous years.
They signed in, were briefly trained, were given weapons, got paid, and walked
out any time they felt like doing so. They fought well, but they were often brutal
to civilians and POWs.

The most renowned unit was the Black Tiger Company in Nam Dinbh, acti-
vated in 1950. Most of the company soldiers were former Viét Minh troops bornin
Nghé An and Thanh Héa provinces who were captured by the French Army. They
were recruited from prison camps to serve the company as mercenaries and were
paid on a monthly basis. The company’s NCOs were Vietnamese from the French
Army, and a French lieutenant known for his courage was appointed company
commander. The company conducted many successful commando raids deep into
the Viét Minh areas. Black Tiger troops disguised themselves as Viét Minhregulars -
to sneak into selected objectives, using Viét Minh tactics to get rid of their enemy

and then withdrawing quickly before the Viét Minh could react. Because all of the
soldiers had been Viét Minh soldiers, their disguise was usually a great success.

The company commander was Roger Vandenberghe, twenty-three years
old in 1950, who had been directly commissioned to lieutenant from sergeant
after a famous battle in Ninh Binh province in 1950. He was then a favorite of
many French top commanders and became a very haughty officer.

His soldiers went into restaurants, bars, and cinemas with rifles and sub-
machine guns or even .30 machine guns, and often won in fighting against
troops from other units, owing to their boldness and brutality. One night, a
mutiny occurred. The revolting soldiers broke into the company commander’s
room and riddled him and his pretty mistress with bullets before the couple
knew what was happening. The company barracks was on the outskirts of the -
city, not far from the zone headquarters, but the mutiny was so quick that noth-
ing could be done before the mutineers withdrew to the Resistance zone, leaving

THE NATIONALIST GOVERNMENT

ike anyone else, my school days were the best time of my life, full of memories
nd unforgettable fancies. Most of my classmates were older than the age sup-
, osed for the grades because of delay by war. A great number of us were inter-
ested in politics. At breaks, we often talked about world events, and before long
we found ourselves on opposite sides.

only some dead soldiers who refused to join them.

After the event, curfew began at 9 PM. Business in the city was greatly af-
fected, the streets were deserted too early at night, but students seemed to -
achieve more in school than their fellows in Ha Noi. My class consisted of twenty-nine boys and sixteen girls. Four of us were
sons and brothers of ranking Viét Minh officers and officials; six were children
of nationalist public servants of different ranks; five were from families who
suffered from Viét Minh’s atrocities one way or another. About ten of my class-
mates were pro-Viét Minh, openly or not, and about twelve (including me)
opposed the Viét Minh and French colonization. The remaining students, in-
cluding the girls, were fence-sitters.

THE MASS CHANGING SIDE

Because the communists overtly controlled the Resistance, many people
changed sides. In 1951, I did not need to be a statistician to see that the number
of people who left the Resistance zone increased at a very high rate. Many had
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It was apparent that most children of rich families in the city didn’t care
much about anything besides enjoying their easy lives, except for some who
were pro-Viét Minh. On the other hand, many from the countryside bitterly
hated both the French and the Viét Minh. The two sides in my class and prob-
ably in every other class at that time had something in common: we all were
supporting the struggle for a better life for the poor and to build a prosperous
andindependent Viét Nam after driving the French aggressors out of the country.
Although we knewwe had different points of view—the politics of teenagers—we
never had any quarrels.

On the propaganda front, the nationalist government under King Bao Dai
was nothing more than an underdog. Bao Dai himself, in the fourteen-year-old
boy’s eye, was in no way Hd Chi Minh’s equal. Many people considered the
members of his government and his army officer corps to be French collabora-
tors. Only a fewwere renowned patriots. Most civil servants had been employees
of the pre-1945 colonialist administration and were not strongly anticommunist
patriots. They did good work in administrative affairs but did little to help in
politics. Corruption, a remnant of the colonial era, continued to undermine the
credibility of the regime. There were many civil servants who were members of
some nationalist parties, but they could do very little in the administration
without independent authority.

The government was just a noncommunist administration and nothing
more. Beside the cabinet, there was neither a legislative body nor a supreme
court. It didn’t advocate any ideology or call for any specific policy attractive
enough to us young people to serve our country.

Many nationalist army officers  knew had joined the French colonial army
before 1945; others volunteered for French officer candidate schools after 1946.
They were mostly good gentlemen, but I only saw a few of them as patriots.
Many took bribes. Some even were famous torturers in the French Deuxiéme
Bureau. I had a feeling that many were against the Viét Minh not because of an
ideology but because the Viét Minh treated them badly. Besides, they saw the
Viét Minh as rebels fighting against the formal and legitimate authority, even:
though that authority was the French colonialists.

Even so, a significant number of the officers were genuine patriots who fought
the communists as ifin a crusade, but none could make great changes in the gen-:
eral makeup of the nationalist army. Because of a personnel shortage, the army
assimilated a small number of members of the French colonial army (the Régi-
ments Infanterie Colonial, Régiment Artillerie Colonial, and others) and even
employed some French officers to command its units. It had to apply the French-
styled organization, training, and administrative management. However, as more
and more Vietnamese officers graduated, they began to some extent to contribute
to incorporating Vietnamese specialties into the nationalist army.

~ Themilitary academy in Da Lat and the officer candidate schools in Ha Noi,
ué, and Sai Gon, training Vietnamese officers for the nationalist army, began
troducing new individuals into the anticommunist front. The proportion of
e patriots in the nationalist administration and the army began to grow—but
not quickly enough.

Inlate 1953, the nationalist governmentissued a decree drafting young men

into the army. Students above eighteen years old who had graduated ninth grade
were called to the reserve officers school in Nam Dinh, where they were trained

mo,w nine months and graduated as second lieutenants of the Army of the State

of Viét Nam. Draftees with less education were trained in four NCO training

enters and four boot camps in each of the four military regions.! They brought

new face to the NCO corps. Until 1952, the reserve officers school was located

one end of my city. Many of the cadets were friends of my cousin, some four

o eightyears older than me. They represented a young generation that had grown

upinwarandlived in the areas under French control. Most of them had an equal

dislike for the French and the Viét Minh.

MUSIC AND WAR

The year 1951 saw a lot of changes on both sides of the conflict. One of them was
nmusic. As L have said, songs played a significant role in the wars. Such a change
Wwas one of the landmark events in the history but rarely noticed by researchers’
and writers’ works on the wars in Viét Nam.

: On the anti-French front since 194s, patriotic songs, poems, plays, and
, ovels were written to support the fighting for independence, promoting con-
tribution to the war, and even urging prompt implementation of government
olicies. By 1951, patriotic songs composed in the Viét Minh area were written
ith only anti-French lyrics. In the French-controlled areas, we were not al-
owed to sing them in public, but we were free to sing them with modified or
ewritten lyrics.
V Sometime in 1951, the Viét Minh banned many of the love and patriotic
songs we liked to sing because they were not compatible with the new Lao Déng
.\mmngw policy concerning cultural activities. The ban aimed specifically at Bmmmn
inr themes of love and patriotism composed before 1951 not asserting support
for the party’s cause. The banned songs were by different composers, including
the famous Pham Duy, who left the Viét Minh to return to Ha N 0iin 1951, and
dn Cao, author of the communist national anthem.? Ever since 1951in the Viét
KF& areas, the communist cultural branch introduced many new songs n.o
praise Stalin, Mao Tse-tung, Hé Chi Minh, the Communist Party, and the
noble” objectives of the party. Most of these new pieces sounded Chinese.
Many were set to Chinese tunes.




102 - The War of Resistance

The Shaky Peace - 103

villagesin daylight. At night, militiamen gathered in the church or chapelfortified
with earthen or sandbag walls and bunkers where they staged the defense.
_ After a year, the situation deteriorated quickly. French Army units were
ent to the diocese areas to control growing Viét Minh activity. There were
many better fortified villages built with thick bamboo quick hedges, thousands
tblind ditches and foxholes, and numerous bunkers, trenches, and systems of
unnels to be used for safe withdrawal from the villages. But there was no hope
of reestablishing the favorable situation. Bii Chu soon became the fiercest
attleground in all of Indochina, according to national newspapers.

In general, the new cultural policy of the Communist Party upset the spirit
of the Resistance that encouraged people to support the fight against the French.
Literary works smacked of Chinese communist teachings. Besides songs, the
Red Chinese group dances found their place in cultural presentations and
weekly get-togethers of young men and women in villages in the Viét Minh
areas. It could be said that in 1951~52, a great many cultural and literary works
of the Viét Minh side began to imitate Chinese communist style to an unac-
ceptable extent. That was why many Vietnamese believed that H6 Chi Minh
and his assistants were true Sinophiles. H6 was no more a devoted patriot than
a faithful communist as some of his admirers claimed.

Besides cultural reform, the Viét Minh launched a remarkable change in
education. The new ten-year education system replaced the twelve-year system,

which had been in place since the colonial era and was still maintained in the
nationalist-controlled regions.?

CATHOLIC MILITIAS FAILURE

The area from my district to the coastal region of Biii Chu diocese had enjoyed
peace since winter 1949. However, peace didn’t last long after renewed attacks
by the Viét Minh. They also launched a skillful propaganda campaign against.
the villages’ militiamen, who were mostly Catholics. As in any war, once they
got their hands on guns, some men seemed drawn to excesses of power, and
abuses were thus committed. A Catholic militiaman killing another Catholic.
civilian was a pure homicide, but a Catholic militiaman killing a Buddhist was:
labeled “religious oppression” by the Viét Minh. There were also reports of Bud
dhist pagodas burned, statues broken, and sacred objects looted and blas:
phemed by some militiamen. Such incidents were rare and might have hap
pened in any country in any situation. However, exaggerated by the Viét Min
propaganda, the events stirred resentment among non-Catholics. Though cal
ing for “great solidarity,” it was the Viét Minh that covertly fostered a feud be
tween Catholic and non-Catholic people.
At the same time, Viét Minh secret agents slipped back into the area afte
more than a year since they had withdrawn to their security zone in Thanh Ho
province. In many villages, guerrilla units were reorganized to conduct ski
mishes and sniper fire against Catholic militiamen.
Meanwhile, as far as I could understand the situation with my little know
edge of military affairs, the militias had very little training and were commande
ineptly. The priests gained their highest obedience, but clergymen were not su
posed to be good military commanders. Under enemy high pressure, the EE";
units in Bui Chu diocese had to reduce their territorial control, and they graduall
lost their ground to the Viét Minh. At last, most militias could only control the
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for a reduction in her taxes. In the garden of our home in the village, we had

twenty betel nut trees. For years since the war broke out, we hadn’t taken care
NINE . . . . s .
 ofthem, so they yieldedittle fruit. The five grapefruit trees, eight jackfruit trees,
and five custard apple trees were in the same situation. But the tax assessor from
the Viét Minh district tax agency estimated the production five times higher
 than the best trees could ever yield. My uncle had to sell something else to pay
Wc\% the tax on the imaginary fruit production.
A

~ Farmers who failed to pay taxes would be severely punished. A handful of
Viét Minh cadres in a village held supremacy over the population and had be-
_come the most proficient tax collectors. The peasants quickly noted that taxes
‘were much higher and more brutal than under the colonialist regime.

~ The Viét Minh security service proved to be similarly adroit. Political in-

discretion seldom escaped the agents’ notice. Spies and many suspects were

~more harshly treated. A barber was chopped up by machete with his death

_sentence written on a piece of paper pinned to his hat. He was charged as a trai-

tor for giving information to a nationalist soldier who had been an old friend of
his when both had been barbers at the same shop. His other close friends as-

serted thathe had nothing to do with such reckless behavior. The two old friends

raninto each other in a market and just said hello. But that was enough to bring

 him a violent death only a few days later.

Death squads executed many wicked village chiefs who served the French
too faithfully and treated the people heartlessly. One in a village two miles from
mine was notorious for killing Viét Minh cadres. He stayed home during the
~dayand slept in the French fort after PM, only coming back the next morning

at8 am. The Viét Minh death squad failed to reach him several times.

One night, members of a death squad sneaked into a corner of his garden
‘and hid in a thick bamboo grove. They dug a small underground hiding space,
concealed by a bush, and left a squad member behind to wait. At noon the next
~day when most people were taking siesta, the death squad member with a pistol
approached his victim, who was sleeping on a hammock. He kidnapped him
‘andhid him in the secret underground. Even the chief’s two bodyguards weren’t
. aware he was missing until late afternoon.

That night, he was brought out of the village as quietly as when he was ab-
ducted. He was then beheaded, eviscerated, and dismembered at a place under
abigtree not far from his village. A paper sheet stating his crimes was pasted on
the tree close by.

Notonlywicked lords but also many village chiefs who had been compelled
 bythe local nationalist government to take the job and had done nothing will-
ingly harmful to the Viét Minh were also accused of imaginary crimes and as-
 sassinated. One of the cadres in my village told me that the “anti-traitors cam-
paign would eliminate every village chief until no one dared to take the job.”
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THE SHORT PEACE ENDS

In 1952, after only two years under ﬁﬂm meOMWmMM,M@\MMMMMMM MWM wwﬂ”ﬂ%ﬂﬁ“
i i e area came to an end when the Viét Min L
HM Hnuwmmmmmnw to visit my grandma and my uncle &cw.—zm the mmxwﬂw Swwmn“ Mwa“m
was no military operation, and the Viét Minh guerrillas were still frien | Mﬂ nms.w
The Viét Minh returned to the region with more weapons, especia Wb y
antitank recoilless rifles and bazookas. Ferro-concrete bunkers SQM Hwom Mun %m "
safe shelters for soldiers in forts and barracks. >~.B.on& cars mz.m ».BM s Mr thelr
superiority. Viét Minh soldiers in my ronwm district were m@c%mm ; Mﬂma nore
weapons from China. In addition, specialists of all classes, BOmn o.&m o o
the bourgeoisie, helped the Resistance mo<.m55m2 produce Bmmﬁ MEWmmwmnmsnm.
previously been imported, greatly improving the war effort of the sstanes
One such effort was the local production of low-grade TN'T .8 supp %M Em.m
Minh with small mortar shells (40 mm), antitank and antipersonnel mines,
des, and explosive packets. o
rmbﬁwm Mﬂmwo:%qémm Moﬁ under French military protection, &am .Swﬁ ZENMMM.
duced more harsh measures to control the peasants. .H.rm patriotic mnBoomwm e
1947-48 now blended with the darker side of noBBE.:mB. Zo%“ Wmsm m“,z vam -
schemes were devised to idolize H6 Chi Minh and ?m.<<0nw2mr MH M e o
guage too cheap for my ears. Agricultural taxes were raised, Bﬁm ighe orthose |
who owned half an acre and more. Tax assessment was nmn.:m oﬁ SWB Mo ‘
harm to rich farmers and landlords. Security wmmn.ﬂm. were _:Qmwm:ww Nﬁwm mﬂm g
around at night to find out how much targeted families spent and wha :._Mms .E
My mother had to pay the Viét Minh tax even though she was no g

) imed
the village anymore, while my two sisters and I weren't allowed to be claim
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The Viét Minh gained on the propaganda front when they got rid of the wicked

lords. But when more innocent persons were done away with, they turned more
people against them. Such acts did, however, frighten many people away from col-
laborating with the French or the nationalist government. Blood always calls for
more blood, and it was one of the incitements for the expansion of the war after1954.

South of my village, the Viét Minh forces overran a large number of Catho-

lic self-defense villages. Only villages near cities or forts survived these attacks.
A half dozen newly organized nationalist units were sent to the area. But the .
Viét Minh could still do what I thought was their highest priority: control rice

sources to supply other areas and to store for future campaigns.

A new fort seven miles south of my village had been besieged since late 1951.
For six months, the French soldiers were trapped in their underground defenses.
The only way to resupply food, ammunition, and even water was by wwnmnrwﬂm.
The Viét Minh force made several attempts to destroy the fort, but all failed

because the underground defense system was very effective against bazookas .
and the like. It had a surrounding ditch about thirty feet wide and ten feet deep -
with steep banks, mines, and underwater spikes that frustrated every attempt .

to capture it. After six months, the French Army unit in the fort quietly with-
drew. The Viét Minh pursued, but only captured the commander.

BLOOD CALLS TO BLOOD

The war drove more young men to take sides. Some in my village joined the Viét
Minh regulars, and others volunteered for the French Union units or the na-

tionalist army battalions. As far as I could find out, the first thing that impelled

most of them to become soldiers was not ideology or patriotism. The country-
side in war was full of danger from both sides. Just earning a living had become
more and more difficult. The young men decided that they would rather be
soldiers than stay at home to suffer from war and hunger. Many of them picked
up arms primarily because they thought they could lead a better life as a soldier.
If they had any loftier reason, it would come to them later, if at all.

A number of men joined the French or the Viét Minh side to take revenge on
individuals who had killed their parents or relatives. A good example was a Viet-
namese sergeant of the French Army unit, Tran Vin Loan. (His actual rank was
unknown, but people called him sergeant.) He was a brilliant high school student
in HaNoi while his only elder brother stayed home in a rural area. His brother had
raised him since their parents had died many years before and now supported him
atschool. One day a Viét Minh death squad assassinated the brotheras a suspected
spy, something that his villagers knew he was not. After the burial of his brother,
Loan enlisted in a French “partisan” unit and asked to be assigned to the fort a mile
from his native village. Although his formal education could secure him an officer’s

‘OnApril30,1952,
-eron,
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position in the French Army after training, he only wanted to be able to fight the

i¢t Minh as soon as possible, even as a private. Of course, the French were pleased
with him, and he was assigned to serve at Fort Ntti Géi, a company-sized strong-
hold built on a hill, seven miles southwest of Nam Dinh City.

One day, a few months after his arrival at the fort, he armed himself with a
pistol, a submachine gun, a lot of ammunition, and grenades. Without telling
anyone, he went into a village a few miles from the fort looking for the guerrillas
who had butchered his brother. The French force would never enter that village
withless than a platoon. Surprisingly, none of the guerrillas noticed his coming.
n less than fifteen minutes, he used up all his ammunition, killing many sur-
rised guerrillas—maybe a dozen—and left unscathed, with only a few pistol
artridges set aside for committing suicide if he were captured.

After that, he became a bloodthirsty demon. Ifhe captured an enemywho was
Communist Party member, he would cut his or her arm to geta glass of blood to
rink; then he left the victim to bleed out. My friends in the area said they could
ot forget his eyes, which were always bloodshot. He killed many communists that
way until the French commander decided to get rid of him. In a fake ambush, the
Frenchkilled him, or at least that was what people speculated had happened.

Except for the case of the nationalist army and administrative guards who
had some ideological motivation, most of the French Union units’ will to fight
asverylow. No political indoctrination taught them why they had to fight, and
little discipline on behavior toward the people was enforced. It should be noted
that most of the soldiers from Africa were fighting the war reluctantly. They were
brutal to civilians, raping women and even youngboys, but they seemed to have
verylow morale. Sometimes I saw them hiding deep in foxholes when facingthe
Resistance forces and firing carelessly with their heads down.

- The French soldiers themselves were better, and the Legionnaires fought

 bravely, but they, too, were brutal to both their enemy and civilians. Some of the
nationalist battalions known in French as Bataillion Vietnamien proved to be more

efficient combat units that caused heavylosses to the Viét Minh regulars. But their
morale was not high enough to neutralize the effects of the enemy’s propaganda.
However, they were not committing serious crimes during operations.

HOW TO KNOCK OUT A BURLY FRENCH SOLDIER

the French Legionnaires celebrated their anniversary of Cam-
the heroic battle fought by Legionnaires in 1863. Those whitecap soldiers

‘were cut loose in my city. Three of them entered a barbershop on my street and
‘used a hatchet to cleave the skull of the barber while he was

giving a haircut to
acustomer, who was then killed with the same hatchet. The three Legionnaires

took money they found in the barber’s till, which was not a great sum.
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From early in the morning until late in the afternoon, hundreds of Legion-
naires raided the city, looting shops and houses. More civilians were killed, but
we heard of no rapes. Every door was closed and bolted. Many people ran into
the countryside near the city. French military police patrols that had been cruis-

ing the streets day and night completely disappeared from sight.
Ataround 5 pM, hundreds of Vietnamese soldiers from French Union and

Nationalist Vietnamese units garrisoned in the city gathered in the market area -

on whose instructions no one knew. About half an hour later, two Legionnaires

attacked a Vietnamese policeman guarding the police department and de- -

stroyed some office equipment and a window. Like a spark igniting a fire, the

event started violence against the Legionnaires. Vietnamese soldiers at the

police department beat one Legionnaire to death, whereas many others at-
tacked them on the streets.

My four classmates and I followed the Vietnamese troops. At first we just -
watched, but later we joined the fight. We stopped a Legionnaire who was trying -
to get back to his barracks along with many others on a side street. The strongest .

Vietnamese soldiers flew at him and hit him with stick and rocks. Although he

was rather burly—no less than six feet and 180 pounds—he could not stand for -

halfa minute. As he collapsed, a torrent of rocks and other objects found at hand

fell on him. I felt furious when an old woman told me that the Legionnaire had ;
broken a shop window toloot and hurt the owner badly. So I'snatched a club from -

one of the men and hit the Legionnaire on his chest and legs, aiming at the parts

that were the most painful. He was unable to resist; his hands covered his bloody -
face. Of course, I could hit him only because he was drunk and had already suf-

fered a savage beating.

Images of the hundreds of war crimes committed by French soldiers I had
witnessed came to my mind, clear and provocative. I didn’t feel anything im-
moral in my act or any compassion for the man lying there unconscious and
soaked in blood. I just drained my animosity on him, beating him with all my

strength while people around me were doing the same.

When a French Army ambulance arrived at the scene, the poor man was
nothing more than a red rag. I thought he was dead. A few French stretcher

bearers carried him into the ambulance and drove away without a word.

Everywhere in the town, scores of Legionnaires were beaten, and some died.
Only when the situation became serious did the French military police appear in

their patrol cars to evacuate the injured Legionnaires.

From then on, some of my classmates and I often joined the Vietnamese
soldiers we knew to conduct hit-and-run attacks aimed at French soldiers, es-
pecially the Legionnaires and the Africans. We selected ones that were dead
drunk on whom to vent our fury. How could my classmates and I, no more than
five feet three inches tall and around 100 pounds, have beaten them if they had
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tbeen under the influence? We lured them into dark streets by playing pimps
d promising to bring them to nice prostitutes. Many others of our group laid
wait and hit them without a bit of compassion.
; The best time for us to do so was on festive occasions such as Christmas, New
(ear’s Day, Tét, or July 14 (Bastille Day) when many soldiers were drinking like fish.
Ince we stopped a tall French soldier staggering on a dark corner. When we flew
thim, we quickly realized that he was not drunk. Ina second, Ifound myselfat the
ther end of the block, running for dear life and having no time to think where my
iends were. Years later, I still felt ashamed of having acted so cowardly.
- Although I hated the French Legionnaires, one of them was a good friend
ndhelped me with mylanguage study. In March 1951, the French Army sergeant
whom my father had fed and helped to continue his primary education (men-

oned in the first chapter) invited my family to move into a home next to his so
he could take better care of me and my sisters. We moved into a better house.
cross the street was the barracks of a Legionnaire unit. After a few weeks, I no-
mnmm a Legionnaire corporal who was very friendly to us boys and girls in the
neighborhood. Before long the corporal and I became friends. He told me that his
motherwas British and his father was German. He had been born in England and
lived there until he was eighteen, when he and his family moved to Germany
vefore the start of World War I1. He later became a German officer. He was cap-
ured before the war ended, and his parents died in Germany during an air raid.

After the war, he joined the Legionnaire corps and was sent to Viét Nam in

950. He laughed a lot when I read my English lessons. My pronunciation was

mostlyincorrect, neither British nor American, he said. During my time in high

hool, our teachers rarely met any native English speakers.

- Sohebegan teaching me English. Though he was not a professional teacher,
le did help me much. Onmy birthday, he gave me a pocket dictionary and began
alking to me only in English while encouraging me to do the same. My pronun-
iation improved a lot, but my grades in the English class dropped. My English
eacher once scolded me for “incorrect” pronunciation—the way my Legion-
aire friend had taught me.

~ Sixmonths later he was killed in an outpost up north in the Tu Vi battle
Hoa Binh Province, west of Ha Néi). I only got the news amonth later. I remain

thankful to him for initiating me into a language that opened my eyes to the

orld and led me to some successes in later years.

IDEOLOGICAL DIFFERENCES GROW

Asthewar went on, my classmates were splitting into sharper divisions on ideo-
logical matters. We used to discuss politics, and pro-Viét Minh arguments al-
ways seemed to gain an upper hand. Communist theories appeared to be
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reasonable in every topic of social life. The Viét Minh produced solid evidence
to prove that capitalism exploited the working class of their plus-value. In the
same way they accused the Americans and their allies of “creating war to foster
war” for the interests of arms brokers or warmongers, whereas the Soviet Union
and Red China were appreciated as true friends of the poor and of the oppressed
peoples. They said that the United States often supported corrupt regimes and
only helped poor nations with consumer goods, whereas the USSR gave the
people of these nations the means to produce on their own.

One of the best-selling Vietnamese detective stories at that time introduced
the lead character as a hero who fought social evils and did marvelous acts
against corrupt officials to help the poor. At the conclusion, he turned out to be
arevolutionary who was struggling for the international cause of the oppressed
peoples. It was the ideal of fighting for social equality and the better life for the
poor that charmed us teenagers. Not only the Viét Minh but almost all of the
noncommunist revolutionary movements in Viét Nam also advocated some
kind of socialism, although the nationalists were much less fanatical.

In the countryside Viét Minh areas under the sign of revolution, the Lao
Dong Party (Workers’ Party) overtly exerted oppressive measures against the
middle-class farmers and the upper classes, measures that were sometimes
unreasonably crude and brutal. They apparently were aimed at pleasing the
poor to win them over to the Viét Minh side when more and more people of all
kinds left the Viét Minh~controlled areas fed up with—and frightened
by—communism.

Little by little, I realized that communism was not as beautiful as it was
eulogized. The Viét Minh were becoming more and more attached to the Soviet
Union and China. WhatIlearned from anticommunist books was actually hap-
pening on the Viét Minh side. The factual comprehension brought me some new
light: communist leaders disguised as patriots became an internal enemy, more
dangerous and perilous to Viét Nam and more difficult to get rid of than French
colonialists, the enemy from outside.

MOURNING STALIN

e death of the Soviet Union leader Joseph Stalin did not make big newsin the
nationalist government areas. However, to us students, a poem mourning Stalin
4@382& months later from the Viét Minh areas drew more interest. It was

vritten by T6 Hitu, a talented and renowned poet, known to the nationalists as
‘the genius verse maker” of the Viét Minh Front. He mourned Stalin with the
tone of a child to a father at the funeral:

Vi sudng thay khi nghe con hoc néi,

Tiéng déu long con goi "Xit-ta-lin.”

Xit-ta-lin gi! Xit-ta-lin oi,

Hai 0i 6ng mét Dét Troi c6 khong?

Thutong cha thuong me thuong chdng,

Thuong minh thuong mot thuong ong thuong mudi.

How happy it is to listen to my baby learning to speak.
In the first word of his life, he called “Stalin.”

Oh! Stalin, Stalin!

Oh! You have gone! Are there Heaven and Earth?

My love for you is ten times greater than

my love for my parents, for my husband, and for myself.

He was the first and only Vietnamese who has ever cried his heart out over the
death ofaforeign leader. The poem was widely circulated in Viét Minh publications,
but it was withdrawn at the start of the Khrushchev era. It has not appeared again,
either in T Hitu's recent biography or in any publication out of Ha Ni. The poem
- wassoservile that even my pro~Viét Minh classmates had to admit that it could be
considered an indelible black mark in Té Hiu's career, although he wrote many

In another aspect, communist propaganda also proved how illiteracy and excellent poems supporting the national struggle and the communist ideology.

ignorance contributed to the growth of the Communist Party. Thus a large
portion of the common population accepted pro-communist arguments. In VNQDD ACTIVIST
such an environment, my conviction against communism was not convincing
to my friends. It lacked concrete and obvious supporting evidence until many
years later.

At the time, I only had a simple opinion, which was that a tricky and brutal

dictatorship is always harmful to the people and only promotes the interests ofa

Imet several of my father’s friends who had fought against the French and later
-against the Viét Minh. They were working for the reorganized Viét Nam Quéc
- Dan Dang (VNQDD, or Viét Quéc) in cities all over North and Central Viét
Namand some in the South. I came to see some of them every week to ask ques-
tions about the VNQDD'’s struggle, which had always been the most beautiful
image in my heart since I was quite young. From them I found something lofty,

small group ofleaders. Moreover, building a better society by violence will eventu-
ally destroy everything successfully constructed.
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rickling along my backbone as I searched for the ID. I found it and sneaked out
ithout being discovered. During my nineteen years in South Viét Nam mili-
ry service later on, nothing ever frightened me more than that.

_ Owingto high motivation, we quickly expanded our organization to nearly
wenty members. Two were schoolgirls of my age and older. Although it looked
mall, an organization advocating anti-French nationalism made up of so many
eens in my city was significant. Among our group members, the most fanatical
rere the two from pro-Viét Minh families. Their brothers were high-ranking
Jiét Minh cadres, and their fathers covertly supported the Viét Minh side.

- Wehadamonthly publication for internal indoctrination and also for pro-
aganda, printed secretly in jellygraphy (a printing technique similar to lith-
graphy, but the printing surface is gelatin instead of stone). We produced about
100 copies of each issue (40 pages, halfletter size) and distributed them to our
cells. Some were sent to the province chief by mail and even to the prime min-
ister’s office in Sai Gon, although I didn't expect that those big wheels would
ver glance at it. Nothing has ever excited me as much as what I did to have that
clandestine publication circulated. We were sorry we couldn’t sneak it to the
Viét Minh areas.

Like in any other urban area at that time, there was at least one secret Viét
Minh student organization in my city. Those students were fervent patriots, and
we were certain that most were serving the Viét Minh because of sheer patrio-
ism, not communism. Their activities were merely in propaganda.

Some of my comrades were skillful in gathering intelligence. They infil-
rated a Viét Minh student group and supplied our superiors with a list of its
members. We were also informed of some of its activities, sometimes a few days

head. One of my comrades was approached by a nationalist government secret
police agent who asked him to provide the police department with the list of
/i¢t Minh students. We didn’t know why the police knew that we had the list.
My comrade categorically denied his knowledge. With help from one member’s
brother, who was also working for the national police, we were safe. “If we want
o eliminate them, we would do it ourselves, but we don’t because theyare only
atriots,” we said, showing that we would rather play gentlemen, or Wang Tao
the Way of the King), rather than Pa Tao (the Way of the Lord).
~ Although we decided not to harm any Viét Minh students, whenever pos-
sible we neutralized their activities. A few times Viét Minh activists slipped into
the classrooms of a school at night and put leaflets into student table compart-
ments. About one hour later, our comrades would slip into the same classrooms
0 collect their leaflets and replace them with ours.
 We were very proud of what we did, even though they were insignificant
leeds as trifling as a high school romance. However, such acts would contribute
great deal to our political and social behavior years later.

heroic, and attractive. They were rather poor, but their exemplary lives won my
highest respect and easily led me in their way.

Growing up in war and amid ideological conflicts, many boys were tempted
by the romantic image of a warrior devoting his life to the nation, disdainful of
luxuries. In early 1953, Ibecame a member of a Viét Quéc’s student organization
in the city. There may have been some other Viét Quéc cells operating in the
province, but we were not permitted to know about them. We also knew that
other nationalist parties were operating in the area.

Because of the party’s Francophobia, the French authorities did not always
tolerate the Viét Quéc in the French-controlled area. The French-backed na-
tionalist government did not ban its activities, but gave it no support, and its
Public Security Agency would take us into custody and try us in court if we
were caught distributing anti-French leaflets. The Viét Minh secret inner-city
cells posed another threat. If we proved to be an obstacle, our lives would be
in danger.

Restricted by the situation in a French-controlled city, we couldn’t do
much. We gathered at a different place every week, holding formal sessions in
which we exchanged opinions and received indoctrination. A part of each ses-
sion was devoted to criticism and self-criticism, These sessions looked like those
of any revolutionary organization including the Viét Minh, but we tried to
conduct them differently. We discussed an issue cordially in an informal tone
and criticized one another with a friendlier manner. However, the communists
proved that their way was more effective than ours because theirs was associated
with “iron discipline.” Sometimes we were ordered to distribute leaflets to the
people and even to the French Army soldiers. We were trained to safely hand
propaganda materials to people on the streets or in their homes.

Once I sneaked through a thin barbed wire fence around a temporary bar-
racks of a French Army Moroccan unit under total darkness. The few electric
bulbs in the kitchen area were not strong enough to scare me. The leaflet called
on the Moroccan soldiers to treat the Vietnamese peasants with humanity. A
Moroccan corporal friend of ours wrote the text in hislanguage, and we printed
it with help from a small printing house. We paid the corporal 100 piasters (3
in the early 1950s) for his help. I quickly dropped dozens of leaflets around the
kitchen backyard. Two minutes later, I was out again. ,

My two comrades completed their tasks at the other barracks and a private:
school. We met at the other end of the main street, reported on our work, then
were about to go home when I realized that I had dropped my student ID card
along with the leaflets when I took them from my breast pocket.

Gettinginto the barracks the first time was in no way apleasant game. Get
ting into it the second time to search for my ID card in darkness with the pos
sibility of being caught was really horrible. It was in early winter, but I felt swea
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; It could be said that, at that time, more and more Vietnamese who didn’t
ide with the Viét Minh looked across the Pacific hoping for some assistance
rom the States. Those who truly supported the French were justaminority. We
Iso praised Great Britain for having granted independence to many of her
rmer colonies after World War I1.

~After 1946, people who opposed the communists and were against French
olonialism found themselves at the crossroads. Which of their two enemies
id they have to fight first: the communists or the French? Some said the French
?,& tobe driven out first, whereas matters concerning the Viét Minh, who were
ur fellow countrymen, could be handled as an internal affair. The others dis-
reed, saying that the French were easier to defeat and less dangerousand that
the communists posed a greater threat to the nation with their tempting theory
nd tricky but brutal politics. They felt that communism would bring havoc to
our people and to our culture, particularly under the disguised domination of
the Red Chinese.

;, A friend of my uncle, a member of the Dai Viét Party, said to me that the
French would leave Viét Nam sooner or later because the movement of the op-
pressed nations for independence grew stronger every day. The United States
and Great Britain would certainly support the movement. Therefore, the na-
nalist Vietnamese should fight the communist forces first to eliminate the
eater threat to the nation. Then they would struggle peacefully and persis-
ntly against the French for independence, which we would eventually win.

THE AMERICAN FIGURE

After the war in Korea broke out, we began to learn more and more about the
Americans. Every week, the information service of the city showed outdoor news
and documentary movies in alarge schoolyard, and I was one of the free moviego-
ers in the neighborhood. The pictures of war always attracted kids like me.
However, the news of war did not help my side. It only showed that Red China
was growing stronger and the Americans were unable to defeat it. At that time, Viét
Minh propaganda praised Mao Tse-tung as Red Asia’s hero. Lin Biao, his general,
was called a “military genius” who had invented the tactic of “one point two sides.”
American aid began to trickle in with some health programs, such as one .
to cure trachoma among students. Colorful and funny cartoons were being used .
successfully to teach people how to prevent diseases. U.S. aid came in many
projects: housing, water wells, and food with the sign on the containers in which
the American and the Vietnamese flags were joined under the overlapping
French tricolorin the middle. It meant U.S. aid was controlled and redistributed -
by the French. After 1954, the French colors were removed from the logo.
There were the American and British information services in Ha Néi that
did not exist in my city. However, we still could find several books published by
the two services. Stories and pictures about the United States attracted me more -
than anything about France, probably because I had suffered too much from the -
brutality of the French Army. At sixteen, I was old enough to appreciate the
value of French culture and the peerless spirit of liberty in France, but images -
of war crimes were still vivid in my mind. ;
There was an argument at the time for supporting better relations with the".
United States among those who were against both communism and French
colonialism. Some said that if we had no way to avoid being someone’s younger
brother, we had better accept the more generous one. I objected to the idea
because I didn’t want my people to be anyone’s servant. We must be indepen-
dent, and if we struggled hard, we would certainly achieve our goals. Like any:
other boy of my time, I believed in the moral strength with which our ancestors
had driven off powerful enemies from China. We should find a friend—maybe
not a very good friend, but not a boss. And that could be the United States.
From the booksIread, I believed that the Americans might be atleast bette
than the French. First of al}, the United States didn’t advocate colonialism and
had reestablished independence in the Philippines. It had fought bravely in the
two world wars for the freedom of its allies. I was sure that like any other coun::
try, the United States must have had some interests when it helped its allies, but'
such interests might have been reasonable. The Americans seemed to be gener
ous and not too miserly in assisting poor countries.

THE VIET MINH GAIN GROUND

News from Korea about the Chinese human wave attacks strengthened Viét
inh propaganda. No one thought it was possible to win a war against Q:.uw\
here the loss of a few hundred thousand lives meant little to its leaders. Even
hen the Chinese advance was checked, Viét Minh propaganda claimed the
anmunjom cease-fire as a victory of its giant ally. I found no way to deny that.
At that time, the war in my area entered a new phase, with more ground
ﬁw&mm to the control of the Resistance forces. There was no successful anti-
guerrilla campaign to tip the scale. In some forts, French Union and nationalist
army soldiers set up intelligence networks and laid ambushes at night. Theyalso
disguised themselves to conduct surprise attacks deep into the Resistance area
ornight raids far from their bases, frightening their enemyand keeping the area
under control. But such operations required soldiers with high morale and firm
anticommunist convictions. Unfortunately, those soldiers were not easyto find.
While the French and the nationalist forces relied on strongly constructed
fortifications with dense barbed-wire fences and mines, they conceded the areas
outside their forts to their enemy at night. The Resistance forces were free to select
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the battleground and time of attack. The militias who concentrated their defense
in forts or churches were eliminated one by one. Only militia units that dispersed
their men all over the villages and defended everyinch of their ground with booby
traps, spikes, and alert systems could beat off attacks, even of battalion size.

The fort next to my village was attacked one day from 9 pm until 4 aM
without being overrun. The militia unit in a village half a mile from it provided
good protection to the west side. In the morning, the enemy withdrew, leaving
more than fifty bodies at the fence.

‘The next morning, three companies of the French Army and the adminis-
trative guards were ambushed one mile from the fort. A Resistance company
half-naked and armed only with machetes emerged from underground hiding
places and killed half of the spearhead company and captured most of its other
halfin about five minutes. The other companies escaped. A few hours later, the
soldiers and the militiamen withdrew to the city.

Underground ambush, which required extreme courage and strength, was
a successful Viét Minh tactic. It depended on accurate intelligence information
to select the exact location of the ambush, usually along a road. When every-
thing happened as planned, the ambushed side would hardly survive the en-
gagement. It worked best against enemy soldiers who did something habitually,
such as patrolling at the same time along the same road every day. If the enemy
were moving even fifty yards away from the predicted pathway, the whole thing
would certainly wind up in a total disaster for the ambushing side.

After 1951, the Resistance forces conducted more and more bold attacks
against the French side. Sappers infiltrated enemy forts or barracks, or even the
French air base near Ha N¢i, to cause heavy losses to the French personnel,
military equipment, and morale. In other places, sappers penetrated into forti--
fied positions across many yards of barbed wire and mine fields under powerful

ampaign, civilian buses were blown up by land mines, killing dozens ofinnocent
eople. The guerrillaslaid mines deep below the roadbed, and onlyheavyvehicles
ouldactivate them. Sometimes as many as three buses were destroyed in one day,
with so many dead and wounded that the city hospital was unable to take care of
them. Volunteers had to be called in to help victims lying in hospital hallways.

National Highway s from the port city of Hai Phong to Ha Néi was called
the bloody road.” Several Viét Minh attacks were directed along this highway,
he backbone of the logistic system supporting all the French forces in North
i¢t Nam via the port of Hai Phong, but the French still held it firmly. National
ighway 1B from Nam Dinh to Ninh Binh was a similar objective. The village
f Hio Kiét, seven miles from Nam Dinh, stretched about one-third of a mile
beside the highway; it was a place where French units were ambushed many
times. All French efforts to maintain security in the area failed. Finally, the
French brought in bulldozers and razed the village.

Many other roads were abandoned, and waterways were relied on instead.
The Resistance force could harass but was incapable of controlling the rivers.

WAR LABORERS

dince 1952, my villagers had to pay heavy taxes to the Viét Minh authority. They
Iso had to provide the so-called ddn cong (people’s laborer; in effect, war la-
orer). Each month, the village had to provide some 2 to 3 percent of its labor
orce (healthy men and women ages eighteen to forty-five) to the people’s labor
rogram. The policy was part of the “People’s War” and has since become one
ofthe key efforts of the communist regime to support wars in Viét Nam.

The war laborers would have to transport supplies—mainly rice—to the
attle areas up north. Each carried about fifty-five pounds of rice to a place about
100 miles away in the mountainous area northwest of Ha No¢i. The round-trip
took them about twenty-five days, and each consumed some thirty-three of the
fifty-five pounds ofrice, leaving only twenty-two pounds at the food storage site

0 the front lines. Each village also had to provide laborers for three-month and
six-month tasks to transport weapons and ammunition from the border with
China to logistic stations inside North Viét Nam.

Although my mother had already moved to the city, her name was on the
war laborer list of my village after the Viét Minh returned. When her turn came,
my family had to pay a fine for her absence.

~ Manyvillagers knew that they were on the Viét Minh authorities’ blacklist,
so they would have to go anyway. In the village meetings to select war laborers,
@mw quickly asked to put their names on the list instead of waiting to be chosen.
Eventually, almost all of the war laborers had registered; some of my villagers
called them “compulsory volunteers.”

protective fire to inflict heavy casualties on the defenders.
Backin1g949,Iwasallowed to watch a training session given to sappers who
were required to crawl through a dense barbed-wire network with simulated:
mines, flares, and other devices. They moved about a foot per minute, carefully
cut the wire, defused the mines and flares, and deactivated the alarm system.
However, it was not the technique that counted. I could sneak into a barrackto
drop leaflets. Although it was a less risky operation that any Vietnamese peasant
could perform, what counted in performing such dangerous tasks was very high
morale and a strong will to fight.
At the same time, in an attempt to obstruct and to harass surface communica-
tions, the Resistance troops launched a campaign to attack their enemy’s convoys,
trains, and ships. Every morning, soldiers from the forts along the main roads had
to send troops to clear mines with mine detectors and to search for enemy am-
bushes or snipers before normal traffic was allowed. Every month during the
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sta bag of Viét Minh bills. People suffered from the severe shortage of medi-
ine, even medicinal herbs. Wounded Viét Minh soldiers and civilians relied only
onmiracles to survive. The nationalist hospitalsin cities had to provide treatment
for many injured peasants evacuated from the Viét Minh-controlled areas.

- Not long before the land reform began, I returned to my village to see my
randmother. While walking across a cornfield, I found a leather bag. At first
hought that it belonged to some low-ranking communist cadre because there was
othing special in it except for a few notes vaguely referring to “land reform.” I
ld the story to a cousin who was a Communist Party member. He still had good
ut discreet relations with me, as he owed my family much for its help during the
945 famine. He said that from the notes, an insider could tell that the bag must
ave belonged to a high-ranking party member. He explained to me that “land
eform” would soon deal a hard blow to the landlords. That was what he had heard
from a reliable source of his party cadres, and it was also confidential.

Upon hisadvice, I returned the bag to the place I had found it. An hour later,
he guerillas in my village were ordered by the Viét Minh district security
agency to search for the bag with the highest priority, exactly as my cousin had
nticipated.

Life in my village lost its usual atmosphere. No one trusted anyone. Some
could be in trouble because of something they said or rules they didn’t follow
asrequired. Some who were convicted of having intended to join the French or
nationalist armies could be severely punished. The Viét Minh security agents
would chop off their right index finger so “they could not pull the trigger,” they
said. In more serious cases, the hand or even the head would be the price.

THE NEW TERROR

After Tét 1953, the Resistance force conducted an attack on the boot camp where
draftees selected for technical branches were given basic training. The camp’s
barbed-wire fence was no more than 300 feet from where my family was living.

At 1AM, a deafening explosion was followed by bursts of submachine-gun
fire and yelling. Inless than ten minutes all was over. The French armored units
and infantry reinforcements came too late; the attackers had already withdrawn
without any casualties. Only a handful of draftees were injured; however, 100
rifles in the warehouse were stolen.

The French pursued with no luck. The Resistance force dispersed quickly,
leaving no trace. On the nationalist side, many more army units were activated
and more Vietnamese officers were appointed commanders of battalions and
higher units. A few “mobile groups,” tactical units similar to the U.S. army’s
separate brigades with embedded artillery, armored, and engineer elements,
were commanded by Vietnamese colonels.

With hundreds of newly graduated officers, the appearance of the national-
istarmy gained some public favor, although it was not enough to win significant
popularity. Psychological warfare was taken into consideration with some effort
to win the people’s hearts and minds and to promote the troops’ willingness to
fight. But it appeared to be too weak in comparison with the Viét Minh’s.

Before 1953, L had only heard of the communist class struggle in which land-
lords and rich farmers were treated as enemies. In 1953, the Viét Minh declared
the Movement of Mass Motivation, but my friends and I were unable to tell what
the movement would actually do. The Viét Minh started the land reform cam-
paign as part of the Mass Motivation. Later, it was said that the campaign started
in December 1953, when H6 Chi Minh signed a decree to activate it. But Tknewit -
had been carried out a short time before that in the “experimental phase.”

Atthat time, the situation for the people in the Viét Minh areas became criti-

cal. Farmers were controlled by the tax system. The village tax collectors did not -
spare even trivial farmers’ products, such as a bunch of vegetables or a pound of
small crabs. Trading of other stuffs of higher values such as poultry and pork were
under the monopoly of the state-run trade agency. Farmers began showing bitter
dissatisfaction. Inflation galloped. Prices were so high that a pack of cigarettes

From the event, my cousin also taught me a lesson that would be useful
many years later. He told me that if high-ranking cadres had to cross an area
under enemy control with only a few paths to take, they would rather move on
aroute closer to the enemy position. Should theybe captured, the enemy would
certainly think that they were just unimportant privates.

The policy of eliminating the landlord class started in mid-1953. According
to people who fled the Viét Minh areas, the policy was activated first with the
so-called Land Rent Reduction Movement, although at the time nearly all land-
ords had reduced rent to the lowest rate possible or had simply given up the land.
So the reduction movement was solely an initial step that had to be launched
 before other phases followed as the Viét Minh land policy dictated. The second
step was the organization of all farmers into “mutual aid groups,” a foundation for
_agricultural co-operatives after 1954 in North Viét Nam. Atalmost the same time,
‘the Lao Déng Party also carried out “Thought Reform” with intense indoctrina-
tion in communist ideology and the implementing of a cultural cleansing.

These programs were actually taking place in areas deep in the Viét Minh-
controlled territory (in Ninh Binh, Thanh Héa, and Nghé An provinces to the
south of my home province). My home village, too close to the French-con-
trolled areas, only experienced a little bit of the campaigns.

The land reform campaign was launched in many villages in Thanh Héa
province, and the campaign then spread over a larger area in what was called an
“oil-stain tactic.” News from Thanh Héa reached my city, but the details about
what was happening were very confused. Many people in my city believed the
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The land reform campaign caused great shock among people of all classes,
rove many people serving the Viét Minh to the opposite side. Many had been
vent patriots and active Resistance cadres. Consequently, the nationalist
vernment was reinforced with many enthusiastic new anticommunist citi-
zens. Some of my cousins who had been serving the Resistance in military and
Vilian agencies returned to the city to find jobs in the private sector or in public
rvices or in military units.

stories of brutality, but others didn’t, because it seemed too excessive to be true
Iheard alotabout the campaign, but I had only a vague notion of what was actu-
ally happening. ;
Victims who fled the Viét Minh areas in Ninh Binh and Thanh Héa re-
ported horrible scenes of the so-called t6 khé, or denunciation. The denunciation:
session was often held in the evening in a large yard of a rich family’s house or
inapagoda. Almost all villagers as well as landlords were forced to attend. Poo
farmers were brought forward and compelled to denounce the landlords’
before the “people’s court” presided over by a Viét Minh cadre. A session might
last far into the night and over several evenings. The people’s court had powe rtainly discount the stories as French propaganda. Even my villagers who had
to pronounce death sentences, and a firing squad would carry out the execution iffered so much from communist brutality didn't believe them, let alone my

right away. In some places, those convicted were stoned to death, hanged, left: ssmates, who were just city boys and girls with no experience of rural life.
For the first time I learned that truth is not easy to find, even thoughitisin

front of you, and that lies are often welcomed instead.

~ The barbaric land reform was the last blow that drove me definitely to one
side of the line. I hated the sight of children joining hands in collective dances
and singing about the Chinese communist style. Furthermore, I couldn’t hold
ny anger when talking to poorly educated Viét Minh cadres who loved to use
big nonsense political terms and Chinese words and phrases when Vietnamese
already had more than one simple way to express similar ideas.
-+ 801953 saw another sharp turn of the conflict. Eventually, it was the com-
munist atrocities that reinforced the nationalist side and promoted stronger
anticommunism.

The realities of the land reform campaign were too horrible for the common
people to believe. Anyone who wasn’t assured byawitness he or she trusted would

crimes’

to die of thirst and hunger, or even buried alive. :
I finally believed the reports when I met many victims of the campaign
Among them were the two brothers of my next-door neighbor who fled their native

village in Ninh Binh province in June 1953. Each had owned about ten acres inher
ited from their parents. Both were eager Viét Minh supporters working in some
district agencies and had given up most of their land to the Viét Minh local govern- .
ment in 1947. When their village was selected as an experimental site for the land -
reform campaign, they didn’t know that they would be among the accused. Their.
family, including old parents and babies, were brought to the people’s court. They
were charged with many counts; most of the charges were completely fabricated
During the “denunciation,” hundreds of farmers accused them and abused them
with the worst language, whereas they were not allowed to enter a plea.

When the defendants argued that they had “supported the revolution” and
handed over to the government all their land, the presiding judges simply told
them that “all your land was of the people; we don’t need you to hand it over.
The trial tonight has nothing to do with your land, only with the crimes that -

»

n Em 1953, the war reached a newlevel with several heavybattles foughtin areas
around my city. But to my own observation, the most important development
was the logistic campaigns of the Resistance. The Viét Minh was collecting
reat amounts of rice from the southern parts of Thai Binh and Nam Pinh
provinces, the rice granary of Viét Nam North. Every month, war laborers from
both sides of the Red River transported hundreds of tons of rice along the Vigt
‘Minh-controlled corridor to the mountainous locations in the northwest.
My villagers who came back from serving in the labor force told me that
rice was stored in many caches all over the large areas close to the common
border with Laos and China. On the way carrying rice from the Red River
coastal areas to the mountainous region, many were killed by French ambushes,
airraids, and artillery attacks. I was certain that the French headquarters must
have known that a major battle was being planned.
Sometimes the French forces won sporadic victories. Once, a French task
force conducted a deep thrust into a heavily defended Viét Minh logistic base

you, your parents, and your ancestors have committed against the poor farmers -
for thousands of years.”

Some landlords were given death sentences, but the two brothers along -
with their wives and parents were ordered to kneel on pebbles with a bamboo -
pannier full of rocks on their heads for three consecutive days and nights. One :
of the two women, who was in her third month of pregnancy, miscarried the -
child on the spot and was released when she collapsed. She died from hemor-
rhaging a few days later. After that, they were allowed to stay home waiting for
further decisions from the district land reform office. The landlords were so -
frightened that some committed suicide. One night, with help from a few close
friends and relatives, the two brothers, the surviving wife, and the children fled
to the French-controlled area. One of the brothers then volunteered for the -
nationalist army. In April 1975, they were among the first to flee Sai Gon.
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in Lang Son province near the common border with China. The French de-
stroyed a large quantity of weapons and ammunition before withdrawing un-
harmed. However, a single victory seemed too little to affect the military situ-
ation that was increasingly favoring the Viét Minh.

LUCK COMES TO MY FAMILY

In the summer, my family fell into much narrower circumstances. My mother
used all of her money for a trading business between the city and the Viét Minh
areas. The profits she made were barely enough for the four of us to live with
scanty meals. She had built up a small capital of some 7,000 piasters (US$200
at the time), which ensured her a larger profit, when one night she lost all of it.
A French patrol accidentally discovered the bales of goods on the way to the
Viét Minh areas and destroyed them. The next morning, when a friend of hers
came with the bad news, my mother almost fainted.

In the following months, she could do very little to support us. The small
amount of money that we relied on was no more. Now she had to return to a
small stand in a corner of the city central market, selling vegetables and collect-
ing pennies to feed us.

Then one of my father’s friends located us and offered help. He had been
close to my family when working in the same district office with my father be-
fore 1945, but we had lost contact with him when war broke out in December
1946. He searched for a year before he found us. He helped me get a part-time
job coaching some children in the third and fourth grades. He also gave us some
extra money to pay our house rent. Thanks to his help, we could manage with
less difficulty. But he was not wealthy enough to help us more than that.

Life in a city in war became harder as fighting intensified every month. We
couldn’tkeep up with the high cost of living. Many times I thought of dropping
out of school to find some menial work to help my mother. One night I'wrotea
letter bearing the name of my mother to the North Viét Nam governor (nation-
alist government), explaining our plight and asking for assistance. When mail-
ing the letter, Thad almost no real hope. After a week, [ nearly forgot it.

About a month later, a police officer came to see my mother to ask her ques-
tions concerning her biography and political background. She was frightened
atthe idea that he came to investigate her trading with the Viét Minh. Only after
fifteen minutes did she find out that the officer came just to complete her secu-
rity clearance for a job in a government office.

We learned later that an assistant to the North Viét Nam governor, the man- -

darin who had been my father’s boss before 1945, found my letter in a clerk’s desk
by chance, about to be discarded. He immediately asked the personnel branch to
give my mothera job. He said to my mother and me when we visited his home that
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e never forgot my father and others who had activelyraised their voices to protect
‘him when the Viét Minh militia threatened to execute him on August 18, 1945.

One month later after training, she was employed as a correctional officer
inthecityjail, in charge of a dozen women prisoners. With her pay equal to that
of an army sergeant, she could take better care of the family. My sisters and I
were given more food and better clothes. And I didn’t have to WorTy any more
‘,mvoﬁ whether to continue my education. My happiness was equal to that of a
man who had won the lottery. I taught my two sisters to pray to Buddha and
God for help. I believe that when we live honestly, are helpful to others, and do
nothing harmful to anyone, we will be rewarded by a divine power.

In the city jail, there were more than 100 prisoners; half were Viét Minh
who had been arrested not as prisoners of war but as members of clandestine
Organizations operating in the nationalist government’s areas. Many of them
were hard-core communists. The nationalist government intentionally re-
cruited individuals whose close relatives had been killed by the Viét Minh. The
government expected those officers to treat the communist prisoners with strict
discipline. My mother, however, was doing her assigned duties with her kind
‘heart. As any pious Buddhist, my mother said she would treat the prisoners well
to soften their suffering, including the communists whose party had brought
peril to her family. To return good for evil was what she always told me to do.

In a few months, she was highly appreciated by most of the prisoners. On
weekends, she checked out some inmates, who would stay the whole dayin our
~home, helping us with some chores, having lunch with us,
- generously—more than jail regulations required.

and getting paid

LOOKING TO THE SOUTH
As the war went on, we boys were drawn farther to one side or the other. My
-comrades and I were yearning for a territory where we could fight both Viet-
namese communists and the French. Then we heard of General Trinh Minh Thé
in Téy Ninh province, Viét Nam South.
The war in South Viét Nam before 1954 was not as intense as in the North,
‘and communism did not prosper well in the South, where people were leading
easy lives. However, since 1945, the Resistance in South Viét had produced
numerous heroes. The most famous was General Nguyén Binh. Many of us
teenagers knew his reputation.
Nguyén Binh had long been a nationalist revolutionary,a VNQDD member
efore joining the Communist Party. After the Viét Minh took power, he became

e of its talented military leaders who fought against the
ecame a famous military commander of the Resistance
peration. He planned and conducted many successful atta

French. He quickly
Southern Theater of
cks, including one on
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the large ammunition warehouse in Sai Gon, next to the zoo. Alegend ran thathe

had notified the French about the attack several days ahead. TEN
His popularity was rising in the South and that brought him trouble.
Later the story circulated thatin 1953 he was ordered to go north to receive
the highest commemoration from Hé Chi Minh. His journey was made known
widely, and there were ceremonies honoring him along his way to the North W
through Cambodia. That was what the French were looking for. Not long after /S

he entered Cambodia, he and several of his bodyguards were killed in an am-
bush. His diary, which the French found among his belongings, was published
in Paris Match magazine. And people who had had experiences with H6 Chi -
Minh’s tricks knew the scheme. To many students, Nguyen Binh had been their
favorite hero, especially after he was killed.

General Trinh Minh Thé of the Cao Dai sect was renowned as another
young hero of the South, He led the Cao Dai militia from a base near Nui Bi
Den (the Black Virgin Mount) in T4y Ninh province. Several friends and I used
to listen to the radio programs of the National Allied Front of General Trinh
Minh Thé. Although the signal was rather weak, we could still listen to the
broadcast when the weather was fine. Besides, the father of a friend of ours, who
was serving in General Trinh Minh Thé’s small army, came back to visit his
family. He told us hundreds of anecdotes about how the general’s forces were
fighting the French as well as the Vié¢t Minh.

We heard that Trinh Minh Thé’s troops were generously supported by the
people in the region and that they conducted many commando-type raids,

The Geneva Accords

PIEN BIEN PHU

Onenightin February 1954, the Viét Minh forces made a bold attack deep inside
Nam Dinh City. They infiltrated the city by several routes. Some disguised
themselves as pilgrims joining the annual religious procession to get into the
~suburban neighborhoods.

Atmidnight, they opened fire ona security patrol and attacked an outpost in
he suburban area to lure French reinforcements out of the cityinto theirambush.
Viét Minh soldiers positioned themselves on the roofs of several houses in my
;E‘o&m. However, a nationalist army armored unit frustrated the Viét Minh scheme
by encircling them from behind, directing powerful gunfire at the rooftops, and
sealing off their way to retreat.

The attack was a Viét Minh military failure, but it was a forceful blow to the
Frenchmorale. It proved to the people that the Viét Minh could thrust their spear
deepinto the French inner defense systems. On the nationalist side, the battle was
an indication of the nationalist army’s better combat capability, even though it
Wwas not a very big victory.

- Inmid-March, the French suffered a stunning reversal at Dién Bién Phu
when Viét Minh artillery decimated the French command and set up a siege
around the isolated French forces. Fierce fighting would continue until May s,
when the Viét Minh overwhelmed the remaining French troops. Dién Bién Phii
became the major battle that drew international attention. We students knew
 that there would be another sharp turn in the course of war. An already large
‘number of war laborers in the area of my native village who had been activated
several months earlier to support the battle were now augmented by two to three
~times. More were killed on the way to the front line.

causing serious losses to the French and the Viét Minh. Some also said that the
forces were backed up secretly by the United States.

After my friend’s father left for South Viét Nam again, I heard that some
young men in my city had followed him to Trinh Minh Thé’s secret bases in T4y
Ninh province. And there grew my dream of going to join his forces.
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letnamese, Bio Dai was more or less a French puppet. The nationalists sided
ith him only because they had to fight the communists for survival, not be-
ause they supported French neocolonialism in disguise. The situation was a
great dilemma to many nationalists. The government had no clear and accept-
able policies to end the war and to rebuild the country, let alone an ideology. Its
control over the population was superficial, allowing some degree of freedom
the Viét Minh for various activities, especially in the propaganda domain,
Public health care was poor, and social services were extremely inadequate.
However, education efficiency was maintained at all levels up to the university
degree, although the primary and high school systems were not large enough
admit all eligible students. Private schools filled part of the gap.
To consolidate the administrative system at village level, the nationalist
governmentlaunched several Quan Thit Luu Déng groups (mobile administra-
ive operational groups). They were supposed to help villagers in the govern-
Bni.nobﬁocmm areas organize the village governing authority, the self-defense
orps, health care, and educational services. This was all done with limited
uccess. The campaign could have worked well if there had been adequate moral
nd material support. U.S. aid was just for show, and France spent its money
nly for military purposes.

Some distant relatives from my village who had come back from the battle
areas told me that many Chinese communist military cadres disguised as Viét
Minh officers were present around Dién Bién Phu. They were advisors to the Viét
Minh staffs and artillery units, even commanding some Red Chinese artillery bat-
teries directly supporting the Viét Minh units. The Chinese never spoke to people
when they were away from their units. The presence of the Chinese was confirmed
by other sources in my area. Unfortunately, the mass media did not report the in-
formation. The presence of Red Chinese military in Dién Bién Phua was ignored
until the 1990s, when some Red Chinese generals confirmed the allegation.

While delegations from all parties were negotiating in Geneva for an end
to the fighting, other battles were being fought elsewhere. My friends and L all
felt that the French would have to concede much ground to the Viét Minh under
pressure from the French people. There was no possibility that they could win
the war.

NATIONALIST GOVERNMENT POWER

I'had mixed feelings about the nationalist Vietnamese government under King
Bio Dai. Itseemed to be alegal institution with formalities and titles. But it was
too weak to have a decisive voice against the French. I felt ashamed beingunder
a government that was too dependent on the French, a feeling that I shared with
many people. Besides, the nationalist government was not able to get rid of the
corruption that made it more and more unpopular. Meanwhile, the Viét Minh
appeared as a patriotic organization and gained sympathy as well as support.
Under King Bio Dai were his prime minister and a cabinet that governed
with limited power. Foreign affairs, national defense, and currency manage-
ment were still in the hands of the French High Commissariat. France provided
little economic, medical, educational, and social aid to Viét Nam under the Bao
Dai government in addition to the support necessary to maintain 150,000 na-
tionalist army soldiers. At that time, U.S. aid was scanty. However, the French
did not impose harsh measures on the Vietnamese people as they had done
before 1945 to exploit the country. The citizens under the nationalist control had
to pay taxes only to the Bio Dai government, and the tax was very low. The

After four years, the nationalist military was better organized and somehow
sserted its identity. Better-trained personnel joined the armed forces. However,
he French still held a decisive role in military operations. A small number of
ommanders were French officers. The French control of the nationalist mili-
tary at this time probably contributed to the misperception—encouraged by
communist propaganda—that American officers were in command of ARVN
units during the Viét Nam War between 1955 and 1975,

+ Byigsq, theanticommunists gained more momentum in their cause after the
Vietnamese communists overtly exercised their control over the people, culmi-
nating in their effort to terrorize the masses with the Land Reform Campaign.
The lives of the people in the Viét Minh areas continued to deteriorate. Besides
the shortage of food and basic consumer goods, cultural and educational values
were mmﬁm_.mogabm. For years after 1947, there was no university education. High
school curriculum dwindled into the ten-year system like the one in Red China;
~even textbooks were translations from the Chinese originals.

For half a century, students had been pronouncing the music scale “do re
- mifasollasido.” Since 1953, people in the Viét Minh areas had to say “to lemi
fasollasi to” as did the Chinese, who could not pronounce the consonants d
~andr. Tomany of us students in the city, local communist leaders were behaving
(inaservile way with their constant flattery of their Chinese comrades.

The patriotic atmosphere of 1945 had once pervaded every walk of life in
the Viét Minh-~controlled areasin the first years of war, That atmosphere waned

government had very little money to cover public expenses.

A governor was appointed by Chief of State Bao Pai, the king not calleda
king, to rule each of the three regional governments of Viét Nam: North, Cen-
tral, and South. Each consisted of several provinces. There was no national
parliament. The press was under strict censorship, and nationalist opposition
and criticism were not permitted.

AsThave mentioned before, we students were not as proud of our top leader
as the Viét Minh supporters were of their idol, Hé6 Chi Minh. To the average
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Furthermore, the economic situation in the Viét Minh areas was in an incur-
ablecrisis. Rice production, the key factor of the rural economy, was too low, while
the Viét Minh required alarge quantity to supply the army units and, as some of
myvillagers asserted, to supply the Chinese in the districts bordering Viét Nam,
who were on the verge of a famine as well. A large number of war laborers trans-
orted rice across the border into China and then carried military equipment back
to Viét Nam.
Tension rose high in the cities of North Viét Nam. A lot of rich people sold
their homes in the cities to move south to Si Gon. As for my friends and me, we
praised the victory of Dién Bién Pha. Although we were anticommunist, we saw
the victory as a great feat achieved by the heroic sacrifice and courage of our com-
patriots. The Communist Party’s leadership played a significant role, but it was
not the absolutely indispensable factor of the victory.
After Dién Bién Phii, [ was certain that some big event would be coming soon.
Since June 20, the French Union army and Vietnamese nationalist units in Nam
Dinh began dismantling their heavy equipment and moved them to Ha Noi. The
population was shaken by the idea that the French forces would withdraw from
Nam Dinh. However, the French headquarters was still preparing for a large mili-
ary review and parade in the city on July 14, the national holiday of France. On
gm 24, large-scale movement started with logistic supporting units. Hundreds of
ucksheaded for Ha Nbj, leaving several barracks empty. Military cargo airplanes
tookoffevery ten or fifteen minutes, moving personnel and equipment to Ha Noi.
- Itwasnolongerasecret that the French forces were about to withdraw from the
southern part of North Viét Nam. People from all walks of life filled everybus going
orth to Ha Néi. In a few days, bus tickets were sold at a price several times higher
than normal. Other city people who didn’t see anything wrong with living with the
Viét Minh worried about these events but remained in the city to wait and see.
Minutes before 7 Am, June 30, five large civilian trucks and a military truck
with a squad of the government administrative guards reported to the city’s
prison. The squad leader, a sergeant, carried a written message from the top
military authority of the city that ordered all members of the prison staff and
their families and all prisoners to move to Ha Néi. The trucks had to be at the
ity checkpoint at exactly 7:30 M. And we knew this time the French military
police would be extremely punctual.

after many years of terror, poverty, and dictatorship, especially after the ﬁmo
Déng Party overtly claimed total power. The new Viét Minh personnel policy
brought many ill-educated party members into important jobs. Emz‘mmc.nmﬂ&
cadres and public servants from the middle class and higher, who had wnmﬁocm_w
contributed greatly to the success of the Resistance, were employed in mcvo&w.
nate positions. It was the first time in the history of Viét Nam that the intelli-
gentsia were serving under a class of ignorant bosses.

As nationalist parties in North Viét Nam suffered heavy losses after the
Viét Minh'’s great terrorist campaign, the party members who survived the
campaign and fled to the French-controlled areas reorganized their parties and
resumed their activities. However, they were not as strong as they had been.

Most nationalist parties were divided into smaller groups, each claiming
the same title. Some leaders became ministers in the Bao Dai government; some
refused to cooperate with it. But none of them was prominent enough to gain
large support from the people while they had to confront both the French and
the Viét Minh. Various nationalist movements and parties failed several at-
tempts to establish a strong, unified anticommunist front to win the right cause
over to their side and to claim total independence from France. It seemed to me
that such a task was impossible, although I couldn’t say why.

I was proud of being a Viét Quéc, of having the right to claim relation to
the 1930s glory. I was hoping that my party would be gaining power so that it
could lead the great struggle of our people not only to independence but also to
liberty, democracy, and prosperity. At eighteen years of age,  had more dreams
than reasons.

Almost all of the nationalist parties in Viét Nam adopted some kind of
socialism, even though they never claimed the title “socialist.” Besides indepen-
dence and freedom, millions of people were hungry for a better life where the
poor wouldn’t be too poor and the rich not too rich. So every party more or less
supported the idea of a welfare state in a noncommunist style.

THE GREAT RETREAT

In early May 1954, Pién Bién Pha fell as we had expected after several fierce
battles. The Viét Minh victory shook confidence in the French power. However,
the Viét Minh suffered heavylosses in exchange for the triumphant victory. No
accurate figure was given by the press, but from what we were told by war labor-
ers and Viét Minh wounded soldiers coming back to my village, we could say
that many thousands of the attacking forces were killed and a much larger num-
ber were wounded. Until May 1954, 1 still had contact with my villagers, those
of my age in particular. They found no difficulties in visiting the city. Civilia
travel to and from the Viét Minh areas was not prohibited.

A second after receiving the message, we were in a hurry to pick out what
e should take along with us. It was a difficult task because everything seemed

eindispensable. At last, when everything was in a few suitcases, we still had
fteen minutes.

asked my mother for permission to go see my “friends” living a kilometer
us for a minute, “just to say good-bye to them.” My aunt said no; she was
id that I would be late. But my mother calmed her and told me to go as




130 - The War of Resistance The Geneva Accords - 131

quickly as possible. She knew where I was going. I got my bicycle and rode it at
full speed, almost hitting some pedestrians and bikes and a truck on my way.

Inless than five minutes, I stopped at the corner about fifty yards across the
street from the home of the girl Iloved. She was my classmate, and I had fallen
in love with her the previous summer. I had never said a word to her, but I was
sure she knew what was in my heart. In the traditional society of the early 19505,
it took time and a circuitous path for a young man to approach a girl and declare
his love, even when everybody knew his feelings.

On the small French-style balcony of the second story, she was sitting ona
chair drying her long black hair in the morning breeze. In anticipation that it
would probably be many years before I returned, or even that I would never see
her again, I felt pain in my heart. Gathering all my courage, I blew her a kiss, to
the surprise of some passers-by. And without seeing whether she was aware of
it or not, I beat a hasty retreat.

Five minutes later, I was on the truck with my family, who had been ner-
vously waiting for me. And in exactly five minutes, the small convoy of six trucks
began the trip to Ha Néi. It was a miracle for many Vietnamese to observe such.

WAITING FOR AN UNKNOWN FUTURE

,,m&.oﬁm leaving the city, I had too little time to do anything for my Viét Quéc
comrades. I could only give some of them my address in Ha Noi mzm advice
bout how to ensure the safety for our members who stayed. In m. week, about
;w&m of my comrades contacted me in Ha N 0i. The party hierarchy ntwwnmaq
;wmmwmsmm us to serve on the Ha Noi Party committee, We got orders from our
leaders to consolidate our organization and to stay fully alerted. We were to be
Pprepared for actions required to cope with any special situation.
. Thad to report to my party bosses for orders once every evening and some-
times early in the morning. Now and then, my group was assigned a leaflet
mission. Such missions had long been duck soup for my fellows and me, so they
were usually given to the greenhorns as a primary exercise. The leaflets con-
veyed nothing great, just appeals to the population and Vietnamese soldiers to
Wmmmrﬁms their vigilance and be ready to support our party in the struggle for
tal independence from the French and against the communists.

. During the first weeks of July, Ha Néi was bubbling with rumors. A lot of
anticommunists were happy to hear that Ng6 Pinh Diém would be prime min-
; ster of the Bio Pai nationalist government. We didn’t know much about that
former mandarin, but stil] believed that as a well-known patriot, he would be

punctuality.
The convoy, along with many others, covered the fifty-one miles to Ha N¢i

in two hours. The highway was rough with puddles, the best speed-limiting
device since the scorched-earth campaign in 1947. Road security was taken care
by a large force seen every few hundred yards. Mines had already been laid on
allbridges, which would be blown up when all withdrawing convoys passed, the
engineer soldiers told us.

Only later did I learn that it had been a marvelous retreat under French
Army colonel Paul Vanuxem (who was promoted to general a short time after
the operation), with extremely precise timing, perfect secrecy, and surprisingly
few losses. Vanuxem was one of the French celebrities who supported an inde-
mmbmm:n and prosperous noncommunist Viét Nam. meﬂq twenty-one years
later, he witnessed the last days of Sai Gonin April 1975, when there was no way
for his Vietnamese friends to continue fighting and had to flee in panic after the
communist forces overran South Viét Nam.

That night of June 30, the foremost part of a Viét Minh force sent from the
northern region to cut off the retreating route of the French forces launched its
bloody attacks at Phii Ly, a small town thirty miles south of Ha N¢i. The fighting
lasted all night and destroyed a large part of the town of tens of thousands of
inhabitants. When the French Army and the nationalist government and mili-
tary hurriedly withdrew, they left behind many militiamen in anticommunist
villages without giving them the order to withdraw to safety. A number of those

betrayed combatants fled on foot, but many others were captured, and some

were later executed by the Viét Minh.

Meanwhile, it was said that there would soon be a cease-fire and that each
side would hold on to its territory until nationwide elections could be held. That
seemed impractical, because in 1954 many places around the cities were under
the control of the French and nationalist government during the day and of the
Viét Minh at night. Such a situation would make any cease-fire almost impos-
 sible to be implemented. o

Another rumor that frightened many nationalists was that Viét Nam would
bedivided into two parts after the cease-fire. No one liked that Em.m. It meant we

Defense of North Viét Nam with instructions to continue defending the North
should the French and the Viét Minh decide to divide the country. Police forces
in Ha Néi and other northern cities were armed with military equipment and
prepared for actual combat. All nationalist parties supported Diém’s decision
Since the last days of Dién Bién Phu, rumors were anc_mm.nm that the G S
w<m=9 Fleet—some of its warships already in the Bay of Ha Long—might m_..<m.
direct support to the nationalist army to defend its territories in North Vist




132 - The War of Resistance The Geneva Accords - 133

Nam. Some of my friends laid hope on the American intervention. The others
did not believe that U.S. involvement would be the solution when the French
stillheld full power. But all agreed on one point: it was unlikely that the Ameri-
cans could save the French from defeat.

The French Army celebrated Bastille Day with a large-scale military review
and parade in Ha Néi. Posters displayed the picture of a clenched fist along with -
the information that the French withdrawal from the five provinces south of Ha
Noiwasanew strategy intended to concentrate military forces for more powerful
offensive actions. The strategy was compared to a clenching fist instead of spread-
ing fingers. This propaganda ploy seemed weak and unconvincing, There wasno -
way to make anyone believe that the French would gain anything more than what
they were presently holding. Viét Minh popularity was already at its peak, and no -
propaganda could harm them significantly.

For many consecutive nights, we dropped leaflets all over Ha Néi, espe-
cially near the French barracks, including those of North African soldiers, call-
ing for support of our nationalist cause. Personally we knew it was a hopeless -
task unless the Americans intervened. But we had to do it anyway, at least to -
show the readers of our leaflets that there were true nationalists who were more.
patriotic than the Viét Minh. ,

Obviously the French were aware of the nationalist intentions. Heavily -
armed North African soldiers were deployed at many key military and civilian -

installations for safeguarding.

So the war would come to an end. We didn’t know for how long, because
the situation in Viét Nam in no way ensured a cease-fire forever, but we hoped
itwouldlast, the longer the better. Our discussion came to another topic: if there
had not been the communist Viét Minh, what would the Resistance have be-
ome? We didn’t come to any firm conclusion at the time.

Only many years later when I had learned more about different matters did I
have an answer for myself. If there had not been a Communist Party, or if the
Resistance government had been run by the nationalists, we could have won
the war sooner with greater victory and much less death and destruction. I al-
ays believe that a noncommunist Viét Nam would have gained total indepen-
ence from France with much less bloodshed, difficult but peaceful like India
nd Indonesia. The free world and the United States would have supported Vit
am, and France would have had to give up recolonizing Indochina. The Em.r
orale of our people would have enabled anyleadership tolead them to victory.

It did not need to be the Viét Minh. I guessed that with such a scenario <.Mmﬁ.
ZmB would have become a democracylike Thailand, or even the HuE:Eu:“mm-.l

not very stable politically, perhaps, but with greater economic development.

* * *

F the last week of July 1954, the nationalist government in Sai Gon announced
Program to help the northerners who wanted to go south. My mother asked a
riend of the family to return to my village and bring my grandma my uncle, his
wife, and his adopted son to Ha Noi in order to join us in Boi%m to Saj ﬁmos
_wm said she would pay him a lot of money, almost all of what she had saved mmmn.
ight months on the job.

- Once the Geneva Accords took effect, moving from Ha Néi to the Viét
Minhareas and back was relatively easy. The Viét Minh forces noci not mBmom.m
trict control over the large areas and the great number of people who were
rossing the line between the two warring sides every day.

+ Ourfriend shuttled between Ha Noéi and Nam Dinh every week and had suc-
eeded in getting out many people who lived deep inside the Viét Minh areas. But
wmmmmm to bring the four members of my family to us. My :s.&m was E&Q.. the
osescrutiny of the Viét Minh village authorities, and there was no wayto gethim
mﬁ?@ grandmother would have been able to joinus, but she refused to leave. She
d she was too old for anything, so she would rather stay and die where she had
edasagood wife and mother and be buried beside my grandfather. Furthermore
she wanted to be with my uncle, as she felt that he would surely be in trouble. \

THE PAINFUL NIGHT

On July 23, four of my friends and I heard Radio Hirondelle, the French Army:
radio station in Ha N6i, announcing that France and the Viét Minh had signed”
the Geneva Accords. The Vietnamese nationalist government and the United |
States did not sign the pact.
Although we had expected that the French and the Viét Minh would come to.
some agreement and that the nationalists had no way to affect their decision, we
were still shocked at the news. For more than a minute, we fell into sorrowful si:
lence. We knew we were witnessing an event that would change our lives forever:
According to the agreement, Viét Nam would be temporarily divided into

two areas by the Bén Hai River at the 17th parallel north. The two opposing
forces would have to evacuate to their sides within three hundred days. The Viét
Minh would take over Ha N¢i in October 1954 and Hai Phong in May 1955,
That night, two friends and I stayed up late. We went to the historic Lake of the
Sword, sitting on the grassy bank until midnight, talking. One of my friends wept,
‘Wereturned to myhome and did notsleep that night. The painful feeling of leaving
my beautiful native land for a long, long time, possibly forever, kept me awake.
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In Ha N6i, my mother and my aunt feared for the safety of my two sisters.
Viét Minh agents kidnapped the children of some families they wanted ﬁ.o w.mmm
from leaving. So my aunt and my mother never let my sisters out of their sight
for more than a few seconds.

While we were preparing to leave, many former Viét Minh nw.mnmm nm.Bm to
urge us to stay. They had known my mother while they were imprisoned in m.s
Nam Dinh city jail and were grateful for her help. They w._m.& been n&.m,mmmm in
early Julyin an amnesty. They assured us that as they had rejoined the Viét Minh
ranks and held medium-level jobs, they could protect us at any cost, so we
should not worry. But nothing could change our minds. In the Land Reform
Campaign, we knew many “good” landlords who contributed ﬁrm.dmmn of iwmﬁw

they had to the common cause of fighting the French and whose children serve
as high-ranking Viét Minh cadres, and yet they had been executed. Any sym-
pathy with the Viét Minh had long faded away. o

A few days before my scheduled departure for Sai Gon, mo.Bm of my first
cousins on my mother’s side visited with us. They were all Viét Minh cadres and
had come to persuade us to stay. My mother firmly rejected their wnowmm& Emn
our family should move and live permanently with them in my nwoﬂrmn s sw::&
village where they would protect us. The husband of my mother’s eldest sister,

however, advised us to go south. He had served in the Viét Minh for more than .

twenty years in another area. He said to my mother, “You should bring the kids
Isayso

to the South. You wouldn’t be safe if you stayed anywhere in the North.

because you are my wife’s blood sister. L have to stay because Iam a Communist

Party ranking member, otherwise . . . but you know what I mean.

MY LAST DAYS IN HA NO1I

By the end of July, a large number of people left Ha Nai for South Viét an.p at
their own expense, while official announcements were made that North Viet-
namese who wanted to leave would be helped with transportation and resettle-

ment, beginning in a few weeks.

In early August, men in my group were ordered by the Viét Quéc memmafm \
to join the government social services. We would be sent to Sai Gon to help with.
the refugee program, establishing and running reception centers for the refugees |
from the North. My mother and the family would depart for S4i Gon a month ater. \;

I spent the last days in Ha Néi visiting my favorite places. The streets S‘MM,

nationalist army and police didn’t bother to control the enemy infiltration un

crowded with people from everywhere, including many Viét Minh cadres.

less someone did something excessively unacceptable.

Early one morning my two friends and I were relishing hot black coffee a
asmall street cafe beside Thién Quang Lake in the southern part of the city. Sinc
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eople had begun leaving Ha Néi in large numbers, the streets in that area had
Jbecome open marketplaces where people were running collective “sidewalk
sales.” Those who were about to leave were trying to sell everything they
wouldn’t be able to take with them. Almost anything could be found on the
sidewalks, from a broken sewing needle to a brand-new bicycle. The sellers were
trying to collect every penny possible for their new homes far away.

My two friends and I were the first customers of the street cafe, located at one
end of the “sidewalk sales” area. It was 6 AM, the blue sky was waiting for the rising
sun, and the air was cool. Peddlers from the suburbs carryingloads of goods with
poles on their shoulders were on their way to the inner-city markets. And the
sidewalk sellers had already displayed hundreds of miscellaneous articles.

When daylight came, people around the corner from the cafe noticed that
Viét Minh flag was vwbmmsm from the top of alow tree. Some men and women
yelled, “Get that dirty rag down and destroy it!” A boy of my age responded to
the call right away with a loud “Yes sir.” He climbed the tree with ease and reached
the flag in halfa minute. At the same time, a French officer in his khaki uniform
passed by.

When the boy came down from the tree, he laughed heartily and began to
earup the red flag while others cheered. The French officer snatched the flagaway
while shaking the boy by his collar, saying something loudly. People standing
rearby told us that the officer said the flag represented a government and should
otbe humiliated. The poor creature must have had very little background about
the situation in Viét Nam, especially about the people who were selling their junk
long the sidewalks. His actions—siding with the communist Viét Minh and
ccosting the boy—ignited the crowd.

- Atone cry, a dozen men flew at the French officer with whatever they could
get—sticks, locks, carrying poles, and especially rocks from a pile on the side-
walk that a public works contractor had prepared for road mending. Within
econds, women and children joined in the mass beating. I also flew into a rage
but tried to restrain myself. I didn’t know which way to react, so I just stood
watching. After a minute, the crowd stopped beating the Frenchman. They re-
turned to their places, leaving the poor man lying on the sidewalk. His face was
bruised, and blood tainted his uniform. When aFrench Armyambulance came
to pick him up a few minutes later, he was still unconscious.

_ Ontheafternoon of August 11, my friends and I visited our favorite shrimp
frieskiosk on C4 N gu Avenue beside Lake Hd T4y (West Lake) for the last time.
That avenue was filled with romantic couples strolling along every summer and

tumn afternoon. While we were eating, a few boys, ages ten and younger,
pproached and asked us for money. I gave them some and told them that they
hould have done something more decent to earn money instead of begging. To
surprise, the youngest looked straight at me and said, “The Viét Minh will
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South. When we were about to leave, he shook hands with all of us and said: “I
know France has made many mistakes that caused endless tragedies to you
Vietnamese. Your trip today is a consequence of those mistakes. I can say only
thatIregretit. I wish you good luck and greatsuccess in your struggle for a better
Viét Nam.” Although I was nursing dislike for the French, his words, delivered
with obvious emotion, moved me very much.

So at 8 AM, we boarded a French C-47 for Sai Gon. I've never forgotten the
ast sight of Ha Noi when the plane circled over the ancient city before heading
outh. A gray shroud of clouds hung low over the city we loved so much. From
bout 3,000 feet, I saw the best part of Ha N6i through an opening in the clouds:
he Hoan Kiém Lake (Lake of the Sword), the Red River, and the Long Bién
ridge. My friends and I had tears in our eyes. A man sitting next to me said the
mage made him think of a gray mourningscarfaround the face ofayoung woman.
Weallnodded without saying a word.

- Wearrived in Sai Gon three hours later. I could see canals and rivers with
coconut trees along their banks bordering green fields and gardens. The land-

cape, slightly different from that of my home province, made me feel both
omesick and excited.

come here before long. We poor people will be given property, you dirty rich -
i lled, and you'll beg us for money.”
Mmowmmuwwﬂmwmwdmmnmn mwMEm us ﬂm red-hot anger, and one of 5.% friends was
about to give him a good slapping when I pulled the kid to my side to wnoﬁmnﬁw
him. I softly told him that I also came from a poor family and ﬂrmﬂ hehad Fﬂgm
the wrong lessons about the communists. He talked vwnw‘ saying ﬂwﬁ Tm: %mi
only the Viét Minh. Apparently he didn’t know whata “communist <<.wm. 00t
little brother,” I said. “You're too young to tell right from wrong. But if you are ;
brilliant enough, you'll see for yourself what the Viét Minh really are aftera W\S ;
years living under them. When you've grown much older, remember what I'm
i today.” ;
nm::wwwmm Ilet WMB go, he walked about ten yards, then stopped to look at me,
a look so deep and dark that I would never forget and that would help me rec- _

ognize him fourteen years later in Sai Gon.

That night, I stayed up until 1 AM, writing twenty-two pages to the girl I loved _
who was stillin Nam Pinh. This was the first love letter in my life and the longest.
one [ have ever written. I asked one of my cousins who was going back to Nam.
Pinh the next morning to hand my letter to the girl personally. In the _msmn. I :
vn.onmmm that I would never forget her and that I would come v.mnw mosm.&@ in
triumph. In fact, her image was so strong in me that I didn’t fall in love with any

r girl for years. ;
omﬁrm 1992, Ns.o years after | had resettled in America, with help from an old:
classmate, Ilocated the girl and we exchanged letters occasionally. She was now
a widow and had many children and grandchildren. One day in 2001, I talked
to her for the first time by telephone about my last days in Ha Néi. I couldn _
help asking if she had received my long good-bye letter. She was silent for m_uoﬁ
five seconds and then said that she had not. My cousin had never handed my
letter to her. After our long conversation, she sent me an email in which sh
admitted, “If I had received your letter, I would have joined you in the South
and our lives would have been greatly different.” I replied that it was because o
the war. She flashed back, “That’s our destiny, you and 1.

- After reporting to the Ministry of Social Services, we were assigned jobs
receiving North Vietnamese who began arrivingin the Sai Gon area, about 100
persons a day at first, then more than 1,000 a day at T4n Son Nhiit Airport.
Airplanes of all kinds, military and civilian, were landing every ten or fifteen
minutes from 11 AM until 9 PmM. Meanwhile, ships from many nations, including
the U.S., British, and French navies, brought in thousands of refugees.
- Many of our teams had to work late and as much as ten hours a day, includ-
ing weekends, to welcome the refugees and give them initial assistance. The
others had to prepare paperwork for refugees in reception camps, sometimes
Il night long, so that they could be paid as early as possible after their arrival.
though exhausted, we all felt happy to serve our compatriots.
+ Allschools in Sai Gon and Chg Lén areas were used to lodge the newcom-
5. Each refugee was paid every week or at five-day intervals an allowance of
Ns12 per day, halffor a child of twelve and younger. In 1954, VN$12 was equal
030 cents but was enough to buy decent meals for one day. One could even save
little by cooking for oneself. (Minimum wage was about VN$soo/month.)
Although distributing the allowance was handled with simple procedures
ndvery little paperwork, which made stealing quite easy, very few of us were

ishonest. Most of us were still too idealistic to commit such shameful
isdemeanors.

FAREWELL, HA NOI, HELLO, SAI GON!

At 6 AM, August 12, I said good-bye to my family and nomo.nwmm to the Gia Lam
Airport near Ha Néi for a flight to Sai Gon. While I was waiting to board amil
tary plane, a young French first lieutenant came to talk to our group of Q.zmcg
Social Services cadres. We told him our objectives and our future plans in the

- Onthe first weekend when we could be free from work, my two friends and
wentto Téy Ninh province seeking more information about Trinh Minh Thé’s
my. Ifthings appeared to be fine, we would join the force. In the first few hours
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of our visit, we learned that Trinh Minh Thé and his army would soon join Ngb
Pinh Diém’s government. The dream we had been nursing since 1953 came to ;

easants, especially women, to act as human obstacles, lying in front of civili
uses and military trucks. Some pulled the refugees from vehicles or away f; -
o ; heir walking groups to order them not to go. There were clashes nmmEMnHmoH
Although Catholics formed less than 10 percent of the population, they mad
mr&m of the refugees. Most came from the dioceses of Phét Diém m:\m wﬁ.m OMEm
>.um because of the cease-fire agreement, an important :cEvm.n of noncomm .
,« stsserving the Resistance could flee to the South. They would later play si .M-
ant roles in the South Viét Nam administration and armed forces e
Almost all North Vietnamese refugees were looking to the H..F#mm States

O“ mm~:~m us mm:mn ous m.mnw.

THE FIRST MONTHS IN SAI GON

On trips to places around Si Gon, we felt happy to see people leading an easy life.
Unlike the North Vietnamese, who worked so hard to earn a scanty living, people
in the South enjoyed life in a carefree manner. I liked their way of living.
However, all of us newly arriving from the North shared the same concern
about what the working class in the South had learned about the communists.
During the war of Resistance, Viét Minh forces in South Viét Nam were rather
weak. Many Viét Minh policies in the North were not applied in areas in the :
South and only the southern part of Central Viét Nam under its control. Many
of the South Vietnamese knew very little about the true Viét Minh. To them,
Viét Minh was a patriotic movement and had nothing to do with communism.
Some who associated the Viét Minh with communism believed simply that
communism would make the poor wealthy. Some were even credulous enough
to ask us why we had gone south when the North was “independent.” Right in
Sai Gon, there was some overtly produced propaganda. In many villages, pro~
Viét Minh activists showed their attitude without fear of being arrested.
South Viét Nam in 1954 was not far different from the time it had beena.
French colony known as Cochinchina. Administrative papers were in French.
Streets were named after celebrated French personages, including notorious.
colonists and their Vietnamese collaborators. In the North and the Central, all ;
of those remnants of colonialism had disappeared since March 194s.
One of my friends was right when he predicted that the situation would
cause much difficulty for the incoming struggle against the communists. H
was afraid the South Vietnamese would only learn from the experiences of thei - The argument went on for about two minutes. Aft i
brethren in the North when it was too late. ocket dictionary for almost every sentenes mmm , Mn looking up words in a
Beginning in late August, the flow of North Vietnamese refugees increase art. At last we gave up, not because we Smm o rm_ o v the captain's
and more social cadres were recruited to handle the situation. Intellectual xhausted our vocabulary and grammar as 9m MN ~mE.ﬁrrmm but vmnmsmm we had
experts, technicians, skilled workers (especially mechanics), and middle-clas licated areas. Then came an English teache e 75 ogue Swsﬁ into more com-
people from northern cities and towns left for the South. Some decided to leav rthe U.S. embassy. He handled the affair _n Svo was a <_m~:m5mmm working
forever; some just planned to go south for a few years and return after the ele ing went fine: the refugees were welcomed ”ﬂw MM ttwo s.:bcnmm\. and every-
tions were held as stipulated in the Geneva Accords. Some of the refugees wer My mother, my aunt, and my sisters arrived w S ,m. nmw» n._Q at midnight.
poor peasants who came with nothing in their pockets. Many had to walk fo My mother worked as a corrections officer mM J“s mm,:. Qws in early September.
hundreds of miles to reach the French-controlled areas. Some even fled the Vié December, I came back to live with them and ree M Emﬂo: Central Prison. In
Minh areas on risky boat trips. mrades and [ continged doing what ous Viet m m%m@ school. ?.mesérz@ my
The Viét Minh employed every trick to stop people from leaving. On High The Ng6 Dinh Diém government had to m uéc Party nm@.:wnm&..
way s between Ha Noi and the port city of Hai Phong, they forced hundreds he beginnin g. The nationalist army chiefof s Mwn% mWnMMMM M%HMOEEW: /w_mrmnows
, guyen Vin Hinh,

: Awm first time I ﬁ.mzamm to—orargued with—an American was in Jate August
M.M” m_o.Sw,m a captain in charge of the newly built tent city in Phti Tho area next
- mm ai Gon racetrack. The camp was built with American funding and reserved
Or refugees coming on two U.S. shi . j

e g ips, the Marine Serpent and the Marine Adder,
r .Owrw nm:.dw.mﬁE.sm\ aFrenchship broughtin more than 1,000 refugees. Some-
ne in the Ministry of Social Services, our headquarters, told the truck drivers to

m MoBﬁMMMMWHMnMMMMWmN M,Mro mwmamma to be the only ones capable of speaking
s glish, o Phia Tho “to do something,” as we were told
: ﬂ<.<m tried our best with our poor vocabulary and accent to talk to ﬁ.rm U.s
S_M .m“\ﬂmaww MMMMMmM ..M.WH,H the mmomﬂm.mﬁmm&bm onroofless trucks under the rmmih
- entences with anything that came to mind, trying to
ma m. 1m agree to let those poor compatriots of ours into the camp, at |
vernight, until we could find some other place in the morning P
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son of the former prime minister, Nguyén Vin Tam, openly opposed Diém.

ELEVEN
Every day since October 1954, the two had waged war not on the QOmQWE ow
the radio. The war of words frustrated many young men of my age. We o:m.m
for stability in the South, a basic requirement for the construction of an effective
anticommunist regime. L w
'The crisis came to an end after weeks of a heated war of words. Genera e

Vin Ty was appointed joint general chief of staff, nmE.mQ:m Gmuws_ Zmn%.mm /M»N
Hinh. The remnants of the French supporterslost their foothold in the nationalis
army. Meanwhile, Ijoined the student-led campaign for new mc.mmn. DM.Bmm roswﬂ.
ing Vietnamese heroes. The campaign was an instant success. Wit :.p a BesH *
most of the street names related to colonialism &mwm%mmnnm. after a quick reso %
tion by the Sai Gon City Council. Names of great @wnlonm\. including those who
had fought the French colonialists, were now seen on the city street corners.

The Year of Changes

ADVANCE TO THE NORTH

When the Reverend Hoang Quynh, a Catholic priest and ardent anticommunist
activist, founded a new regiment with the name Béc Tién (Advance to the North),
my group was ordered bythe Viét Quécleaders to joinitasapart-time psychologi-
cal operations team. The regiment included ethnic North Vietnamese soldiers
who had deserted from nationalist army units. Most of them were Catholics, ral-
dq.nm under the command of a brilliant officer, Colonel Trin Thién, who was said
0 have been trained by the United States somewhere in the Pacific.

_ The regiment was sponsored by General L& Vin Vién, leader of the Binh
Xuyén forces, once a powerful gang that had joined the Resistance before re-
urning to Sai Gon to collaborate with the French. The Binh Xuyén was then
. wEm: control of the territory of Ritng Sét, south of Saj Gon, and the right to run
wo famous gambling dens and a well-managed brothel.

~ Byagreement between Lé Vin Vién and Reverend Hoang Quynh, the Bic
ién became an autonomous part of Binh Xuyén forces. It was supposed to be
aspearhead in the future national liberation of North Viét Nam.

The regiment’s morale was rather high. Once every week, our cultural
group of a dozen students visited the companies, giving them general informa-
tion briefings and political indoctrination and entertaining them with a show
hat usually lasted two hours with songs and skits. Many times the troops rose
to join us in patriotic songs. The atmosphere was much like that of 194748,
when the heroic resistance reached a high pitch in my district area, with brave
warriors setting out for battle after being entertained in almost the same way.
 We served the Bic Tién regiment with much enthusiasm but less conf-
dence. We felt that our Viet Quéc leaders were not as clairvoyant as we had




