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"Don Luce and John Sommer are 
two extraordinary young men. . . . 
They and a few others became a 
part of the Wietnamesel people. 
listened to them, spoke for them, 
worked for them, loved and under- 
stood them. a t  a time when a 
thoughtless war was rolling over 
them." 
- Edward M. Kennedy, from the 

Foreword 
"Don Luce and John Sommer 

have written the most important . 
first-hand memoir to come out of 
the American experience in Viet 
Nam; it isalsothe mostfascinating. 
. . . Their book is a story of people, 
of the tragc sympathy the Viet- 
namese have for Americans de- 
spite the suffering our acts have 
caused. and of the incapacity of 
Americans to understand t h e  hu- 
man dimension of the conflict. " 

-John T. McAlister, Jr. 
This is no ordinary book a b u t  

jiet Nam. Written by two men who 
;peak Vietnamese fluently, it re- 
mrts the words of the people - the 
~n heard voices of Viet Nam - as 
loth authors remember them from 
nany years of living and working in 
jouth Viet Nam's hamlets, cities. 
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Don Luce and John Sommer are two extraordinary young mcn 
They wcre not inr~olved in the Vict Nam war as we know it, 
althr~ugh they and their colIeagues pcrsondy lived t h u g h  this 
tr~gedy-and still do. 'They were not on the side of a great powcr 
or a nationalistic movcrnenr, although they, too, have fought for 
othc-d still do. Luce and Sommer became a part of Vier 
Xarn. Rut most impt~rtantly, thcy and a few- others bccarnc a part 
of the people, listened to them, spoke for then& ~~~orlccd for thcm, 
lovcd and understood thm, at a time when a thoughtless war was 
roiling over them. 

I mct Don Lucc when he testified sn eloquently beforc the 
Scnacc Judiciary Subcommittee on Refugees in 196j. Bv 1967, he 
no longcr could raIcrate the suffering that our good intentions 
brought to the people of Wet Nam. So he left, retumcd to this 
country and spoke of things that America had lost sight of, and of 
a \var that -\\ye were losing, the computers and statistics to the con- 
trary. No\\! he has gone hack. 

John Somn~cr tratyclcd with me through lriet Xam in 1968. With 
his knowIcd~c of thz ctluritrr and its Ian-mge he hclped me m 
speak with the Vietnamese refugee, thc farmer, and those womcn 
and children so horribly injured hy war. In Sr~mrner's quict manner 
I found great strength, hut more than that, I found a dedication 
in the truest sense to Viet Nam and her future. 

Viet Narn--The Unhemd Voices is a different mry. Had the 
voices to which the authors refer bwn heard, or at least not dis- 



missed, Vict Nam might hart bccn different Yet, neither Luce nor 
Sommer is ansious to focns on villains. Thcy claim no prescie~~ce 
for tl~emsclr~cs in the early days. But they do m k e  the cnx: tlmt 
most no\\< recognize: ". . . the fault is mt~re ours . . . fnr it ~vas  
our duty to understand bcforc we intervened in such grat 
force." 

I t  is my hope that the war in Viet Sarn will soon end and 
~ Z n ~ c r i c a ~ ~  wIdiers will soon be Jllc to Imvc that land. But it is also 
m y  hope that -rve lave  with a mord-this adventure in Southelst 
Asia is not sad or regrettable simply hccause it failed. Fighting mcn 
dicd on both sidcs, arid hundrcds of thousands of civilians died on 
110th sidcs, because in hastc -rvc relied primarily on the tools of war 
to a t t x k  social problcrr~s and to win political allegiancc for an un- 
sral~lc government in a distant place. That did not do in this case. 
It 1x411 not ddo in the future. 



PREFACE 

1958, the other in 1y63--chat Iirtle counT \\-as rirtually unkno\\-11 
to most Americans, including ourscI\~es. We went thcre largely 
rhrough happcnsmnce. An organization called Inren~ational \'olun- 
tarv Semiccs (IVS) was sending young volunteers, most of rhcnl 
reccnt uollegc graduates, to help in various countries of Asia, 
Africa, and thc Middle Fast, 

Founded as a private, nonprofit organization in 1953, IVS lieas 

led by persons drawn from various religious dcnonii~~ations, from 
the academic world, and from groups intcresred in rural develop- 
ment. Thac mcn \\.ere committed to the idca that dedicated >:oung 
peoplc could make a contributinn to both international under- 
= .  

standing and econonlic dcvclopmcnt by living u-ith thc people of 
ne\vly indcpcndcnt nations and assisting thcni in common programs 
of aLpiculture, edumrion, and general conln~uniy action. 

Sevctlll )-ears larcr, as thc Amcrican Peacc Corps \.as being 
established, hrgcly on thc ITS model, I\-S w a s  evolving in various 
directions. From an organization concerned primarily n=ith agricul- 
ture and other rural programs. it 11-as expanding its scope to include 
teams in education (prirnarilg for thc teaching of English and 
science), ynuth acti\!ities (n~ainlp in social-accirm progranls), and 
urban or coorn~nunity dcrdopment. From an cxclusivcly American 
organization, it \\*as inrernarionaIiziilg to include in its ranks vnlun- 
tccrs from Britain, Canada, France, Haiti, India, Israel, Japan, Korea, 
thc hTcthcrlands, the Philippines, and ?'ai~~-m. Having sen-cd in 
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fourtecn countries and being currcntlv encouraged to work in 
others, IVS now numbers about nvo hundred members, with srlme 
eighty of these in Viet Narn. 
IVS had first come to Wet  Nam in 1957, during the relativeIy 

pcacefuI period after what is now callcd thc First Indochina War. 
Few would have expected then rhat an evcn more brutal war wnu1d 
break out. When we decidcd to cast our lot x%=ith IVS in Viet Nam, 
we .r~?crc simply secking an experience in which 11-c could hoth help 
others and learn ourscl\~es. 

Like all IVS volunteers, .rvc were requircd to scrve for a minimum 
of trvo years abroad, and 1%-c were given an orientation rhat placed 
considerable emphasis on training in the local Ianguasc. \+'e r e  
ceived a livins al lo~~ancc adequate to cover our expcmcs overseas. 
plus an additional $80  a nionth that was deposited in our banks at 
home. Financing for IVS projecs may come from cither private or 
government sources, under contract xk=irh the host country. T'he 
money for our program was funded through the Unitcd States 
,4gency for Znternational Dcvclopment (hl I) )  and thc South 
Vietnamese government, though for wmc specific projects we rc- 

ceived support from private agcncies as well. 
Our jobs in Nam, we soon found out, wcrc to incrcaqc sv-cct 

potato production and to assist in the op ing  of prima-? schooIs 
in thc 5-illages. Politics, in fact, seemcd rluitc irrelevant, and thc 
chaIIcnges and rewards of our work wcrc such that we decidcd to 
stav w-cIl bevond the inirial two ycars of our contracts. Becausc we 
wcrc trained to speak Viemamcse and lived among the pcople of 
the country, WC increasingly came to know and admire them. We 
ourselves bccame far more committed than we had ever anticipated. 

Over the years, hoxl-ever, the sufferings of the Vicmamesc in- 

creased as xmrfare returned to the country. As thc range of our own 
espericnces also broadmcd, m=e bcgan to see unnecessary mistakes 
being made by our rimcrican gowmment in rcsponse to the ncw 
conditions. Our carly humanitarian motives for wishing m seme in 
Viet  Nam mcrc being thwancd. Some of these frustrations we - 
could chalk up to experience and practical educ-ation for oune1b-m. 
Others we could not. I t  becamc inevit-al~lc that our commitment to 
lJiet hTam would take on political ovenr>na. Finally, as we saw 
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too many opportunities for rcforrns being passed by, and as thc 
situation became increasingly desperate, we realized that we as in- 
dividuals could no longer continue in our  samc roles in South Viet 
hTam. We knew rhat we could not long scap away from that country 
and that n=e would somehow rcturn thcrc. But in the fall of 1967 
1%-e lcft, defermincd to share our experiences wirh the American 
pcople. 

This, thcn, is a story about Viet Narn. It is a true smry, told for 
a purpose. If it  is too late to cclrrect mistaken policies of the past, 
our fervent hope is to avoid similar misrakes in the future. For this 
is not a story intended mcrcly to bemoan the sufferings of war. 
Our purpose is to dcmonstrate rhat understanding people is thc 
lie?; to successful policy, that failure to understand them and rcspclnd 
to their needs is to fail in onc's gals, and finall)=, that a great 
America cannot win hears and minds by technology and material 
means alonc. A concern for the human spirit is not a luxury; it is an 
csential. 

W1c have attempted here to reflcct the feeIings of our Vietnam- 
ese friends and coIleagucs as they \%=ere esprcsscd to us during our 
pars of living and working in Vict Narn. IVc do nnt claim any 
foolproof solutions to the probIerm-or more accurately, dilemmas 
-f Viet Nam, and we have enjoyed the bcndts of hindsight. W c  
still feel that Americans can and should plav a large and helpful 
role in the affairs of pcopIes of developing countries, though w c  
would prcfcr to see this role fulfilled in an international framework 
It is not the fact, then, but the quality of the American rok abroad - - 
that concerns us. That Asians are not Americans is rccngnized per- 
haps in an intellectual scnse, but not yet in an intuitive one. We 
still have much to learn about 0th- countries and other peoples. 

Government policies, perforce, are made by people other than 
those xvho are affected by them. In Viet Nam, our job, in a sense, 
was to Ilridge the gap between the mkers of policy and thc peo- 
ple affected. But the voiccs of the Vicrnamese people-and our own 
as well-were not often heard. Now we raise them a-pin. in hopcs 
that thosc who have crred can learn from past mistakes, and that 
rhose who have suffered and given of their Iives \\.ill not have done 
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so cntireIy in vain. The Vietnamese psople hare much to teach all 
of us. 

W'e owe the rt-adcr tts-o smaII explanations. Fim, to facilitate the 
style of kt-riting wc have used thc first person plural throughou~ 
even when a particular mccdotc or conscrsauon has involvd only 
o t ~ c  of us. Thc book, though presented in this form, is a composite 
of  our hrgcly sepmtc and individual experiences in Viet LT I am. 
Sccond, 1%-e have uscd fietitinus namLS for certain Viemamcse friends 
and collcagua out cd consideration for their safety- 

W e  wish to offcr our deepest apprcciation to all those who have 
made this hook possible. We thank the Projcct on International 
Rcbtions of East Asia, of the Cc~ltcr of Intcrnaticmal Studies at 
G~rnelI Unisersitv, for wholchcnrtcd suppon, both professional 
and logistic. We are a lw  indcbtcd to our colleagum in the \-'kt 
hhm Education Project and irs sponsors in rhc L'nited Method- 
ist Church for their interest and encouragement. 

In a nlorc g e n d  sense, but in nn \\.a!- a lcsli significant m e ,  we 
want to thank all our fricnds and collagucs of International Volun- 
tary *ices: thc fc~unders, directors, and staff, who gave us the 
opportuniq? to serve and 11-ho nladc possible our entire overseas ex- 
pcricnce; and our comrads in Vict Sam, those with whom we have 
sen-cd over the years, who haw shared our frustrations and joj-s, 
and who have enriched, cach in his own \$-a!;; the contents of the 
prcscnt volume. Last, but hardly least, we wish to emphasize our 
boundless debt to hundrcds of Vietnamese friends and colt-orkers. 
From them we have Icarned not only about Vict Sam, but also 
about ourseIvrs. Any mistaka in this volume are our o~v\;.n, but the 
book itsclf, \vc \\?odd likc to think, is theirs. 
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if G e  kill the man, zir'th whom do we he? . . . 
Ow memy is h i d e  each m e  of 8cs. 

-&AM Dm, a folksinger of Viet Nam 



CAUGHT JN THE MIDDLE 
1 VS Vol~r~zteers in Viet Nam 

Dogs barkcd and children peeked around the comers of their 
houses. Ir wasn't often that a jeep drove into Ha I,an in 1958. No 
one in the rillage owned a car, although quite a fcw of the mcn had 
Iearncd to drivc in the French army. It was even less often that Ong 
Tay (Mr. Wcstcrncr) came. But it was exciting. The motor fasci- 
nated the children and they fought over who w=ould ridc in the 
front s a t  from the priest's house back to the villagc gates. 

"The wild pigs are in the corn again," Father Nam, the priest, 
complained. 

"Wc'll tell Mr. Paul," we promised, knowing that Paul had gone 
hunting in that arm several times. 

"Mr. Foul never hits them." Father Nam, like most Viemamac, 
had trouble pronouncing Paul's name. 
W e  smilcd and follo~vcd Facher Nam into his tiny home. An old 

tabIe flanked by wooden benches dorninatcd thc ccnier of the roam. 
The dirt floor-hd a polishcd look from the thousands uf bare feet 
that had come to bring nens of births, deaths, weddings, and all 
other matters concerning thc state of affairs in Ha Lan. 

"Drink tea," Father ATanl ordered as we sat down at the talllc. 
This used up his entire English wcabulary, and somehow w e  \\=ere 
envious that we had nnt taught him the t ~ = o  ~vords. It was only aftcr 
an hour of drinking tea and discussing in \Ticmamest: the prohIems 
of the Highland village that Father S a m  asked why wc had comc. 

"At the agricultural expcrimenr station," ~ v e  explained, "u-e havc 
tested m ~ c t  potato varieties from several diff ercnt countries. W e  
ham found two varieties that produce more than any local vari- 
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wyc can find. Perhaps you -\\.odd like m tn. thcm." W e  shoxt=ed Rim 
the nx~o h a g  of potattles. "This one is from Japan and this one is 
from Taiwan." 

Fathcr Nam srudicd them carcfulIr., then askcd onc of the young 
\vornen to cook three potatoes of tach of the nc\v nrieties and thrce 
c ~ f  his own potatoes. 

Scvcral cups of tca latcr, Chi I'u hrousht thrcc plates of poratoes. 
Using both hmds to bc polite, she put the plates on rhe mb1c. 
F,xdtcrncnt rnounred as the pricst niethodimUy cut the potatoes into 
bite-sized pieces. He crossed hi~nsclf and tasted each variety; then, 
waiting for the suspense to build up, hc spoke solenlnly: "Nccds 
salt." 

We all laughed. One comcs to apprcciatc the gcntlc Vicrnarnesc 
humor and flair for the dramatic, and Father Nam did not allo\v this 
mood to break. He summoned two caf rhc oIder boys, Em Loc and 
Em Tan, quickly tied napkins ovcr thcir ryes, and passed the three 
plates around for thcir judgment Japan- 1 0 1  was thc winner, with 
the local varicty a close second. Em I.oc spat third-place Taiwan 47 
onto the floor to the amusement of ever).one exccpc his rnothcr, 
who cuffed him behind the ears. 

'The farmers \rill pIant one row of your Japanme variety," Fa- 
rher Narn announced. W e  smiled. It rcmaincd only to sct a date for 
distribution of the new swect potato cl~mngs and to designate one 
person in the vilhgc 11-ho would bc rtspr,nsiblc for sccing that each 
farmer got his sharc. 

Encouraging farniers m plant improved ~~arierics of meet potato 
is a typical axignmcnt for the wluntcers in International Voluntary 
Sen-ices. It is also a relatively simple one. Vietnamese farmers are 
receptive to innovation, particularly when liaie risk is involved. 
With new varieties, \r.hich can be planted in onc or two ex-pcrimcn- 
raI rows beside the old saricy,  farmcrs are not raking much of a 

gamble. Even more important, rhcy don't usually h v c  to foIlom any 
ncw pracriccs, invcst a lot of extra nioney, or chngc their pattern 
of life. Introduction of new varieties is thus one of thc sirrlplest 
\\=ays of promoting econotnic development at both village and na- 
ticma1 lcr~ls .  

Economic development has al\vays been one of thc principal p a l s  
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of IVS volunteers in viet Xam. Because of this, even as late as 1 9 6 3  
and 1964 it oftcn seen~cd as thougll the war iself hardlv csisted. 
The prvblenls 1c.c faced were mcstlr= technical: \That u.as the best 
way- to dig a canal? 1 Iom- should teachers be trained for village 
school assignments? How could one maintain classrcwni discipline 
with eighrv srudcnrs in an English class? Such questions ~vould arisc 
in almost any moderni7ation effort in almost any developing coun- 

try. Of coursc we also had problems with unresponsive burcaucma 
and with corruption, but in thac mpccts too ure knew that Vict 
hTam was not uniquc, and w e  could work in spite of chcm. 

Around 1963, onc volunteer agriculturalist was looking for a 
way tto hclp thc people of Minh i-Ioa. a largc village located in a rice- 
growing area near the Gulf of Siani. The soil there was poor due to 
a high acid content, and salt-water intrusion during the dry sawn 
made it necessary for the viIlagers to go several kilometers to find 
fresh water. Furthermore, although the village headquanes n a s  s 

center for many locd businesses, there \vas na road or canal to 
connect it with the ncarby hamlets. The p p l c  of Minh Htn thus 
decided tn dig a canal. From the experiences of other villages, they 
kncw that a canal would facilimtc drainage. thcrc1)y reducing the 
acidity of thc soil and alIowing incrcxicd ricc production. l 'hev also 
hoped that thc cam1 would prtnidc fresh drinking water during the 
dry season. But pcrhaps most important, the canal as a transporta- 
tion route would make it easier for then1 to market their goods and 
to visit their relati\-a. 

The village chief in !LIinh Hoa was an exceptional person. During 
the war against the French, he hzd been a province chief with the 
Viet Minh The rigors of Viet Minh life and the guerrilIa's typic11 
identifimtion with thc rural pcoplc madc him ideallv suited for his 
p m n t  job. He always rnainraincd a xnsc of direction and ordcr, 
while at rhe same time understanding and enlpathizing with the 
villagers. 

Les, the kyoung volunteer, had first lcarned of the village chief 
through thc hvdraulics scrviue in Rach Gia, the provincial capital. 
An engineer there had told him of rhc ri1lap1s desire for a self-hcIp 
projcct, and I.= tyisitcd the chicf at his small thatch oficc. 

"We would like to dig a canal," the clucf toId 1.a. " W e  nced 
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means of transportation and a way to drain the acidity from the soil. 
I am told that you understand the go~~ernnlent's sclf-help project. 
Perhaps 5 . c ~ ~  could rake our request back to Rach Cia. You see, this 
is thc dry seasoti. The farmers havc no\\. finishcd their rice han--est 
and rherc is litcle to do und the rains. ?'hey could use their labor to 
dig the canal. But we nced food from the govcrnment because canal- 
digging is r r q  hard work. Tonight w c  \rill have a village meeting. 
Can you come? " 

Les nodded enthusiasdcalIy. After diuxsing how they could ob- 
tain foodstuffs for carrying out a self-help projcct, the chicf tw,k 
Lcs on a tour of the village. "The canal will start here and go six 
kilometers to the river," he explained. "The hydraulics senice in 
Rach Gia has promised to hclp with the technical aspects." 

Les had dinner at. the chiefs homerice, a soup made from pork 
and some greens, and rmstcd ri\-er fish-and afterward they walked 
over to the rrilIage meeting h o w .  A crowd had already gathered 
and men were arguins with one another, each intern on making his 
point undcmood by speaking a little loudcr than the rest. The vil- 
lage chief seated LRS to one side and then went to the mble at the 
front of the room. There was an immediate hush. 

"I have studied your requesr for a canal very carefd~,'' he be- 
gan. "It will be possible, hut it w7i11 require a lot of hard work on 
everyone's part. Tonight we can discuss some of the details. But first 
I would Iike to introduce the foreigner w=ho is sitEing ovcr there." 
The xi1Iage chief noddcd tow-ard the young American, and the vil- 
lagers all stood and clapped. This is what they had done when the 
French were there, and rcspeftful applause now came as a matter of 
course. Les half stood and then sat down, his face red with embar- 
rassment He saw no rcason for thc clapping and tried to make 
himself less conspicuous by douching drwn in his chair. 

"The young American is here to help us. He bas expIained the 
government's program of self-help to me, and we can obtain f m d  if 
wc dig the canal." Les wantcd to object to this. I-le hadn't: promised 
that they would get food. He had just cxplaincd how the program 
worked. But to interrupt xvould cause the village chief to lose facc. 
The chief had passed to him the raponsibilit). for gctdng the fwd. 
By this time one of the men was standing, w=aiting for r c c ~ n i -  
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don. The chicf saw him and gave permission for the man to speak. 
"It has been a very bad swson; the ricc was very poor. We cannot 

dig without rice to feed autscl\-cs." 
"Ya," said anothcr man, "and we need rice, not bulgur wheat like 

the government usually gives out. Rulgur mat= us sick and-" 
Y o u  can always scll the bulgur for pig feed on the market and 

buy rice," the viIIage chief cut in. 
"Then we nlust get a lot of bulgur bccause its price iq low and the 

price of rice is high," thc sccond man rcplicd. 
"I live more than one kil~~mctcr from whcrc thc canal \.ill be 

built," a third man complained. "Why should I dig?" 
"Because," ansxvcred the chicf, "ycau -ill benefit in thc long run. 

It \\-ill still bc easicr for you to send pour rice to marl;cc. The 
r-illagc will be morc wealthy and your childrcn \\;.ill be able to go to 
a better school. If we are to have a canal, everyone must coopcratc. 
Sorv I am going to ask you to make an inlportant decision. W e  h a x ~  

had six mcctings and if w e  are to have a canal we must stop talking 
and start disging. 1 ask that >=ou give me full authoriw to make 
work assignments on rhe canal." This requcsr caused a shuffling of 
fect, and neishbors looked a t  each other to see if there would be 
~ n c r a l  agreement. But the vilhge chief w s  popular, and rhc 1-i- 
lagers realized that this \\-as thc best -\ray to procccd. TIwv agrced. 

"Coo*' snlilcd the chief. "It is six thousand rncters I four miles 1 
from here to the river. There are one thousand families in the vil- 
Iage. Each familv will dig six meters of canal. I'hc canal must be five 
meters wide and one and a half meters decp. Ncxt wcek the h>-drau- 
lics service frnm Rach C;ia \\-ill comc and mark out the path of thc 
canal. Each six meters \{-ill be numbered. I'hc numbers will be 11-nt- 

ten on slips of papcr and put in a hat Then rhey lvj1.111 be drawm out 
and put beside the name of each family on the hamlet list." 

1)iscussion xttcnt on into thc night. There were a hundred dctails 
to be decidcd, bur thc basic c~rpnization had been esr-~hIished. 1,cs 
returned to Kach Cia the next day and talked with ?rictnanicsc 
protyincial officials who then \vent to Minh I-lm and madc arrange 
menu for provision of f m d  in the form of cooking o i l  and bulgur 
wheat. (Bulgur wheat is a cereal product of high nutritional quality. 
Reing a surplus c o m m o d i ~ ~  in the United States, it  ha^ been CK- 
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ported in huge amounts to Wet MI. Vnfortunately, howet-cr, few 
Vietnamese like to eat it, preferring ricc instead. Attemps to dem- 
nnstratc imaginarivc recipes for buIgur cookies and othcr dclicacics 
have usually been unsuccessful, but at Icast thc pigs like the whcat.) 
Les visited Minh Hoa often, somcumes to hclp a family dig its six 

meters and someti~lles to talk x~=ith the village chicf. Thc chancc tr, - 
talk over prohlems with someone from nutsidc secmed m clarify 
issues and to help thc chief arrive st solutions. Onc problem \\-as that 
thc lalid w a s  not exactly levcl, and somc fanulies had to dig more 
than one and a half meters dccp. They were vcry unhappv about 
thii~ especially since others had to dig only one meter. Finally it was 
dccided that thc k-ihge chicf would talk with provincial officials in 
Rach Gia about getting cxlxa bulgur wheat for those farmcrs who 
had to dig dceper than rhc average. 

hnothcr problem was the heat, which made the \%=orkers thirsn-. 
Young girls hurried hack and forth with tiny buckets, but frcsh 
~ r t e r  was far arvar and they could carry only s little. The  villagers 
bcpn t c ~  1%-ondcr \%=herher the canal was st) important aftcr all. 

Clearlv somethi~ig had to be done. The chicf and his fdtnilv, 
hbtming o\!er thcir own six-mercr stretch, -=we alsn hnc and irri- 
tated. Would such a srndl prol~lenl destroy the wholc prr~jcct' Sun- 
denlv rhc chicf had an idea, and he cosscd his shovcl aside. 

"CVe \\-ill take an osxcarr and haul water in thc largc -4rncrican 
cans [fifty-fisczallon drums] the government gave us," he said. 
"Old Tao [\\-hose arm \\.as lost in the war against the French1 has 
k n  complaining becausc he cannot dig. Noow he can takc part. Ycs, 
we can continue digging the canal!" 

Two hours later, old Tao, beaming over his nelv rcsponsibilirv, 
b e p  the first of many oxcart trips up and dortm the canal hank. 
I'hc diggers cheered as hc m e  into sight, and Tao's smile I n a d -  
encd 

As problems mme u p  new meetings u-ere organized or thc \lllagc 
chief himself worked out solutions. 1.cs's roIc was a su1)tIe one: 
facilitating relations between villagc and provincial authorities and 
lcnding moral suppon to the poplc involved in the projccc. Ir was 
the subdcw that the villagem apprcc-iatcd mow They did not need 
or want an exalted ad%-iscr or someone who ~ ~ o u l d  do the jd, fnr 
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thcm. These pcoplt, and especially the Mirlh I-Ioa village chief, were 
too proud for that. 'rhcy wcrc grateful sirtlpljv for a volu~lteer \rho 
-=odd come and help them in this way. 

It w a s  carIy morning on a day in r966, and the situation was 
changing in Viet Sam.  An old wonlan with wrinkled skin and 
toothless mouth wyas waslung clotha 1,y the wc1I at Trai Hai, a 
rcsetdcmcnt arca for the people who used to Iiw in Kinh Dinh. 
l-'CThcn w e  askcd some small children playing nearby how old thc 
xt-t~rnan u-as, they said, "Oh, shc is very old." In traditional Vict 
S a m ,  age is dignity. Our addressilg her xi "old woman" wyas thus a 

s i p  of respect. 

"\%%at are you doing, old woman?" mc asked. 
"I'm washing clothes," she said. 
"fheg look like American clothes," we continued, nc~ting that 

thcv \%=ere military green and in largc si~es. 

"Ycs," she rcplied, but unenthusiastically, as if not wishing to 
discuss the matter further. 

"Where did you live bcfore, old woman?" 
"Kinh Dink" 
"Where is that? Is it far?" 
"\'ew far. It's ova  there.." The old woman lifted her head from 

the clothes just long enough to nod in a northerIy direction. 
"Wrhat was it likc there? " we continued. 
"So much fighting . . ." 
"But before; what was it like bcfore?" 
The old \\--urnan lifted hcr had, put down the shirt she had been 

punding against the cement apron of the new well, and showed a 
glimmer of recalled joy through her wrinkles and her saddend 
brows. "oh, before! Our Iifc uias pod. There was peace. W e  had 
our rice fields, our buffalo, our chickens and pigs. Every year, whcn 
the season of afternoon rail- was just beginning, Itye would plant the 
r i c c a U  the vTornen would line up in ro~vis to plant the seedlings. 
T5'lien the sun \xias high above our hmdeand very hot!-wc would 
eat our lunch in the shade of the coconut trees and gossip among 
oursel\-a ahout all the village love affairs. We had to work very 
lurd, but rvc were never afraid of anything rhcn. At han-est time, 
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w e  a11 workcd to,wher-there -?as a lot of work-hut after the 
harvest w e  had ceIebrauons, the whole family together. Oh, that 
was fun!" Her e).es lit up as she chatted on about her children and 
how, when thev wcrc young, rhe:? had spla.hcd about in the river. 
I'hc cycle of iife was punctuated by weddings and funerals and 
hfilidays on which ancators were revcred, special kinds of cakes 
\\-cre haked, special costumes were worn. ?kc pattern of one's days 

,i e was secure. IYS predictabIe, hallowed by rradinon. I 'f 
"\Vhj= did you leavc, old x5=ornanln 
"'Things changcd," she replied, turning despondent again. 

"Strange people hcgan to pass through our vilIage and talk w3th us 
about revolunon and changing thc prrernmcnt. We did not know 
about such things, but somc of the young pcoplc listened. Then 
sometimes thcrc was shooting at night, and in the morning it .rvas 
dangerous to go into our fidds because of shells that had not vet 
gone off. Huge war machina drove through thc rice fields. It be- 
came difficult to tmnsprt our rice into the market because the road 
was ofm d m y e d .  SoIdim came m our vihgc, asking rnanv que.s- 
dons and sometimes taking off the young men. Life became very 
difficult." 

"But when did you finally decide to leave?" 
The old woman looked up with determination. Ylur live hecarnc 

sick with misery. Perhaps you cannot imagine what it was rcally lika 
Nt)lsy airplanes flew overhead, dropping fire and bombs very near 
to us. Sometimes they dropped leaflets teIIing us to leavc. hut we did 
not want to ]cab-c our grandfathers' land. Morc of our pcople were 
taken off, and w-c were threatcncd 1,y many sides. Thc women had 
to do the work of the men. Somc af the peopIc had their crops turn 
brown from the sky medicine. It was hard to deep a t  night. My son 
uyas arrcsted by the authorities; they said hc had some bad leaflets. 
Our family was divided and very sad. \\re became too poor, and it 
was hard to take propcr care of our ancestors' tombs, especially 
after my son was takcn away. W e  had no choice; we h d  to lcac-e. 
We brought all u.c could here to the town. Oh, w e  wcre so tired, so 
tired." She returned to her clothcs, then suddenly look4 up anpin 
and asked 'Why are you here, Mr. Foreigner?" 

"We're here m help," w e  said. "M'e \r.ould likc to dis a ~vell or 
clean our those dirty drainage ditches." 



"Oh," she said uncertainly. Then, finished with her washing, she 
picked up her clotlles and made hcr xt-ay arduously up thc crnbmk- 
ment from the well toward hcr house. W e  helped her carry the 
l~askct of clnthcs to the top. She \+=as surprised at the gesture, but 
did not thank us. 

'Chis kind of apathy was the most common characteristic of many 
of I'rai Hai's people. They had never even bothered to name their 
settlement. Trai Hai, mcaning litcrallv "Camp h'umber Two," was 
the designation given by the local government refugecservice chief. 
N'henever the question of naming the camp artat, as it had from 
time to rime during the year, thc pcopIe r ~ o n d e d ,  "Why bother? 
We'll be going back to our own village soon." 

"Vui vui len, vui vui len." Thc girls sang the jo~~ful  rice-planting 
song-K~C u~ords mean "happy, happy grtnv,'," but rheir flavor is 
untranslatable--as they placed the plrn lcavcs on the bamboo frame 
to makc the conical hats. The rhythm of the song seemed to fit what 
they were doing, and besidcs, it was rice-planting time in Phu Ycn. 

'Che girls 15~uc from a group of twenty-five refugees bet\ryecn 
thirteen and seventeen years old who had attended a 1967 training 
course on how to make conical has. A woman who \\.as very skill- 
fu l  a t  hat-making had come from another village and spcnt several 
days with the gick I t  took a day to make a hat and each hat gave 
them fifty piasters ($0.40) profit. ?'he program had been developed 
h r  Tom, a young IVS refugee worker, and it had all the charactcrk 
tics that a volunteer comes to admire in a projecr. It waq not a 
gi\~cawa\~ program, it taught new skills, and it reached people who 
rally needed heIp. Tom was concerned over the large numbcr of 
girls in thc rcfugce camps who, in need of money, were going to 
\wrk in the lo& hrothcls. He felt that making conical hats o 5 r d  
them a more honoraMc and permanent source of income. 

The girls liked it, too. I t  gave them a chance to bc together and 
gossip and to have the indepcndcnt feeling of a wage earncr. 

"What will happen 1%-hcn the war is over?" one of the younger 
gids asked as they finished singing. 

"Oh, thc men 1viI1 all come home and thcre'll be lots of hus- 
lmnds" ?'he girls all giggled at thc thought. 

"Wcli, 1 won't be wife number trm," an older girl stated em- 
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phaticalIy, refening to the old cus-om, s d l  in prac~icc, uf some mcn 
having nt=o u-ivcs. 

"Humph, !~on'll bc lucky . if - p ) u  get marricd a t  all" anothcr girl 
quipped, and shc dodged the barnlmo s\viich that the older girl 
directed at  her in n~czli angcr. 

The jnking a i d  singing continucd until the sun hcgn  to set. Thcn 
the girls gathered their palm Icaves, bamboo, and half-finishcd hats, 
aild \\=alkcd do~vi.n thc linc of tin houscs of thc Chop Chai scttlcn~c~~t. 
l'hc smells and srufincss of the camp contrasted sharply n-ith the 
shdy spot by the small stram whcrc they went on sunny days to 
\&-cave the hats. T h ~ y  huddled around thc tablcs that t h c i  farrlilits 
h d  bcen fortunate cnouzh to bring frr~nl the old villagc. A ho\r.l of 
snup madc from leaves the lnothcr h d  picked and a bowl of ricc 
~x=crc in the center of each table. 'The families dunkcd the leave in 
fish saucc and thought, but seldom spoke, of thc fish they wished 
the?: had. 

For two n~vnths the girls made the conical hats. Each .rt?cck the 
IVS volunteer bundled the  ha^ and scnt thcm away to be sold by a 

private g o u p  of .4mericans. 'Che moncy came back and rice n.as 
bought for the girls. Everything seemcd to bc going well. 

Then one night scc-cral rounds of pnfirc hit the ncarhy American 
arrillery camp, crcating nlass confusion. The American nfficcrs 
feared they wcrc under n general attack, and m defend themselves 
tIicy directed a return amck on Clop Chai with armored personnel- 
carriers mountcd xk=ith .5u-calihcr machine gulls. ?'he l~ullets sliccd 
through rhc tinv tin shacks and the heat twisted and even melted thc 
meraI shccts. ?'he frightened rcfugees era\\-Icd into their carefully 
dug fnxholcs. A few ran out into the night. 

The ncxt morning Torn \vent to Chop Chai to sce ubt he could 
do. Thc rcfugees acre still milling around in a daze. Twelve h d  
hccn killed, inc1udir.ng some of thc htnlakers. Mort than t ~ c n t \ ~  

othcrs had been \\-onnded. An angry w=clrnan approzcl~ed Tom, c r v  
ing. "JVe lute thc rlnlericans," and sonn a small cro\tyd gathered 
around him, dcnlanding to know XI-hy their village had been dc- 
strovcd. 

l i ~ h r n  hc drove back to t c 1 1 . n  he talkcd to a soldier ahout rhc 
attacb. "\%'ell," the soldier said, '\\ye thought the hullcts camc from 
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Chop C h i .  Acmallk-, thev came from another dirccrion, as we found 
out later when we studied the situariotl. But >-ou knnw= how it is 
a-hen you're scared and thcrc arc bullets flying arr~und. The major 
said we'd hclp the vilhgcrs to re1)uild. We are awful srm-y about 
this. I wish there \\.as a nay  to kccp from rnaking rnistakcs." 

Torn waIkcd away. ~ n d c r s n n r l i n ~  what had happened did not 
make him f e d  lxttcr. I Te went to see the major. 

"It \\-as a regremblc error. We're sorry. Rut it is none of vour 
gnddam business. Stay out of milimry nffairx" The major had too 
111any problems to spcnd time with an cighcy-dollar-a-month volun- 
teer, to him the equivaIent of a private. 

The rcfugces nloved a third time. The conical-hat prngrani nek-cr 
got started again. Sclmchaw it didn't scem to timtter anymore. 

T h e  accelcranng tmlp of u-ar and the incrasing hc~stilitr of 
man)- Viemamcw people toward Americans began to affcct thc 
work of IVS seriously after mid-1965. In the early j~ears, securi~ 
conditions peculiar to Viet h'am somerimes limited our travel inrn 
thc ctluntr:xide, but never criricalIy. Americans at home, or erTcn in 
-%lpn, were often amazed at thc cvtcnt to \\=hich vnlunteers could 
carry on work cvcn when newspaper headlines 11-crc drr-cllir~g on 
the battlcs that seemed to rage evcrywhrrc. In the h a 1  months of 
thc Ngo Dinh Dicm regime, to be surc, ps~~chnlogical tcnsions were 

very high Some Vietnam- were hesitant to associate too much 
with any Americans, both because of the U.S policy of upholding 
the increasingly hated rcgimc znd because of thc reghe's o\rrn sus- 
picions of Americans. Then, after Dim1 was overrhro~~-n it1 the 1963 
cozcp Ge'tat, govcrnrnent ministries were in a state of disorder, 
causing volunteers' projects to be frqucntly delayed or canceIed. 
U I I ~  the worsr -rtyas still to come. 
Ry 19% and early 196j, many voluntcm, though instructed to 

kccp out of political conrro\-ersies, bccamc more concerned orcr the 
trend clf the war. As the Vict Cong acted more and more boldll?, 
and ocxasiondly even cngagcd in small firefigllts in the towns, a 
numbcr of IVScrs privately fclt that niorc prewlre should he 
brought to bear by thc united Srates. \Ye should start bnmhing tllc 
hrorth, some suggated, dunking it 1t-2~ fooIish to Ict thc 1-ict Cong 
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enjoy privileged wrlctuarv. If thc \'ietnarncsc could not Iead 
its troops to fight, said othcrs, then U.S. commanders should be 
placed in charge. Such suggcsrions, horn out of despcration, were to 
prove ernharrassing when we flmnd our  hmv 11-mng they wcre. At 
the time, however, an answer to a XI-orsening situation had m be 
found. individuals col~~rnirted to thc deb-elopment of Viet Nam, 
we did not like to see our n=ork destroyed. Our volunteer motto, to 
be sure, was "to work ourselm out of a job"; but wrc wanccd to do 
this by instilling in our Viemamcsc colleagum the ability to carry 
on, not by 1)eing forced nut prematurely. 

With escalation by both sidcs and rhe introduction of largc Amcr- 
ican tTM)p unis in 1965, rhc roIe of thc volunrecr became gravely 
compromised. Late in that year, Pcte Huntirlg, a good friend and 
outscanding IVS t a m  lcadcr for the Mckong Ilclta area, was riddled 
with bullets in a Vier Cong ambush along thc road. Our carlier, 
almosc blithe nonchalance about the war was deeply shaken 11y his 
death Vietnamese fricnds were equally distressed. Since uye \\-ere 
ah-ays much influenced by the atdtudes of the Vietnamese with 
whom w e  lived and worked, we notcd their s h i f ~  careful!)*. Some, 
of course, stiffened in their hatrcd of the Viet Cong. Others came to 

resent thc Americans. Jn 1958, villagers had invited us in for tea and 
asked a b u t  life in the United States or jokingly offered ru find us 
\viva. Cpon secing us in 1967, these same villagers got up from their 
front steps, xs=aIked into their homes, and closed the door. Vietnam 
ese who in 1958 had noted that Arnerimns were unlike the Frcnch 
who had colnni~cd Viet xam, in 1967 added their voices to those 
who compared the Americans with the French. Viwnamae with 
whom we had gone to fun-Wed xvork camps at Dalat. Can Tho, 
Han A-le Thuot, Bien Hna, and Vung Tau wcre in 1967 saying that 
"the c~nl?i. way to help us now k to give us peace." 

At the same time that the Victnanlese turned axmy from us, the 
U.S. Mission wanted us to cooperate more dosely- with American 
officials. Rut such assuciacions made our role more difficult. The 
massive and increasingly resented Amcrican prrsence made it nearly 
impossihIe for volunteers to preservc a separate identi97 in the e p  
of the Vietnamese. Even those who did appreciate the 
essentiafly neutral rolc of the IVS volunteer \\?ere afraid that clm 



association would cornpromisc thcm in their relations with other 
Vietnamese. Being spnparhetic to their problcrns, in this case, did 
not make matters any casicr for us. 

But the Arncrican Mission appreciated ITS, and there w-cre many 
frustrated and friendly government bureaucrat.; who were happy to 
-rvhilc awalr the hours with the comparatively young and very unbu- 
rcaucratic volunteers. Since xvt could speak Vietnamese and had 
friends at almost every level of the society, our participation on 
"the America11 tarn," as i t  came to be known, \vas widely solicited. 
This could be to our advantage, too, since \t=c relicd on U.S. govern- 
ment rcprcscntati~x-s for evenrthing from transportation to project 
materials to moral support. Bur, at the same time, our associations 
with American p w c r  madc us less appl ing  to Vietnamese who 
had learned to mistrust it and rn fear it. In a 1966 efficiency move, 
the Ofice of Ci:i\yililian Opcrarions (OCO) formed by the Amcri- 
can 3:Ikion to iocorporatc a11 hranchcs of the provincia1 civil- 
ian effort: JUSPAO * (information and pqchologiml warfare), 
USAID t (ect~nomic anisrancc), and the CIA 1 (intelligence). This 
marriagc of the illformation service, the econonlic aid program, and 
secret intclligcncc activirics made nlany Vietnamese suspect cven 
morc anv Amcrican \i~ho asslciated with "official" Americans. It 
also, unf(~rtunatcly, currailed the effectiveness of the many Ameri- 
cans in organizations like AIL) \rho wcrc simply trying to bring 
economic improvements to Wet S a m .  

In onc province, a studc~~c p u p  \\-as anxious to obtain ucment so 
that thcir orpni7~rion could 110ld a work camp to lay the floor for 
an elcnlennrr; school nearby. T'hc onIy place to gct thc cerncnt \\:as 

from the OCO oficc, vct the studcnrs were afraid that by going 
there they \vould compronlisc thc reputation of their p u p .  ?'hc\r 
believed that the Anierican prt,t=incial reprcscnmtivc \%-as a CIA 
a p t ,  and to avoid becoming ink-olved with thc CIA thcy asked an 
TVS tcacher to ~t the cement for them. But onc of rhc volunteer's 
smdcnrs, upon hearing the story through the student grape~~ine, 
imrncdiatclr u-cnt to the IVS nlcmber and advised him not to get 

' Joint Unitcd Starcs hMic Affairs Ofiicc. 
+ United Starcs Agency for International Llcrclopmcnt. 

Cc~ural Intelligence -4~~ncr . .  
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thc cement. He feared th t  anu 11:s participation \r.nuld brand IVS 
as CIA, tm,. Tlus incident hurt the image of thc American cconomic 
aid program and embittered thc IVS m e m t ~ r  toward the "c~fficial 
American pnlicy." Still worse, an elementary school continued with 
a damp dirt floor, and the 1-'ietnamese students decided to hold a 
seminar instead of a w-ork camp. Thc seminar's tnpic was "l'he 
EfTects of the Amerian Prcsence in Vict Sam." When OCO \\:as 

later combined with thc military into &iACCORDS,* primarilv for 
purposes o f  the pacification program, the mnvc alienated the Viet- 
names still further from the Americans. Ic also frusuaced American 
civilians. 

It -?as for thcse reasons that myhen American government oficials 
praised IVS as being an integral part nf the Americxn effort in l'iet 
Nam, we took it as a left-handed cornplin~cnt. I t  s t~med  more and 
more left-handed a5 the American effort fell undcr increasing 3tr:lck 
from our Vien~arnese fricnds. Still, American VIPs would m r c h  
out volunteers in order m learn from them or to pav recognition: 
\'ice-President Hubert 1-1. Humphrey, Ambassadus Henrv Ghnt  
Lodge, A-hx~t-tll Taylr~r,  and W. Averell Harriman, S e c r c m ~  of 
:lgricuIture Clndle Frccman, and numerous Senators and Con- 
grcmmen. Interesti~)gl?-, it 11-s  usualIy rhc Senators and Congrcs 
men whr) asked the qucstions, while thc men from thc administra- 
tion only came to pay recognition. In either cmse, w c  \\-ere naturally 
honored, though all the attention added to the fear of sonhe Victnam- 
csr: r h t  I\-c might be connccted with thc mr-stcrious and cvcr 
suspect CJ.4. 

It was an accumulation of 111 these prabIcms and dilmmas thnt 
sen-c-cd as thc lmckdrop to a critical meeting of I\-;'S ~ncmhes held in 
Saigon over thc Fourth of July \~=eckend, 1967. Thc qacstion in 
cx-crybody's rr~i~ld was whether we should comtinuc our \\=ark in 
Vict Nam. 

'l'he living room of the IVS house was hat and stuffy as sex-cnty 
volunteers cro\vdcd together. (There werc some who did not 
choose to attend, mai111y bccausc thcy were unwilling to Icax~e thcir 

'Xfilitary Assktancc Command, Civil Operations and &I-olurionary De- 
velgmcnc Supp~rt. 
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johs even for thnsc thrcc davs.) One of us-then the IVS dirccror for 
1-ict Na-had hem sskcd to dcscriilc thc latest confrontation with 
the L.S. Alission. The  Dear1 of Hue L'nircrsitv's Faculty of Letters, 
hc began, had requcstcd the scrvices of an IVS hglish teacher. In 
rcsponsc, IVS had aaisi~ncd 3 talcnted volunteer \\!is11 a niastcr's dc- 
grec and prcvious college teaching esperiencc to tk2t positir~n. Soon 
aftcrlr-ard, the U.S. ,%ission, snlarting from the univcrsi5-'s invnlvc- 
ment in the anti-Amcrican Struggle Movemcnt in 1966, rcgistercd a 
protcst. staring that "all asisranuc m IIuc cnir-.crsit;v 11-as to be 
discontinued with the exception of some humanitarian aid tr, thc 
hospital" All othcr American g r o u p  \\;.ere forbidden to bc associ- 
ated with the unir.ersity. The  Amcrican govcrnmerlt felt t h t  IVS, 
given its contractual relationship, h d  a dut?? to follo~i- U.S. policia. 
And the V.S. 3:Iission policy toward Hue  \\-as threefold: first, 
Hue University \.as a nonuniversity since it "lackcd a serious pro- 
gram of instruction"; xcond, there were prohlcms regarding pro- 
fessors, rcbcllious students, and uncoopcrativc rcc-ors; and third, thc 
United Srares goverrlmcnt could not give assistance to a noninstitu- 
rion. WS, on the other hand, felt that ia role was to respond to thc 
n& of the Vietnamese as they ~~~~~~~cs saltF thrm, in this casc as 

interpreted by the Dmn of thc 1:acdty of Letters. A4mt volunteers 
felt that as long as stud en^ continued coming to class the IVS 
teacher should stay and tcach at Hue Univcrsicy. Several gave vent 
to thcir frustrations. 

"Whether we like it ur not, we're considered p r t  of the Amcri- 
can war &ort rather than individuals just here to help," an En- 
gIish mcher mmphined. "We look likc Americans. Mmt of us are 
Americans. And after t r w  ycars, ~vc'll return to America. Wc arc 
just part of this hugc American happening." 

Several hands shot up, hut bcfortc the moderator could a l l  on 
anybody onc of the refugee workers \\-as already talking. "What 
l~others mc is that by helping the refuge% I\-e arc just easing the 
conscience of the miiicary when they rnakc more refugees." 

"Do you think General \Vestmoreland pays any astcntion to 

whether therc's an IVScr around before the refugccs are created?" 
countcrcd another. 

'"IVcI1, what al~out the case of Jon?" Jon had orcrheard American 
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scJdiers radioing in from an operation to ask whether there was 
anyone who codd sake carc of fiftv VC suspects. When hmdquar- 
rcrs told them that La Hai had a refugee man who could handlc the 
problem, the soldiers announced that they would then go ahead and 
burn the whole hamlec and bring in 350 people. 
"Our job is to hclp people. If uyc spend all our rime ar~uing about 

whether U.S. policy in Viet Nam is good or bad, we'll end up 
having only a stimulating i n t c l l d  exercise for oursel~~a. Is tht 

1%-hy we're here?" The b-dunteer who spoke Imked around the 
room, challenging someone w argue with him. 

"I would like to say that there is a role for the IVS English 
teacher," said a teacher from Ban M e  Thuor. "Viet Nam has littlc 
tecllnical information in \rietnamcse. The stud en^ can best get this 
material in English Advancd studv is best done in EngIish. Bcsidcs, 
we are not just teaching language skills. We are teachers bringing 
new ideas. Look back into your om=n life. Who besides your parens 
influenced you morc than-" 

"And \\=hat happens to our students?" a delta voluntecr inter- 
nipted. "They hwvme intcrprcters for the ,hericans!" 

"In \vhatcvcr we do," said anothcr volunteer, "we must aIuya?x 
consider whether we are truly hclping the Viemamesc people. 
The\?, afrcr all, are our reason for being here. We \\-ant then1 to 
know that there are good Americans along \i~ith the had." 

"IVhethcr the Vicmamese remcmbcr us or not doesn't matter," 
replied a girl who xvorked in Central Viet Narn. "The importarlr 
thing is to leave behind some skills that will be useful to them. TVc 
shouldn't think so much about our own ego-gratification." 

?'he discussion went on. %me IVSers said that thcir American 
identificanon was helpful. They could scrve as intermediaries in 
getting suppIics for projects useful to thc Vietnamese, and the fact 
of having \\=bite skin hcIped to spur projects through Vjetnamcse 
government bureaucracies. "TVe arc eff ectivc." they argued, "prc- 
cisely &cause \vc arc Americans in an increasingly American- 
oriented countr>y." 

Others, though not wishing to seem unpatriotic, simply did not 
believe in the wisdom of American poEcy. They wanted to disasso- 
ciate themsclvcs from it. "O.K., if yo11 want to disassnciatc." some- 
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one chllcnged them, "whv don't you give up vour PX cards and 
whv don't you stop gnil-ig to the US0 for icc cream? :111d mu 
shouldn't hitch ridcs on nulitarp airplanes cither, or send your let- 
ters through the A m y  Post Oficc." Snmc voluntecrs, in far& fclr so 
srrongIy that they did turn in their PX cards, though i t  mant  thcv 
-rtwuld have to pay more for films and toothpaste on thc Vicniamese 
black market, rvhich is where the Vitmamese shopped. l'he meeting 
demonstrated clearly that thc volunrecrs not only differed among 
t h d . e s ,  but also sensed basic dilemmas within themselrw as indi- 
viduals. In the entire meeting, onIy one resolution earned the w-hole- 
hcarted agremcnt of all the participants: a call for fmhcr intcr~la- 
rionalization of 1VS so that Americans wouId no Iol-iger form the 
o\~e~u~hcIrning majoriq-. This secmed likc one way to ease the 
political burden of being .herican. 

The IVS leadership had prided iw1f on being the only predomi- 
nantIV American organimtion in Via Nam to have a wh~llv vict- 
nam& advisor)- board. The Victnamcse \\.ere also plcased that they 
should be given a forum for advising Americans, sinc-c for them 
adl~ising aIwa'~-s seemed to bc a one-way street. IVc had invited 
members of this hoard to attend rhc Fourth of July meetings and to 

dvc their opinic~ns on how volunteers could best help the Vietna~n- 
L! 

ese. We had asked them to he frank, and thcr were. 
"\'ou should not ,tvorry so much about haring a political role," 

said one young teacher on the board. "Of course you are pIiricaI, 
simply bnxuse you are in Viet hTarn. A-orhing is 1%-ithout pottics in 
my country." Then hc bccanlc more philosophical: "It is the func- 
tion of IVS to work tn~vard the improvement of social conditions, is 
it not? Well, that is a political activity. Politics and social particip- 
tion are not independent processes." The volunteers listencd with 
interest. 

"The 1-'ietnamese make no distinction hem-ecn vour organization 
and the U.S. gc)r~crnrncnr," hc wcnt on. "Tlus is too ct~mplicatcd, 
and, as a rault, U.S. poliw casts a direct shdow on 11-hatever you 
do or sav. Whcrher thcsc U.S. policies are good or bad, you cannot 
escape association with them. I advisc you to tcll the American 
p lp l e  \r-hat ).our government is doing in Viet Nam, with the hope 
that a change xt=iII bring a better plan than the present one. You 
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111ust also continue your free dialogue with the young pcoplc of 
1-'iet Nam. If yvou leave, you x\yi11 Icavc unfinished the begintlings 
made by pour predecessors. If you stay, you \\=ill suffer this pnIiticnl 
idcntificatic~n, but j=ou can conu~iuc your tradition of contributin~l." 

Any volunteers who \\-err surprised by the remarks acmbutiny 
political significance to their economic assistance wcrc soothcd 
\\-hen anothcr b a r d  nlc~nber got up and noted thqt Americans in 
~cncra l  were having surprisingly littlc effect nn Vietnamese culture. - 
He seemed pleased, in fact, 11-hcn hc could recite various examples 
of how his peoplc, in spitc of the massive forcign influx, could hold 
on to so many nf their own ways. "We haw our own wav  of 
thinking, our own logic," he said. "You may 9- hard, hut Asia \\-ill 
rcmain a mystery." He smiled, then continued. "You and we Iook ac 
I'ict hTam in different waj7s. You scc it through two sets of c\-cs. 
S i p n ' s  and Washington's, W c  Viernamcse hoId only one view: 
Viet hiam's. \Vc sornctinles wonder -r\-h\~ plu Americans like to 
come to Vict Nam, anyway. Can )?ou conccivc of foreign nations 
xnding ad\.isers to ynur cnunrry? 1%'~ Vien~nmcse are scnsitirc 
about maintaining our national idcntiw. When you try to assist US, 

it is imporcant to rcmember that .ri-e vaIuc friendliness over 
vour advice. The \\-ay . r ~ u  act is very important." The h m d  mem- 
ber had finished speaking, but some of us were not sure what hz 
hnd reall\- mcant to say. He sccmcd troubIed, as if purposely avoid- 
ing thc kel? concIusion hc had meant ro dm\\-. Finally someonc asked 
him point-blank: 

"In view of vicmamese sensitivities and the critical war situation, 
can a volunteer still be of ml hclp to the Vietnamese peoplc? And 
\\-hat is the b a t  way to hclp now?" 

The board mcrnber stood up again, shaking his head knouyin~l!-. 
This time hc was gr~ing to rcspond directly to the quanon. "17<ou 
kno\r-," he mid, "if vtu rcallv \\=Znt to hclp thc \'icmamese pcoplc. 
thcn you must hclp us find peace." 

No longer soothing, his words served to stir the uncaq into ac- 
tion. For sek-cral, the!. tipped thc scale and led them to agrcc n-it11 
the board menlbeis advicc to " ~ C I  hack to Amcrica and explain \r.l~lt 
thc uyar has donc ro our people. Pcace mn onlv be found in Amcr- 
ica." Manv \-~Iunteers continued to fml that they could srill scn-e 
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thc lTietnarnesc pcople by remaining at their posts. Others of us felt 
that somcnne nlust s p k  out, tlmt the answer to thc rcfugee proifi 
lem, for cxarnple, --as not to distrillute more buIgur whcat, but to 
stnp crating refugccs; tht the only \yay tn succced in Vict S ~ I ~ I  
n-as to minimize thc American effort, bcca~~sc thc more U.S. troops 
that came to Vict S a m  and the Iongcr thcv stalred, the morc hrnl 
they \vould do hoth to Vietnan~csc ax5cty and to the v c v  p a l s  thc 
Cnited Starcs 11-ishcd to pursue. 

After numerous pstponcmcnts by the Amcrican Ehbaw?, a 
mccring of leaders af sci-era1 sinuhrly troubled ~Iunrary  agencies 
was finallv arrangd with Anhassador Ells\\-orth Bunker to discuss 
thcw proilems. The Ambassador w-as cordial and correct, but the 
session produced no satisfaction for us in our cuncems. It w-nuld not 

be proper to speak out publicly on thcsc matters, he mid. The role 
of roIuntcm is to help in cct~~~onlic ,  not poIirical matters. I'hc 
refugee prohlcm, he said, \byas a political nlattcr. Yet, from our expe- 
rience xiith refugees, we felt chat it \\--as at Icast as much an eco- 
nomic and socia1 probIcm, and it was very scrious. We fclr that we 
had to speak out, and XI-c decided to writc a lettcr to President 
Johnson. At the same rime, however, wc \\.anted to be fair tlr,th to 
the two govcrnmcntS tht supported us and to other 11% volunteers 
\vho rx~ishcd m stay in Vict Nam. 
For several 11-ceks in the latc summer of 1967, lights burned latc in 

the upstairs office at the I17S headquartcs A small grolip of the 
deeply concerned mcrc ~ i n g  to decide hmv best to help the Viet- 
namcse in the pursuic of pcace. AIean\vhilc, othcrs of us startcd 
drafting a letter to the Prcsident. Writing in terms of our own 
experiences, wc mid: 

I+'c are finding it increasingly difficult to pursue quietly [Bur main 
objecri~~c: hclping the peoplc in Vietnam. In misting one fanlily or 
individual to 111aIic a bmcr livinc or gct a better cducauon, it has be- 
u)me evident that our slrlall successes unly blind us to how little or 

negative thc cficcc is in the face of prcsent realities in Vietnam. 'Thuq, 

ro stay in I'ietnam and rcrrlain silent is t r ~  fail to respond to the fim 
nccd of the 1-'ictnamc~c pev~~le-peace.' 

+ The fuIl tcxt of this Ietwr is git-cn in rhc appCndi~. 
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Forty-nine voIuntccrs, spread throughout the country, signed the 
Icaer. Four of us determined to resign so that wc could speak out 
frccly on what: \vc saw arid felt. Fears of a premature Ieak to the 
press corps compcllcd us to s m d  the news to IVasl~ingon as quickl>= 
as possihlc. W e  were advised that the correct procedure was to 
deliver the Imcr to thc Ambassador's ofice for teietvpc transmis- 
sion by thc Ernl,ass\~~ Thc proccdure, ho\r..evcr, turned out to he 
more complicated than we had anticipatcd. 

I-ate in the afternt~on of Septcn~hcr 19, 1967, xir: handcd thc lctter 
to the U.S. Mission Coordi~lator. After reading it, hc askcd us rn 
come back two days later to meet with Ambassador Bunker. W e  
explained that me merely wished to transmit thc letter as quickly as 
possible and that xsyc planncd to release i t  to the press bcfore the 
news leakcd out in any other wav. A certain fmling of tcnscncss also 
contributed to our dcsirc to send off thc lctter without w+at sccmcd 
to us unnecessary dcla5-s. The Mission Coordinator left his ofice 
for forty-five minutes xvMc he talked u-ith the Ambasador alone. 
On rerurning, he repeated the request to comc back two da!ys later, 
explaining that Ambassador Bunker had to lcar-c to meet someone at 
the airport. Thc Mission Coordinator again asked that we remnsider 
the wisdom of scnding the Ietter, pointing out thac it was not ethicaI 
to publicly protcs* American and Viemamcsc policy ~\y\.hiIc w-c 
were guests in Viet Piam. He added that such irresponsibiIity wouId 
makc it impossible for us to gct johs in the Foreign Scmice. He said 
that thc I V S  uansportation priorities ~muld  be upgraded. (Wc had 
compIained two weeks earlier almut our flight priorit). being loivcr 
than that of a colonel's mistress.) In frustration, wc aied to explain 
that our protcsz \;.as not about technicalities, 11ut ahnut the rnasivc 
cration of refugees, the frcc-strilic zona, the defoIiation. . . . But 
he intmptcd,  sayins he did not want to discuss U.S. policy wirh 
us, that that was not an IVS concern. We gave him the letter and 
left in frustration and anger, asking that its cantens be forwarded 
by the teletype to Prtsidcnt Johnson. Five hours latcr, we made thc 
lcttcr public to the Mew York T ~ I P S .  The  next morning, Arnl~asa- 
dr~r  Bunker agreed to see us. He was cordial hut termcd our han- 
dling of the rcsi,muons and the letter "uncthical and discourteous." 
He sho\\yed little intcrest in discussing the rcasons for our actir~ns. 
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On our return to the Unitcd Stares, w e  found that membm of 
Congress were concerncd and that the17 wanted to discuss with us 
the problems of Vict Nam. One of us was asked to tesdfy before 
the Scnatc Sul~commitrcc on Kcfugcts. Othcr Senators and Rcprc- 
s c n t a t i ~ ~ ( ~ ~  askcd us to talk with them privatcl?~ or in smaII groups. In 
all, w=e met with more than scvcnty-fiw rncrn1m-s of rhc Senate and 
the House. They wcrc concerncd dmut how the Unitcd Statcs 
could get out of Viet Xam in a raponsible way and hour our 
government could bring an cnd to the war and prcvcnt furthcr 
suffering bv t hc Viemamesc peopk. 

Some Congremcn felt that \ve should discus our experiences in 
Viet Warn ~t-ith President Johtison. T o  sec the Prcddent, it 1%-ould be 
nmcssarv to bc "checked nut" by one of the President's close asso- 
ciate. This was attmptcd through tw=o different c h ~ ~ n e l s .  Onc nf 
these failed to work out, as mch appointment was canccicd nt the 
last moment. ?kc seutmd chnncl did lcad to an inrcmiew with a 
ver?. high White House aidc. After the inteniexv, hmvcver, it was 
made clear that to discuss the widespread resentment against the 
Saipn government, the grmving anti-American feefings in viet 
Nam, the effecs of defoliants on the crops of Vietnmese farmers, 
and the problems caused by the creation of rcfugces would be wast- 
ing the President's time. ?'hc President's adviscr was intcmcd in 
providing the President with informarion that x m l d  support 
present administration thinking. 

There were also some who thought we should meet with \;'ice- 

President Humphrey. Mr. Humphrey had been an e~lthusiastic s u p  
porter of IVS and had visitcd us in Saigon in 1966. In fact, it a t  

the animal husbandw station nexi to our headquarters that he had 
givcn his Minnesota hog-all, delighting both his entourage and the 
press. But now the Vice-President seemed to be unreceptive to our 
vieu-s. We learned that he had mllcd our resignations "one of thc 
gratest disservice to the Arncrican cfiort in Vict h'am." T\w U.S. 
government oficials, to \%=horn he had made the remark, disagreed. 
They felt that discussing the issues clpcnly could l ~ e  most constmc- 
rive. Unforrunately, as happened so often, they felt ir would not be 
uise to say this to the Vice-Prtrsident dirccrlg. 

On the State Department side, one voung officer felt that w e  



shouId meet with some of thc higher officials thcrc. Appr)intmcnrs 
\\-ere madc, and \re arrivcd a t  his offiuc at rhc spccificd time. Enlhar- 
rased, hc explained that one nnn \r-c XI-crc t o  see h d  bccn suni- 
moned to a mccting, and the othcr \\--as "busy writing a repnrt" He 
gave us some rnagazi~lcs to rcad and \i-enr off to find somconc cLxc 
.r\-ho would listen. After n\-v hours, however, he admitted dcfcar. 

SevmI days h e r ,  after Scmtor T<d\\-ard Kenncdv cluded a high 
official for his reluctance to hear us out, \vc had more succc?;~ in 
gctdns to scc State Department nficials. Yet w e  could nor supprrrss 
our feeling of frusmrion as the csperienca x.e citcd secrncd to 
make little impression. Policy had gained a morncntum of its oxin, 
and co~lflicting views had tr) he strongl~~ conntcrcd. Sccrctary of 
State Dean Rmk, for eeample, fclt d~liged to say that our state~llc~lts 
rcflccted the opinions of only a small minorit!? of Ii'ietnamese, that 
the r a t  majority were all for continuing the military cffnrt. Assis- 
tant Sccrctary of State William Bundy =pressed the view that those 
of us ~ x ~ h v  had resigncd from 11% could not see the Wet Xam issue 
in its proFr perspccti%=e. But, privately, the fact that vt~luntecrs s c ~  
cIose to the Vietnamese and XI cltne to rhe implcmcntation of 
American policy had spoken out in despair could not help but dis- 
turb officials at many levels. Lower cchekm oficers, if they \ven 
uyilling to spcak out at all, admitted sympathy with our p i t i o n  
and said rhcy too had been ignored higher up. Evcn hTa1.v counter- 
insurgcncv insrrucmrs in Califurnia, who had used thc' "IVS r p  
proach" as a model for social and economic der~elopa~en~ 11-erc 

a-,king \vhcrhcr anl-thing could no\\. succeed in Vier Nam. 
The most appreciative reaction camc from the Viemamrrse thm- 

selves. IIcfnrc we had Ieft Saigon, friends who had somchow drifed - 
away camc hack to see us. "Noxv w-c know that rbcre are Amerimns 
who are really concerned about us as pcoplc, ntat just as political 
chessmcn," said one. "You have said \+.hat we havc wanted to say, 
yct would be put in jail for saying," confided another. A Victnam- 
csc secretary working fclr the American Aid 5-Iission had read the 
letter and said wistfully, "I 1%-ish I could sign." :I Vicmarnese 
reacher in the Mekong Delta told his IVS coworker, ' X o w  \\-e 
know you aren't with thc CIA." A group of m ~ i  drir-crs in Saiqon, 
who had rcad about the resignations in the bxal ncivspapcrs, invitcd 
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us to a meeting to corlvev w h ~ t  thcv felt should he told ro the 
American peopIe on our rcturn. An old fricnd applauded our dc- 

cision, but wid a rcgrctful farc~x=clI: "'I-he problem is, the pcoplc 11-c 

want to have stay, Icavc; and the peopIe 1.c want to have leave, 
mr." But perhaps the most eIoque~lt testimony to the problems a t  
tnntl xi-3s written later llv 3 \'iernamcsc fricnd 11-ho had just 1)cgun 
studies i11 thc Unitcd Sntcs: 

I think that your actions =?ill haw an influence nn both American ?yrluth 
and Vietnamest: yo~ith, and tflat your actions will create a deep feeling 
of Iove and trust anirBnF the Viema~~lcse ?-ourh. . . . The right place to 
find out a soIution for \'iet is not in !Gigon, . . . ncitl~er i11 
American officials thcrc, nor in the Vietnamcsc authority there. 16 is 
here, in America, with the awakening uf a deep, true love for human 
kings, a realistic view of thc world relationship toda!~, in rhc ri~ind c ~ f  
the American people and the Amcrican govemnlenr. Only by that 
awakening and realization can the U.S. gain back loc-c, cr~nfidcncc. and 

friendship with thc Vietnamese peopIe and the world. And you can only 
do that here, in America. 

This, then, is our purpose: to rcI1 thc story of Viet Nam to our 
fcliow Arncricans. 



'WHAT A PITY FOR A 
CAMELLIA FLO\VER!" 
Vietnmese Society over the Years 

For many \7ietnamese., the imperil1 city of Hue is the svmbol of 
rheir past, the repository of thcir great traditions and culture. I t  is 
not an ancient city, but its very name conjures images of poetic 
vistas, ,pcious places, fragrant blossoms, and tirnclcss mmnans of 

a glorious history. Standing atop the Emperor's Ngo ~Mon Gatc, nne 
cxn sec the mighty Citadel ~x-aIIs, thc winding lotus-covered moat. 
and the Throne Rcxm and its \vide courtjyard balanced by two 
ponds and surrounded b?? frangipani. Beyond these walls, and sew 
era1 rnilcs up the stately Perfume River, elaborate roval tombs of rhc 
h'guyen dynasty- tracc the stov of this culicr Vict Nam: Gia rang, 
Minh Mang. Thicu Tri, Tu Duc, Dol~g Khnh, and Khai ninh are 
buried here. Bao h i ,  the last of the linc, is still living-on the 
French Rivicra. It \\=as the Emperor Gia Long, foundcr uf thc dy- 
nasty, who began construction of thc In~perial Palace in Hue nn thc 
propitious ninth day of & l a c  18% Many of the building have since 
bccn dcstroycd in the intervening yczrs of war and ra-olution, the 
mosi rcccnt damage being inc-rred during thc Tct (SCI\= Ymfs) 
holidays in 1968. But ph~-sicd destruction cannot autin,&h thc 
spiritual light radiating from Huc throughout the hnd. Hue's his- 
mry is too profoundl~= ensllrined in the minds of the people, its 
charm and romarltic gracc mo deeply loved in their hearts. 

Barell; thrcc milcs upriver from thc ImpcriaI C~Q- is Linh M u  
pagoda, a quict, blissful spot domitlated by a seven-tiered to\rrer. 
Linh hlu has servcd as the seat of the head Buddhist monk for a11 of 
Central Viet hTam. On a veranda, encloscd in glass, is a gildcd statue 
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of tlic "laughins Buddha" who represcim happiness and prospcrit>-. 
ll-'hc!i the Venemhle Don Hau was h a d  monk, he \vould point to 
this sratuc and smile, bcausc it hoked Fen? mucl~ like him. Linh 
Alu pagoda is not thc most 1,wutiful of HUC'S man)- trcasurc spots, 
hut it is the most historic. 1-cgcnd has it that an cldcrlv godclfis 
appeared there and chose it as the site for the capital city of thc 
Vietnamese people. The pagoda \\-as cnnstructcd in her honor bk! 
Sguven I lo~ng,  the governor of Thuan IJoa. iu 1601.  

Vict Sam's histcry rctds like a cataIopc of capansinnary XI-m, of 
internal revolts and sul)scrlucnt effo~rts at reu~iification, and of for- 
eign intrusions and withdn~r-ah. For thesc same \-'jemamcsc who 
\{-ere to suffer at the hands of Chinesc and French colonialists had 
thcrnsclvcs cspanded from a small group mllcd thc Vicrs, located in 
thc southern China bordcr regions, into a vigorous and a~-rcssise 
nation. -4ccording to Icgcnd, it \\-as rhc union of a dragon ar~d a 
goddcss that gar-c birth to the first hundred ancstors of all Vietnam- 
ese. The!? would grow and expand southward, though not yet as 
far as the prcsent site of Hue. Their new lmd became kr~o\r.n as t l ~ c  
Kingdom of Sam Viet, "oam" rnwning "south." In I I I n . c ,  hen- 
ever, foreign intcn-entinn comprornt~ed thc ncu- territory, and the 
people of Nam Vict were co~~qucrcd by thc Chinese, u=ho latcr 
renamed the country An hTanl--the pacified south. 

The Chinese controlled the land almost cr,ntinunusIv for thc nest 
thousand years, derllandiilg tribute from the v-1 Victnm~ese. I t  
\\.as during this time that elerncncs nf Chincsc civilization and cul- 
ture came ro pcrmcatc Victnanlcse socie??, 3 heritage for which 
rnanv ~-Tictnamcsc arc stiIl profoundly grateful. But urhcrc the l'iet- 
namcsc n-crc receptive to new forms of culture and technology, 
they were not receptive to Chincsc political domination. E\ycn 
apinst over\\-hclming odds, rhcy rebelled. The names of hcrocs and 
hcmines of this long pcriod are not forgotten even toda?~, lending 
themsel\.es to epic pnans, t r ~  national holidajx, and to city- strees. 
Thc most pronli~lcnt of these hcroic fiprcs. pcrhps, are the TIai Ba 
Trung, the nvo Trung sisters 117r.ho in A.D. mounted elephants and 
led 80,aoo of their compatriots against. a Chinese governor and his 
reign nf terror. The Chinese rcturncd in full strength thre  years 
larcr, forcing the Trung sisrcrs to suicide by throwing then~sclvcs 
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into thc river. Othcrs continued to fight thcir cause, how--evcr, and 
the Chincsc \yokc was f i d y  rcnloved in AD. 939. Periodically, to be 
sure, the Chinese tricd to subjugate the Victn~mesc again IR Loi 
led the Viemamcse in a countcratmck in the fifteenth century, and 
hTpycn Hue later surprised carousing Chinese soldiers with a New 
I'car's attack on occupicd Hanoi. Thw srruggIes against Chinese 
opprc-nrs hare ncscr been forgotten by- the hilistor).-conscious 

\~ictna~~icsc. 
The Chincsc h?ve not bccn thc only ones to amuse Vietnamese 

nationalism. Threc rimes in thc thirteenth ccnturj;; the Alongol 
hordes of Koblai khan n-ere repclIcd by numerica11y inferior Viet- 
namac forces, on rhc last wcasion largely through Marshal Tran 
Hung ho's  gucrriIla \ t = ~ f a r c  mctics. 

Beginning ill the fc~urcecnrh century, and wit11 their northcrn 
horders rclativcI.r? sccure, thc Victnarncsc again turncd thcir attcn- 
tion southn-ard. They conqucrcd the once-great kingdom of 
Champa t h t  occupicd much of xi-hat is IIQW Central Vict Nam, and 
then proceeded into thc Mekong River Delta and fousht tthc Khmers, 
norr called Grnbadians. Oddly enough, the fertile Mckong Drlr:~ 
\\-as sprsely popuhrcd until k7ietnamcsc pionccrs rnovcd srmrh in 
fan~ilics or b y  entire vilhges to wttlc it. YOW the dcItl is hcavil\- 
popuIated, and the sole reminder of thcsc coIoi~iaI wars arc a few 
hundred thawand Canltlcadians still living there. AIang thc central 
coast, most CIlarns have entered the larger society, and only a hand- 
ful renlain unassimilated, continuing to ckc out a living in the 
shadow of crumbling Cham towers. 

it was during this period of espmion that Vietnanme civili73- 
tbn, under the fifteenth-ccntury LC dynxsty, attained a rrmarkahIe 
brilliance and sophistication: an ebborate lepI code, a compIex rcli- 
gion, a hierarchic31 chi1 scnicc system, and flourishing arts and 
c-ommcrce. All this, ho\\-cvcr, did not [cad to political unity. With 
fc\i-cr dangers threatcning fro111 outside, tile Viemrnese soon tc~ol; 
to fighting among thcmsclvcs. By thc early sevcntcenth centurl-. 
Xorth a11d SOurh were elfccth~clv divided bcnvccn ~IC--Q pwerfui 
ruling families, thc I'rinh and the Nguyen. For almost two centuries 
this internal division and struggling continued, and no aacmpt at 

reunification succecdcd until that of the Emperor Gia Long, w - h )  
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founded his throne at Hue in I 802. It -\\-as Gia I,o~lg who for the 
first time ruled ovcr a si11gIe Viet Nam cxrcnding from the Chinise 
border in the north to the Ca hiau Peni~~sula in the south 

But unification, though it rvuuld last nlrbre or less until rhc Geneva 
Accords of l9jh hrdly brought an end to prol>lans. From the 
IYcst new intruders h d  heen showing thcnuclves, first in the inter- 
ests of commcrce and converts, hut later in demand of tcrritorv. 
One of the fim was the French Father XIcxandre de Rhodcs, who in 
the seventeenth ccrltury developed the "Quoc-np," the Ronianized 
alphabet xvhich ultilnatelv replaced the traditional Chinese chrac- 
tcrs in the written \;rietnarncsc language. Othcr early arrivals 
hrt~ugl~t  arms and were wc1I reccivcd hy various Vietmmcsc fac- 
tions that w-ished to m n g h e n  their hand against competitors. In 
later ycars, however, thc Court at Hue took a dimmer view of thc 
foreigners and decried "the pen-crsc religion of the F~uropcan." In 
the nineteenth century, fearing erosion of thcir naGonal traditions, 
the intensely nationdisnc Viemmlcse took re%-enge by murderi~~g 
somc loo,- of their fellow countrJ-men rvho hid been converted 
to Gtholicism. It was a complex combination of tl~cse affronts to 
Frcnuh effom and the need to cclrnpere economically with thc uthcr 
European colonial pox\-ers that led to the actual French talicover of 
all Indochina, beginning with thc forced cession of thrce astern 
Glchinchincse provinces in I 862. 

Like the Chinese, thc French contributed much to Viet h'am, 
both culturally and physicaIlv. They built or improvcd much of the 
infrastructure for future economic devclopn~ent. such as roads and 
railroads, canals and dikcs, not to n~cntio~l schools, hrr.pit.als, scicn- 

tific institutions, and thc clcgm~t buildings of the largcr cities and 
towns. I t  is true that thc Frcuch did all this with a vim- to their 011-n 

profit. eyrrac-d chicfly from the rubber pbntations m d  through 
commcrce, but mme gains could bc fclt bv thc \Tict~~;~mcse tor). 

Sererrhclcss, i t  is rare fnr a color~ixcd people m f ed  gratitude 
toward thcir cralonial mgsters. Rrrccptivity tn  c u l t ~ ~ r d  and t e chnt~  
ln@cal contributions, yes; to  pEticaI  control and pcrwtnal s u l ~ j u ~ x -  
tion, ~bsolutel~r not. Again, the names of city strcch- rccall the 
heron of resistance: such names as Pl~an Dinh P h u n ~  and P h n  Koi 
Chau. The name of another such hcro may not Be utrcrcd on the 
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streets of South \Get N m ,  and its usc is discouraged in the North 
hccausc of thc man's humility. l'hat man is Ho Chi Minh. 

'CYhcn independcncc had heen won from the French, but \r..hilc 
disunity mas rife in the South, frustrated Viemamae often at- 

tritluted all thcir prt~l~lcms t c ~  thc pcriod of French domination: T h c  
Frcnch, they asserted, used divide-and-mIc tactics in order to 
wcakcn Wet Nam. That was .~r-h\~ thc pcoplc found it so hard to 

unite azaimt thc Communists. 'fhcrc \\-as so~llc truth to this accusa- 
tion, but in ail d>jccrisit~-- it would have to bc adn~imed that thc 
Vicrnamese havc been a divided pcople thrnughout mnsr of  thcir 
his:ory. "Their f:~roricc national pastin~c," \vro,te Bcrnard Fall, 
sccmed to be "l~ittcr quarrels among then~selves . . . , and bemeen 
Forthcrncrs and Southcrncrs in particular." ?'his is n sad commen- 
tary, and no one is more e~aspcratcd I n =  i s  truth than the Viernam- 
me. To them. histt,ry sccms to h v e  taught three rhiags: one is this 
scnse ief frustmtion cjl-er disunity; mlother is the bclicf that they 
have been si11g1ctI out for special suffering in this world; and thc 
third and by far most important is thc fccling that, in spite of 
evcrr-thing, thc Victnamcsc pcoplc %ill oscrcome adversity. 

"STow my country has chngcd so very m u c y  a friend wrote to 
us after the 1968 attack on Hue. "I-iany buildins houscs, schools, 
hospids, arc in rubbIc, in ashes, in ruins. S o w  I think that the 
Victnamcse pcnplc are the unhappiest pcoplc in the world. U'e have 
cndurcd this war for so long. Ycc, I kecp working. I-VC must 
kcep working to hclp our 5 - e r i n g  compatriots and to rebuild our 
Viet Sam." 

Just as thc Viem~mesc share a common history, replcrc with diri- 
sicl~is rhough it may IIC, so do the)- also share a common culturc. 1'0 
bc sure, rhcy have adopted much fro111 the cultures of their con- 

rlllcrt)rs, parric~rlarlv from thc Chincsc. Yet, even thc \'iernarllesc 
u.hn proudlv cites his debts to the grcat power to the north 11-ill 
stourlv mainain his o\\=n awacncss of  n-hat it means to he 
ex. Thus, whilc the bs i s  of social orpnization in both cultures is 
the family, and \\.bile the patriarchal Coiifucian ethic is central to 
horh. the Viernaniesc differ frnm rhcir former mcntos in that in 
Viec Kam rvomen enjoy considerable authorit>--. religion 
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also tcnds to be more eclectic than Chinese, cnnsistitlg as it  docs of a 
cornl~ination of Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism (with i s  cosmo- 

lo)sical outlook and animism), and in sornc cases Chrisknity. Some 
of rhc chanctcrisrics which distinguish Ii'ietnarntse culture can bc 
explained by history. Somc scholars, for cxample, bclicve that thc 
relative autl~ority of 11-i-o~nen iu Victnamesc socictj- entered the cul- 
ture through crmhcts with thc matriarchal Charns. Ccrtain rcli,rrious 
influences, parricul~ly Theravada Buddhism, have entered Viet~~arn- 
csc society in a similar \\-a?-, for what later becanie South Vict 
h T a m  was a traditional crossroads of comnicrce and religiclus 
prosclvtiring betwecn China and India. It is hecause of this p- 
graphic kation betwecn the Indian subcontinent and the expanscs 
of China, and thc fusion of cultures transmitred b\- merchants and 
monks traveling in both directions, that the area bccanie the melting 
pot eventually known as Indochina. The havc gencral1);- 
remained quite opEn to adopting what they consider thc hat  traits 
of other cultura. StiII, because nf the spccial and long hisrow of  
involvement with the Chinese, Viet hTam is the uniy country in 
Southeast Asia to be influcnccd by China far more than by ~ndia. 

The fc~~indation of Victnamcse societ)., as of Chinme, is the fam- 
iIy. This fact is w=idely cited in the tcxrbooks and is recognized by 
most Americans. Yct its importance and sipiCicanue are usuaIIv 
undcrestimated. Family ties explain manv social pl~enomena in Vict 
Sam. Onc of these is hurmucraric corruption (scc Chapter 5). ,An- 
nthcr is the apparent immorality of that whole sectnr of society 
turned topsy-turvy, of young girIs and xvomen w-hr) 311 too readilv 
bccomc prostitutes, of children who becomc beggars or thicvcs. 
Family ria hclp cxplain \rhv rhc creation of refugecs is likelv to 
convert these people into Viet Cong (sce Chapter 8), and xvhv 
government administrators nr soldiers sometimes secm uncnnccrncd 
about "rhe war effort;" A-lany of thc everyday - .  habits of Vietnamese, 
which sometimes Imd Americans to shake thur hcads in wonder or 
cven anger, are cxpIaincd by an understanding of l'ietnamese family 
ties. 

The devotion of a Vicmarnese to his family is practically unlim- 
itcd, and the scncirncnt he feels toward his father is one of near 
reverence. This devotion toward a paterfamilias is. of course, thc 
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csscnce of Confucian doctrine, and it is extended in a religious sense 
to \\:hat amounts to ancestor xi-tmhip. In ewry home is a famiIy 
alt:ir where sticks of inccnsc arc l i t  011 fanliIv anniversaries and 
holida>-s, and \&-l-llcre ofTerinsg arc nladc and prarcrs are said in mcm- 
ory of those who have passcd away. T h c  dcccsed cannot be forgot- 
ten, for their spirits arc kelicvcd ro affect thc daily Iives of their 
tfesccndants. I t  is true that modernimtion and l%'cstcrn influcnccs in 

the citiq and to some extent thc rigors of \Tar, have diluted rhe 
ritualistic dements of this worship, hut thc custonlaq- family tics rc- 
main srmng among even the riiost ~vcstcrnizcd of r l~e  elite. 

As Americans, wc wwc constantly confronted by manifestations 
of thcsc strong familv ties. lTietnamese clddren, for example, rcfcr 
to thcir f3thcrs as "serious," or "\vorrhy." or "hard-working." ?'hey 
we their fathers as p a w n s  from whom thev must gain permision m 
complete their cducation or to do this or that, not as an assumed 
source of material gifts. Many cxprcss thcir concern ovcr their fa- 
tI~cr's unhappinm or il l  health, and very few ever express negative 
feelings toxvard their parents, cvcn in momenmry fits of anger. Vet-  
naniese chiIdren are generally oricntcd toward family expectations, 
rather than toward their rights and duucs vis-i-\?is thc s o c i c ~  as a 
a-hnlc. Thcir maill concern is to fulfill their rolc as a membcr of thc 
family. There arc rcasclns for this general outIook. Most Victnamcsc 
children arc aware that their parents have had difficult: lives, and 
rhey feel that thcy have contributed to some extent to thcir burdcn. 
ITaving incurred a dcht, thev fccl that they owe something in rc- 
turn. Their parcnts h a w  givcn them life and shared thcir usually 
modest resources. Thc child's duty as hc gct.; older, thcn, is to 
acccpt rcsponsibiIit). for his parcnD. This is tl-llc Vicmamcsc systcm 
of both social security and social organization. R r  extension, it calls 
for retyering the parcna of one's parents, or one's ancestors, and for 
assuming responsibiiitv for thc ancestral altars and tombs. Rccausc 
of thcsc tombs, the s~nlc pic57 that charactcrizcs the relations of a 
~7ietnamcsc to his family also chracterizes his attachment to the 
ariccstnl lands. To be forced off thcse lands by war is a deepl!? 

. . 

upsetting c~pericncc. For, seen in the larger perspective, the rhythrll 
of everyday life assunles a kind of dceply ingrained rcligious signifi- 
cance. 
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'rhcse cultural traditions explain why Miss Thy, a gocernrnent 
civil scrva~~t, sends a part of her earnings every month to h a  fathcr 
--e\=m though her fathcr is a 1%-ellthy mm and docst~'t nced i-, 
Orhcr civil servants, sccolinglly derelict in thcir dutics bccausc thcv 
have taken estcnded Ilolidavs to visit their fanlilics, nu!: fccl tht 

thcv are fulfilli~lg rcspoilsibilities more important thnn tllox of thc 
civil service. When 11-c bravely told our  Vietnamsc friends that me 
did not miss our families, t h t  w c  were nclt horncsick, they had 
great difficvlty in bclicving us. Ic scemcd most unnaturaI to tllcm. 
'The cIosenas of the family also cxplains why Vietnamcse sceni to 
have so many brothcrs and sisters. It takes a patient Vicmrnese- 
speaking American to deternlinc who is r d y  a hrothcr or sister and 
who is P cousin. 

C)n the other hand, Vietnamese couples do have numerous chil- 
drcn Even though thcv art, by IVetcrn standards, too poor for 
this, they haw v q  compelling rcasons for accutnulatin~ large fami- 
lies. One is this very clcment of social sccurity-a largc family 
insures that parents u-ill be weP cared for in thcir old age. :\nother 
is the advantage in terms of enhancing the famiIy name and rcpura- 
tion. Ewry fami-ly must a h  be assured of a t  lmt one male offspring 
who can carrv on thc ancestor cult and maintain the tombs. There 
arc rnorc dircctlg pragmatic reasons, too: krgc families m a n  mrwc 
heIpcrs around thc house or fam~. Finally, bec~use the dcath rare lms 
all\-ays been high, earlier because of poor hcalth facilities and now 
bccause of thc war, parcnts fccl thcy must, in a sense, "ovcrcompen- 
sate" in their family planning. 

Somctimcs thcrc secms aImost to be a competition among Vietnam- 
esc mcn to see \vho has produced the largcst number of children. 
One dcputy provincc chief bcmoaned thc fact tht h had only 
cisht children, whereas his boss, the provincc chief, had trr.clvc. 
"IVhv  don'^ you just go ahead and havc four rnorc?" K-c suggcaerl 
in a half-jrdiing attcrnpt to chcer him up. 'That's all very I\-cll," the 
deputv chief rcplicd sadly, "but by that rime thc proviricc chief GI1 
lwre ht=cnty." Flippant rcmarks muching on family ties were 
harshlv rcceivcd by Vietnamcse collc~gua, nn matrer how jokingly 
intended. Onc such quip carncd an Amcrican ~oluntccr a laqting 
lesxon "lArell, Air. Tl~ong, if volt hart so manv childrcn that vou 
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can't mkc care of them all," hc had said, smiling, "whv don't rau 
just gct rid of one or ni=o?" "l'hat sho\vs hm4- much you knon- 
almuc Vicmanlesc society." Mr. Thong replied. "No matter hnu- 
desperate 11-c are, could never brmk up the family." At othcr 
titnts, Viemanme friends or acquaintances m e d  to complain 
about the difficultia of raising such large families. Women some- 
times urgcd us to adopt their uhildrcn, though they did this nnl!? 
when thcy sccmed assured the offspring would be treatcd well and 
given more advantages than they could othcnvisc rcceive. 
-f he Victnarnese government also made mistakes in its judgments 

of fandly life. nuril~g the rcgime of Prtsident Ngo Dinh Diem. che 
infamous Madamc h'hu, Diem's sistcr-in-law, took it upon herself to 

redraft the familv Icgal codc. llivorcc was outlawcd and men \\-err: 
limited to one \vifc. Although her intention was to smbibze and 
strengrhen famill: lifc by this la\\-, thc result was upsetting and she 
was accused of extending Catholic n loraI i~  into a prcdorninanrl- 
Confucian-Ruddhist culture. Ilivorce or having Lcsecond wives" may 
IIC an impmmnt way out for Victnamesc who find rhcrnsclves in a 
rnarital situation that, for physial reasons, cannot be consummated 
m-.ith natural offspring. And offsprin~ arc vital for continuation of 
the family line and for upkeep of the ancestral tombs. "Of the three 
crimes of filial impicv," said thc Chinese philosopher Mencius many 
centuries ago, "the f a a  of not having children is the greatcsr." A 
L%gon newspaper of the day pd~lishcd n lcrtcr to thc editor asking 
I I ~ w ,  the dilenlnla posed by Aladanie Nhu's action might be re- 
solved: "Arc w e  to disobey our ~vr-hole tradition and religious codes, 

7 

or are w e  to obey thc govcrnmcnt's new law?'' The netvxpper, 
naturally under government control, puldished an interesting replv: 
''Thc concept of filial picty has changed, ~i=hechcr one l i k a  ir or not. 
If bv some misfortune you are unable to perpetuate your line, your 
ancestors will pardon Tau. But if you disobey the government Fam- 
iIv W e ,  surcIy - o u r  ancmos cannot be content." 

In a 1~17, it is surprising that the ravages cd war h v e  not affecced 
Vietnamese society more than thev have. On the surfacc. and judg- 
Gig from conversations \%=ith individual Vietnamese, the war seems 
to havc lcft practically no facet of life untouched or unmarred. Yer, 
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the pillars of Viculamcse cultural values persist, their srrengch 
proved furthcr by thc awful stresses. American visitors are some- 
times repcllcd hy ccrtai~i practices that t11c.r;. take to be natural to the 
1-icrnaniae people. Corruption is one such practice, and though it 

should not be condoncd, it is, to a largc extent, one method hg - 

which individuals adjust to the uncert.rainrics nf econnmic Iifc in a 

war-torn country. Anorller mu~qtiorl in the socict? is thc fantastic 
proliferation of prostitution, of the "bar socicw,'' and of the other 
nefarious activities which secm to glut and dcgrade the once fash- 
ionable city streets or areas surromlding foreign military canlp. 
Prostituticln is hardly ncw to thc xvnrlrld, and if its rmlpnt  prcscnce 
sccrns to cheapcn thc country in 11-Lch it thrives, thc motivations 
bchind it must be undmtood. If one asks a bar-girl or prtstitute 
~vhy she cntcrcd hcr profession, the ansxver is frequently, "To help 
mr family," or "1-0 aid my parents in old age," or "To send my little 
brothers and sistcrs to school." Thcirs i s  a pathctic story, bccause 
the way thcv havc chosen is not aliravs the most desirable for them. 
If their Anlerican military cliens could speak with them in liemam- 
ese and know thc extent of their suffering, and a t  the samc rime 
thc frcqucnt ndiiit). of the desire to help their families, rher rvould 
undoubtedly see their bedroom matcs in a diffcrmt light.-Not all 
pursue their prufessions wirh such aluuisric intentions, of course, 
but the fact is that man!. do. 

Parents do not necessarily b o k  down on their daughters' efforts 
to help the family in this way. Thcy u-ish there were bcttcr ways, 

perhaps, bur surely none 2. so profitabIe. 'rhcrc is a certain dcspera- 
uon in she wholc thing, and anlong mme a deep cynicism. One 
young schooltc3cher fricnd announced that his rvife w a s  cspccting 
thck first baby. "Congramhtions," we mid, adding our hopc tlmt it 
xvould 1% a bo)?, for a boy is generally a deshblc first offspring for 
the mditionaI reason of wanting to p q c t u a t e  the farniIy name. 
"Oh no," he replied, only haif-jokingly. "I hope it will be a girl; 
then she can hclp the fxnily by working in a bar and making 10s of 
money." 

Giving oneself up to prostitution in order to help one's own 
family is a sacrificc exalted in viernamese litcrzturc. Thc noble and 
bmutiful hcroinc of the nineteenth-centur). KInz V m  Kieu, Viet 
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Nam's greatcst litera? mstcrpiecc, sold hcrsclf in csrder to cam 
enough moneg to help her father and brotller survivc difficult cir- 
cnmsmnctrs. "What a pity for a camellia flowcr!" nlrnned the poet, 
Nguven Ilu. Uut the heroine, 'Thuy Kicu, saw in hcr deed thc nobil- 
it\. of aidins her f;lrnily. " I t  is bctter that I sllould sacrifice nlysclf 
done," she said. "It nlattcrs little if a flo\?ycr falls if the tree can kccp 
its leav~s grccn." 

I t  is difficult with the Viernamese, as it is perhaps with any pco- 
plc, to diffcrcntiatc lct\r.ecn thcir way nf lifc, thcir social values, 
and their religion. The fanlily as rhc pillar of society rcprcscna dl 
three, embod>-ing the Confucian ethic as an underlying chractcris- 
tic common to alI people. Another such comnlrm characrcristic i s  
the broad \.'ictmmesc uosnlo10gy. Based in part on Taoist id* it 
comprises bclicf in spirits, in astroIogy, and in a "Mandate of 
Heaven." 3Iany "modcm" Vietnm~tse, of course, do not sharc all 
aspects of this cr>smolo~~:, and evcn more \\=ill dcnv sharing it. 
Nevcrthelcs, such bclkfs arc \\-idcsprcad, parriculady in the rural 
areas. The Mandate of Heavcn, for example, dctermi~lcs thc worthi- 
ncs of an emperor or other governing power by his ability to 
mediate hctwccn Heaven and pcoplc on cartk In the late II~SO'S, 

Ngo Dinh Diem was thought to enjoy this Mandate of EIcaven, hi 
a u t h o r i ~  b c i n ~  hrgely aclt~owlcdgcd and opprdtion being limitcd. 
Jn the earIy 1960's, however, as dissension incrcascd, and as he 
seemcd tn be misusing his power, he lost the Mandate. The people 
and IIcavcn frrnvned upon him, and he ultirnatelv fell. No suhse- 
quent pvenlmcnt, the Vicmamcse believe, has camed the Alandnrc 
of Hmven, and that is why South Vict Nam is so out of kilter with 
thc heavens. 

Thcrc arc manv esamplcs of the influcnccs of astrology on Viet- 
nanlcse lifc. On a higher Icccl, rhc nc\v Viemarnac constitution u-as 
nmdc to ucntcr arnund the lucky numhcr nine. Written by I r 7  
deputies, it a-a. cnntpnscd of r 17 articles, indudcd a I 17-word prc- 
amblc, and 1ras issued on April I, 1967 (+-1-6:)- In each caw the 
sum of tIlc c n m ~ , ~ ~ c ~ ~ t  digits (of I 17 or 18) \\?as nine. On thc 
eveq-day 1c1-cl, I\-cdding dares are always chosen in consultation 
with an astrologer, and we knew a provincial education-scrvir-e 
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chief who dctcrmincd the rarc days on 11-hich he would visit villagc 
schools by consultlllg his astrolo~er's calendar. Province-11-iJc tcach- 
ers' meeting were scllcd~ilcd for auspicious days, ttcw. "You \\-auld 
do \\-dl to abidc h l -  tlic s i p s  yourself," hc cautioned us. "Just 
bccausc you cnrnc frt~m a technological society does not mcan you 
kno\v cser>-thing about life and the wa1.s of the universe." 

On a still lox\-cr Icvel, this cosnlologv is represented by spirits or 
~oddesscs such as the onc who in lare 1963 took up  residence on the - 
top of the hishest mountain in the arca around M a t .  The pr~pular 
ndme of the nlounrain ix Nui Ba, thc IVon~an bhuntain,  so-calIed bc- 
cause of its doublc peak  which r ~ c m b l c  3 11-nman's brea,m For 
ri-ccks. throngs of Vicmamese of a11 ranks climbcd to the main sum- 
mit of h'ui Ha, -r\yhich rises to a11 aaltitude of morc than 6 , m  fcct and 
requires a full day for the round trip. In a flat clearing just bcforc 
the last srccp c h b ,  thcq- stuck thousands of incense sticks into rhc 
moss of the forest trccs and set up makeshift a l m s  thcre. At thc 
summit iisclf, the pilpins fillcd thcir containers with holy u=atcr 
u-hich they belicvcd the goddm had left tllcre, and thcn kcv  dc- 
sccnded. IVc met a sophisticated-1a)oking midwife who had just 
nmde thc climl, and askcd hcr about it. "It's all truc," shc rcplied. 
"The holy water cures all kinds of siclincs- AIv cousin salv himself 
how thc blind and the mute ~ - a c  cured. Evcrr-one \\-lo takes the 
moddcss' water is  curcd by it." 

RcIatcd to thu cosnlological hicrarchr is thc social hicrarchv of 
man. l'hcre arc four IcvcIs to the Vicmrn~sc social ordcr: first 
rhcrc are the si, the scholars or nlcn cd letters; nest uomc the a o ~ ~ ,  
the farnlers; third arc the c~71g, nr n-orkcrs; and fourth are thc 
thong ,  thc businessmen and merchants. OccaqionalIv a fifth is 
added: thc hi&, or soldiers, whose position is somcnhat ambiguous. 
For although they are considered a rather lolvly brecd, many, and 
pamcularly those u=ho led uoops against forcign invaders, have bc- 
come heroes to the peoplc. Vietnamese histon? honors mrlst the mexi 
of Icrters, and the kings who dol~blcd as arc cspxially ra-crcd. 
The entire mandarin system-which formcd thc basis of mditinna1 
civil scrsicc-pid honor to the fruits of learning, for to bc a p  

pointcd a mandarin one had to pass stringent qualifying examina- 
tinns. 
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Xow, however, all this has changed, and even bccn reversed. Now 

govcmment is by thc milimy in cooperation with businmen- 
that is, by thosc who profir most from the \var and from corruption. 
Its leaders are ?-oung in a culture tht still avxxiates wisdom with 
age. High on the laddcr of -r\ycaIth tr>da\~ are the prostitutes and bar- 
girls, and Inore gc~~erallv the \rholc scgmcnt of society that serves 
the forcihmers. In traditional tcrrns the foreipcrs, too, are 10wly 
soldiers. "Nhat di, nhi tuo~lg," ~ o r s  the nen= Viernamest: exprcssir~n 
-first the prosritutcs, sccond thc generals. 1'0 thc cynical, this rep- 
resents the cvrrent hierarchy. Xhe scholars and intellccmals, re- 
spccted in ycars past, are now alienated, forgotten men, and it is the 
farmers and m-orkcrs who suffer most from the direct effec-ts of the 
war. Ic will bc of grcat interest to see how the Victnamcse social 
order will sort imlf out  after the war is over, to see 11-hcthcr it will 
reinstitute its traditional levels or 11-hccher a new hierarchv will 
evolvc. 

Although cvens have thrown the social order into disarray, some 
of the underlying mumprions remain. Chief among thcse is the 
value attached to education, the rraditional vehiclc for social mohil- 
ity and stature in the Confucian ordtr. Parents, 11-ho quitc naturall)? 
dcsire thc best opportunicia for thcir children, work hard in order 
to scnd their offspring to the bcst schools availabIe. Onc of the more 
gratifying sights for us \.as of the supremely proud faca of bearded 
old vibge ~lotablcs attending the inauguration of a school in \tthosc 
estahlishmcnt we had played some part. And on thc rough plank 
wails of an unimprsing bar1)ershop on the outskirts of Saipn, our 
harl~er had takcn the pains to hang only onc small picture-that of 
his children's schotd 

It was in response to the high Vietnamrrse rcgrd for education 
that IVS fimt established an E ~ ~ g l i s h - c h i n  team in 1962. Previ- 
ously- only agriculturalists had bccn sent, but they found thcrnsc1r.c; 
constantlrr hcsged by the pcoplc in their communitics to teach them 
English. We tcachers werc son~enmcs ernbarrased, ho\\ycver, to 
note that in spitc of clur rrouth and just-out-f-college appearance, 
w e  werc exalted i ~ y  Victnamcsc as "Olig Thay"-Mr. Tcachcr. 
Vietnamese students arc particularly respectful tali-ard thcir tcach- 
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ers, and the voungcst often takc off their h a s  and bow as "Ong 
Thv" ~ O C S  past. O u ~ i d c  rhc high scliooIs, in our cxtra evening 
chsses for friends and collcagucs in the con~munin~, bcing a teacher 
could occx~ir~nalljv even cornpromise our desire to hc "onc of thc 
gang" with those near our on-n ages. "I'm sorry," said one friend and 
fnrmcr student, "but \ye must rcmain on a relarivelv formal footing 
togcthcr. After all, I still considcr you as my tcachcr." 

'Chcrc are nevcr ctlough public-school facilities in Viet S m  to 
handlc thc masscs of childrcr~ to hc cducatcd. The drafting of large 
nunhlers of teachcrs into the arniy llas aggravated a sicuario~l in 
which a c h  clas already avcragcd sixty pupils. A toll$ cxaminatinn 
sl-stcm stilI exists in order to scale doi\.11 the num1,er of pupils to 
son~cthing approximating thc numbcr of opc~~ings awilabIe. Educa- 
tion is thus ct~nipetitive, and mscs of bribing officials among those 
who tuvc the means, or of suicide among thosc 11-ho do not pass, are 
not uncomnlon. For thmsc who do not succeed academically-and 
this applies from prilnarp school a11 thc \\-a?- up the linc-there is the 
thriving private-schooI busincs. Although not as good, genedy 
speaking, as the public schools, prisatc schoois are in such demand 
in d a n  areas rhat thcre mav he one on every bIock. They are 
uftcn vcrv profitable too, since no parcnt \\=auld skimp on his child's 
education. 

Students of a11 agc5 cnjoy a dcferei~ce unknou-11 to their Arncrican 
counrcrparts, though not unlike t h t  known in Europc. It is not 
surprising, therefore, that their infllicncc on national politics has 
l~ccn ur~nsidcrahlv gra t e r  than in the United Statcs. To the Vietnam- 
mc, thcv are still the privileged and thc lmdcrship class. 'I-his 
position docs not always serve tllcm t o  advantage, hou-cvcr, cspe- 
ciallv in this modcrn rc\~olutionarv agc when demands arc hcing 
m d e  to narrmv thc g p  hcn\rccn rural and urban popularions. 1 Tcre 

the 7111rwe of thcir education is thc critical factor. Vienlalnese ~ ~ m c -  
times point out rhat traditional education under the mandarin sys- 
tcm \\-as c~lliucntlv suited to those who would gorerrl the rural Vict 
Sam of thc past i ~ i t h  the cornhi~~ation of a new French vcncer and 
a society in rcrrolution, the settiny h35 changctl. The educated still 

- - 1s now e~joy  great prcstigc, but thc cducationnl contcnt, rhc5- sav, ' 
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outdated. Thc mark of rhc cducarcd man is no longer a mcre ~ l e ~ l t  
to recitc poctry. It L? rather the a1,iIiry to wlvc problcms of eco- 
nomic deb-clopment and to cope with modern technology. 

Throughout thcir historv, xvc have xcn, the Victnamcse have 
united trqcthcr most effccnscl~ \%.hen called upon to thrtnv out 
invadcrs on thcir soil. For thc \'ict~lamcsc arc bound together as onc 
people and onc cnvelopit~g culture. Each person hx. his own nichc in 
tlw grcrtcr 1%- holc. North, Ccntcr, and Snu th, they sl~arc traditions 
and beliefs in crmlrnon: a Confucian social perspective, with its culr 
of ancestors and rc5pcct for family and education; and 3 plrticular 
view of lifc and the universe, 11-ith its somcnrnc belief in spirits and 
astrology. Of cuursc, argarlizcd rcligion is iniporwnt too, and 11-c 

shalI later note the impact of Buddhism and Catholicism (see Chap 
tcr 66). 

But Buddhism and Cathnlirism, as \vcll as the ncwer religions of 

Hoa Han and G o  Dai, havc aIso proved divisive during certain 
periods of Vietnarncse history. Fctr all thcir shared attributes of cul- 
ture, the Viemamese have bcen pIagucd, as thcir history shows. by 
several scrious io~pcdimcnts to national unity. ProhaMv thc greatest 
of these is thc fact of rcgional diffcrcnccs and regictnal loyaltics 
among viemanlese. 

To some one rniIlion northerners w=ho came south after the 19j4 
Gmct-a Accords, lifc in the ncw Isnd sccrncd diffcrcnt and in some 
rcsprcts alien. Onc of our students, a young lad?.; described it well 
in a cr~mposition cxurcise: 

For mc. no place on this earth is morc attractit-c, more plcmant than my 
natirc count??. 4-Iy country i s  nrn only an intererring place TI, live in, 

but it is also a fricnd, a dear and dose onc who sharcs jo)-s and snrrouYs. 
1 ha\-c thcre aII my relatives to whwn 1 am bound by affcccion. My 
bclrbrcd ancestors slcpt their ctcrnal sleep under the ground. MJ- counrr?. 
kccps s n  nlany chiIdk11 mc~l~ories. h'c\ycr shall I forgct those winter 
crcning when I jrikcd with m\= frielids or those sunlnlcr nights under 
a smiling Irmon and n~y-iad t~vinkling stars. 

This  n~cntal trcasurc increases ycar after year and cements slowly but 
solidly this etcrnaI artachlncnt between mc and my asccndan~ 

In I9j+ Saigm w a s  for nlc the prosperous, luxurious, and fairest city 



r~f k7ict-Sani, but 1 never Imagined that one day I could land in it. 
According to thc settlunent of Ccneva (July zo, 19j+) h-orthern 

pcr~plc in Vict-Na~n had two choices: stay in the North or go settling in 
thc South. All fanlilies were pcrplcxed and hardly kncw- how ttr~ decide. 
to act. There rvas separation in all of them because wnlc of tile rncn~lm-s 
intended to stay, regretting to leave their property, thcir souvenirs; the 
others \~yho ~ ~ c r c  afraid of V.C., to go away. 

3-1s. family myas in that general situation. On one side, I wantcd to 
sra?? with my parcnts and on the otlicr I was afraid that the V.C. \vould 
o M i 5  all the rest of thc Iianoi girls tr, g c  111arricd wit11 thcir invalid 
rnilimrics or send us to a ''Cc>rrcction Carllp." . . . M y  parcnts missed 
nie vcry much but thcy didn't want to we m e  unhapp>-, w> they let mc 
choost: thc way. 

I rc~r~et~ll~cr that t took a long time to make up nl!? mind, so I lcft 
Hanoi on the 4th of October, the last day in a I ~ T  planc of .* 1-'kt- 
Nam and thc lasr ticket, too. 
-4s the day of departure approached I got n ~ o t ~  and more excited. 

SCIIIIC da>=s 1 inrcndcd to tear up the ticket and stay home. At last the 
day arrivcd: 111y  parents, sisters, brother, friends and relatives went to 
the Air Viet-Xam agency to scc nie off. . . . When the planc flcw off, 
I felt so lonely and upsct. . . . X w-as too tircd from so man)? grmt crno- 
tiuns. cxciring cxpcricnccs and becaw of thc airsickness and thc alutude 
w-hid1 ~tlade nlc dij.2>7. . . . 

Xorv I an  happy in the South of Viet-Sam, but though I-Ianoi is out 
of sight, it is ncvcr out d mind. 

I t  is true that Viemanme from the North arc different from 
those of the South. The differences go beyond shcer sendmcntaIiw 
and thc inevitable feeling any Vietnanlcse has for his own "quc 
huoag," his homeland. They i~lvolvc morc than varying food prcf- 
erences and Ianguagc pcculiaritics. There are, indccd, markcd char- 
acter diffcrenccs betn.een northerners and soutl~erners. For exmpIe, 
pcople from rl~c North are oftcn morc high strung and active than 
the relaxed pcople of the relatively n e w  lands ~ I I  the 51uth.  Somc- 
horr the hardest 1%-orliers and rhc most progrcs\ivc inno\:ators scrn~l 

to bc the oncs n-ho mmc from rhc North aftcr the Geneva Accords. 
Ei-cn thcir acccnr rcflccts this trait to mmc extent: the speech nf 
nrlrthcrncrs has a staccato quality that co~ltrasts slwrply \x=ith thc 
soft slurring toncs of the sourhcrncrs. There are reasons for rhcsc 
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character differences, which nlany of thc marc candid Vicmamcse 
will discuss. 

The simplest reason is that those ~vho left the North n-crc, reIa- 
tivcly speaking, thc most progrcssivc on=, those who had accutnu- 
latcd some ~=ealth already which thcy fearcd would bc lost to thc 
Communist regime there, and those who had rhc courage to pl~ll up 
their roots and start again eIscn=herc But aside from this, the climate 
in North Vict Xam's Rcd Rivcr Dclta is vcq- hard. T h e  winters are 
cold. Flood years altcrnatc n-ith drought years, and the f,wrncr must 
match his wits agailw nature. Dikes must be built to rc~ulate the 
~3-=atcr, and making a living is arduous and challenging. The cIimatc, 
in a sense, hones the hody and 11lind to their slmrpcst. By contrast, 
the Mekong River Delta of the South is all\-avs lvann and nrelv 
floods. Them arc no years of real drought and the farnwr's life is 
comparauvely- easy. The soil is fertile, and the rice gro\vs \%yell with 
a minimum of emergency precautions. And so, the cuplanation con- 
cIudcs, the northerner is nlnre alert and more aggressive than the 
rclased and fun-loving southerner. 

The geography of Viet A-am is often rcprcsented by a woman 
balancing a hamboo yoke on her right shouldcr, on either end of 
which is suspended a basket for carrying rice. The ricc baskets 
represent the two deltas of the North and So~ith, the reginns callcd 
Tonkin and Cochinchina by the French. The pcllc in l~etwcen is thc 
narrow coastal smip of An Yam, or, as the Viemamcse cdl it, Ce11- 
ma1 Vict Nam. HaIf of this area is now administered hy thc govern- 
ment in Hanoi, but the Saigon gorrernmcnt was able to hold onto the 
old capital of Hue. The pwplc of Central Viet Nam h v c  their own 

customs, traditions, dialect, and foods, which differ again from thosc 
of both the South and the North G n m l  Vietnamcsc invariabIr 
point out  that a11 the greatest national Icaders, of both South and 
North, were born or a t  lmt educated in thc Centcr: Xgo Dinh 
Dim, Ho Chi Minh, Pham \:an Dong, and \-'a Sguyen Giap, for 
e-mmple, all attended thc .same high school, Quoc Hoc, in I-Jut. (We 
v-ould remind IVS English teachers, fmtratcd over thcir classroom 
discipline p r o b l m  at QUW HOC, of the prcscigic~us background of 
thcir school. But evcn though the s c h d  still attracts talentcd I,o)=s, 
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it must be hard for the teachcrs to visualize their studcns achieving 
such fame.) 

Political activisrs in Vict Nam sdll tend to bc Central Victnamm. 
It is no coincidcnue that every anrigovcrnment rnovemeIlt from 
1963 to thc prcscnL for example, originatcd in Hue  before spruding 
tr, kignn. Hue's own calm and statcly appearance hid= the political 
machinations going on undcr thc surface. Why arc people from 
Central Vier Nam Iikcly to bc more politically inccrested thn tho% 
elsewhere? hTicumne5e from there bclicve that thcir political in- 
volvement is a function of the poverty of the rcgion. It is true tht. 
the land is probably the porest in thc country, and the peopIe are 
crou~dcd onto a thin strip between the mountains and the South 
China Sea. But no one couid explain verv precisely whether poverty 
drove people to seek improvement through politics, or whether 
natural poli tidans simply n ~ d e  more progress among a have-not 
population looking for something better. In the case of Hue itself, 
thc influence of the imperial past certainly has something to do with 
her people's political consciousncs. AIthough recent years have seen 
considerable mobility of the population, Hue is still full of names 
that indicate varying degrees of direct desccndancy from the royal 
family. The Quwn Mother still lives in Hue, and so do various 
nieces and nephews of Empcrrw Rao Dai. Among the othcr oldest 
and most respected f3miIics. cach mcmber knows from exactly 
which emperor hc is dcsctnded. Those bearing thc narnc Buu or 
Vinh are among thc most closel!? related tn royaltv, and they point 
to it with understandaljle pride. It may or may not. be coincidence 
that of the two top Buddhist studcnt leaders in the 1964-1966 pe- 
riod, the family name of onc was Buu and that of the other was 
Vinh. 

The diffcrtnt characteristics and even mentalities of North, Cen- 
trd, and South Vietnamese go far toward explaining their suspi- 
cions of one another. To the nthcr two, the northemcr often seems 
aggressive and pwcr-hungrv, the southerner lazy and uncommit- 
ted, and thc Central \5em&se haughv and provincial. This by no 
mcans implies any rigidity of conccprion, for the feeling of being 
Vietnamese still ovcrshadou~s these regional rivalries; but in wcak 
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momcnrs, jcd~usies flarc up and cabinet criscs ensue, club rncmber- 
ships are limircd, and revolts may cven brcal; out, with mch group 
fullv believing that "the otllcrs do not undcmnd us." 

Understanding, in f x t ,  is rhc kcv to thc 11-holc matter. It is inl- 
portant not onlv in tcms of regional diflcrcnccs bctwcen individu- 
als, but also in rerms of thc outlook of tllc Victnamesc governmcnt 
toward is paplc. It 1 ~ s  bccn prtly through failurcs in understand- 
ing that governments haw been unresponsive, Icading to dissatisfac- 

tion amnng the population. Fnr the Vietnmme, life itsdf h ~ s  
changed too abruptly in recent vcars. The affairs of earth have hcen 
thrown out of harmony with the havcn3. A new equilibrium is 
needed, and the Mandate uf Haven must be rcstorcd to a ~vorthy 
ruler. Onlv thcn can tllc dcst-cndams of the carly Vicis livc in pace 
and stability. 
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Saigon Politics 

Thc boom of a cannon rcver1)erated in the early morning air, 
rattling ii=indo\vs on t l ~ c  broad Thong Nhut Boulcb-ard in down- 
totvn Saigon. It \vas Octobcr 26, 1963, the cighth annircrsq- of 
President xgo Dinh Iliem's Republic of South Vict h'a111. But the 
blcachcrs along the houlcvard lt-crc barely n rhird full for thc S a -  

tiond I)av ccrcrnonies. Although moa of Saigon's clitc cIas h d  
bcen invited, nmny of t h n ~  had ailticiptcd trouhlc and wcrc afraid 
to attcnd. -4s for the conlmon people of the city, barbed \\-ire stru~lg 
for bIocks around kept thcln from approaching t l ~ c  pamdc route. 

All passes had bcen carefuIlv chcckcd, hut rhc security police 
wcrc jumpy and w e  had thc f c d n g  that spies, counterspies, and 
countcr-countcrspics wcrc plnntcd cvcrjwhere. The cantlo11 contin- 
ucd to boom. Wc wondered \vhether the long-especced cortp IfL:ttrt 
might not be under way. 

As it turned out, horrever, the cannon ws only saIuting President 
Diem as he departed from Gia Long Palacc (whcre he h d  been 
liking since his regular palace 11-2s bombcd in a coup attcmpt in 
1962) on his way to the National Day ccrcmonics. Aiorncnts later, 
preccdcd hy a phalanx of motnrcpclcs 2nd militay jecp with sirens 
screaming, he appeared: a small, p u d g ,  pInunt-lookins man \\-ho 
waddled from his glistening Mcrcedes into position to review thc 
colors. Four bands played thc naticlnal anthcnl and the spccinl song 
of praisc cntitlcd "Long Live President h-go." The Prmidcnt then 
rcr-icwcd thc u~lops frfrom anothcr glistening car, this onc a con- 
vertible, and after that the pande began. 

Standing in front of us wcrc nvo Gcrrnan journalis& with a Wet- 
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narnese interprctcr. The latter, nuting that m e  of us could under- 
stand German, began identifying thc various troop units parading in 
front of us. ''Those a r t  Kgo Dinh Shu's shock troops-tl~c spccial 
guard, the ones who raided thc Buddhist pagodas a few wech ago. 
And therc are Madamc Nhu's \\?omen's scdidaritv troops." They- a11 
Iookcd trim and polished as they marched down the boulevard. 
'There certairlly arc a lot of troops marching," lvc noted. "Ya," 
thc interpreter agreed, still spcaking German, "and that means thar 
no one is out fighting the Vict Cong. A rcrrible situation . . ." Hc 
proceeded to discuss the faults of the Diem regime. An American 
newsman smding  nearby announced that all rhc wcapons carried 
by the parade participts had been assiduousl~ unloaded before the 
proccdon began, so fearful was President I%cm of an attempt on 
his life or his regime. As we acknowledged his remark in English, 
another man standing in front of us turned his head, obviously 
listening and straining to catch cvery \vord. 

"'No, don't say anything in English or French or Vietnamese," the 
interpreter warned in German. 'That man is a spy. All thc spies are 
trained in English, Frcnch, and of course Vicmamese. Rut none of 
them knows German. As long as w c  speak like this, wc'rc safe. I.ook 
how Re's struggling to understand us! " 

As voIunteers, we were a f f ~ t c d  by all these tcnwons onlv indi- 
rectly, particularly thosc: of us who 1%-crc far frnm Sai-pn and n-ork- 

. . - 
ing in the provinces. Generally speaking, w c  were more obscrrers 
than participant.; in the affairs of the Vicman~ese government. 
While we could seldom avoid a feeling of anguish at seeing thc 
psychological stresses of nur \?ietnnrncsc colleapc~ and fricnds, \vc 

-\+!ere direcdy affected only xvhen the chaos of internal politics acru- 
aIlv touched on our own projec~ and work. T h e  day afrcr this 
particvlar National Dav parade, for example, an IVS .girl came back 
from church and rcpoked ac the lunch table what she had just seen 
dou.nto\m: govcrnmcnt plicc hosing away the ashcs of a Boddhist 
monk who had hurned himself to death in the square. This, of 
course, was enough to shock everyone. But at other timcs our natu- - 
raI reactions to momentous political cvens were so mundanc as to 
secm ridiculous in retrospect. 

Six da-ys after the parade, we were dn\-ing back home to Dalat 
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after a fulI day out in the hamlets. It was a few minutes before six 
o'clock, and wc had gauged our rcturn so that wc would barely 
haw time to change clothes heforc going to teach English at the 
Vietnamcsc-American Association. Near the control post on the 
outskirts of town, bower-er, a Iring Iine of cars, buses, and trucks 
was stopped-apparentlv as the result of an accidcnt on the road. 
Sit-wing to oursclr-es because the dc1.2,~ would m k c  us late for 
chss, 11-c vied to pass thc waiting line. But our Land Rovcr was soon 
Iultcd by armed soldics. W e  could hcar nther drivcrs talking almur 
President Diem being "out." Among thcm were snme Frcnchmcn 
on hoIiday who had spent thc afternoon at one of the waterfalls 
which l~clped make Dalat sn popuIar with sufficiently \vealthy ?ma- 
tioncrs. 'l'hey had heard that a corip d'ttat w a s  in progress, and that 
there \\.as fighting going on in the city. This would not havc hecn 
surprising, since the effervescent mayor of Ilalar \;.as very pro-Diem. 

We were snll  disgruntled at hm~ing rushed so, only to m i s  our 
class now anyway, but one of the French girls giddily announced 
that this was hcr first coup d'ktat. Among the othm, jokes w-CTC 
exchanged ovcr the possibility of having to spend the night on the 
road. "\t;hat arc you ~vorr?.ing about?" onc of the men asked us. 
"With a revolution in progress, you are hardly very iikely to have a 
class tonight." He w a s  right. of course. Wlcn  the report of fighting 
turned out to bc untrue and we were a l l o ~ ~ ~ e d  to enter thc city some 
forty minutes later, hardly a Vietnamese w<as in sight on the streets. 
They were all home listening to the radio play martial music, the 
broadcast of u-hich later became an automatic signal that a military 
coup wa s  in progrcs. E~cept for some excited .wldicrs, the only 
man w e  sarv, in fact, -as a lonc gas-station attendant (rhe station 
\\-as closed) who stot~d hF the Shell pumps as lye passed. Hc saluted 
hrislilv and gr i~~ned from car to ear. 

The IVS house it1 nalat \\=as cl~~barxassingly h r ~ e  and opulent, but 
in n a l l t  the villa style \\=as rather common and this one was lnaned 
to us wirhout rcnt. Of more intcrac than our house, hou-ewr, was 
the r-illa ncrt door, 11-hicll \r-as onc of 51adamc Ngo Dinh Shu'5 
vacation retreats. Shc rarelp s t a ~ c d  therc, and when she did it was 
onl?; long cnougli to nrdcr a changc in rhc construction or  GOT. 
The roof of the sn-irnming-pool pavilion, for caamplc, undenl-cnt 
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numcrous changes of tile, one hwing j u s t  becn completed about the 
timc of the coup. That  night, however, hcr houst: wrx- dark and 
silcnt Elcr children, who according to rumor were staying thcrc 
u-hilc she \%-as traveling in the United States, had aUegcdly fled into 
thc f o r m  ncarby. %Vc could nor help recalling the Christmas bcfore 
when Madame Nhu herself had comc over to our ~ ~ a r d  for a hot-dog 
roast 1%-ith a group of IVS pcoplc. But that was before shc began 
talking of the "barbecue she\\-s" of Buddhists. ("I u!nuld clap hands 
a t  scdng another monk harbccuc show," she had said in a lcttcr to 
the iVri York T h ~ e s ,  "for one cannot he responsible for rhc nmd- 
ncss of others." She \\?as referring, of course, to the Buddhist self- 
imr~ioIations.) 

At our house, Chi Ba, the cook, was excited, though she u-asn't 
quite sure why, nor did she fully reJYt \%=hat was going on. She did 
announce, however, that she \~-;s $ad if somet* had happcncd to 
Madame Xhu, and she repcatcd wme common gnssip about Madanle 
Nhu's bedroom life. Bao, an intcrprctcr for AID, uFas takins the 
tmtter morc seriously. I Ie had come ro our house becausc he didn't 
\rant to spend the night alone. W e  guessed rightly that thc nbjcct of 
his worry was his wife of just three ~vccks. Shc xt7as visiting her 
f~mily in coup-tmbattIcd SQigton at the time. ?'he radio news offercd 
littlc consolation for him, since the martial music was interrupted 
o111y occasionallv for announcemcns, mosr of which mcrciv urged 
rhc population to remain calm and to obey the new military rulers. 

At the market place next morning, in spitc of a Iight min, there 
were unusually large numbcrs of peoplc milling allout. Throngs of 
soldiers, armed ~ i t h  bajwneted rifles, \%=me preparing for an clcr-en 
o'clock public mceting in the ccntral square. As wc madc our pur- 
chscs, the sales\\-omcn bcamcd with happiness over the nc\v evcnts. 
"Vui Iam, vui lam," they kept rcp~ing-"~vc're vcry glad, 11-c'rc 
very glad." f i t  they rcrnained cautious too, for Ilicm's dcath h d  
not yet hclcn revealed. Although the radio did not hesitate to dc- 
nounce him and his fmlil!. wlc- tlic people in the marl- ~ c t  u=crc more 
circumspect. "We don't l:now," they said whcn asked ahout 11il11- 

But an hour later, at the p~lljlic meeting, lliem's and Nhis dcaths 
11-crc annt~unccd, and rhr: crowds wcrc cxuhcrant. More chccrs 
erected the remarks of the confident local militav leaders n-hen - 
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they, like Chi Ba, denounced ,Iladame Nhu a.s a chicken with 
scratching clalr-s. Victnamcsc in the crux\-d leaned over and spnrlta- 
ncously sharcd thcir fcciing with Americans thcy did not koow. 
"Prtsidcnt Dicm vcry had," thcy mid. Thc11 thcv tun~cd au-a?, 

jnckcying for pr~sition in ordcr to scc thc mcn making speeches. '1 '11~  
applause and exhilaration of the pr~puhtion were overwhclnlir~~. 
Ercn the bayonet-carrying soldiers could nrlt uonccal thcir smiles as 
the marl who had rcpIsccd thc oncc-jolly mayor promiscd the new 
goven~mcnt's pmgmm: unity a g i n s t  the Viet Cnr~g, frccdom of 
rdigion and spccch, and progress toward 3 just and morc prosperous 
socicty. 

i%ctuallv, President Diem had not al.rx=aj-s hccn col~sidered "verv 
had." In the earl? years, his sl~cccss and p u ~ u l a r i ~  surprised cvery 
o1)scrvcr. kV11cn he first camc to po.riycr, 117irh decisive U.S. g-ovenl- 
Iricnt support, opposition rn him \\-as fcrijcinus in South 1;'ict Nam. 
At the time of partition in 1954, it \vaswidelg acccptcd t h t  in 3 
free election i o  both Sorth and South Vict (with roughlr* 
equal populations), Ho Chi Minh would have won 80 pcr cent of 
thc popular vote against Diem. In 1955, a story made the rounds 
cnmparing the position taken bv the Unitcd States in supporting a 
South Viema~rlese government under Ilicrn with thc cast of thc 
prisoner condcnlncd to dcath hy a Turkish sultan. Thc prisoner \\:as 
givcn a year's rcpricve when hc offered to teach the sultan's horse to 
talk. IVhcn hi5 comrade, asked him n-hv he had nladc such an 

incredible l~ct ,  thc prisoner said, "Anything can hfippen in a jvcar. I 
may die a peacefu1 death. Or the suImn msy die and I will go free. 
Or, who knolrs, I may even teach the animal to speak." By 1958 it 
scemed indeed as if the horse had karned m speak. The  army had 
fallen in bchind Xgo Dinh Dien~, the pngstcr €rands of th; Rinh 
Xuren were dcfcatcd, thc nrnicd religious sects nf the G o  Dai and 
Hrla I-lao n=crc undcr thc control: of the gol7ernmcnt, and most nf - 
Ilicm's poiitical encnlics had l~ccn cffccriveir suppressed. In addition 
hc h d  the strong support of thc rcfugecs, those who had "voted 
\t=ith thcir feet" and comc south after thc Gcncvs Accords plsced 
Korth Viet Nam under Co~nmu~list: rule. The ,hcrican policy of 
support thus sccrncd jusrificd. 
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it was not Iong, however, before Ilicm's mlc grew too strong and 

his consolidation of power turned indiscriminate and arbitmry. ,As 
with subsequent governrncnrs, Diem did not know how to keep 
control while still pcrmitnng responsible disent. Criticism hccamc 
heresy and thrcats (usually callcd C~nlmunists) appcarcd behind 
evcrv bush. National eIcctions were riggcd to assurc massive 
Diemist majorities in the Saigon Assembly, and urc knew at lcasc onc 
opposition candidnte -\vho left the country in protea agsinst the 
rcgimc's vote manipulation and brasmtmt of her campaign. In the 
sunmer of 1956, Diem abolished thc elected village councils, de- 
s~rt>j-hg a traditional form of dcmouracy in Wet Nam, and rcplaced 
them with village officers appointed by the province chiefs with 
Minismy of Interior approvaL T h e  autonomy that the vilIages had 
once enjaycd, evcn under the Frcnch, was gnne; the viIlages wcrc 
now run by officials whose loyalties were to Diem's central govern- 
mcnt and not to the villages. 

Still, most Vierriamcse wcrc rductant to criticize thc President, 
sincc he was, after all, the equii-alcnt of the emperor md inspired, as 
such, a certain respcct. Moreover, there was always the fear of the 
secret poIice. The criticisms that \\-ere made \%=ere cautious ones and 
were directed at his adviscrs and familv. "The advisers of President 
Diem, especially Councilor Nhu, don't tell him what is going on," , 

friends would tell us. "Diem is a bachelor and he doesn't understand 
thc hardships created by rhe Family Law," said others. "Ir is the 
fauIt of that wicked Madame Nhu." I t  was ironic, perhaps, that 
Diem was so widely crincizcd for this overreliance on membcrs of 
his o\vn family in conducting the affairs of state. After all, family i 

loyalry was the hasir of I-rietnan~ere rociery, and as hmdlirg 1 
mounted against his regime, it \\.as understandah1c that Dim would i 
rely incrmsingly on pcoplc Ile could trust. If  it was, on the one 
hand, asy to understand why the Vietnamese people felt alienated 
from thc rcgirne, it was also important to realiic Ilicrn's d i f f icul~  in 
compromising and in rcmoving his brothcrs and his sister-in-law 
from positions of power. As a Vicmamcse, family loyalty came first. 
Yet it was family loyalty that turned out to bc Diem's "tragic flaw." 
In a sequence reminiscent of ancient Grcck drama it caused the 
collapse of the whole Anuse of Ngo. 
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When the regime fell, pro-American fseling rosc to an all-time 
high Viemamcsc naturally credited the United Stata, and espe- 
cidy U.S. Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodgc, with ridding them of 
the Dicm fanlily's tyranny. Thc U.S. had, indetd, cut back certain 
aid itms to pressure Diem tourard reforms. Yet Lodge himself heat- 
cdl\y denied any complicity in the coup. On a brief visit he once 
made to the IVS hcadquartcrs in Saigon, ure innocenrly recalled 
having seen him with President Diem at the inaupration of a US.- 
financed atomic reactor nt Dalat in October, 1963. In those last days, 
when it was publicly known that rehtions between the Praidcnt 
and the Amhasmdor were strained, we had notcd with intcrest that 
they seemed quite genial toward one another. At the remindcr of 
&a; day, however, Lodge flared up. "I rernmnber that very well.'' 
hc said. "President Diem was just beginning to comc around; hc was 
just beginning to show some rcsponsir-cness to our s u _ q e s c i o ~ n d  
then they kilIed him!" The Amhassador said this hst part with great 
bitterness, emphasizing the "they." What struck us as ironic was 
that the one aspcct of American policy which almost all Vietnamese 
thoroughly appreciated-the creating of conditions whereby Diem 
could he overthrown-was denied so vehemently by thc U.S. gov- 
ernmcnt in the pcrson of Ambassador Lodge! 

The overthrow of the Dicm regime was n=idcly heralded at first as 
a revolution. From then on, National Day would be cctehrated on 
November I,  the day of the coup, rather than on Ocmber 26. 
Streets were rcnamed Revolution Boulevard. The new leaders d e d  
their junta the Revolutionary Council. Would this 4'revolution" 
bring about improvement? 1% waited and waited, but on the whole 
it did not. Some commentators aould call the 1963 coup $&tat 

and its aftermath the "lost revolution," but Vietnamese, after a few 
I months, ccascd to refer to it as a rc~wlution at all. Everything \x=as 
! the same. 
! 

i "The =me" meant essenrially a pvernment unresponsive to the 
nccds and dcsircs of the govcrncd. The South Vicmamcse govcrn- 

1 mcnt has certainlv not bccn the only unrcsponsivc onc the world has 
known, as American apoIogists for the war often point out. What 
has made its problcm morc serious, however, is thc cnmpctition 
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which grew increasingly fierce as the years wcnt on-the comperi- 
tion of the xational Liberation Front.* Althougl~ few Vicmammc 
believed that either government by the Liberation Frnnt or govern- 
ment on thc order of North Vict Sam's ~imuld he truly dcmouratic, 
fcwer still placed much stock in thc high-principled rhetoric ema- 
nating from Saigc~n. This was their dilernnla: thcy were caught in 

N o  Viemamese demanded that American-s~Ie democracy be 
fosrercd in Vict Nam Most intdlcctuaIs, in this sensc, agrced that 
conditions \%=ere far too different in the two countries ro permit of 
such a transplantation. In a developing country with a relativcIy low 
educational Ieb-el such as Viet Nam, most of them fclt that suong 
leadmhip was nceded. Some 1%-ould even advocate a dictatorship. on 

the condition that the dicmtor be a bcncvole~lt one. Certainlv a 

popular asr~rnhljv would be impr tant  also, in order to express the 
desires md dcmands of thc common pcoplc. but less stock was 

placed in this kind uf institution than in thc quality of the leader. 
Viemamese knew that their lack of viable political partics or orpci- 
ration wouId reduce the political effective~~ess of such an assemhiv 
unless its dcvclopment were actively promoted by the national 
fader. 

What  Victnamcsc cxpcctcd, then, \\-as a good leader, one who 
couId hc entrusted with the Mandate of I-Icar~o and onc whosc rule 
would be marked by staliliry and perhaps progress. Traditionall??, 
of course, the national gob-ernnlent h7d not sprted the trappings of 
modern denlocracy. The emperor ruled through llis mandarins, and 
citizens had dutics taward thme men just as thcy h d  dutics to a god 
who uyas o w  notch above the cmpcror. ?'he govcrnmcnt owed 
nothins to the pcoplc mccpt protection and a minimum of interven- 
tion in thcir dailv lives. 

As Western ideas became known, Iiotr*ever, the pcople-or more 
preciseIg the i n t e l l e c t u a l ~ a m e  to expect more. Gavcrnment, ac- 

cording to the teachings of Frcnch and Amcrican writers, should be 

Pcnding funhcr discussiun in Chapter 13. \\=c are using the tcm L'ict 
Gong (VC) and Natir~nal 1,ikratic~n Front (K1.F) virtually interchangeably. 
While thc latter tarn is a mom accuratc onc, thc formcr was most fqucntly 
~ r s c d a t  least until reccnt months-by the Amrricans and Viemama wc arc 
dcscriling in this I ~cmrk .  



"of the people, by thc pr-uple, and for the pcnplc." TI, the 1-'iernam- 
ese l a ~ m e n  who may h s c  heard of these n e w  concepts, parti- 
cularly as thcy were copied in the Diem co~lstitution, this nlcant that 
thcir govcn~mcnc should be responsive. I t  meant the gox-cmmcnt 
should strive for social justicc by easing the burdens of the poor 
ll-ht~ suirered at thc capelise of thc rich. I t  seenlcd to rncan tImt 
pcawnts should not bc cspIdtcd by IandInrds, rhat the p n r  
sl~ould Imvc cqual r i ~ h t s  before thc police and in rhc courts, and that 
the gorcrnmmt should help thc people to improve thcir lira. I f  
thcsc idmi had never been given much consideration before, they 
ccrrainIy u-cre when the Vict Minh fanned out through the coun- 
rrysidc during and afccr the war against the colonialist French Yet 
rhc governrncnts that followed l)iem3s showed little understanding 
of n-ht was requircd to rcspclnd to these new dcmar~ds. And even if 
thcy had understood, thc necessary conditions of stability wcre lack- 
ing. 

When the reins of power were assumcd by the popular and genial 
General Duong Van "Big" Alinh, in conjunction (coapcration 
would not have hecn the right word, as it turned out) with two 
othcr gcncrals who had heen itismmcntal in the corsp n'e'birt, thcrc 
\vns an outburst of hope. Thc new rcgimc made p t u r a  of reconcil- 
huon t o w d  previouslv anti-Diem religious groups such as the G o  
Uai and the Hoa Hao, and of course the Buddhists. It relcascd 
rfir~usands of prisuners. The \+-llole armnsflhere reflecrcd a sudden 
lifting of tensions, and dancing and the singing of sentimental song, 
once banned by ,llademe Shu,  reappeared immediatelv. Yet this 
pcriod of hopc soon turned to dlxlppointment The coup gave rise 

to even morc indecisivcncss than \\.as evident in thc kt rremblig 
dam of thc Uienlist burmucrats. 'I'he salarics of rural \\?orkes and 
thc in~plcmentatio~~ of ncw programs were cvcn further dclavcd by 
confusion. Thcrc were massive chnga in persnnnel, and it wmed 
as though almost everyone in govcrnmcnt had to start from scratch 
learning a ncrv jnk. All of us, ru bc sure, had expecrcd mrnc period 
of confusion as thc gnrrernnlcnt retlrganized. W e  expccted to see 
our work bog down in bureaucratic delaj~s as personnel were 
changed around and as 11cl1- pro,pns replaced old onrx tVe did not 
know, but we hoped, that things \i=ouId imnprove. Then, in Januarv 
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of 19% when Minh had been in office l e s  than three months, w e  
h a d  the news that a little-known general Nguyen Khanh, had 
pulled another coup in Saigon. 

'rhe idea of Khanh's taking power in place of a previouslv incffcc- 
ma1 triumvirate undcr Minh was not altogcthcr displeasing. On the 
other hand, we shared the opinion of many: if coups and counter- 
coups shr,uId become a uyay of life, the constant scries of personnel 
and power changcs throughout the cuuntry could, in practice, mini- 
mize the possibility of any positive govcrnmcnt action a t  all. K h n h  
did, it seerned, cnnsolidate a good deal nf power behind him, and it 

\*-as prcsuma1~1~- in a~kno\~Icdgrnent of this fact that thc Arncricans 

embraced him w rryady.  At the unusual hour of three o'clock in 
thc morning, as K hanh staged the coup, he was actualIg sccn in thc 
cornpan);. of three Amcrican advisers. Yet, fav \riemamese trusted 
or liked Khanh; thcy considered him an opportunist. 

One American \~-ho cmbraccd him with a fraternal dcvotion was 
U.S. Secretary of Defense Kobcrt S. McNamara. Beginning in this 
period a long scries of visits to Vict Nam, each of which wedded the 
unpopular Saigon regime ever more closely to thc Americans in 
Vietnamcsc eyes, McNamra would troop with Kha~ih about the 
countryside. To him, Khanh represented Viet Nam. As the t\vo 
men wouId raise their a r m  high in a joint victory gesture, McSa- 
mara would shout, in a humorous attempt at  the Vietnamese Ian- 
page, "Vict ATam Muon Naml'-Long iive Vict Nam. Unforru- 
nateIv, and unbcknown to 31chTamara since he could not hear the 
ripples of Iaughrer he generated, the Secretary's pronunciation gave 

a difFerent meaning to his intended triumphant rnmagc-"thc 
southern duck wants to lie do\vn." 

K h K s  rule \\?as marked by a uniquc sense of mclodrama. To the 
Vietnamese with I\= hom w e  n-nrkcd and associated every day, he 
was a ruthless power-seckcr. His black goatee rnadc him appcar ar 
once evil and comic. If rvc remarked on haring seen him drivc bv in 
his black Alerccdes, Viemarnae would ask with a resigned chuckle, 
"Did you scc his heard?" This, perhaps, was an insi3c.nificant reaction 
on their part; yet such reactions told much (to those who listened) 
about how the Vietnamese fclr about their pvernmcnr. Ar one 
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point he shaved the goatee off, proclaiming the "new Khanh." But 
the new Khanh myas no different from the old. 

Khanh's mc1odramaric flair was best demonstrated by his various 
reactions tr, criticism and atternptcd coups. When he engineered a 
bill @ring himself dictatorial powyers, for example, hustilc students 
in Saigon marched on thc Paface in mass demonstranon against his 
"despotic act" (see Chapter 12) .  Khanh was courageous enough to 

appear before them in person. Thcn. feeling humiliated hy their 
oppositiun to his action, he flew off to Dalat in his private plane and 
pouted. Every time something went wrong in Saigon, he would takc 
off for Dalat. or ocasionaIly for the d d e  resort of Vung Tau, 
confusing journalists by circulating among the various pahces 
placcd at his disposal. (In Ualat alone there werc threc.) \%'hen a 
plant \\=as heard taking off from Dalat's Carnly Airfield late in the 
nicht, pcople in the town knew that the situation had quieted down 
inb&igon. K h n h  was on his way back again. 

Ihring the pcriod of Khanh's ascendancv, lasting about a year, 
it was not alr%=ays clear who was really in port-cr- Various others 
would bc announced as having taken over, l ~ u t  shortly aftenpard the 
resilient Khanh always popped up again. For tw-o days in August, 
196+ for example, a ruling triumvirate of generals was announced, 
and then came a week of interregnum under economist Nguyen 
Xuan Oanh. (As deputy prime rninistcr, I-laward-tmined Oanh 
would again take the fore, at lcast technically, for a twenty-day 
period in carly 1965.) It  was durins this period that w e  lost all track 
of what was going on in Saizon's political nethem-orld. 1-'iemamm 
complained more and more about the devious machinations of the 
military officers, cach of whnm upon gaining power pron~ised to 
rule only a few weeks or month and then to organize free elections 
for a civilian government But power corrupted, and they cnded up 
playing musical chairs among thcrnselvcs as thc). jockeyed for posi- 
tions of ever grater authnrity. Rumors of coups merc rife, and 
martial music was hcard frequently on the radio as various generals 
and coloneIs proclaimed their intcrest in "saving the fatherland." 

In late 196% a iong-awaitcd civilian government emeqed under 
the respected former schonlreachcr Tran Van Huong. This 
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offcrd some hope, since the causc of the previnus turmoil had 
appeared to hc largely thc inncr wrangling of the arm!= officer 
corps. Our fricnds and associates, \b=ho were of course civilians, 
wcrc pIeased at this cscape from rule by the military. But it \\-as 
during Huung's time in office that the true realiw of Vietnarncsc 
pomcr politics became known to those of us who had been perhaps 
too naive on the subject before. That reality was the undcniahlc 
fact of military predominance in poIitics. The militar\: aftcr an, had 
the organization and the discipline (relatively spaking, at least) 
and, above all, the arms and support of the Arncricans. ?'here was, in 
fact, a similar pouw struggle bctu-ecn miitary and civilian elcmcnts 
on the American sidc, and as the war hcatcd up in Iate 1964 and 
thereafter, thc rnilimry secrncd to \\-in nut among both Viemammc 
and Americans. 

Tran Van Huong did not last long in r~ffice. On the surface, his 
downfall was attributed to Buddhist demorlstrations against him and 
what they called his "anti-Buddhist paIicics." These began in I-Iuc 
and included strong criticisn~s of Arncrican policy, culminating in 
the January, 1965, burning of the U.S. information Service Ii1,rarv 
there. L a s  than three ycars latcr, however. when rhc poibilitv of 
Buddhist support for Huong's prcsidcnrial candidacl- was aired, 
some Vietnamese were suggesting that Huong himself could not be 
blamed for rhc pIicics lcading to his dow-nf~ll. I t  was nthcr Gen- 
eral Khnh, that ubiquitous mi~im~ce pise and then comrnandcr-in- 
chief of the armcd frjrces, w-ho was bchind it all. Upon hcarir~g of a 
plan caIling for elections, Khanh had l~ecome afraid of 1 t - h ~  this 
1%-nuld mean to his position. Ilis oppc~sition became so belligerent. 
in fact, that wen the Americans finally lost ptience, and Anll~asu- 
dor AIax~t-dl Ta\ylor bluntly told Khanh hc should leavc the coun- 
try. In \\.hat xi-as intended to 1)c a clever move. Khanh Rad rccorded 
the Amb-dor's words on tape. and he playcd rhcm back (the con- 
versation had bcen in French) at a subsequent junta meering. The 
other generals were supposed to react angrilv toward the Arncricans, 
and Khanh thundcrcd th~t he did not \%-ant a colonialist cn\?ov. ?'he 
overly ambitirlus Khanh lost out, hm\-cver, and was finally scnt 
abroad as a "'rovinm ambassador." AIclodramatic to the cnd, hc 

? 
boarded his plane \\-ah a littlc plastic sack of Viemamcse soil and a 
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vow to the cffcct that "I shall return." He now resides comfortably 
in Paris, urherc Ketnamcse Embasy oficials claim not even to 
know his street address. 

111 February1 1965, the respcctcd Dr. Phn Huv Quac came to the 
fore in another attcrnpt m civilian ruIc. Although Qwt seemed to 
have many of thc ncucssary pcrsonal qualifications for the post of 
prime minister, he ncver rcally h d  a chance. Most of his four 
mo~lths in ofice were m l i e d  by frustrated attenlpts at forming a 
cabinet satisfacturj~ ro all rhr: various factions in Sigon. Raides, he 
\\-as Iargely unknown to the Victnamesc people. (In fact, this was 
true of every leader after Diem, with rhc possible exccption of 
Gcncral Minh) In onc model village, by way of euarnple, we noted 
flags flving everyrr-hcre and were told a VIP delegadon had just 
departed. "Who was it;" wc ~skcd.  "Some coJond," a villager an- 
sirered. W h e n  wc quationcd the local district chief, howcser, we 
discovered thac the visitor had bccn Prime Minister Quat himsclf! 
lntcrnal fighrs and differences with his chief-of-state, Phan Khac 
Suu, finally led Quat to call on thc nlilitary "to save the country." 
On June r r. 1965, the trim, rnusaclliocd A& Vice-&I& Nguycn 
Cao Ky came into office. 

Ky was ecscaricall~~ grecrcd l ~ y  the Americans. He was one of the 
"Young Turks," the new generation of military lcadcrs u-ho were 
energetic, progrcssi\rc, and clearly nationalistic. More important, Ky 
spoke good hs l i sb ,  bctter than any leader beforc him ( ~ 4 t h  the 
possible exception of Khanh). Thus the Amerians felt they could 
dcal with him. But the main reason the Americans pectcd Ky with 
such enthusiasm was the reason the climber hlalloy gave whcn 
asked why he wanted to climb AIL Evercst: "Becausc it is therc." 
For thc Americans it had hcen the same ~vith Khanh and with all the 
other lcaders u-hn riscn to power: whoever --as strong enough 
to take o\!er was presumed strong enough, with immediate Amcri- 
can support, to providc stabili~y. And what Viet Narn needed above 
all-as indecd our own cxpcrienccs wit11 the burmucracy had 
indicated-was srahiliw. 'z-Vith Arncricrn involvement now includ- 
ing the honlhing of the North, and \t;.lt11 thc bitter experience of ten 
successive Sliligon governments in twenty months, the United Statcs 
could not afford any more fooling around on the part of ambitious 
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Saigon soldiers and politicians. The situation had become far too 
scrious for that Unity and stability were needed in order to prose- 
cute the war against the Viet Cong. Even the question of u~hcther 
or not Ky himself was the right man for the job uas no bnger 
relevant IY ho else, Fml~assv officials asked rhttorically, was there? 
At the bcginning in fact, Iiy did not sccm such a bad choice. He 

had the strength of the air force bchind him, hc had the backing of 
many student groups with whom hc enjoyed the affinity of youth. 
and he was generally considered to hc honest, patriotic, intelligent, 
and fearlrrss. While his chief-of-state, Nguyen Van Thicu, remained 
largely unknown and in the background, Ky ever~tually became 
known among his countrymen, though largely because of his Ion- 
gevity in ofice and his flamboyance. 

It was this latter trait that nmde Ky a p o r  choice in thc long run. 
H e  was too young and too boyish in a sociem whcre age and seri- 
ousness of purpsc are respected. Somehow, the Mandate of Heaven 
did not fit him. Darting about in black cap, purple scarf, and yellow 
glovcs, Ky x i i s  the exact antithesis of what, according tn tradition, 
a Vietnamese Imder should he. His current wife, a stunning former 
Air Vicmam stewardess, did not contribute to his nationalist image 
by traveling to Japan for plastic surgery on hcr nose and eyes, 
intended to make hcr look less Vietnnrncsc and more Wrstern. 
Acquaintances of Kv's, who had servcd with him in the French 
army in North ~ i c ;  Nam before Gencva, ctmfidencially cxprmed 
their personal dislikc of him. He was nothing but an impcturms 
playboy, thcy said. H e  didn't have - ~ h ~ t  it takes. 

While Americans emphasized Ky's good uharrctcristics, which 
certainly existcd, thc \Tiernamesc tcnded to foIlow thcir native intui- 
tion when it  came to nation31 leadership. Any prime minister who, 
for example, on a state visit to Taiwan, pcrfmmed daredevil stunts 
at rhc controls of a jct traincr, might titillate his hosts but hardly the 
public back home in Viet Narn. On another occasion. Ky madc an 
even more cIo\\-nish impression. It w a s  on Juls zo, 1965, oficialiv 
known in South Vier Nam as the "Day of National Shame," sipifV- 
ing as it did the anniversary of thc signing of the Gencva Accords 
by which rhe country was divided in mTo. All through thc morning7 
truckload after truckload of local inhabitants wcre brought from 
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the surrounding vicinity to the banks of the Ben Hai River. The 
Hen Hai, flowing throuih the middle of the Demilitarized Zone on 
its way to the sca, marks the border bcmeen North and South 
Vier Nam. Sometime in mid-morning, after thousands had been 
assembred, the sound of planes could be heard overhead. One, a 
Vietnamae Air Force Skyraider, flew so closc: to the border itseIf 
that, in full view of the crowds on the south bank, North Viemam- 
ese p n s  across the river starred shooting awsv. Taking the hint, 
the Skyraider finally doubled back. The onlv purpose of thc aerial 
show, it turned out, was to announce the arrival, 11y car, of Prime 
Minister Ky. Nor contcnt with this display, Ky proceeded to act 
like a comedian on the speaker's phrform. He madc funny faces and 
silty gcstura The onlookers could hardly be imprased & the qual- 
ity of their prime minister. Thosc standing around us kept rcpating 
in amused disbelief, "Oh, look hour Mr. K v  is fooling around!" 

Ky's pcrsonal fauls were more than matched by the difficulties of 
the situation. Governing South Viet Nam, with all i~ divisions and 
the war bcsidcs, was perhaps the hardest job in the world. Any step 
in one direction would be criticized from another. The fact that he 
got along \\,ell with the Amcrican Embassy (Lodge called him "my 
second son") led nationalist Vietnamese to call him an American 
puppet. Later, when he publicly berated the Americans, the Vietnam- 
ese would sensc the truth but still question his emotional stability. 
Ky once =lied himself "a tragic man," and in lucid momcns he 
confessed his uncertainties about himself. In May, 1968, when he 
was vice-president and losing power steadily to the new president, 
Nguyen \.'an Thieu, he raised thc leadership problem in an ex- 
temporaneous Saigon spcec h: 

The whole world mpxts Ho Chi Minh and [North Vicrnamesel 
ncfense A;iinisrcr Vo Sp>yen Ciap. Why? Wha are thcy? Are they 
not Viemamese tou? Why can't wc find a man in the South and makc 
him be respected by thc whoIe world? Is it because our leaders are 

nothing but old fashioned slavs? Perhaps I am partly responsible for 
this. Perhaps I havcn'r performed my duty with all m y might and 
that's why our nation is d the way it is. If it is any mistake of mine, 
I am ready to be judged by the peopIe and by history. 

Ky will not be the only one judged hy history. 
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During the period 1963-1966, American officials alwaw had the 

idca of elections in the back of thcir mind. They fclt, quitc reason- 
ably, that if the Victnarnese people could choose their ow-n govern- 
ment, then thc cause of srahility w-ould be advanccd through that 
government's legitimacy. Thc Vietnamese looked at it somewhat 
differently. The!?-that is thc inteIIectuJs--wcrc dl in favor of 
both clcctinns and stability, but for than govcrnmcnt legitimacv 
itself was the key goal. For the American .%fission, it seemcd, stabil- 
ity w a s  the necessary goal, for the Arnerimns had to sell thcir ad- 
ministration's Vict h'am policy to Cnngress and to the Arncrican 
people. Far this purpose, stability undcr a truly popular gnvernmcnt 
rvas not required, because the Amcrican people Imd no way of judg- 
ing what w a s  or was not popular. But the Viemamcsc could tcll the 
diffcrcnce, and they had Iittle use for an unpopular but superfi- 
cially srablc government like Ky's. -Cheoretically, of course, only 3 

popular government ~ w u l d  in timc become a rcally stable govern- 
ment, but the U.S. Mission xxZ.i.as short of time-and, it must bc mid, 
of understanding for Vietnan~cse feelings. 

As a resulr of rhc antigovernment Stru,~Ic Movement in 1966. 
which came dcspcrarelg near to ovcrthrox~=ing the Kp regime (scc 
Chapter 6), the S;lig)n government x.as forccd to hold dccrions for 
a ~0I'Istitu~nt assembly. Thc first joh of such a group would be to 
draft a constitution, since thcrc had hcen none in effect since Dim's 
fall, the count- havi11g becn rulcd for the most part lay military 
decrce. The mixed Amcrican attitude toward such clections was 
exprmed lay Ambamdor Lodge, back for his second tour at the 
Embassy. Before the Struggle Movcrncn~ Lodge h d  gone on 
rccord as being against elections for thc near future. Like Ky, he 
felt the). would be too difficult to organize under wartime condi- 
tions. When the strength of the Struglc Movement's pressurc be- 
came felt, however, Lodge suddcnly decided that elections xtrcrc a 
good thing and that he had hecn for then1 all along. Although rhc 
S L F  werc cxcluded from participation (which under the circurn- 
smnccs was hardly surprising), and in spite of a militant Buddhist 
boj-con, the eIecrions of 1966 went amazingly ri~cll. Subsequent 
balloting for hamlct and village officc was also rehtivelv successful. 
as x i i s  the final framing of a new natic~nal constirunonan acr 
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marred only by Prkdent  Johnson's reportedlv hailing it as the bcst 
gift he could wcr receive, one comparable to his fist look at his 
b a l ) ~  gra~ldchild. Most Vietnamtrsc were not pleased at the id= 
of I,~yndon Johnson being thc grandfather of thcir country. 

I t  uyas the cluciaI presidential and 1egisIativc elections of 1967, 
ha-rt=ever, that caused so many Vietnamcsc, and ourseIc-m, so much 
dismay. The ccnml problem, and onc nnt u~~irluc to 1--icn~am, was 
the po-rver of the incunlbcnts to s\vav thc vote in thcir favor. It \\-as 
for that reason rhat thc militant Buddhist hierarchy had gnnc so far 
in its Smggle demands as to insist on thc resignation of I;v and 
Thieu before the campaign pcrind. Thcy did nor strccccd, horvevcr, 
and as a resuIr, electioneering bcan well ahead of thc onc-month 
pcriod permittcd to the civilian candidates. Thrcc months before 
eiecrinn day, for ex-arnpIe, signs that read "The goven~ment of 
Sguj-en G o  Ky is the govcrnmcnt of the par pcoplc" apparcd dl 
ovcr the country. In a sense, this \\-as only a minor affront, since no 
one believed the slogan anyway. Most Victnamcse would point out 
that it \\?as true that the Ky pvcmment was the gnvernmcnt of the 
poor, but only in thc scnsc rhat its corrupt laders sucked thc people 
completely dry.. 

One of the IVS volu~~teers saved himself some rnon~ \~  - hv - striking 
a msponsive chord in taxi drir-crs rvho did not take the Kv sig~is 
seric~uslv. Like many Vietnamese, taxi drivers assumed that we were 
rich like most Americans in Viet Nam, and they ~vould try to 
charge us thc "rich American" price. This price was usually any- 
where from 30 to r o o  per wnt  more than the Vietnamese price. The 
cIcver vnlunteer, when confronted with the cost of a taxi ridc. 
explained to the drivcr (in Vietnamcsc) that he was working for the 
Vietnam- government ~vhich, as all the s i p  indicated (he said 
with a smile), was the government of thc poor people. "Therefore," 
he said, "I am poor and should only pay the l:Tietnarncsc price." The 
driver would burst out hughing. "Oh, you know much about our 
countr).," he would say. Acccpung only thc normal price, he would 
drive off, still chuckling. 

Others of us used the mmc joke as a wav of pointing out that we 
were not ordinary, wcaIthy Americans. Invariably thc taxi drivers 
rvould laugh uproariously. 'Those signs tell a lie," they would say. 
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"The government does nothing for the poor people. They just make 
money for themscbes." One complained about the nerv water sys- 
tem built by the government with massive U.S. aid: ''The problem 
with your watcr system," he said, "is that the pipes all go to the 
cement houses. I live in a thatch housc and have to buy my water 
from the rich people." 
Nevertheless, the fact that the Ky government had been in pol= 

for over nvo years gave its icadcrs the advantage of being better 
known than anv of the tcn civilian politicians represcntcd on the 
praidential haiot. In one d a g c  of Montagnards (see Chapter 4) 
we notcd that flimsy wooden guide &ls hul been buiIt around thc 
schooIhouse in order to usher the lines of voters into the polls two 
weeks later. Intrigued, w e  asked the schoolteachcr, an old friend, 
for whom he was planning to vote. 

"For Ky, of course," he replied. 
"But Ky is only running for b-ice-president," u--r: pointcd out, the 

milimry junta having reccntly decided on i s  Thieu-Ky ticket. 
"Oh, isn't there any way I can get him to bc president?" our 

friend, now disappointed, inquired. 
"No, he's just running for vice-president," wyc told him. "Wh\y do 

you like him so much, anyway?" we asked. 
"Oh, hc's a very good man," the teacher answered with confi- 

dcnce and enthusiasm. "HE t a k  good on the radio!" 
'But have JWU seen any rcsults of the things he's promised on the 

radio?'' w e  countered, knowing the teacher would not resent our 
queries. 

"Well, how should I know about that?" he asked. 
Ymplexed as ro crhethcr he knew any of the other candidates, we 

then asked whv he didn't consider voting for Tran Van Huong, a t  

that point: thc favored civilian candidate. 
"Oh yes, Dr. Luong, I know about him," our friend replied, But 

w e  had to correct him. Dr. Luong was a physician in the provincial 
capita1 whom he was confusing with candidate Huong. W e  ex- 
plained that Huong was a formcr schoolteacher and primc minister. 

When our friend heard that he had bccn a schmlteachcr like 
himself, he showed momentary interest, but then finally said. "No, 
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I'm going to vote for Ky. I've never seen the other man's picture 
anywhere." 

In terms of equal opportunity for all the candidates, Ky's ticltct 
was so far ahcad of all thc others in "cquaIity" that it was surprising 
when he and Thieu garnered I s  than 35 per cent of the ballots 
cast. 
In addition to exploiting the advantages of incumbency, Thieu 

and Ky were able to neutralize their most pwerfuf opposition by 
keeping them in exile or by refusing them permission to run. Gen- 
eral "Big" &link for example., whme popularity posed a threat to 
the government in power, was kept in exile in Bangkok during this 
time. Another exiled and popular gcnemi, Nguyen Chnh Thi, was 
rluestioned by Ky's national police chief, General Nguyen hTgoc 
b a n ,  on a special uip to Washington, D.C. When Thi refused to 

declare his support for K v  and to join Kp's ticket as vice-president, 
he was kept in cxile. Au Truong Thanh, thc other lading con- 
tender, and a liberal, was refused candidate status bccause of his 
alleged "pro-Communist neutralism." Truong Dinh Uzu, a some- 
what disreputable h w y c r  who came in second in thc balloting be- 
cause he openly made himself the "pcace candidate," wisely 
announced his "white dove" platform and indictments of Thieu and 
Kv onlv after his candidacy had been approved. After the election, 
he spent much of his time in jail before being sentenced by a mili- 
tary tribunal (and without appeal) to fir-c ycars of hard labor for his 
poIiticaI speeches during the campaign. Finally, there ulas a gcneral 
belief in Viemamese circles, partly fostered by Ky, that if Thicu 
and K v  did not win, they wvdd pull a cotlp #&tat against whoever 
did succeed. All these factors, plus thc knowledge that the Ameri- 
cans were supporting thc military ticket, made thcir winning inevit- 
able. No Viemamese ever doubted it for a minute. Again, it was 
surprising they did not win more than 35 pcr cent of the toml 
vote. 

Perhaps the most ludicrous aspect of the entirc procm, however, 
was the American position. One American friend, with years of 
experience in Viet Nam, pointcd out to the highest Embassy officials 
that most Vietnamese did not suppnrt Thieu and Ky. He suggeacd 
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that the U.S. governmcnt urge truly free elections. Within daj3 this 
friend went back to the United Statrrs and has not k e n  allowed to 
return to Viet Nam since. In Washinpton, Assistant Secretary of 
State William Bundy had stated privately that "these clcctions are 
our last h o p  in Viet Narn." With such dcsperadon in high adrninic 
tracion circles, it \.as hardly surprising that when Ilcnr)? Cabot 
Lodge arrived in Sigon as hcad of a team of twenty-two eIectinn 
observers sent by Prcsidenr Johnson, hc expressed confidence that 
crcrything about rhc elections would prove to be above-board. Our 
Vietnamcsc col~cagues, howcver, expressed considerable dismay 
over the acavicics of some of the observers they met or saw. They 
told us that several had dropped in for only a few morncnts at  trr.i~ 

or three polling places, then wcrt rushed off for sumptuous mmls 
given in their honor, usuaily by the locar province chief. What the 
observers could not see, they added, were vnters who \rere paid off 
hj* zealous governmcnt o f i c i a l ~  ~nilimr). men who had received two 

voting cards (one through thcir familie and another through thcir 
military unit), polling places with an insuficicnt number of harlots, 
and some ballots with the nanles of ccmin candidates missing. Somc 
of thcse irregularities were of coursc unintentional, but others wcre 
delihate. Finally, and particularIy in the lcgislativc elections, there 
wcre siniply too many namcs from a-hich to chomc--a source of 
g c a t  frustration to voters who usualll? hadn't heard of anv of them. 
One old woman, for cxamplc, angrily threw hcr bundle of ballots on 
the floor, not knowing how she could possibly be expected to make 
a sensiblc decision. 

While President Johnson's clbscn-en rcturned to the United 
States with gcncralIv glo~vi~lg accounts of what rhcv had secn in 
their four dan,  \'jcma11mc collcagucs, who koc~v the 11-holc back- 
ground, fclt differently. "In many ways, the elections have onls- 
m d c  our situation xx-one," lamented one. "They have seeminpi! 
1rgitin)izcd rhe SliTOtS r1iw of war mid foreign intervet~rion which Ive 
hate." "You held rhc clcctinns to convince tbc American public that 
Viet Narn has a deniocracj~," said another. A third cvnically an- 
ncwnccd, "We arc planning to scnd tr~entv-two Vichlarncse ob- 
wn-ers who don't spwk English t r l  the United States in Xovembcr, 
1968. for fnur daj-s, to sec if your clcctions arc fair." 
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In March 1968, the incredible K y  himscIf, no\\! vice-president, 
gave his comrncnts on the elcctitms in an inten-iew u-ith an Italian 
journalist: 

In most of the cases, thc men who have bccn clected in South Vietnam 
are not the mcn that people want; they do nut reprcsent the peoplc. 
The pn~ple voted for them bccause soillcone told them to vote. Our 
last clcctions were a loss of time and money, a mmr~ckcry. They w-ere 
only useful to elect a regime which i~ w=rong and cormptcd and weak 
and would fall immediately with a revolution. 

it is hard for me to say so beause 1 share thc rcsp~nsihility of thosc 
cIcctiuns, I hatye been voted in thcm and I an1 the Vice President of 
such a regime. But at least I recognize the evil where the evil is, and 1 
say that laws must be changed, hecause what w e  now- have are laws 
that dcfend thc rich. W e  need new Iaws ro defend the poor.' 

MeanwhiIe, and before President Thieu bcgan to consolidate his 
nwn power, a Vietnarncse fricnd described the new form of govern- 
ment Power, he said, was divided among four competing forces: 
( I ) the U.S. Embassy; (2)  the two houses of the Saigon Legislature; 
( 3 )  the three ''cabinets" of Thieu, K y, and Loc (the latter was soon 
replaced as prime minister by l'ran Van Huong) ; (4) the four mcti- 
cal zones and their cornmanding generals. It was hardly surprisins, 
thcrcfrwe, that the elections did little to w-in popular confidence for 
the government Thus, while En~bassy officials hailcd thc "new gov- 
ernmen&" Viemamese saw it as the same old rgime. ' l 'h only thing 
that had been proved was that an clcction could, techiiically, bc 
carried c l f f  cven undcr wartime conditions. 

Since Johnson's election-observers could nor understand Viemarn- 
ese, and since they knew little about Vier Nam, they could not 
possibly have learned the truth about the clccrions-+w abouc their 
aftermath. But that has always been the problcm: Amcricans have 
rarely known the truth about Viet Nm. When the same leaders as 
before were "inaugurated" in Saigon on October 31,  1967, Vice- 
President Humphrey was disptchcd as the ranking American reprc- 
senmtive for thc ceremony. Kemarked one Vicrnamrrse in Hue, "I Iis 
attendance reminds us of thc old days \\-hen the Chin= emperor, 

' Quoted in Washington Port, April 7, 1948. 
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our ultimate sovereign, would send a delcgate to supervise our vassal 
emperor's coronation." 

Later, when the Eml>assy claimed that the Thieu go~-trnrnent was 
making progress toward needcd reforms throughout 1968. Vietnam- 
ese noted that the regime conducted overly thorough "witch 
hunts" after the Tet  offcnsivc, sunmarily closed down newspapers, 
arrcsted and xntenced evcn anti-Communist opponens, and p e r -  
d y  dragged its feet on many liberalization moves that rhe peopIe 
were dcrnanding. Though some \'ietnamese had seen promise in the 
Legislature, particularly in thc somewhat representative Lower 
House, even this hope disappeared when in the course of 1968 it 
accomplished little. Some said that more time \vas required, hut the 
problem was that Vict Nam net-er had much timc. Others said that 
what Viet Xam necdcd was a gcnuinc revolution. 

And so, ovcr the years, thc pnlitical system has gone along, ncver 
vcry popular with its mnsutuen~, never v c q  responsive to thcir 
wishes, yet surviving somehow in spitc of various changcs at  the 
top, inffucnues from outside, and cvcn insurrection from wirhin. 
The whole succ&nn of leaders from Diem to Thieu seem to Viet- 
nam- to have had much in common with one another. Nonc of 
t h m  could ax thc burdens of life, bring about a harmony of spirit, 
or fulfill thc Mandate of Heaven. 



PLIGHT OF THE MINORTTTY 
The HighIarad Tribespeqle 

Driving the few mila from Ban Me Thuot to Euon Krnrong 
Prong \\.as an arduous experience in the rainy season, for the last 
part af the road was like a mud bog. Fcw people went thcrc ar any 
time of ).car, but during the rainy season it seemcd specially iso- 
Iated. Ran hlc Thuot itself, part;cularly in the late summer of 1963, 
w a s  not a busding metropolis, even though it \%=as the chief market 
and administrative cenccr for Darlac province. Its market place x*=as 

a melting pot of the Highlands, where Montagnards of several 
different tribes jostlcd with the Victnamcse and Chinesc living in 
the town. Throughout the day, raucous sounds ernanatcd from the 
sucea and from public loudspcakcrs. The tribapcople u=ere aIwr.ays 
distinguish~blc here by their darkcr skin and colorful dress. Some- 
ti~ncs chcy camc into town on three-wheeled Lambrerms, but morc 
ofrcn thcy n-alkcd along thc sides of the rmds, carrying in wood, 
quash, and cucumbers, and carrying out the ~vondcn of the mar- 
ket: gongs, black cotton cloth, and salt. W c  oftcn stopped to gii-e 
rides to as many as could be accommodated in our jccp. 

Coming from Sigon, some 250 air miles to thc soutl~, Ban Me 
Thuot was in the rnidde of no-rvherc; corning from Ban Me Thuot, 
the strategic hamlet of Buon Krnrons Prong was the frontier. T o  
some of thc military and govcrnrnenr officials, this frontier lookcd 
like "Indian countr)r3'-and indeed -?as called, in the lingo of the 
tirncs, "VC country." Ever-prescnt danger c~vershado\\ycd any pussi- 
ble conarucrive improvemcnrs for the inhabitants. To young vcdun- 
teers, hoxve~-cr, it was the "new fronncr," where d h s e  and illitcr- 
acy would have to be eradicated and where concentration of thc 
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previously scminomdic people in scratcgic hmlets could facilitate 
modcrnizatinn. 

Everything ahout Buon Kmrong Prong gave an impression of 
neatness and order. The bamboo stakes between the rows of har€)ed- 
wire fencing formed pleasant patterns, and one forgot momenrarily 
the dangers that had led thc villagers to drive them patiently into 
the soil. Insidc the spacious perimeter of the hamlet fcncc, the bam- 
boo and thatch longhouses of the R h d e  u i k m e n  were neatly 
arrangcd in ro~x-s. Built on stila, thcy could be entercd only by 
placing onc's feet sideways in the notches of a propped-up log- 
Animals were thus prcventcd from intruding. 
W e  had come to Buon Kmrong Prong to help dig a ~tycll. To us, 

developing a source of rclativcly c l a n  drinking water \%=as one of 
the most urgent needs in the f lighland villages where dysentery h s  
a lwa~s  been a terrible sconrge. I t  \%=as, ho\r;.c\-er, a nccd not alxvaays 
evident to thc local people, who regarded river -rtyater as quitc ade- 
quate. For us to claim that there were evil microbes in thc water 
was to substitute one form of invisihlc spirit for another; a much 
more convincing argument to the &Iontagnards was that digging a 
well wt~uld save the half-miIe walk w and from the river. 

One day after the wcll had bcm ct~mpleted u-e were invited m 
join the mourners at the funeral of one of the hamlet's notables, a 
member of the Tribal Lax\? Court in Ban Me Thuot "He was in the 
hospital for thrce months," one of his closcst friends esplained. "His 
stomach w a s  all puffed out. Then the doctors scnt him home again, 
saying he wasn't sick anv more. Not sick, but now he's dead. Yes, it 
is true-ot wen thcse modem doctors know everything." 

As wc w a i d  for the funeral to bcgin, Y Klar came up. Iie had 
worked with Americans for a fcw month and knew some EngIish. 
He also knew tlmt w e  u7ere interested in learning about the customs 
of his tribe. "Rhadc custclms are very- different from Vietnamese 
cust-" hc said. "Rhadtrs have ~e;er). happy funerals, \7icmamest: 
very sad." We told him that Amcrican funerals were very sad, like 
Vietnamese. As the festivities got under way, howvcr, 1%-c began to 

wonder whether the Rhades did nor have a better approach Thc 
spirit being liberated, according to the theology, why not show jov 
rather than grief? 
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With about two hundred Montagnards gathered outside the long- 
house ~vhere the c o h  was lying, the cerenlonies started in f d  
force. At first they were mournful enough. There was music---the 
hcavy bonging of gongs, thc thumping of a huge drum, thc war- 
bling sound of a wind instrument-intemyined with the chanting of 
the mourners in rhc longhorn and the horrendous mmpeting of 
the hamlet elephants. At midday the coffin was moved to the grave 
site just outside thc village fence, and as the music continued, a 
shaman, drcsscd in rcd, smeared buffalo blood on one end of the 
coffin and performed a ritual chant. The dead man's best friend then 
gave a eulo,gy, after which an urn containing the deceased's c r o s  
bow, blanket, bracelets, and other articles was placed in the grave. 
Mcanw-hile, the group of womcn had been wailing and dabbing their 
eves with handkerchiefs. As the coffin itself was lowercd, the hheav- 

ens burst forth as if to add their tears to those of the \\=orncn. The 
men hurriedly filled thc p v c  with dirt. 

After thc showcr rhe mourners began to ease their sadness with 
food and drink. W e  l q a n  to see why Y Klar had prcparcd us for a 
k~ppv funeral. ?'he meat r3f  three water buffalo that h ~ d  bcen sacri- 
ficed that morning was served, and dozens of jars of ricc wine that 
had been carefully guardcd from premature consumption wcrc 
brought fnrth. The parncipana soon reached a stage of advanced 
giddinrss and grew quite cheery, interrupnng their laughter only 
long cntlugh to empty bladdcrs ar doze off. Such parties, w e  knew, 
could go on for days. S~dness, as Y Klar said, \vas not the prcdomi- 
nant marad of $Iontagnard funerals. - 

But if sadnfss \\-as secondary at funerals it was not ~o for life in 
gcncral. For the Montagnards crren more than for the Vietnamese, 
the srrcsscs of modernization \+-ere upsetting, adding emotional bur- 
dens to those hrought about by the rigors of uyar. 

There are thought to hc nearly a million Montaprds in South 
Vicr Sam. Divided into about thirty main tribcs and language 
grouping, thcy were ~~~~~~~~~~ely callcd hlonmgnards bv the 
French, the namc meaning "Mounraincers." Since the French days, 
life has changed for them probably more than for anv other group 
in thc country. They were accustomed to roaming thc forms, l~ut  



the uyar has necessimtcd their agglomeration within thc bounds of 
fortified hamlcts. They had lived by a sIash-and-burn economy, 
planting thcir rice in one place unriI thc yield became ton Ioxv, then 
moving on to clear off new hillsides and valleys for planting. Now, 
with movement restricted, thc population more concentrated, and 
land less available, they have had to learn an entireIy new economy 
and way of life. Oncc accustomed to an indepcndent, men isnlated, 
social and culrural existence, they now have had to learn to live side 
by side -4th strangers to their lands-the ethnic Viemamese. 

The Monmgnards uyerc there &st, lzlicvcd to have migrated into 
the Viemamesc Highlands some two thousand years ago. American 
anthropologists have devoted relatively little attention to these pco- 
plc, though thcy have been divided into nvo b - q  general language 
groupings. One, the Mon-Khmer, incIudes such uibes as the Koho 
around the present town of h l a t ;  they are thought tn have come 
originally from what are now Burma and Cambodia. The other, the 
Malayo-Polynesian, includes such tribes as the Rhadc around Ban 
M e  Thuot; they are belicb-cd to have migrated up the Malay Penin- 
suIa from Indonesia. To thc scnsirive, history was fun of precedents: 
"You see," said one well-educated Koho-friend who had read a 

history of his own people, "we have always suffcrcd discrimination. 
-1'housands of years ago we were expelled from our original home- 
lands and we settled here. Now thc Viemamese are cobnujng our 
Iands here. They are trying to extminate  us. Where wiIl we go 
next?" 

Whilc there is no ccrtain historical indication why the carly Mon- 
ragnards left their original lands centuries ago, it is true that the 
Vietnamese have made inroads into the Highlands. This has h a p  
pened particularly since 1954, when hundreds of thousands of Viet- 
namese left North Viet hTam and many werc settled on the vast, 
sparselv inhal~ited plareau of the South Later, President Dicm's land- 
derrelopmenc program settled anothcr Iarge group on land the 
Montagnards felt was rightfully theirs. Even then, hoxvcvcr, thcre 
was little contact bemileen the two ethnic groups until the new 
outbreak of war forced the Monmgnards in to  the lower ground 
nearer the Vietnamese centers. Where the French had shoum a 
spccial dection for the good and simple mountain people, offering 
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them plantation jobs and limited education and status in rheir army, 
thc Vietnamese, for a variety of psychologica1 reasons, looked down 
on them, sonletimes referring to thcm as "dirty and primitit-e sak-- 

ages." Of course there wcre exceptions in thc form of some young 
liberals with a developed social conscience. But mom typical \%=as the 
Dalat high-school studcnt who asked, "Why do you like them so 
much? The  Montagnards arc so dirty." We American voIunteers 
tried to bridgc thc gap bcnk=ccn the t w o  groups. \%'hen a prtwincial 
education chief said, "You knuw, in many ways I have come to 

admire the Alonmgnards more than m y  fellow Vietnamese," then 
we felt 1s.e had accorn plisl~eed something significant for futurc har- 
mony in G e t  V am. 

Y Eli's story is a ?pica1 one for a &Inntagnard in South Viet 
Nam. His viliagc -\\.as at Buon I)ak SQk, located south and west of 
Ban Me Thuot. Whcn hc x*=ss snlall, he lived thc traditional slash- 
and-burn life of his people. Every three years, his small village 
would shift fields, cutting down the forest and planting upland ricc. 
a special variety requiring considerablv less watcr than the dclta 
paddy rice. In addition to rice, thcy grcrt. corn, gourds, quash, 
pumpkirls, peppers, and eggplant. Tobacco was planted in the loca- 
titln of the previous year's buffalo pen, whcrc the earth had been 
fertilized bv manure. As a boy, Y Bli set traps in the mountain 
strcams to catch the tinF fish tlc and thc other children also caught 
crickets, a delicacy either cotlkcd or raw. Thcy dcvebpcd an inter- 
esting technique: in the c~~cnings and after the first spring rains had 
fallm, holes - r w ~ ~ l d  open up in the ground. Y Bli and his littIe friends 
took cattails, or a similar plant, and inserted them into jars conmin- 
ing the biting red ants so common in the Highlands. Then they 
stuck the camils with the ants clinging to them into the holcs in the 
ground. The rest was automatic: the ants bit the crickca and drove 
them out of the holes lvhere the boys were ready to grab them. 
After brushing the ants off rhe crickets and into an ant jar, the)? 
placed the cricken into a separate cricket jar. Y Bli could collect 
nearly a pint of crickets in an hour. The ~ccasional sacrifices of 
their domtstic animals and thc shmting of a wild deer or boar in the 
forest addcd to the Montagnardq' limited diet. 
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As for industry, village activities werc limitcd to three: one was 

char of the local blacksmith, -rvhose uuiquc hand-l~cllu\~=s fanned the 
h e s  of the tiny campfxc foundw in which he fashioned crude 
m e d  farming tools. A second 1.3s that of the women who \vove 
blankets, also used as skirs, on their lvooden handlooms. The  third 
xi- the somewlmt less specialized one nf making crossbon-s for 
hunting as well as various bead necklaces and ornamental handi- 
crafts 

With P Bli's tribc, marriage came upon the invitation of thc girl's 
family and \was smlcd by an exchange of bracclca madc of brass. 
The husband then went to live in the longhouse of his wifc's family. 
Y Bli was a sturdy, good-lmking boy who got married earIy, at the 
age of sixteen. Jokingly, we askcd him why he rnarricd x, young. 
I-Ic answered with a grin and a shrug: "Her mother pursued m e  
relentlcsslv, WI I had no choice!" Soon aftenvard, in carlv 1963, Y 
Bli joined thc Special Forccs, a branch of the army popular with the 
Adontagnards because they wcre trained separately from the Vicma- 
rntsc: and were aIlowcd to serve in their native Highlands. Y Eli 
joined because hc wanted to defend his people from the Vict Cong, 
because he liked adventure, and because he felt this was the \my to 

advance. In franker mommts hc would add that with rhc Special 
Forces he coufd asscrt his identity against the \Tiemamese--both 
thmc of the Viet Cong and those of the Saigon government. 

Y BE was sent for training to Camp Bum Ea S a o  in Ban A.lc 
I'huot. He liked it there, his childrcn could go to school, and hc IVXS - 
making money. T o  be sure, he missed his v ihgc  at first A t  night he 
would s c m  to hear the familiar sounds of the pounding of rice and 
the joyous shouting of the children romping in rhc goldcn ricc 
fields or splashing about in the rivcr. But hc w a s  ynung, the o u ~ i d e  
world was an adwnture, and it did not rake him long to break the 
Iinks with his traditional world He had gold caps put on hi teeth, 
which had k e n  filed down earIier according to the practice of his 
tribe. In the market place he had contact with Vietnamese, but was 
hurt to note that his people, incx-perienced in the ways of  com- 
merce, wcre being rakcn advantage of by thc shrewd town mer- 
chants. 

Y Rli bqpn to see, understand, and become bittcr ahout the dis- 



Plight of the Minority 71 

crimination against his people. He asked the questions posed by 
underprivi1ege.d minorities everywhere: How a n  we lift ourselvts 
out  of this rut when many in the majority who control the econ- 
omy, profit from our backwardness? How can wc cducate oursclvcs 
~vithout people mined ro be tcachcrs and when our young men and 
womcn find it difficult to get into the schools? How can we ltse our - 
01t-n resourca when wc don't base the capital to  get started and 
when we must accept lower \tTags if are to get jnbs at a117 
Where does one start? Is it practical to try to break down the 
barriers by educating our ouyn pcopIe? Should wc rcmain, in the 
eves of the majority, the jovhl but ignorant childrcn of the forest? 
Or shouId w e  smash the chains of discrimination by revolution? Y 
Bli found himself obsessed by these quations. He tied to work out 
solutions h\- himself, and hc discussed them and argued about them 
u-ith his felloxv Montagnard soldiers. 

Early in 39% Y Bli was transferred to another camp at Buon 
Sarpa. HcrS with Cambodia and the gucrrih infiltradon routs not 
far away, he participated in border swvcillance panoh. But the 
commanding officers at Ruon Sarpa were 1-'ietnamese, and before 
long the new arrival fclt the ethnic tensions wcighing still more 
heavily on him. Thcre .rtyere good reasons why they should- For 
csample, Montagnard soldiers were not always paid the full amount 
thcy had coming to thcm. Bcsides that, the Vietnamese officers 
so~nerirncs sent A:fonmgnards out on operations without going along 
to share in the danger. Whcn thc officers did go along, they had 
Montagnard coolies carw their pa&. There were smaller grim- 
anca  as well. Vietnamese officcrs often failed to return the salutes 
of the Montagnard mldiers, and the Monragnards felt that the enter- 

prising Vicmamcsc Ijarbers who had xt up business a t  Buon Sarpa 
mcre overcharging for haircuts. Ti Bli began co wondcr what he was 
fighting for. " W e  fought for the French and got nothing," he said. 
"Now rb7c fight for the 1-'ietnamcsc and rhey give us nothing." 

Finally, on Septcmbcr 19, 1964. the $innragnard leaders a t  Buon 
Sarpa--like others elsexi-hcrc in the HighIsnd-rm-olted. At one 
a'clock in thc morning they shot eleven \'ietnarncsc officers. Thev 
raised the Monta,prd flag over Buon Sarpa and tied the \Ticmamtsc 
commander to thc flagpole. The Americans in the camp looked 
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helplessly on. Certainly they were opposed to the violence, but they 
had dways tended to sympathize xvith the underdog Montagnards. 
(Eventually, the Americans were evacuated l>y hclicnpter. ) 'Che 
rcvolt lasted eight dam, and in an  the I-lighla~~ds more than eight). 
\.'ietnamcse were kiiled. Y Bharn. a famous man to the young uibes- 
iiicn, visited Ruon Sarpa during this time. He had spent five years in 
jail in Hue for his role in an earlier rehdlion and wyas the lead- of 
the Montagnard nationalist rnovernenh FULRO (Front Uni pour la 
Libtration des Races Opprimke+United Front for thc Liberation 
of the Oppressed Races). After the I 964 revolt. Y Bham, with some 
of the Buon Sarpa leaders and a fcw hundred followers, remained in 
the near viciniry of the Cambodian border (some thought actually 
in Cambodia). 

At Buon SQrpa the revolt ended when a Vietnamese armed force. 
larger than was customarily used against rhc Vict Cong, amved 
from Ban Me Thuot  Thc Mllontagnards surrcndercd. General 
Nguyen Khanh, then prime minister, came for a ceremony at which 
the Vietnamese flag replaced thc Montagnard colors. The two ad- 
versaries exchanged pisrt~Is and made new promises to each other. 

For Y Bli, who knew little of the larger politics, the whole series 
of events formed a memorable cxpcricncc. After the revolt, he re- 
turned to Bm $ 1 ~  T h u o ~  then was transferred futrher nnrth and 
east to An Khe., whcre in the spring of 1965 hc participated in a 
military operaaon to open the Viet Cong-held Route 19. Nearly 
two hundred allied soIdicrs were killed in this operation, and Y Bli, 
while uninjured, became more and more discouraged at s&ng his 
friends fall one after the other. He resolved to quit rhc Special 
Forces and, without permission, headed once ag in  for Ban M e  

Thuot. The last time we met, T BIi was very dcprwcd. "I cannot 
return to my viIlagc," hc said, 'Lbecausc lift thcrc is strange to me 
now. Besides, if I did return, the VC would retaliate against mc. Or 
pcrhaps the FULRO would try to recruit me. Yet I cannot return 
to the Spccial Forces, for I Ieft them hcforc. Even though I like the 
military life, it is no good to fight for the Vietnamese who takc 
advantage of us. They \+-ill not give mc a job here, either. There is 
nothing to do." 
P Bli is not lazy. He dnes not wsnt to live off his relatives. Likc 
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many of his peers, he is confused. He is disoriented not only by the 
consequences of war, but hy the fact of being a member of a rninor- 
it!- group in a secrningly dien mastcr society. 

"I am a soldier," he said. ''1 cannot go back to my viIlage. I have 
forgotten the \vaj7s of planting rice. 5fy dream is for the indcpcn- 
dcnce of my people. The  old village is for my parents and grandpar- 
cna. There is something different for me." Yet Y Eli cannot arricu- - 
Iate what rhat something is. The complcxitics are too great, and he 
rrnnot cope with the demands made upon himself and his pcoplc by 
the inevitable coming of modernization. 

For the Adontagnards, moving into strategic hamIcts has often 
been upsetting. Unable to roam a t  will in the forests because of the 
dangers of xxrar, they- have had to learn intensive., rather than wtcn- 
sive., cultivation. hTow, if the soil nuuieiens are used up, they cannot 
simply clcar new land and move to a new location. They must stay 
\\=here they are and copc. They must learn to diversify their crops, 
to utilize the manure from their animals as ferrilizer, and to use 

cornnlcrcial fertilizers and insecticides. This much they must learn 
just to maintain thcir previous 1cveI; if they are to escape the ancient 
curscs of disease and to improve their living standards, they must 
learn more. Planting new vegetables and raising improved brceds of 
pigs and chickens can furnish them with a more balanced diet, 
thereby cutting down on disease. Because living conditions havc 
bccome more crowded, they must devclop mnirar). water and toilet 
facilities. And part and parcel of all this is thc need for education, to 
develnp the ahil iy of thc people to adapt to ncw conditions. All this 
has tr, come sooner or later to thc Monmgnards, just as it has been 
calming tr, the Vietnamese. But: the pressures of the war are hascen- 
ing the process and allou-ing little rime for the necessar). social and 
cuItural adaptation. 

The  war, a Vietnamese province chief decided in carly 19% 
dictatcd the construction of a largc Montagnard resettlement arca at 
Gia Rac. Its purpose was to group together several villages which 
could not defend themselves and make them into an entity of suffi- 
cient s k e  to defend not only its peopIe but also the main road on 
rvhich it Iay. Gia Bac was built in a dramatic location atop a ridge. 



From it, one could see the South China ?ka to the eat and rhe 
Annarnite mountain chain to the \vest. Cia nac w a s  to he a modcl 
settlement, enthusiastically supported bnth by the I'ictnamese gov- 
crnment and the h l e r i a n  aid mission. A health chic \\-XF built, 
along with a tlvo-classroom scl~ool and a hanllct officc. \Vcll5 were 
dug, and new clotha were distributed to the pcople. An all-out 
effort was made. -h auspicious inauguration ceremony was planncd, 
though organized as it was by Vietnamcse, it bore scant relevance to 
the Montapard traditions. 

N'arned in advance of the dignimries' arrival by the whirring of 
helicopter rotors, the tribespcople wcre lined up neatly on cithcr 
sidc of the dirt road dong which revic~\=ing stands had been sct up 
for rhc inauguradon ccrcmonies. Deckcd out in  rclief clorhins, the 
people looked bmvildercd as the nfficials from the sky staggered 
through the clouds of dust billowed up t ~ y  the chopper blades. Somc 
of thc lmer province officials had come 1 y  jeep, making a smnuous 
two-hour trip. All the provincial service chicfs had been ordered to 
astend this ceremony. Whereas thc Americans xsrcrc generalIv 
p1case.d to have a change from thcir desks and the confines of the 

town, thcsc officials frequcntly took off the ra t  of the day or came 
to work late thc neat morning in order tn compensate for the dan- 
gers and rhc un~~=elcomc excitcmcnt. Once in C;ia Bac thev gathered 
in littlc grnups and chartcd or joked among thcmseIr~cs. The Aton- 
tagnards stotd as thcv were told, waiting ro see what would happen. 
'1-hcy understood littlc of the proceedings anyway, since the ma- 
jority could not speak or understand the Vietnamese language. Two 
buff& also waircd. with ropes ticd tightly around their hcads and 
attached to ceremonial poles. 

Such occasions, no matter how remote in the jungle wilderncs, 
\Irere invariably eqnippcd by the Vietnamcse Information b l c e  
with portable public-addrtrss svstrms. A long string of Victnamesc 
not~hlcs made speeches, after first testing the snund equipment hv 
blcnving and tapping on the n~icrt~phone. One Montapsrd man 
spokr: briefly and \%.as followed hy a Catholic thc only V i ~ -  
naniese there who could speak Koho, the appropriate Monngnard 
lanapage for Gia Bac. If the villagers wcre still lisrening, they would 
hat-c understood rhcse two small parts of the spccch-making- To be 
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sure, the buffalo sacrifice was a hfontagnard custom, but the accom- 
pan~jng ritual nf the Koho prancing arnund in a circle while hlo\r-- 
in= their six-pipcd mouth organs had thc flavor of an unfamiliar 
and forced Vicrnamesr: chc~rmgraphy. Because of thc presence of 
rhc dignitaries and the bte morning hour, the sacrifice, traditionallv 
carried out at dawn in morc elaborate form, 1%-as ahlareviated. The 
legs of the huge animals were bound togethcr with ropcs which 
were then pullcd, causing the huffaIo to fall. Then their throats 
a.ere slit, slou.Iy cnough so that the hcal-kg of the suffering hems 
and the stcnch of the fresh blood filled the air for mom rhan a brief 
moment. lcinally, the highat of the someu=hat squeamish dignimries 
were dabbcd an the foot with the blond. Cia Bac u7as now "offi- 
cial." 

Afrcr thc ceremony, rhc puldic-address sj.stem xi-as turned over to 

a blaring Vietnamese popular music band hrought in from a Saignn 
nightclub. Tn im acuon~pniment, the p s t s  were treated to a huge 
banquet. The people nf Cia Bac, meanwhile, rvere free to go their 
o\\-n wav. -4 group of snlall childrcn hcadcd for the communitv 
water holc a few hundred yards distan~ farther rhan anv of th'e 

visitors ~vcrnld be likely to venture. Thev had been on good behv- 
it~r and lookcd spanking clcan in their new ccltha when the school 
wss npencd earlier. So\v thcy wen: far morc natural and uninhil~ 
itcd, scampering naked in and out of the \vater and splashing each 
other gleefully. 

The futurc of Gia Bac xvould not 11c glcefill, however. The inaug- 
uration day was v h a l l y  the last an 11-hic11 security conditions per- 
mitted cib~ilians to use the road. A fcw months later, with Vict Cnnz 
roving all about, the peopIc left the scttlcmcnt-some to rcfugee 
c;lmps in the district to%-ns, somle to join rhe Vier Cong. This stage 

nf chcir lives was without cercmony or fanfare. Gia Bac lics now 
abandoncd. no longer a subjecc of pride to \-riernamesc officials. It 
maj- never llavc Iwen such to is 01-n inhabitants. 

Our 011-n faiiure to undcrsmnd Iwrh general condirions and thc 
Alontagnarrls w a s  reflected in the fate of XIinh Rong, another ham- 
let not far from G i a  Rzc. There had bcun a nice school at 1-Iinh 
Kong before, one of a very few constructed for the AIonr3%parrls 
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by the French. In recent years, howevcr, it had fallen into disuse 
becausc the pcople uyexe afraid to send their children outside thc 
strategic hamlet fence and into an area, h ~ ~ w w c r  nmrhy, where thc 
Vier Cong might attack. Evev time we drove through the tca 

plarltations and bounced abng thc dirt m i 1   pas^ the schnol, .rue felt a 
sensc of l i m e .  No Viet G n g  had been reported in the area for a 
long timc, yet the school \\-as being used as a shelter for corr-s. I= 
roof was falling in, and i s  cement floor was being torn up by 
hooves. 

IVhv couldn't a teacher be hired and the school fixed up and uscd 
again h r  the children nf Minh Rong? we askcd provincial and 
district authnrides. 

"Imptmiblc," we were told. "The people rhere are afraid of the 
VC" 

One day, however, we went with thc .Wonragnard assistant dis- 
trict chief and the provincial school inspector and talked with the 
l a d e s  of Minh Rong hamlet. Conversarion revealed that thev 
weren't so much concerned about the VC as hey wcrc about a 
genie that haunted the school grounds and would be grosslv 
offended if thc school were used again. If they wcrc to have > 
school, thc lcaders told us, it w~ould hasc to be a new school in a new 
place. For if they uied to use the old one, the gcnic would bring evil 
fortune upon them. Indeed, they did not sound very interested in 
having a school. The Vietnamese schooI inspector, though basicaily 
a good and jovial person, seemed equally uninterested. A newr school 
would only mean more papcr work ft~r him. An ensconced civil 
servant who ocmsionalIy admitted to a kind of revulsion for the 
"dirty Montagnards," he had no sense of the necd for s i a l  rwolu- 
aon in the r m I  arms. He snickered a t  the tales of g e ~ c s ,  turnins 
his attention instead to a nvirly hrlmemadc toy with which some of 
the ragged little 1Monragnard boys were playing in the dirt. Mean- 
while, with the Montagnard district official, we made another try. 

"WhiIe you're waiting for a polsible ncw school," wc asked the 
hamlet leaders, "cijuld the old onc be repaired and used temporar- 
ily?" 

"Well, probably ya," they replied after some thought. 
"For how long'" 
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"A few months." 
"If the genie isn't offcndcd by a few months, why would hc be 

offended by a permanent school there?" 
"Hc just would bc. The children from a11 over would be tram- 

pling about and disturbing him. The genie wyodd then bring sick- 
ness on the viIlagc pcoplc." 

"But only the children from your village would use the school," 
w e  said hopefully, adding that wc were already sponsoring another 
school for thc next village. "Surely the genie would not be angry 
toward your children in Alinh Rong?" 
"Well," the leaders finalIy agreed, "perhaps not." 
"Do you think it wouid be all right, then, to have the school 

rcopcn?" we asked. 
"Ycs, all right." 
By now, the school inspector was whining a b u t  wanting to go 

back home. He didn't like being so far out of tmw~, it was getting 
hte in the afternoon, and besides, it lookcd like rain. He had not 
been with us earlicr in Djirarnour, a hamlct in the nex-t district, and 
therefore he did not know? the power of the genies. In Djiramour, 
thc viIIagcrs had k e n  forced by the locar government to movc dl 
their houscs for rhc second time, from the slopes of a hillside to thc 
top of the same hill. The rcason givcn was to pennit berter defense 
of thc hamlet. One would have thought those pmplc very angry at 
having to move again so stmn after thc initial settlement. Why had 
the government not thought to placc them on top of the hi11 in the 
first place? One day we had askcd thcm how thcy felt about all this, 
cspccring a torrent of angry words. Instead, to our Surprise, the 
village chicf had replied, "The genie wanted us to move up here. He 
has not made anyone sick since we moved. This is a better spot. We 
arc glad." 

In Minh Rong, howeb-cr, it would remain to be seen whethcr thc 
genie would, in the cnd, approve or not. Meanx%=hiIe, we did our job. 
Since no one in Alinh Rong knew how to repair with cement and no 
one knew how to rcad and write, both workers and a teacher had to 
bc brought in from outside. Ideally, the teacher was chosen from 
among the hamlet population, since the natural spirit of community 
cooperation tended ro make teacher and pupils more responsive to 
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one another. But this was not possible in A-finh Rong. The district 
ofice finally designated K'Brop a young boy from a nearby 
hlanket-weaving hamlet, as the teacher. IVhile K'Brop was being 
trained frw t\\=o monthx, vicmamcsc w~)rkers 11-cre sent in to repair 
thc old school, to convert it from an institute for cows to an insti- 
tute for basic learning. Idcally again, cl~c Aionmgnards would learn 
to mix concretc by then~sclvcs and to hctp build thcir own school on 
a seIf-help basis. W e  had taught thcm elsct\-here and found thcln 
industrious and quick to learn. Rut Vietnmcsc contractors could 
not afford the time and cfTort rcquired to rcach them. "Hn\v could 
they po&l,ly l e m  anything?" shrieked one particuhriy arrogmt 
I'iernamtlse district chief. "They arc sr, ignornnt! T h q  arc a prehis 
toric pcoplc!" When it n-as suggesrcd to hi111 that thc first step 
toward overcomil~g thcir "i,ont,rance" would 1,c to build rhcm 
schools, he laughed. "They do~l't care about such things," he said. 
"2-hcy want to be lcft alone." In the case of hIin11 Rong, it was 
considered more espcdicnt to scnd \ictnamac workers ro repuir 
the school. 

The schnol was repaired and K'Brop hcgan teaching. But perhaps 
the genic had bccn annoyed, after all, for rl~e schnd was never a 

success. 1,css than trw months after i t  opened, thc lock on the 
classroom door was broken and a number of btmks and CARE 
schnd k i s  werc stolen. Soon after that, the Vict Cong, who had 
bcen absent from the area for some time, begn terrorizing the 
countryside again. -4s a result, K'Brop did not dare to stay in Minh 
Rong, and it \\:as not long before many of thc hamlet people also 
left, secking rcfugc in thc proVillcial capital. Xow the school a t  
Minh Rong is once again unused, standing as a lonely sentinel in thc 
midst of rhc tea plantations. 

There werc many rcasor~s for the school's incffccuvenns. One 
was that the villagcn did not really want it in the first place. 'CVe 
had been overeager in our insistence. Only fourtccn students en- 
rdIed, and as many as half were ahscnt for long periods of time. 
Wlile theoretically a srnd class should be more conducive to learn- 
ing, in Vier S a m  the fecing seems to be that a small turnout reflects 
an unworshw-hile activity. Another problem had to do with K'nrop- 
To begin with, he -rms not a cheer). person and his lack of spirit 
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influenced the classroom annosphere. Not haking advanced very far 
into primary schooI himself, he had understood Iide of thc material 
presented a t  the short training course. And because the training 
program itself had bccn phnncd in Saigon, much of its content was 
irreler~ant to Mc~ntagnard conditions. Thc point of th: overly theo- 
retical lessons, taught in often escaped the new Mon- 
tagnard teachcrs, who had ody  a rudimentary knowledge of thc 
lTiemamese hnguage. \lrhen questions were called for at the end of 
one fast-spcken Iecture on teaching methods, a bewildcrcd student 
asked, "Could \ye have more soap? We're all out of it." Until late 
19% !\-Iontagnard tcachcrs, on returning to their classrooms, were 
obliged to conduct their classes entirely in \.'icmamese. In practice, 
of course, thev could not do this even if they spoke it well rhem- 
seIves, because their students wouldn't understand them. Still, 
despite all the difficulties, a beginning had bccn made, and etzn 
thnugh some teachers did not perform as well as thev might have 
under more favorable conditions, concepts of modern education 
wcrc king introduccd in villages that had never had schools before. 

While the slipshod K'Brop was being trained as a tcachcr for 
llinh Rong, K'Xung, an alert Mnong, was hcing trained in h l a t .  
He had made the trip to UaIat, along with fivc of his col l~~gum, 
from the Da Mrong va1ley. A ruttcd &I, impassable even by jeep, 
11-ound ovcr thc mountains from Da Mrong to Dalat for a distance 
of some forty milcs, and it was along this route that K'Xung had 
walked. Thc trip took a full two dajx on foot, and the bravc young 
teachers spent thc night in the forcst. "Danger of viet Cong? So 
~vhat?" K'Xung said upon arriral. 

K'Xung's qualifications for teaching were considerably better 
than t l ~ s c  nf K'Brop, even though his hanging earlobes, \vhich arc: 
no longcr common among the voungr M-~on~,pard\ madc him 
look more traditional. K'Xung had studied a t  a Catholic missionay 
schr,ol in Dalat, had completed primary schnol, and could communi- 
cate in basic French. He w;.ls conscicnuous and dedicated, as provcn 
by his arduous trek chrough thc forest, and he was e_~memeIy kind, 
as uyc u7ac  to learn later. 

K'Xung's hornc was in Dien Krac, the most remote hamlet in the 
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Da Mrong area. To the people of Dien Krac thc Americans must 
have seemed a strange, if generous, breed. After the teachers' train- 
ing course, when K'Xmg and his colleagues were loaded d0Xr.n with 
school supplies too heavy to carry for two days through the forests. 
a wav had to be found to transport them hmne from Dalat At the 
last minute, an undcrsmnding U.S. Army major offcred a helicopter 
rhat had been consigned to him for "psycholngical warfare" the 
next afternoon. But there were two condirions to our using it. One 
was the weather, which turned out to be adequate. The 0th- re- 
lated to the "ps>~\\-\.ar" function of the mission. which the voung 
teachers could fulfill by broadcasting propaganda to their feIlo\v 
villagers while circling overhead before landing. Seeming scarcel\x 
surprised, KXung and the others agreed to this condition. The! 
were, after all, ardently against the Viet Cong, and besides, retalia- 
don by the guerrillas was unlikely since Da iitrong, for all its isnla- 
don, had been relarively free from the tensions of the XYS. Prepar- 
ing for take-off from the IittIc airfield in tourn, 1.e must havc rnadc 
an unusual sight: from the airborne instrument of war dangled a 
huge bank of loudspeakers; thev would havc to be Ioud indeed to bc 
heard over the din of the hekopter iaelf. Insidc the helicopter, 
instead of wcapons, ammunition, or leaflew went blackboards and 
globes, schoolbooks, pencils and crayons, balls and visual aids, and 
myriad other took for the chroom. The helicopter pilos had 
never visited Dien Krac bcforc, so we would have to steer thcni 
through mnuntain pa- and around cloud banks until the villagc 
came into view. 

Only fifteen minutes later, instead of the two day, it would have 
taken on ftmh \lye crossed the last mounmin barrier, and as the 
helicopter circled over Dien Krac swarms of d a g e r s  poured out 
from their thatch houses, craning their nmks sli??r.ard. They were 
amcred not only by the now familiar whirring of the rotor bladcs, 
but by the announccmcncs crnittcd through the hanging loudspeak- 
ers: "Hello! I Icllo! ?'his is K'Xung, your teacher. 1 am returnin? 
home aftcr a long two months in the city. T h e  government has 
trained me to becomc a better teacher for our hamlet school and for 
our peopIe. Our people will progrcs through cducation. AH chil- 
dren prepare to study to read and to ~vritc. xow school lvill begn. 
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Hello! Hello! This is K'Xung. , . ." The villagers watched the heli- 
copter as it hovercd, preparing to land, and the11 thcy streamcd 
nuside the strategic hamlet gate to engulf K'XUII~ as he srcppcd 
from thc craft with packases of dl shapes and His task was 
just beginning. 

To us, as outsiders, thcre was a sense of drama in all this-drama 
1r.c: had tried to evoke in the course of a short talk at the closing 
ceremony of the training scssions in Dalat. "This is no&" w e  sug- 
gested, "a cermony just to mark the closing of this course. Rather 
it is to ceIcbratc the beginning of a new phase, a nmv step fonvard. 
For now you will be returning to your distant h a m l e ~  to teach your 
own villagc children. The most imporranr task is just starting. As 
for us, your American friends, we have tried ro help you somewhat 
in this training course. IVc hope in the cnming weeks and months to 

be able to visit you in your classrooms in the hamlets. hfcanwhile, 
we wish you much succas, for yours is a grmt and noble under&- 
ing." LTnderstandal>lv, it did not seem so great and noble to K'Xung. 
al~our to labor unde; rhc daily burdens of a mcher's life. But there 
hc was, and when the helicopter took off and puttcred back over the 
jagged mountain barrier to Dalat, Dien Krac w7as again isolated from 
the outside world. 

Actually, the question of who w a s  isolated from whom uyas a 
very subjective one. From the town, the hamlet was indeed isoIatcd. 
On the other hand, no one was more provincial-particularly con- 
cerning the Monragnard village-than the tit). dxvcllm. Because of 
thc gap involved, school inspectors seldom xisited such hamlets as 
Minh Rong and Dien Krac. By tradition, in fact, education wras 

considered a phenomenon limited to the torbms. The Vietnamese 
director of a distric- boarding school for Monmgnard3, though a 
fine and sensitive young man, had never seen a Muntagnard hamIec 
until, at our initiative, he led some of his students on a singing tour 
af rheir home villages. This gcsturc \$-as greatly appreciated by the 
children's parents, since it gave them an opportunity to see what 
thcir children had been doing while away at school. But evcn more 
important, the experience provcd to bc a major revehtion t c l  thc 
school director, giving him his h t  sicxi= of his pupils' cultural back- 
grounds. 
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It is surcly this Iack of contact that has led to lack of understand- 
ing hcnvecn the two ethnic groups. The grcar Independcncc Day 
parades hcld in S g o n  on Novcrnlltr I uftcn fcature a "1-1i~hlands 
delegation." Intended to titillate the urban Saigonesc. this delegation 
is primitively and exotically drcsscd. Its mcmbers ride s h a m  ponies 
along the broad boulck-ard of the paradc route. Garl~cd in such a 
way evcn in their o\\-n rillagcs. not to mention in th: national capi- 
tal, they \~-ould appcar extremely out of place. Rut those Vietnamese 
who do not know. the real Afontapard w=av of life cannot realize 
that thcy arc bcing duped. JnmxI, they point and laugh 

Recause thc Monmgnards are often thought to l ~ c  prirniti\!e, anv- 
thing better than what rhey aIrcady have is considcrcd too gotid. 
One province chief \\-as asked why the hamlet schools intcndcd for 
A:lontagnards urcrc of a different and inferior cnnstr~lction from 
those meant for Vietnamese. Why didn't thc Montagnard schools 
have g l s  x~=indoxvs too? Why were the wall5 built only waist-high, 
leaving the rest opcn with nnly latticcu--ork up to the roof? 
Wouldn't it hc very cnld for the children in the mrly morning? 
TVasn't aid moncy provihd for equalquality construction of all 
schools throughout tbc province, for lTiemamcsc and ~klontagnards 
alikc? 

"The M o n m p r d s  are more accustomcd to the cold," the prov- 
ince chicf rcplicd. 

We, as American volunteers uninfluenced by the traditional Vict- 
narncsc prejudices, feIt compelled to treat the :\iontagnards bettcr. 
But this too could cause problems, since it tended to emphasize the 
poor treatment t h y  received at the hands of thc Vietnamese. When 
w e  procured army-surpIus leather briefcases for a11 the ncw teachers 
at the end of their training course, one young Alontagnard offcrcd 
us profuse thanks. 'Refore you came here the Victnanlese never 
put:  us anything," he said. "They trcated us 5-ew hadl~." From our 
point of view, thc mlution w a s  not to treat thc Alnntap~ards tvell in 
order to make up for past injustices, but rather to bridge thc gap in 
ur~dcrstanding between thcm and the Vietnamese with a view to 
future reconciliation. It =-.as, after 111, thcir country, and thc trr-o 

groups 7u--ould have to learn to livc in it togcthcr. General Vinh I,oc, 
a formcr Vietnamese commander for the XlighIands rcgion, \\-as 



quite critical, hou-cc-cr, of American encouragement to the Montag- 
nards. AIong wit11 his subsequent replacement, C;cncraI Lu Lan. hc 
xvas the subject of a joke toId in Victnamac m i l i u q  circles: "Un- 
der General Lac the %inntagnards were allow-ed ro  keep their loin- 
cloths. With 1.u 1 .an, they myill Iosc even those." 

Cerrainlv there has been impro~~cment in the Iast few years. For 
one thing, the word "sa~-agc" has given 1-a~' to the rrord "Arlontag- 
nard" in everyday usage. When Lieutenant Coloncl De was prov- 
ince chief in Dalat, he frequently sang d u e s  with thc A:lonta,gmrd 
teachers: "Kinh Thunng Mot Nha"-\'iemarncsc and Mnntagnards 
share one home. Colonel De insisted at otlc point that all his civil 
servants bcgin to  study thc Kohn I a n p g e ,  and he procccdcd to 
Irnstcr i t  himself. He appcared genuinelv to like and admirc the 
AIonta,mrds, and thev likcd t~inl tun. Late in 1966 afccr hc failed to 

dcclarc in timc ft~r Gencral Khnnh during an atterllpted c o ~ ~ p  d ' h t  
in Saigon, Coloncl 1)c w a s  mnsfcrred tn a coastal province. And 
alrhon~h hc was cltvrtcd in 1967 as Ihlat's reprcsenrative to the 
Loxr-er Houw in Sigon, hc M-as no longer in a posiuun to give much 
help to the :\iontagnard pcoplc. 

3lcanxx-hilt, in a hamlct not too far  from Tlalar, CoIoncl De's 
rcpIaucmcnt dccidcd to prove to thc Aionmgnard inhabitants that 
thc . ~overnment . still cared for thcm. H e  ordered tcn or twelve - 
Vietnamese sewice chiefs to spend the night there. But the gesturc 
\\-as timed to coincide with an expcctcd visit by Pham Khac Suu, 
thcn the Victnamesc chicf of statc, ill order to imprcss him with the 
provincial administration's conccrn for the tribespcople. Thc lrict- 
nilrnese \\?ere thus highly annoyed when thc chief of state failed tc~ 
appcar, and they were lcft tvaiting forIornl!-- and fceling qnite out of 
placc in the suange hamlct surroundings. ?'hey formed a clique of 
thcir own, effectivciv ignoring thc ,2ionr~~nards. Finally, to  accom- 
~rlrrdarc themselves o v e r ~ l i ~ h t  tic\- made sr>Inc of the A:lonrag~ards 
lcave thcir homcs, the eviction be ly i~~g  all?- gcstlircs of friendship. 

1-hcrc were othcr csceptio~ial \-icr~~a~llcsc, hon-ck-cr, besides 
Colonel De. Onc group of action-mindcd studc~~ts  spcnt a full 
month in a muddr Montagnard refugcc settlcmcnt, hclping the u p  
rootcd m1,cspeople to build nc\v homes. Some l,rietnan~cse were 
assoriatcd with thc foreign missionaries in converting the animist 
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Montagnards to Christianity. In spite of the missionaries' sometimes 
self-righteous competition with one anothcr for the allegiance of 
variclus villages, their contributions to the physical well-1,eing of the 
people 11-crc often considerable. Although some Alontagnards were 
unimpressed b!= all "Yuan," 3s thev callcd the Vietnamese, and 
thought of them as being lazy, weak, and arrogant, many could 
indccd distinguish Iretween the b o d  and the bad \'ictnarnese: 

Miss Tu, the provincial schonl inspcctress in Dalat, was widelv 
considered to he a good Vietnamese. She had a friendly smilc for 
cseryone and, in spite of being a woman, was one of the few ciriI 
servants n=ho seemed to enjoy visiti~lg the people in their hamlets. 
H e r  collcagua in thc education office, all good peoplc in themselt-es, 
secmcd to permit her this strange predisposition in farwr of the 
Montagnards, though never fully understanding it or sharins it. 
They would pay lip servicc to thc desirability of helping all the 
m l  peoplc, but when it came to bouncing around on wiidcrness 
trips to see thcm, they werc eirher too huv ,  tm fcarful of their 
lives, or didn't feel very well that day. Miss Tu, putting the men in 
her ofice to shame, was aIways willing to set out a t  the crack of 
dawn and often stayed out until dusk. She never complained. She was 
particularly friendlv to the Montagnards, and i t  was a rude awaken- 
ing for them when, likc Colonel De and so many effective civil 
servants, she was abruptly transferred in I 967 to a job in Dalat City, 
leaving the problems of the countryside to two old mcn ~5-ho rarely 
left heir desks and never visited harnlct schooIs. "The situation is 
very bad now," Miss T u  wrote to us recently. "The tcachers become 
lazv, because nnbdy comes to sce them. I met KXung  and somc 
other teachers, our mutual friends, who came to sec me when they 
went to the education office ro get their salaries. Noiv, nobody 
comes to give them money like we did befnrc, so they must go by 
foot to get it themselves every three or four months." 

She kmw K'Xung well. She had helped him, and he would help 
her. On one visit w c  took CARE school kits, soap, student chalk- 
boards, wall decorations, maps, a ball, and hair clippers to his village 
of Dien Kmc. T h e  helicopter, as usual, dropped us off outside the 
village entrance. (The first time, i t  had landed inside the village, but 
the rotor bIades thrmrened to blow the thatch roofs off the houw. 
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Thcrcafkr, we always discouraged the pilos from landing too close.) 
A throng of childrcn came to greet us and heiped carry the supplies 
to tllc schooIhouse. l'hc hclicopter then flew off for other supply 
missions, the piIots promising to return for us a t  m e t h i r t y  that 
afternoon. While making visits by helicopter certainly afforded 
grcat ease of transporntion, there was alwaj-s an clement of unccr- 
hinty. Sometimes we barely had time to complete our businas 
before it returned, and always we had to keep an ear cocked for the 
sound of the rotors so as ro be ar the landing spot exactly \$=hen it 
descended. Although army o5ccrs occasion all?^ used it. to make 
\reekend pleasure trips, w e  u-crc adviscd to respect the time of thc 
helicopter, since it allegedly cost a t  least $200 an hour to run the 
fl\-ing wonder. 

This time we would not have to rush our visit. W'e watched while 
KXung locked the things we had brought in the school cabinet for 
safekeeping. The soap was especialIy precious because all we could 
obtain waq expensive shampoo, donated by- an American h. Cheap 
bar soap would havc been better, but it had not been budgcted 
locallv and so xvc had no mans for buving it. The Montagnards 
strmd in awe, howec-er, of our afluent and foamy grcm suds. Thcn 
we helped K'Xung hang some of the dtctmations on the xs-all a l m g  
with maps of Viet Nam which we had procured free of charge 
through a kindlv officer at the National Geographic Service. X x k  
T u  used the maps to aaist KXung in giving the pupils a sponcane- 
nus geography 1-n. Namcs thev rnav or may not have heard 
before, like Saigon or Ilalat or Ran Ale Thuot, were related to p o i n ~  
on the map on the wall. K'Xung's glnbe, made ar the training coum 
but in most d~ssroorns dcstincd through hck of use to remain a 
mere ornament, helped to exphin thc origin nf the diffcrcnt-looking 
Plmericans. The f i f e  pupils, dressed virtually in rags, did not appear 
visil)l\~ imprcscd. 

hTot \\-ishing to cause an added burden, we had brought along our 
own sandwiches for lunch. K'Xung ogered us rice wine to u--ash 
them down with, though T u  declined, Vietnamese uynmcn 
nonmllv confining thenlscl\~es to tea and soft drinks. K'Xung, how- 
cr-cr, spoke highly of the ricewine custom as wc sipped thc cheer- 
ing liquid through a tube enmired in the depths of the tall hcirloom 
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jar. "Oh, \i-e drink it oftcn," he said, "especially when we have 
guess." Indccd, it is a sociabIe pastime, within the family as ~ ~ c l l  as 
during festivals a l~d  funerals. ?'hc oldcst \byoman in the household 
usually taka hcr place before the jar and sips first, the socicw being 
matrilincd. She then cedes to the pat and fi~~allv to the othcr 
mcnlbers of thc famiIy in turn. One man is dcsignated to kecp up 
the water levcl in the jar- 137th a metal cup, he takes fresh watcr 
brougl~t dircctlv from thc rkcr or well and adds it to the rice mash 
which has hcen fermenting in the hortom of the jar for up to one 

month. ?'his pastime is frowned on by the Protestant missionaries, 
hut it is not interfcrcd with by rhe Gtholics- As Ii'Xung put it with 
a grin, "It's quitc a11 right for us Catholics to drink rice wine. It is 
r ~ d v  the P~otestmts w!hn prr~test!" 

At t\\-o-thim-, the I~eelicopter \ras not yet in sight. lvc  waitcd. 
K'Xung, meanwhile, gasc the childncn the hall to play- \vjth. and 
they found this nlucil more e~citiog than thc geography- Ieswn. As 
they kicked it about the opcn arca in the ccnter of the hamlct, t,vc 
scanned the skies. But when the nionsoon clouds floated ovcr the 
mountains, follor\-cd by the daily torrential rains, we bgan  to bc- 
licve that twc u-ould end up spending the night, for helicopters did 
ntlt fly in bad weather. By the time the rain hqd finished clattering 
onto the metal roof of the school and pouring into a barrcl set up at 

one end, thc afternoon was drawing to a close. W e  concluded for 
sure that lx=e \t=ould be spending the night. \\:hilt Miss Tu sat alone 
on thc veranda and got used to the idea (hcfore that day, evm she 
h d  ncvcr been inside a A~lonmgnard longhouse), a soldier across the 
way pIayed the kmrboar, a six-piped mouth organ. l'hou, oh most 
foreigners (including the ethnic Vietnamese) found the music mo- 
ntltonous and simple, the instrument turned out to be a difficdt onc 

to play. 
AIthough Dien &ac iself was little affected by rhc war, it was 

higldy unusuaI for an American, or a Viemamese from the city, to 

dare spend a night in the village. Furthermore, Miss Tu was crln- 

ccrned that hcr famiIy \vould worry ahout hcr safcty, \*=hich they 
certainly did. Sever having been there themsel\~cs, of course, the\. 
naturally conjured up the most grotesque imagcs of a frnnticr post 
pcoplcd bv savaga. At five-thirty we asked if rhc military tu-(r\vav 



radio could be uscd to call Dalat in an effort to determint 11-hcthcr 
11-c'd been forgotten. Every hamlet has a tsvu-\vay radio for usc in 
case of Vict Cong attack, yet we were toId that thc only tinlcs i t  
could I)c hmrd a t  the other end was at 6:m P.M. and at 6:00 Am., the 
monitoring times at Da Alrong post, Half an hour later, thc soldiers 
tried to radio in, but since all the othcr hamlcts were calling at the 
same time, Dicn Krac had to await irs turn. By the time the operator 
finally got through, the Da Mrong monitor had been rurned off, not 
ro he heard again until six the next morning! One couId not help 
~i-ondcring about thc system's efficacv in crse of attack, though 
possibly the sound of gunshots .rc--ould h5-c carried thc three m i l s  
along the vaUey flonr cvcn without the radio. 

With crnharrmed apologies for the prinlitivcness of the dinner 
a\yailablc, K'Xung offcrcd us a more than adequate amount of red 
rice, along with some river fish and tea. Then, as darkness fc1I on the 
harder, hc and the villagc chicf found blankets, suggrrsnng some of 
them for usc underneath us in ordcr to make the wovcn 1,arnlmo 
sleeping platform softer. K'Xung's whole cxtendcd family slcpt 
raised above the dirt floor a n  the same long bamboo platform in the 
singlc long room af the Mnong-~3.1~ longhouse. The only other 
furniture, aside from a crude table and some chairs, was a smaller 
platform which hung from the center roof pok and scrvcd as a 
mnary. The valuable heirloom r-ases that wcre used for the rice - 
wine lucre lined up along one wall. 

In addition to blankets, K'Xung produccd tw-o mosquito nets, 
perhaps the onlv tu=o in thc llanllet. But they wcrc scarcely needed, 
we disuovcred, becausc rhc indoor cooki~ig fircs wcrc allowcd to 
smoldcr throughout rhc nisht; thc suffocating smokc they produced 
tended to discourage all i~lsccts. Finallv, the soothing sounds of rhc 
vilhgc lullcd us to slccp, as occxsio~~al Inw niurrnurs and rnufflcd 
cougl~ing from thc other lllrts nixed with rhe loud calls of the 
dmizens of thc forest around us. 

The next morning, rhc radio operator rcpnrted having made con- 
tact with Da Alrong at  six, but added that D3 Alrong had claimed 
it did not lint~w hmx= to contact Dalat. Its line reached only tr, 1-ac 
I)ut)ng, the district hcadquartcrs. After a cursory lvashing, and over 
more rice and fish r~ffcrcd h.r. G'Xung, \ve dccidcd the onlv way to 
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c!arifY our situation was to walk to Da ~Mrong. For this it n-as 
fortunate that Aalis Tu, before undertaking the hclicopccr mp the 
previous dajy, had changed her high-hcclcd shoes and ao dair for 
sneakers and slacks. K'Xung, leaving his not-too-mddcncd class to 
the plcasures of the new- hall, accompanied us. By then the sky ~ ~ w i  
blue and thc swi bright, and the \-allev \\-as a luscious sight ~i=ith its 
to\\=cring grccn peaks on cither sidc. We could hcar children shout- 
ing from afar in the golden ricc ficIds. Tlmc were childrcn \vho 
could not go to school, for it \\.as their job t c >  scare away thc birds 
that threatened to eat the precious ripening grains. 

In Da Mrong, word had just hccn rcceivcd that the helicopter 
would come. I t  \\.as being repaired fronl a breakdo\t=n the day hc- 
fore. Although hot and perspiring from the relentless sun, \xrc dc- 
cided in the meantime to walk on to see kIa Jah, a teacher at the 
nearby hamlct of YengIe who seemcd to appreciate our periodic 
cncouragement. Being an easp~going fellow, Ha Jah had dificuIty 
keeping discipline in his cIass of ughty-five pupils. Evew setback- 
even sa minor a one as the socccr bars wearing out-was discourag- 
ing to him. This t h e ,  as it happened, Ha Jah's pupils rvcre nff 
burying a small classmate who had died from sickness the day 
hcfore. Still T-Ia Jah persevered at his job. Finally, when thc sun was 
already high, the unmistakable sound of rotor blades could be heard, 
and &e hclilicopter descended first a t  Dien Kmc, to learn we'd gone 
to Da Mrong, then at Da Mrong, to hear we'd proceeded to Ycnglc. 
Rmponding to our waving of handkerchiefs in front of Tenglc's 
stockade fence., the helicopter touched down. IVe bade farewell to 
h t h  Ha Jah and K'Xung and climbed aboard. 

Inside thc chopper were four Americans, annoyed that we had 
not stayed to await them at Dicn Krac but had caused them to takc 
several expensive rninutcs to trace us to Yengle. "\Vhatls the big 
idea?" one of them asked. " W e  got up earlv this morning. W e  have 
to get back to our base. This picking you up was onlv a favor. \Vc 
just about decided to leave you right whcre you were." Miss T u  
mild rvanly. 

It was dways encouraging to visit Dien Krac and the othcr 
schools in the Da ~Urong valley, for in spite of their remoteness and 
' The ao d& is the mdidond Viemamese women's h. 
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the difficulties of transportation, they were among the best-run 
schools and they attracted the largest numbers of children to class. 
It secrncd that asidc from the differing atdtudes roxvard education 
on the part of various parents within a given cornmunit)., different 
cornrnunitics a h  displayed varying collecti\-e appreciations for a 
school in their midst The Da Mrong villages w m  higNy apprecia- 
tive, thus the crowded clssrooms and conscientious teachers. The 
attitude in AGnh Rong, by contrast, was not favorable and enroll- 
ment was low. 

In uyorking with .Monmgnard villagers, as well as with lriemrn- 
esc, it was important to be ahle to recognize the moods and atti- 
tudes of the cornrnuniry and uf the leaders witlun the communiq. I t  
~ ~ 2 s  easy to make mistakes. On an initial investigating visit to nnc 

isolated hamlet xvi th thc Montagnard deputy prtwince chief, ~~~c 
receivcd the irnprtrssion that a school xt.as not desired by the people 
therc. The inhabit an^ we met showed no interest. M7e consequentl\- 
proposed that n flanncd c[z\smm should be phced e k w h e r ~  SF\:- 
era! months later, the people of that hamlet opened their 0 ~ x 1 1  school 
in a new wooden building with crude, though adequate, furniture. 
Thev had selected their own teacher from among the local popula- 
tion, and he had begun Iessons for more than thirty children. Such 
d o n s  ar self-help were all thc more impressive for their rariw. 
&lore often, luring Montapard children to schml was very d&- 
cult, as it had I~een at hlinh Rong. This was hardly surprising, for 
having only recently moved out of the forests into the fortified 
scttlementr;, parents frequend)- did not know the meaning of educa- 
tion and had no clear idea of what a school really uyas. It was 

difficult to persudc them that a better Iife lay in store for them if 
they would send their childrcn to school, rather than keeping them 
a t  home to help in thc household and to guard the buffalo or  chase 
away the birds that threatened the rice. Often a family would desig- 
nate one child, the srnartcst of the brood, to amnd schml hy wav 
of token rcpresentatinn. In some schools, onIy boys attended. "oh, 
is schrml for girls too?" asked one reacher. 

The romanticists among us questioned the need for urging these 
contented children of nature to attcnd school and thus to succumb 
to modem life and its inherent woes. The overriding reason given 
was that education was critical to the war effort. Schools, according 
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to this line, represented the winning of heam and minds, and she 
conquest of ignorance implied that cducatcd people ~ ~ ~ o u l d  nct7er 
choose communism. Of course, the counterinsurgency motivation 
was  not the onIy one, rhough it was the one that gave impetus to 
school cnnstruction and twchcr training progranis. I t  was alsn secn 
that genenl economic development, xvhich was after all the need of 
the times, could only be based on a literate population and the 
ability to link cause with eff ect-fertilizer with larger crops, sanita- 
tion with better hcalth, and ability to read and renson \kith partici- 
patory democracy. Of spccial significance u, the Illontagnards was 
the need to catch up with their Viemamest: compatrirm, so that 
they would not be cheated in the market place or discriminated 
against bccausc of inferior opportunity to advance. Among Man- 
tagnard nationalists, this last reason had n special appeal and helps to 
explain why their leaders were often vcry willing to cooperate in 
modernization programs for thck people. 

Much has been done for the M o n t a p d s .  In a scnsc, it xsas the 
presfllres of thc war that both led to thur problcms and opened up 
solutions to thcm. I t  was the pressures of the w-ar that hrr~ught them 
into frcquenc ctlntact 14th the Vieinamat: who lookcd d ~ i w n  upon 
them. But this same contact over the ycars has begun to bring them 
mgether in a limited bond of understanding. Six years ago Vicma- 
mese wourd have denkd any similariy between the way thev 
looked upon the Monragnards and the plight of thc black peoplc in 
America. Now, at Imsc thc prohlerns nf thc 1Montagnards arc rccog- 
&ad. Increasing numbers have been ahsorl~ed into the governrncnt, 
and a fcxv have even learned the techniques of bureaucratic corrup- 
tion In some areas Montagnard high-school enrollments tripled 
between 1965 and 1967, thanks in part to Amcrican scholarships. 
Monmgnard pupils are given handicaps on the competitive govern- 
ment examinations for diplormi. A majorin. of children have for 
the first time hcen able to attend primary schools either in or ncar 
their v i h g a ,  although many of these havc been ravaged by war 
soon after opening. Each Highland province now hxs an agriculrurd 
mining center where new seeds and animals arc furnished and new 
methods of farming and home economics arc taught. In national 
governmcnt, a previously insignificant Commissariat for Montag- 
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nard Affairs has been clevated to the rn inisv  lcrrel, and a propor- 
tionatc nunlher of Monra_pard represenmti\rcs sen-e in the Saigon 
Legislature, their place assured by the Constitution. More Montag- 
nard rnilihw unitc; h v c  bcen placed undcr the command of 
,Montagnard oficcrs. 
Yet many continue to dream hopcfulIy of a separate Monta,prd 

nation. These nationalists f e d  uncomfomble in any association with 
the 1:'ietnanlese governnlent, and a handful (predominantly from 
the educatcd clitc) cotlti~~ue to hold out in the mountainous bordcr 
reginns against any form of Irictmmcw hegemony. They look step 
tically upon prrernmcnt attempts to mollify them. When in 1967 a 

hionragnard lieutenant colonel was appointcd province chief in 
Aeiku, a rnt~ve intcndcd to please the Montagnards, t h q  reacted by 
taking offense at thc government's choice of a man hcking in admin- 
istrative expcricnce: "l'his is ridiculous! This man is ignorant; he 
docs not. know how to read or write! To call him chief of provincc 
is to denlonstrate to \\-hat an a t c n t  the Vietnamese makc fun of us. 
?'he government appoints this ~ d c d  Lutcnant colonel just to 
1,ctter oppress us and to laugh in the nosc of all the Montagnards." 
?'hat same year, one of the most educatcd and reasonable Montag- 
n ~ r d s  reacted to the news of a mysterious poisoning of his peoplc: 
"-I'his reccn t news concerning the relations hem-ecn Vietnan~trse 
nnd Montapards disturbs me. I have just heard rhc vcrv bad and 
sht~king  news that rqo Mc~onrapards have died. poisoned bv sicohol 
a11d dricd fis11-3o in Djiring and I ro in Ean Me Thuot -1 bclicve 
ttut a-c arc goi11g to dimppcar little bp little. I am afraid of that. I 
don't know \dl\. thcy didid i t  I'ni afraid this \rill creatc another 
tcnsion bet\\=cen rhc tn-n races. I know very ~ b ~ l l  that tea Iivc in 
pcncc it is  bctter to be friends than enemies; hut this rime evcnts 
~ I V C  csccedcd their prnper bounds. You sce, thc ~vcak arc alrvays in 
thc wrong. l'hus, it scerns, migl~r maka right." Thc causa of the 
poisoning 11-crc ncvcr proved, but the Montipards did not care; 
thcv 1)1~1iicd the I~icmamcsc. 

TIic problems of reconcilins milittcred ethnic groups have ncvcr 
been easy. In Sort11 Vict Yam, it is l)clicvcd, separation was rcla- 
til-cly corn plc rc, since the Montapards there w=erc grantcd ncarl!. 
autonomous status on their own lands. 1-hosc Viemamcsc adminis- 
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trators who did work there \rere apparentIy rcquircd to learn the 
Klighland tonpas and to trcat the tribespeople as equals, or even as 
"comrade.." %inntagnards in the North wcre appointed to high po- 
sitions, especially in the military. To be sure, some of the xorth 
Vietnamese tribal societies are considered more advanced and so- 
phisticatcd than those of the South, thus facilitating equality and 
cooperation. On the other hand, rumors during the perid of 
American hombings and the outpouring nf Vietnamae into Man- 
tagnard areas ha\-c suggested that relations in the North may have 
become more tcme anyway. 

For thc Alontagnards of the South, life will never again be thc 
samc. ?'he old generation that longed to return to the life of slash- 
and-bum is dj-ring. Among thc p u n g  generation, scmc have bcm 
integrated into the Vietnamese worId and orhers will be. But the 
majority, rcprrsented by men like Y Kli, are caught in thc middle, 
u~~ai>lc to return to the old ways, yct frightcncd before thc specter 
nf the new. Their evEs have been opened to prnmise for thc future, 
but their dar1;cr skins, their imperfect acccnt- in speaking Vietnam- 
ese, and the xvcight of discrimination haw left them with feelings 
of inferiorit).. Finding for thernselvcs satisfying rules in the larger 
societv will take time and undersmnding- Like all pcoples smuggling 
for identiw, they arc tormented and confused. 

Americans h a w  greatly influenced the sloxs= emancipation of the 
Montagnards. Without them, it night not have come about. But it 
was ncc-er reallv fair for Amerimns, of all pcople, to criticize \'iet- 
namcse for their bigorry toward thc tribespcople. The racial prob- 
lems of the United Stata ha\-e not escaped notice in Viet Nam, and 
one sensitive ,hiontagnard turned down the ofier of a study trip to 

America. "I am afraid I would not bc regsrdcd \re11 by thi Ameri- 
can pcople," he said. What Americans in Vict Nam could and did 
do, however, was ro set an cxample of concern for thesc people so 
that some of the racist, nr just plain nonrhinking, Vietnamese would 
see the Montagnards as fellow citizens. Miss Tu is plased with the 
progress she has seen in her country: "It was right whcn you com- 
pared the simarion of American Negroes with the situation of the 
Alontagnards. But n m ,  I remark that the situation of the Montag- 
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nards is bctter. They occupy some important placcs in society. A l n s t  
of them arc very cniar~cipated. But there is still one problem," she 
adds. "They keep their inferioriw cornplexa." For the Montag- 
nards, the struggle will continue long after the war. 



HUMAN FRAILI'IES 
Red Tape, Comptio~a,  and Lethargy 

Some five miles up thc coast from the scasidc resrlrt of Nha Trang 
is the village of Cat Loi. In 1964, Cat I,oi \\;.as to reccise a schtwd 
from the pvernnlent. 'l'hc r;iIIagcrs wcre enthusiastic about tllc 

prospect of a ncw schod, and it was the first timc thc governinent 
had ever sponsored one for them. When Gene, thc IVS volunteer 
~iorking in thc province, visiitcd there, the people proudIv show-cd 
him a freshly painted hanllcc ofice which they had jus; built for 
thernsclva. Then they toId him of thcir plans for helping to con- 
struct thc school. They were prepared to do this on a self-help basis 
and had furthcr proved their enthusiasm 1)y selecting one of tlic 
hamlet's budding young intellectuals to attend a provincial tcacher 
mining course. 

The villagers' higli hopes for the school were nor matched by 
government action, however. Thcre a c r e  repeated dclays until its 
construction wyas f i d y  begun. In spitc of the pcoplc's desires, and 
contrary to thck expectations, it turned out not to be a self-help 
project at all. l'hc government had hired a contram,r tcl build all 
the schooIs in the district and had given him a certain amount of 
roofing, cement, and moncy to cornplcte the job. 

On onc visit after work had finally startcd, Ccnc found the vil- 
lages deeply disturbed. The contracti~r's workers \ryere laying our 
the foundation and making cement blocks for thc building, but the 
villagers complaincd that they were using too littIc cemcnt in the 
mixture. They feared that thc structure would not be strong. A 
vc-eck later the walls were up and alrudy crumhf ng. "The contrac- 
tor uses only part of the cement which you Americans have given 



for the school," rhc people complained. "He sclls the rest. He gives 
the moncy to thc gosernmcnt ofichls who gave him the contract. 
Because thet- arc crookcd our hamlet will have a poor school" 

Gene dutifully reported this reaction to the educxtion oficials in 
thc provincial city of Nha Trang, but they replied that thcy 
coddn't do anything about it because thc contractor \\.as a friend of 
the province chicf and the dismcr chief. The American A111 repre- 
sentative said that he had already taken the nlatter up with thc 
province chief and wuld not bothcr him with it again for a while. 
Gcne then went to talk with the contractor and u7as immediately 
invited to dinner at one of Nha Trang's finest m u r a n t s  to discuss 
thc issue. At the dinner, the contractor promised to do a better job 
and gavc assurances that thc bad work was due simply to a n  over- 
sight on the part of his forcmm. After the contractor paid the 
rcstauranc bill, they agrccd to  mcct at the district chiefs house the 
ncst week to discuss thc situation furrhcr. Mmn\vh;lc xvork had 
stopped on the school, and rain hepn  to \\-car away at the thin 
ccment walls. The rdlagers continued to  complain and said that 
since the Americans \\:ere paying for the school they should havc 
the power to do something about it. 

The visit with the contractor at the district chiefs house was 
short and theatrical. It consisted of a pointed reprimand givcn by 
rhc district chicf to the contractor in order to dcmonstrate the gond 
intentions of the district chief and to protect everyone's ego. Aftcr 
the scolding, the contractor left the room and the district chief 
folIrrwcd him out to have a few privatc words with him. Then the 
district ulticf rctumcd and said that "cveqthing has been taken carc 
of." 

In Ckt 1-ni, work rcsurned a month latcr. Man)- of the waIls h d  to 

he rebuilt hccause children phying in the arca had pushed them 
over. ?'he \~illagcrs said again and again what a h d  job thc govern- 
ment alwa>-s did. When the school was finally finished, Genc asked 
thc villagers whcther hc could ~ ~ 1 k  on the floor. "Be careful," the?? 
11-arncd. "The cemcnt is only half an inch thick." Feeling they 
might bc e s a g ~ m t i n ~ ,  Genc stomped on the flonr. T h e  ccrnent 
crumhlcd urldcr his weight. When he brllnpcd against the wall, 
cemcnt fdl  from it to rhr: floor. Thc villagers asked how such a 
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building could ever stand up to daily use by the pupils. They 
pointed again to the much sturdier handet office that they had built 
themselves. Before school opened, thc ~ilIagers had to raise money 
nn thcir ou.11 and repair the walls and floor in the new school so that 
clases could be held at all. 

Whcn Vietnamese list their criticisms of the Sgon government, 
corruption is unir-ersally mentioned as thc leading facror undermin- 
ing confidcncc in the regime. Government officials and contractors 
frequentIy work together in construction jobs where they skimp r>n 
materials and the quality of their u--ork and thcn divide the amount 
savcd off the American grant. Yet thcrc are other methods of cor- 
ruption too. Destitute refuges often complain of having to pag 
about 55.00 for idendfication papers, xx=ithout which they would bc 
arrested as Viet Cong. The sister of a close Vicmamese friend was 
told by a Vietnamese employee in the U.S. Embassy personncl office 
that she xvodd have to pay $~o.oo for the promsing of hcr papers 
so that she could get a job more quickly. Another girl told of her 
sister's recent departurc for Thailand with an American soldier; in 
itemizing thc amount she had to pay for her exit visa, thc hrihc 
given to the bureaucrats involved was bur a matter-of-fact part of 
the whoIe cost. 

On very rare occasions, and m d y  as symbolic gestures to 
placate critics-especially the America=orrupt administrators 
arc removed from their posts. In late 1967, for example., there w a s  a 
thorough shake-up in Binh Dinh province. The U.S. Embassy was 
ecstatic-until one of the very worst offenders, the refugee-service 
chief, turned up in an equalIy high position in another province 
farther north Administrators with enough inff uence to get good jobs 
in the first place and then to Iaa  in these rernuncrative positions a h  
seem to have cnough influence to save thcir nccks even if they are 
-finalIy caught. Some flagrant cases may be brought to court, but our 
Vietnamese d t e s  have been quick to point out that these usu- 
aIly involve only relatively minor officials. T o  take on the worst 
offenders, they add, would be politically impossible, since it uyould 
affect the highm ruling echelons-if not the ruling mcn, then at 

least their wives, who sometimes act as a "cover." 
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One disuict-shief friend suggested that a certain Ievel of cormp- 
tion can exist: even while the government is responsive to the people 
at large. "Of course I steal from the governmcn~" he said uithout 
apologv, "but I try to do my job well, to work hard when I work, 
and then to play hard when I have finishcd thc work. As for my 
corruption, I uy to do i t  int~lligentl~, and I tell alI my subordinates 
to do thc same. 1 tell thcm they can take a Iitrle here and there, but 
not tclo much. ?'hat's as good as anyone can expect." H e  \.as, in 
fact, a \-cry compctcnt and cficient district chief. 

In 1968, and in spite of visiblc pvernment efforts to root out 
corruption, Pri~ne $Iinister T'ran Van Huong admittcd that i t  could 
never be cntirclv eliminated. For snme, i t  x c m s  necessary for sur- 
1-ival under difficult wartime circumstances. With such a large per- 
centagc of thc country's male populatinn in the armed forces or the 
civilian government, relatives at various levels havc found ways in 
which they can help and enrich each other, eIrcn though these ways 
may not be considered ethical in the W e a  Corrupticln in the best 
interess of supporting one's o\vn family, in fact, is not only excus- 
able, but even morally right in the famiIv-oriented Victnamesc so- 
cicty. We found an cample of this attirude in a Icttcr frnm General 
hTguvcn Huu Co, one of the higgcst profiteers in all South Viet 
Nam. Having held thc various positions of corps commander. ~ I ~ N S -  

- 

tcr of defcnse, and depunr primc minister, he is knn~tm tr, havc fird 
at leas onc province c h i d  hccausc the latter refuscd to give Co's 
wife a Iarge piece of propew in his province. Finally G) himself 
was ousted from the counrry and sought exiIe in Hang Kong. Writ- 
ing from there to a former coIleague in 1967, he explained his posi- 
tion: 

My family of 12 children is now h e .  My oldest child, nineteen ).cars 
old. passed the first exam and is still studj~ing at I,ycCe Yersin, Dalat. 
The other children am also in school and I don't have to worry much 
about my family. LuckiIy, while General Khanh [the formcr prime min- 
ister] hatcd me, I mok my cue and constructed a house in Nha Trang 
on governn~ent land which the Americans rent for three million 
[piasters] per gear. After annual taxes and inaintenancc, I still havc half 
that for myself, enough to raise my 12 children If it weren't for that, 
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I don't know what I would do for a living. In our m e e t  as genera4 
and once w e  are turned to pasture, it is very difficult to change prof- 
sion 

The removal of corrupt officials does not neu-y bring about 
an amelioration of thc original conditions. The rcfugeeservicc chicf 
who was oustcd from Ilinh Dinh province, for example, was re- 
placed by a competent man, but Arncrican AID oficcs pointed out 
that the honest replacement was so afraid of making a misrake him- 
self that he hardly darcd act a t  all. Probindal programs were thus 
stymicd because no one would take responsibility, fearing a n m -  
accusation of corruption if something were done wrong. Another 
exceedingly honest civil servant felt responsible for threr: pit-privics 
that pupils had dug and constructed at their boarding school. Sincc 
government funds and materials had becn used, the education ad- 
ministrator refused permission for the privies' use until the province 
chief himself approved i t  Broaching the matter to the province 
chief proved delicate and embarrassing, and the Imer official rc- 
fuscd to act on his own. Finally, the pupils' urgent need of the 
facilities pressed us to rcsolve the issue by interceding with the 
province chicf ourselvcs. 

Another education official was relegated to the out-of-the-way 
Highlands province of Lam Dong after being accused of corruption 
in his previous job on the coast. In this caw, h o w a ~ r ,  thc adminis- 
trator showed more than reluctance to commit himsclf bccausc of 
fears of newr corruption charges. He also manifested a supreme d i s  
dain and indifferencc toward the job irsclf and the evervdav . . proll- 
lems hc should have been solr-ing. His attitude rcsulted in a particu- 
larly rnediocrc training course for h1111et teachers, and sew nearly 
resulted in out-of-town participants' ha\-ing no place to sleep or cat 

hecause he did not feel like making the necessary firrangmcnts. 
Worst of all, thc province chicf, cquaUy disturbed over the man's 
hostilim toward his job, could not oust him because of the latter's 
"highly placcd friends in the Saig~n miniwry." 

If Vicmamese are disgusted with thc corruprion and ncporism 
exhibited by many of their gm-crnrncnt oficials, rhcy arc oftcn 
quick to add that Arncricans too arc ,guilt?.. Saigoo's C~JII-c C h r ~ q  
nci7spaper charged in :\larch, 1~68,  that "American aid is enrirciy 
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responsit11e for the current corruption in Vict 3'arn," adding that 
this \\=as one of the reasons why "Anlericans have earncd niorc 
enmiry than sjnlpathv from the Viemamcsc pmplc." Others, likc 
thc  on Ilaily N ~ S  calurnnist V a n  Mbh, were l e s  harsh on rhc 
Amcrican rolc, placing the onus instead on "the irresistible impact 
of the A~~~erican \vay of life" on Vietn3mtse socicq- and noting that 
it is difficult for Vietnamese to resist thc many opporninitics for 
corruption caused by the Amerians' tcmpting displav of richcs: 

Vietnamese civil savants,  whn have k e n  the hardc\t hit by the current 
inflation, are not cxpected ti# watch thk mad scra~ilble for the U.S. 
dollar with equanimity and detachr~lenr. Bcing human, they are most 
likcly tr ,  resort to corruption or nio~nlightin~~ not nnI!= to cope with 
their financial difficulties, but also, and so~l~etiincs r~lrrstl\;= t r ,  1)c finan- 
cially in thc swim w~ith other pcople. Fur onc's inat~ilir!. to n13kc 3 s  much 
moncy as onc's equals. according to psychologists, is a forceful caux 

for an inferiority con~~lex .  

Arnerii-ans participate evcn more directly in iIlcgal practices. 
T h e  mrsr cornnlon is exchanging mnncy on the hhd; market, for 
u~liich srnlle Vkmamcw criticize not cmly V.S. government pcrson- 
ncl and prislte contnctors, but also the very journalists who pub- 
lic!\~ acclrsc the \'iccnamesc of corruption. .fherc are more cntcr- 
prising Americans, too, and Van Minh described their rolcs as 
fr)llo\\=s: 

Saigi'n and other cities h a x  been AmiIed with stokn PX gonds. It  
is logically assunled that the goods have becn stolen by \'ictnamcse. 
But I wonder if any V i m a m ~ ,  however cunning and raourccful they 
may be, could afford to steal so many pods as to regularly feed thc 
innumerable opcn black markers without the connivance of Americans 
themselves. How could viemame alone, say, acal tons upon tons of 
ace1 bars from the American military installations along thc Bien Hoa 
highway which are guarded only by Americans? How could Viemarnew 
alone get hugc cases across SO rnany chcckpoinrs manned by none mhcr 
than Americans? It is a well-known fact that some American guards at 
U.S. u-archouses oftcn come to a curic~us dcal with Vietnamese crook 
In exchange for a ccrmin amount i ~ f  money or for some cute girls, those 
guards agrce w let thc crooks have absolute freedom m steal any- 
thing. . . . 
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"Of course, I never expect the Americans to be morally better than 
the Vicmamese or any other peoplc," Van Minh concluded. "We. 
Americans and LTiemamese alike, arc human beings and share the 
same capital of human frailties." 

Government responsiveness on the I o d  level is seriously dected 
not only by corruption, but also by more directly pIiticaI consid- 
eradons. Competent administrators, ir seems, are continualIy trans- 
ferred because thcir competence is seen as a threat to those around 
thcm or because they have supported the wrong side in this or that 
coup &&at or because they lack the right friend at the right place 
in the hierarchy. One very kind and sophisticated genrleman who 
had been chief of primary education in Ban Me Thuot in 1963 was 
transferred to Hue in 1g6 j. According to his version of the stor?r, he 
had been in his nmX post nnI\r threc or four days when antigovern- 
ment riots broke out in the ciry. The education chief went out m 
some of the schook and tricd to kecp them functioning in spite of 
the disturbances. His move was interpreted, howevcr, as a "coun- 
tcrrevolutionary gesture," and the wrath of the demonstrators then 
turned upon him. "Kill him, kill him," they apparentlv shouted. In 
the end, they only beat him, aftcr which hc managtd to escape 
south to Phan Thiet. When things quietcd down again in Huc, he 
asked to return thcre. The request was granted, but sincc he uyas stilt - 
considered a controt-crsial figure, he was placed in an office u5thout 
any job. The Iast time we saw him (he has since been transferred 
again), he \\=as spending the day sitting at a vacant desk with noth- 
ing to do except talk to the new, but only temporary, education 
chief, who a-as hinlsclf fmently hoping to be sent else\\,here. There 
werc too man\? political prnl~lerns for thcm to work effcctivel)? in 
Hue, they both said. hlean~~yhile, thc only progress made in cduca- 

tion was thc smmping and signing of the most routine paperwork. 
The hureaucraq, through little fault of itri own. is ill-suited and 

unuaincd for the msk of carrying out thc various new development 
programs, which arc intendcd primarilv to show thc gorernmcnt's 
raponsivenllss vis-i-vis the NLF. Thc task, of course, is a supremelg 
demanding one-in thesc difficult and compcritive times it \5-ould 
require no less than a revoIurionary approach to prtd.dcn5 particu- 
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Iarly in the rural areas. It would mean that government cadrcs, likc 
their counterpars in the NLF, would have to become much closer 
to the pcople. Like SLF cadres, they would have to asskt old 
widows in harvesting their crops or in carrying water, to givc poor 
peasants needed rice, and generally to show- an interm in the peo- 
ple's problems. But very few government bureaucrats can do these 
things. They were trained in the Frcnch civil service techniques of 
shuflling shear- of papers, and thcy are very uncomfortat)le among 
and condescending toward the rural people. As family-oriented in- 
dividuals, these officials cannot readily comprehend the idea of 
philanthropy on a larger social scale. As security has become a more 
sensitive issue, of course, the probIem has grown even more serious, 
for government civil m-anb: with family responsibilities fecl that 
they cannot afford the risks the job demands. Since their isolation in 
thc provincial or district towns keeps most of thcm from having any 
upto-date idea of security conditions in the counmrside, however, 
f a r  of the Cong often serves more as a prctext than as a legiti- 
mate constraint. 

One of our primary roles as volunteers, as it turned o u ~  was to 
act as catalysts in urging Vietnamese administrators to do their jobs. 
AgricuItural extension agents would whine that they didn't have 
enough gawline to take thkr jeeps far out of town, though they 
often seemcd to have enough for the service chief to drive around 
town on his personal errands. School inspectors would ask in all 
honcstv, "What's the scnse in going out therc? There's nothing to 
do." But the fact was that their skis, if sinccre and constructive, 
could do much to buoy the morale of rural workers who felt, usu- 
ally with justification, that no one outside cared about them or 
xs=hether they worked or not. T h e  statistics that: urban administra- 
tors spent hours and reams of paper compiling were absolutely 
meaningless bccause no one had ever been to the arm concerned to 
see for himself what was really going on. 

The management of the seIf-help program u!as an example of this 
lack of communication between rural and ur1,an areas. According to 

the program's theory, the people of each hamlet u~ould decide what 
their community needed most. They would then submit a request 
through their village headquarters and then through district and on 
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up to province lcvels for any necEssary construction materials, food 
commodities, or a certain minimum of cash, at first I i d  to allout 
$200 per projw- At the samc time, the people were rapnsible for 
providing the Iabor themselves, thus the principle of self-hclp. On 
paper, this u-as an cxcdent program: it offcrcd government assis 

tance without making the people overly depcndmt on such aid, and 
it urged dunomtic cornmunit). action on the part- of the hamlet 
pcoplc in determining their own local prioritia. 

In practice, however, ~i1la~cp-s found it dif6cult to distinguish 
between the various government offices and t r ~  know tvhich one to 
approach They got discouraged when they were sent from onc 
narrowly dcfincd service to anothcr. Furthermore, the transmission 
of documentation through a11 the layers of bureaucracy couId delay 
implcmcntation by a full year or longer, so that we oftcn found 
ourschcs being bcggcd by the villagers to give the assistance di- 
rectly. But we could not in good faith do this, bccause anothcr as- 
pect of the program was to develop the government's responsiveness 
by halying it handle everything. In the cnd, not only did projcca oftcn 
fail to marerializc, but the government machinery sho\\.cd cvcn 
mme evidence of is inabilicv to rtlspond. Equally bad, in some 
districts local administrators dccidcd for themselves what thc hamIet 
pcople rb-antcd. It. was c e h n i y  casicr for them rhan going out to 
the hamlet to explain thc program and then w a i t  while the hamlet 
people madc up their minds. In one such district, we suspectcd 
sorncthing was amiss when cvery village in thc entire district re- 
quested thc purchase of w t c r  buffalo. W7hen we went out ourscIr-es 
and hlkcd with the people, it turned out they knc\r. nothing r,f anv 
such rcrlucst or of any such prcrgr~m, and mrEt of them asked for 
something lilic a ~\-clI or a school illstead. 'rhc district officials, n-hcn 
ct~nfronted with this discovcrj-, rncrcly norcd that "lruffalm xt-clutd 
have hem bcttcr for them." 

In tnorc rcccnt \-cars, s American aid floodcd in, hrricd Viemarn- 
cw administratcars a-erc cite11 at a lr~ss 11-hcrc to put it all. 1- cmliz- 
ers and irnprtlved pig and chicken Ilrccds usu;tll~ n-crc lnvishcd 011 

nearby vil135cs where tran3portatit1n \\.as casiest. Scl~nols \r.erc 
asigned to harnlers at random, usu;~lly in rcsponsc to the district 
chicfs suggestinn, even though investigrion of thcsc scIcctions in 
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one provincc revealed that 75 per cent of the locations either had a 
school already or else showcd scant intcrcst in haviilg one. Mean- 

while, other localities in the same prt~vince u-err: crj=ing out for s~ich 
assistance, having gone so far as to rccruit their on=n tcachcrs and to 
opcn schools in the most humhlc availn1,le shacks. 

In anothcr pro~incc, the hanilcts had been blanketed with so- 
called information hak.  Ihese were listed as sclf-help projects in 
many cases, though in reality thcy fulfilred the function of the 
government's genera11 irrelevant information service. Their doors 
were always lrxked, since the building mas for information-scrvice 
usc only, and their cadres almost ncvcr appcarcd in the distant ham- 
lets. A:leanwhiIe, the education service had phns to cnnstruct claho- 
rate new schools in the samc lomlities-until we sucggated using thc 
information building as schools and thus saving mnrlcg. ?'hc prob- 
lem here \as not only that the government services had little 
conmct with the village but that thcse services b d  little contact 
with each other. It became part of our job to coordinatc rhc 
projccts of the information and education scrvicc chicfs in this case. 

Finnlly, the information halls, with the addition of furniture, were 
clpcn& and "doubled" as schnols. 

For us, particularly in thc early ycars, the hazards and roadblocks 
of government corruption and llurcaucracy were far more aggravat- 
ing than Viet Gng terrorism. For the rural Victnamtse w e  were 
trying to hclp, on the other hand, there was nothing new in go\-cm- 
mcnt unresponsiveness. they complained about it-ften 
bitterljy-but \%=hen promises were made to rural people thcy knew 
from experience not to takc thcm very scrinusly. Even in years of 
rclativc peace, such as 1958, government workcrs at the agricultural 
cxpcriment station in Ban Me Thuot HFcre going for months without 
their salaria-cven though they werc cntidcd to only fifty cents a 

dav. In 1963 and I& rural health-workers and schoolteachers went 
wirhout salaries for up to a full gear- It was surprising that any of 
thcm bothered m keep working, though sonlc of course did not. For 
us it was sometimes both easier and more humanitarian to lend small 
amounm of our own money to particularly hard-hit worker friends 
in our pror-inces. IVhe11 wwe somctirncs made a point of keeping a 
promise, the people were surprised; it had never happened before. 
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Bitterly frustrated, those of us working in the provinces would 

search for scapegrmis, and it was usually the burcaucrm in the 
SQigon ministries whom wc blamed. Grtainly we kncw that all 
bureaucracies are cumbersome, slow, and full of red tapc, and that 
of the American Mission in Saigon was no exception. Yet the one 
the French bequeathed to thc Viernamesc was especially slow- 
When corruption and the reluctance of petty administrators to 

make decisions wcre added to this, it was perhaps no wonder that 
no th ig  happened. It'c were even more frusuatcd, in fact, when we 
c~casinnally mct somc of our smpegoats in Sgon and found that 
thev were nice people. Politely and patiently, they would look up 
from their piles of ppers and dossiers to assist us. Yet it seldom did 
any good to appeal to thm. Either they knew nothing of the prob- 
lem, or c h  they indicated that the province or district had not sent 
in the necessary papem. Sometima they s u g p r d  that the crucial 
file must have been delayed somewhere eIsc along the line, perhaps 
in onc of the piles on one of tht desks of one of the other friendlv 
and patienr bureaucrats. Thcir job was not a particularly pleasant 
one., though many of them had given Iarge bribes for the privilege 
of working in Saigon. \%'hen told that rural xvorkcrs had not been 
paid for months, their response \\-as invariably, "I'm sorry, but we 
don't havc the necessar). papcrs hcrc." It aften seemed as though 
every slight transaction required ten carbon copies, each of which 
had to be stamped at 1-t once and oftcn twice or three times, and 
then Iaboriody signed and countersigned in somc unreadable signa- 
Nra 

If the bureaucrats did not x c m  as concerned about the problems 
in the field as kt-e thought they shr~uld have hcen, they a l ~ t t a ~ s  said i t  
was not rheir fault. After all, they too had problems, many of 
which, in the final analysis, concerned the largcr political context. 
And so it mas that wTc were led into a vicious circle where nobod\. 
\\.as at  f ad t  more than anvane clse. The wholc nasty situation, it 
seemed, was to blame. And that was the problem of Viet Nam. 



DEli:EXDING THE INTERESTS 
OF ?'HE BELIEVERS 
Catholics, Buddhists, mzd the St-ntggle ,Iioz~en~cnt 

"Ap buc, ap buc," we repmtcd, thumbing through the dictionary 
to s c ~  what the monk's words meant in English It \\;.as August, 1963, 
and he had been using thc word with increasing frequency during 
the Vietnamese-Fnglish language lcssons w e  had hccn exchanging. 
".Ah, here it is-'oppression.' " I'hc monk hoked at us benignly. 
"Yes," he said softly, "opprmion." We smiled in the satisfaction of 
having learned a new word. 

It seemcd an apprnpriate word, for upon entering the pagoda 
grounds that afternoon we had been startled to note that there \\?ere 
soIdiers everyrvhcrc. At first ~ v e  h d  bcen afraid to enter, thinking 
we \~=ould be stopped by the pards.  But though they h o h d  at us 
rt=irh some suspicion, .rvc rode in frcelg on our bicycles. The monk, 
after all, cxpecred us, as he did every afternoon, and we did not 
\.ant to let him down. W e  had first come to know him upon hear- 
ing of his desire to lcarn English Then, as principal of the Ruddhkt 
high school next to the pagoda, he had also asked us on occasion to 
teach pronunciation to his students. In rcturn, he hclpcd us \\=ith our 
Vietnamese. He was only twenty-four years old, but he seemed 
older and wiser. 

Grccring us at the door to his quiet cell, he invited us in. Some of 
the other mt~nks with shaved heads and dressed in the same gray 
robes brought: tea and omga. Our special friend surprised us then 
by taking out a b o d e  marked Gilbcy's Gin and pouring some of the 
contcnts into his tea. When we gently teased him, he explained that 
the bottle contained nothing more than purified water; his tea \%=as a 
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bit too strong. Then we began our lessons. Although we usually 
drilled each other from textbooks or recited into thc school's tape 
recorder, that day wc decided to hold conversation practice. 

"Thcre are so many mldicrs surrounding the pagod&" we noted. 
"lTcs," he said. ''1'oda.rr all the pagodas in Vitt Xam havc becn 

surrounded by the military. It is a very bad situation." 
"Are you at liberty tr, Ims-c the grounds?" we asked. 
"I dare not," hc repIied. 
"How long do you think the rnam-a1 law wi11 continue?" we 

askcd, after a pause to look up the Viemamese term for "martial 
law." 

"I do not know," the monk said. He wanted to say mtarc, but his 
English, and at that point our Vietnarntrsc, was too Iimitcd. So he 
shook his head and said only, "I am very sorry. I am vcry sorry." 

That cvming, when w e  left our house to go to the photo shop 
across the sucet, there werc still a few pcople xv3Iking about. Out- 
side our windo.r\- three peoplc squatted around a small fire on the 
sidewalk, saying prayers and lighting incense. \Ye thought that pcr- 
haps the martial law, particularly in this small prc~vincial town, 
\+-odd not bc ta!;cn so seriously after all. Rut by nine o'clnck every- 
thing was deadly silcnt except for an occasional rnilitaw truck 
passing hy. It was a stark contrast to most nights, when the strccrs 

were active until latc, particularly with hax~ykcrs of pho, a popular 
and delicious noodle suup, and of half-hatched duck egF, a grcat 

delicacy for those who don't mind the mstc of tiny feathers and 
partially formed heab that go with it. Fach ha\.ker h d  a differenr 
call, and sumc tapped rhythrnimlly wit11 a 1s-vodcn stick on a sonrE 
rous piece cd bamboo in order to amract attention. But not that 
night. 

Many penple Iistencd to their ndios, p d c u l a r l ~ ~  to thc rcspcctcd 
RBC broadcxsts from London, which were gencmlIy considered the 
most objcctise. In Saignn, the radio said, troops had invaded the 
main Xa 1-oi Pagoda, \k=hich only days before u7s scething v--ith 
activi~y. Government authuritim wcre clJrning that arms hild been 
hoarded in the pagodas and that many "pro-Communist, rcbe1 
Buddhists" had to be imprisoned or killed in ordcr to prcsm-c thc 
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W c  cnntinued to visit our fricnd c v q  afternoon at four. T~ro 

d a ~ - s  later. in another "convcrsntion class," the school principal's 
u-ccI;Iy radio program scrvcd as the point of depamn~rc. The latat 
script, and uur Icswn, n-xs ciltitlcd "Liberty and thc Buddhist Reii- 
yon." After laboriously looking up the \vords we did not know, 11-e 
emerged \\-ith a fen-ent plea for frecdom of religion and thought 
and a dcnunciation of cvcr\~thing that wcnt against it. "We are 
givcn no frccdorn," the monk c~pIaincd. "The government leaders 
are a11 Catl~olia and they do not give frccdorn to the Buddhists." - 

"But aren't you afraid of bcing arrested for saying such things in 
public?" -rvc askd.  

"Perhaps I will be arrcstcd," he said. "But I would hc v q - -  happy 
to die in defense of frccdorn." W e  sat and lookcd at mch other for 
a felt- seconds. He was smiling sweetly. 

' r e ~ d o n  had bccn building up throughout thc countrv to the 
poiit where even w c  felt sorne\vhat nervous about reading doud 
from the monk's writings. W e  lmd occasio~nal visions of hidden 
microphones picking up  our x\~ords as w c  rcpcated his antigovcrn- 
ment: remarks in an cffort to mastcr thcir pronunciation. A s  we left 
his monastic ccll, the gongs x ~ ~ e r c  ringing, drums were pounding, 
and the faithful were cha~lting their prayers in the pagoda. We 
1-aIked our bicyclcs thwugh the mud of the ct)mpound, wondering 
r v h t  the armed soldier a t  thc cntrance thought about all this and 
about those praying inside. We wondered whether he himsclf might 
he a Buddhist. 

A few da>x later, me were again together in thc monk's cell. Eic 
wras just taking up a knife to cu t  an orangc for our refreshment 
when a rnesscnger ran into the room and handed him a letter. It 
dunandcd his immediate prwncc at the clffice of the local proxrincc 
chicf. That night, when wye turncd on rlle radio to hcar the monk's 
regular !&turds). broadcast, we heard nothing that sounded like a 
religious talk. There mas only the usual varict). of Viemamese popu- 
lar sonp. Returning for chss the ncrt day, 1tC.e learned that the 
province chief had summoned the young monk merely to inform 
him tht his radio program was being canceled. "\Vc have no frec- 
dam," our fricnd said again. "I am vcry sorry." 

As if to underhe his \vords, the pagoda and schooI grounds had 
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become bv then a virtual campsite for soldiers. Some had set up 
tents, while others slept in a crude barracks built across the sucet. 

There were more than a hundred soldim in all. But our friend 
show-ed no rancor. Hc did not bhme the provintx chief or the 
soldiers themselves. l'hc ordcrs for all this, he said, came from Presi- 
dent Ngr, Dinh Diem. As we kft, he handed us a pamphlet in both 
\.'ictnamac and English, entitled Principles of Buddhism. "All life is 
suffering," it said. 

The Buddha taught that mcn rnust follow the F4ghtfold Path of self- 
development which Icads to thc end of suffering. The Eighrfold Path 
consin in Right Views or preliminar). understanding, Right Aims or 
Motive, Righc Speech. Right Acts, Right Livelihood, Right Mort, Right 
Concentration or mind-dewlopmcnt. and finally, Righr Samadhi, lead- 
ing to full Enlightenment. As Buddhism is a way of living, not merely 
a theory of lifc, the treading of this Path is essential to sclf-deliverance. 

The pamphlet ended with an admonition: "Cease to do mil, learn to 
do good, clcanse your own hart: this is the Teaching of the 
Rudd ha." 

On entering the pagoda gmunds some four days later, we were 
stopped for the first time by one of the soldiers on guard. He 
wanted to know where we were going, hut w e  had barely answered 
when another soldier across the srrect shoutcd to his co11eaguc to Ict 

us go. U7e rushed inside, but our friend was nowhere in sight. 
Anothcr monk ushered us into his cell, m - c d  us tea, and asked us to 
wait. After a few minutcs had passed, wc asked whether it might 
not be best to return the next day. N7c thought our monk might be 
busy elsewhere. Rut we were kindly advised to u-ait. Viftcen min- 
utcs later, our fricnd arric-cd-accompanied by half a dozen military 
police. It was, in effect, a m l l  pagoda raid. 

Althnugh rhcv \%=ere not brutal, the police had a job to do and 
they did it: they confiscated the p&ed tape recorder and four t a p ,  

taking thcm to the province chicfs office. The machinc had of 
course bccn used for the "sub\-ersive" radio prt>grarn, but the major- 
im of the tapes contained only our ow11 English lessons. The monk 
was a pathetic figurc as thc police walked off with the expensire 
machine which thc scho01 had purchased with i s  own funds. "?*;'c~rr- 
my students n-ill not have English tapcs from which to learn," he 
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muttered. But we could do nothing e ~ c e p t  sit there silently. I%'e 
w-anted to go and wait  outside, hut rhe door from thc narrow celI 
was blocked by the police. After they l c f ~  ahout half an hour later, 
the monk tr~ld us that thcv hzd aIso been thcrc thc night before and 
had confiscated his typewriter and mimeograph machinc. hTeither of 
us, to I* sure, fclt much Iike studying language at tht point. 

Ycr cven in adseniq-  there were srnall things for which to bc 
thankful. 22nother monk, the one who had told us to wait, canic in a 
fc\v moments later and dr;lmaticallv lifted the srnall pilkm- from our 
friend's bed. 195th a mischiek-ous grin he renlcmcd a transistor radio 
from in hidins pIace-nc item saved from the cycs of the maraud- 
ing milit- police. W c  a11 sat back and laughed together. Then, 
fccling the need to rclease our pcnt-up tensions, we walked over to 
rhc suhoolgard and joined a group of students playing vnllcybaIL 
The young principal seemed to forget his WCKS as hc played joy- 
fuIl~,  unimpcded by his long gray robes. When we left, however, 
he turned scrious again. "Can !?nu write article on what you haw 
seen frar fureign neuyspapers?" he asked. We had to explain that w c  

could not. As IVS me~rlbers, we wcrc supped to stay out of poli- 
tics 

Still, rve had come to feel p a t  admiration and affection for this 
\roung monk who faccd such ad\!crsiw and had said with a calm 
snlile that he would bc quitc willing to die for his cause. Even 
though we knew the secret police wcrc \%=ell informed of our actions 
and associations, we continued to visit the pagoda every day. But 
thc worshipers did not dare to come anymore. Shc pagoda was 
quiet and the usually happy monks seemed sad and dispirited. Yet 
thev seemed to appreciate our coming, providing them as it did with 
a daily ray of sunshine from the outside. Oddly, perhaps, w e  never 
knew any of their names. We were taught to address them as "thay" 
-tcacherand that tvas name enough for us. 
Ch what was to be our last v i s i t i t  was September hy then and 

we were moving to another tow-things seemed to be going better 
fur them. Thc day before, our friend had announced in the course 
of the conversation class that the pro~ince chief wanted to see him 
at five o'clock in nrder to tell him to teach a civk course at the 
xhooL "Civics," naturally, meant government propaganda-+ 
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course on President Iliern and his theories of ruling. Rut thc monk 
did not want to go tr, the province ofice again, so, in our presence* 
he s ipcd  a lcttcr to thc chicf saying that hc \*;.as too bu-7 with 
school affairs. In  his phcc hc sent rrvo other monks. noting to us 
that if he were forccd to teach such a civics course he \\=auld cease 
all work and go on strike. At fivc fifrccn, honyever, an official car 
and a messenger were at rhc door. Thc province chicf wyas dmand- 
ing his presence. Still, rcIations sccmcd to have bcen smoothed over 
in the end. The monk had not onIy succeeded in avoiding thc ncccs- 

sity of tcaching a Diemist civics course, but he had lwm assurcd 
that his tape rccordcr, 9-pcw~riter, and mimeograph machine would 
be returned. Pleasantly surprised at his victory, we asked him hull- 
he had managcd it. "I just talkcd wich the province chief calmly arid 
reasc~nably," hc said, smiling. 

That evening, black rain clouds gathered on the horizon. The 
murmurs of milight mixed with the gong and drum wunds ernanat- 
ing from thc pap&. "Rcaliq~ is indescribable," admonished our 
pamphlet on the principles of Buddhism. Although vc-c had promiscd 
to visit \1-henek-er we could return to his town, uyc wcrc never to set 
thc monk spin. A month later, we received a letter from another 
lYictnamese friend: 

I ha\-e one mourning n e w  for you. The mrlnk hcad~nastcr of thc 
Buddhiq wcondary school w-as died nbrjut a week ago in a very fatal 
aurr>mtltliIc accidcnt. I uyas infilmed that ?.clu had sent to hi a letter. 
But he didn't alive to read it. %lay God Mcss >=ou. 

Evcn now, more than five years later, our friend's picture sits on thc 
altar of his pagoda. alongside that of thc fanlous 'rhich ('C7encrablc) 
Quanq Ihc, \vho had hurncd himsclf to dear11 for his faith. For the 
monks bclier-c cht our fricnd too had been a victim of the pucm- 
ment. Although the details arc still enshrouded in m>:stery, people in 
the town htcr toId us thlt his auton~ohiIc "accidtnr" w a s  intcntional 
-hc had hccn hit hcad-on 11v a t~i-o-znd-onc-half-ton Saigon gov- 
ernment military truck. It \\-as only latcr that n-c nntcd S O I I I ~  

uncompleted hnd\vrittcn notcs on thc hack of rhe pnmphlet he hnd 
givm us. TransIated from 1-'iernamesc, tile! read as follo\rs: "1 3111 3 

person who has failed on the road of life. When I 11-as voung. I 
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aln-avs searched for a ~ 3 y  of livit~g appropriate to high idmls. But 
alas, I have been mis~akcn and I crrcd in niiscry." 

Thc role of rcligion in Vicrnamcse life and politics is  vcw com- 
pIcx On the local Icvcl, religious leadcrs have been particularly 
important in community affairs. Gob-ernment-appni~~tcd v i l l a ~ e  ofi- 
cers, in fact, often have little influence, o w i ~ ~ g  r11eir pcaitions l.-1rgeIy 
t c ~  the fact that they are considercd poIiticall\~ - Ink-al - and that tllcg 
can read and write \veil enough to haiidIc thc pqxr~wrk  in\-olved i l l  

thcir jobs. Vilhgc priests or monks, howcvcr, cnjou considcraldc 
influence. W e  soon lcarncd that any prnjcca we undertook in the 
han~lets wou1d need to have the approval and support of thcsc rcli- 
gious leaders in order to succccd. Without thcir support, projects 
nligllt be subverted or the). might fail. 

We found that Catholic priests were thc mmt patriarchal in thcir 
attitudes toward "thcir" viIIagcs. While CathoIic 1~1111ets usuallv 
g v c  thc impression of being the b a t  organi~cd, and nhilc thcir 
strcngth usually s m e d  as a sourcc of support to the govcrnme~u, in 
other cases ovenealous p r k a  could cause a certain amount of 
trouble. In I'hanh Binh hamlet, for example, the pvemnlcnt hqd 
cunstructcd a school with three classrooms, sincc there was no other 
public school in the vicinity. Teachers were rraincd in the pro\=ince 
capital and sent back to open classes. But they did not tcach. and 
right beside the empty government school three new classroon~s 
wcre bcirig conssructed in exactly the same style. The priest, toward 
whom the vi1hge.r~ thrmsei~cs expressed a comhinanon of respect 
and some fcar, rcfuscd ro gic-c permission for chiIdren to attend any 
who01 other than his own. Whm we last passed through T h n h  
Binh, ahnost four ycars later, his prirrate school (for which the 
childrcn h d  to pay tuition) \\-as srill full ~vhilc the government one 
was heing hvcotted and falling into disrepair. T l ~ e  local province 
chicf, io addition, admitted he \%=as helpless in the matter, since he 
w a s  afraid that any action on his part would be i~ltcrprctcd as bcing 
anti-Gtholic. 

111 another hlmIcr ncarbv, it mas the same stor?-. The hamlet chicf 
stated the council's d c k i o n  to requcsr a schod as a self-hclp 
projcct. I'hcn thc pricst walked up. When hc hcard of thc plans, hc 
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did not evcn turn to thc hamlet chief hut rather to us directly. "So, 
w e  don't necd a school hcre," he said. "\Vc alrcady have one up the 
road." He w a s  rcfcrring to his parochial school. M7e asked the ham- 

let chief again. Iatimidarcd, he agreed \\=ith thc priest, and the whole 
projcct was droppcd, though not without some discussion among 
the men sranding around. A few wcckS Iarer another council mcet- 
ing \%-as hcld and surncho.rv, it sccmcd, they dccidcd m go ahead 
with the school idea in spite of the priest's negative pmition. It was 
unusual to circumvent him in this way, and thcre was some spwula- 
tion that province authorities had applied pressure. But the priest 
won an>waj7. In the end hc managcd to control the new school as 
we11 as his older parochial school. 

For official Amcrican aid represenmtiva, Vietnamese Catholic 
priesa and nuns xttwe at times the bane of thcir existence. Again, it 
was because they %\-ere so we11 organized. In one Highlands province 
hmvily populated I)!? Northern Catholic refugees, thc ''little black 
ladies," as the AID man called the nuns, scemed tr, appear every d a ~ ~  
with a new request for cement or b u l p  wheat or something eke. In 
return, thcy would offcr him various vegetables or potatoes from 
their gardens, or even guinea pigs for him to eat. They were not 

Ijegging, really, because the peopIe in thosc villages devotcd a con- 
siderable amount of work to improving their own lives and facili- 
tics. Schools, orphanages, and libraries sprouted up everywhere. 
Somc of the cement, to be sure, they wanted in order to construct 
magnificent cathedrals, and it was alxvays questionable in U.S. cir- 
cles whcther American aid should be used for such ends, or even to 
support private religious groups at all. But whiIe the constant re- 
quests for materials b e m e  bothersome at times, they reflected an 
admirable will on thc part of the nuns. Even the construction of 
cathedrals might have been justificd in terms of thc psycholo+caI 
advantages it offered the popl-dvantagcs which mapP, in the end, 
have contributed morc to their well-being than endless material 
goods- 

After a time, the Buddhists, too, bcpn to request assistance from 
the Americans, as thev gained new confidence in thc 
aftermath of the Diem period. Still, and especially to Americans, the 
Buddhism seemed 1r.s organized and less interested in hclping their 
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own than the Catholics. The refugee camps they sponsored 
often a p p r c d  physically inferior to Cathdic camps. (Govcrnmcnr 
cramps were the  orst st of all, both p hysicaIl y and psychoIogicall~~.) 
Our own ~oluntcers, \t-l~o often associntcd spiritually with the Bud- 
dhists over thc snmctimes "grasping" GthoIics, wished that they 
could find 1i-at"s to help Buddhist orphanages or Buddhist vilbges. 
I3ut as a n11c thc Buddhism tcndcd to be less interested in our help. 
The e~planation for this la\- in the differences betwccn the nva 
religions thcmsclves. Tllich -h'hat Hanh, a leading Buddhist monk 
and social worker, put it this way: 

Thc West . . . , when it looks at Buddhism, tcnds to make a cnmpari- 
son hm=cen i s  subtle and ingrained relationship to the people and the 
highly organized, structured organization of such religions as GthoIi- 
ckm. The U~ristitian rnkionaries are far hctter in terms of organizarion 
than the local Buddhist institutions. T h e  extensive Western remurces 
behind them makc it possible for then1 to establish impressit-c schools, 
hospitals. and othcr fornls of social organization. . . . A superficial com- 
parison of t h m  highly organized acriryitiities with the 1-1 Buddhist 
structure is likcly to convincc thc observer that Buddhism has no future. 
nut w:I.en one goes more deeply, one discovers that the strength of 
Huddhisnl does not lic in t~rganization. but in the dccp m m  of the 
pycbological and moral r-alues hcld by people.' 

Ruddhism. in fact, is to some extent: a part of alI Vietnamese. Its 
long history in Vict Sam, dating back to the second century A.D., 

has made it a strong clcmcnt in the culturaI ethos of the country. In 
the elevcnth century, under the Ly dymasty, Buddhist monks ex- 
ertcd considerable influence on the national goxrcmmenr, and their 
faith \\.as virtuallv thc shte religion for a timc. Aftcr the Ly and 
under rhe Tran, a gradual "confuiianizing" occurrcd and Buddhism 
\\=as influenced by thc frdk beliefs and animistic ideas already prcscnt 
in the society. Then, around the cnd of the seventeenth ccntury. as 
Buddhism msc a g i n  in inlportancc and as the strcngth of Confucian- 
ism faltered, thc various thought patterns of the people tended to 

mix. What rcsulted was the present, peculiarly Vietnamese synthesis 
of religions mentioned in Chapter 2. 

When thc French toolr over Viet Nam, insrallitlg and quite nntu- 

Vietnmn: hzw i r z  a Sea of Fire (Kew l'ork: Hill & \Vang, I*). 
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raliv favoring Gtholicism, Buddhism first came to be associated 
with nationalism. This was in a sense inerritahlc, since Catholicisnl 

menous associated with the foreigners and Buddhism was an indi, 
force. Thc pagoda was a rcligious and social center to which only 
Vicn~m~cse a-nuld come, whcreas the Christian churches werc built 
I , J ~  foreigners and worshiped in by those who followcd and ~vorkcd 
for thc forcipicrs. Little changcd, in fact, when the French lcft and 
Sgo Dinh Diem took pwer. nicm was a Catholic (he nmrly bc- 
came a priest), and as president hc mlcd the country with \\,hat 
many d i e d  a combination of Catholic morality and Confucian man- 
darin paternatsm. The Buddhists later chargcd that under his rulc 
thcy had been repressed. But they were not rcdly repressed so much 
as they were discriminated against or by-passed as favors tended to 
go to Catholics. Most Iand grants, for example, \vent to Catholics t r ~  

buiId schools and hospitals, as did the most favorable agricultural 
credit Ioans, most lumbering privileges, and ccmin export-import 
monopolies. T h e  influence of the pricsa was great, and conversions 
became numerous among opportunists. As Communist insurgcncv 
accelerated, and Diem became more and more frightened, hc rclied 
incrmsingly on those hc could trust-fellow Catholics. Viemamac 
Grholics later admittcd the preferences they werc shown undcr 
Diem, preferences which were denied only by U.S. Amhassad{~r 
Frederick Nolting, who said in the summer of 1963 that he had 
never seen "any evidence" of anti-Buddhist discrimination in Wet 
Nam. 

On the morning of M a y  8, 1963, there was a Ruddha's birthdav 
cclchrarion in I Iue. It was a pmccful celcbncion and thc atrnospherc 
was festive, though speakers did protat a government decree pro- 
hibiting the flying of the Buddhist religious flag. This seemed to 
them a special s i p  of intnlcrancc since days earlier thc strem of 
Hue had been dccked with Gtholic flags for the annitremar+- of 
hTgo Dinh Thuc's (Diem's brt~rhcr's) in\-atiture as arch11ishop of 
GnrraI Viet Nam. On the evening of Mav 8, an IVS English 
tcauhcr at thc boys' high school was on his home from a cuff cc 

shop in che CitadcI. Accompanied by one of his students, he crowd 
the main bridge across the Perfumc Rivcr and immediately noticed a 
group of some fivc hundrcd peapie gathered around thc I lue radio 
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station. Thcv -r\.crc dcmonstratiag it turned out, hecause the gov- 
ernment radio had rcfuscd to plm- any Buddhist music or other\\-isc 
ackno\r-ledge thc holidaj---a peculiar st~nd since a t  least 80 per cent 
of the pcople in Vict Nam consider thcmselves Buddhist 

As timc passed, the teacher later reported, the crowd grew to 

almost t\vo thousand. A fcw students managed to gct to the top of 
the radio station where they proudly displayed their flags, much to 
thc pleasure of the onlookcrs. Still, cver!?one was quite orderly. Thc 
announcement was  rnndc that if thc head monk mas not pcrrnitted 
inside the station to plead tlicir caw, then evewone would remain 
until he was heard. Sht,rtly after chat, it \%?as said that the mayor of 
the city had arrived and \r!c~uld he follo~vcd by military forces to 
"pmtccr the Buddhists." "From whom will they protect: the Bud- 
dhists?" the I V k  asked his friend. "Evervone here is Ruddhist!" 

I>ecidimg it mould be wiser to leavc, the tcachcr and his friend 
made their way sloxvIy through the cro\t=d to their bicycles. But the 
rnijitary had alrcadv arri\-cd with foot mops, armored trucks. 
t a n k  and firc trucks. Thc lattcr suddenly opmcd up on thc cro\t=d 
with thdr  water hoses. "At this point," the IVS reacher told us, "I 
was right at the corner trying franticalIy rn get my bicycle 
and get out, but with no success as I couldn't get through the 
peoplc. Just rhcn I heard a terrific explosion and thc sounds of 
rapid firc from a rifle. 'Chi~lking some fool VC had gottcn into the 
crowd and throu~n 3 bomb into thc radio station causing some 
triLqcr-hppy soldier to open up  with his rifle, T got scared. Pcople 
n-crc running in cvcrv direction. Suddenlv 1 heard anothcr terrific 
explosion and actwllr;. felt thc heat of it against m r  uhcek-the 
tanks had begun to firc. -Cle soldiers sccmcd tea be shor~ring right 
into thc croivd. I dropped my bike and took off. l'coplc and hikts 
were strewn a11 0%-cr tl~c strcet. I knew that I had panicked and that 
I should stop and be morc careful, but those fool guns were risht at  

my 11xk and J was out tn save mv o\vn Iifc. Explosions and machine- 
gun fire folIo\x-cd the cro~vd right doxvn the strcct. It  ncvcr ccased. I 
finallv got far enough away to mkc stock of thc situation, but found 
myself rotally confused. 'The only thing that I could think nf was, 
'Whv aren't I dead'' 

"Thcn thc ngc hit mc," he continued. "Thc Vietnamcsc govern- 
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mcnt had fired on its own peoplc who werc pcaccfulIy demonsttut- 
ing. 1 hwe now joincd the ranks of thc avcrage Vietaarncse \vho 
don't know \%-hat to think. We're fighting a war against the Corn- 
munists and nur own government attacks us. For the government to 
fire on the cro~vd, to crcstc a panic in which eight people-mostly 
women and children-were killcd and others hurt, has further 
alienated the people. This is a bitter experience which no one who 
w=as there will won forget. The government and its fight against 
communism has lost an important battle." 

This incident was onlv the first of many that would bring some of 
the Buddhist goups ink che political limelight for p a r s  to come. 
Tensions bccame almost unbmrably high, particularly in Hue. Thc 
same \-olunrecr tcacher was asked by a seemingly desperate Viemam- 
ese student u-hether he could have asylum in his house. LIc said he 
was being chased by the Dicm police. The vnluntcer did not know 
quite what to say, fearing political involvement and trouble, bur he 
could not, in the end, rcsisr the urge u, help. Hc invited the boy to 
come, only to havc him then declinc, saying he had only wanted to 
"tcst" the American. 

The follo\xing summer saw the imm~lations that werc to shock 
thc entire xi-odd. I t  was  difficult for foreigners to understand 
the meaning of these actions. Their purpose was not to shnck so 
much as m call artention to the nced for changing the govmment's 
repressive politics. Among Vietnamese Buddhists, suicide is com- 
mitted for a noble cause, not to cscapc from one's oum prohlcms 
but rather to make dificultics for those 11-hose behavior has im- 
pcIied the act. Through this form of sacrifice. according to Bud- 
dhist doctrine, one gains merit, and rhcrefore it is an honor to bc 
allowed to perform this final gesture as a human t~eing. A Buddhist 
friend later recounted the story of one monk's burning which he 
had witnased in Huc. It sounded ghastly, perhaps, to us as \Vestern- 
ers, but to him it was nothing less than axvesnme. 

"He tried three differmt times to burn himself," our friend said. 
"The first time was at the spot marking the Map 8th shooting hv 
government troops. But he could not do ir there; the poIice made 
him move on. Thcn he crosscd the hridgc and tried again a t  an 
intersection downtown, but once again he was pushcd on by thc 
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plice. He felt vev- sad; he felt that hc had not been chosen by 
Buddha for this grcar sacrifice. But on thc third attcmpt hc suc- 
ceeded. Tlwt was on thc grounds of 7'u Dam Pagoda-prrhably 
vou know- the spot, for there is a big urn thcrc to mark is no\i,-at 
three cl'cIock in the morning. His helpers poured thc gasoline a11 
ovcr him, and then hc himsclf lit thc match. Imrncdiatcly he \\?as 
en\-cbpd by flame. I-Iis straight-postured body drooped forward 
several times, but each time a strong sense of \r;-iI1-po\ver brought 
him back up. His mind was holding sl;.a>= ovcr hrs body. But findiv 
his hands, held togechcr in prayer, slo\vlp spread apart; and then, 
suddenly, he colIapscd, dead. All the bystanders, watching there in 
the pagoda yard, cried. It \\=as so impressive." 

In Saigon's Xa Loi Pagoda, which, until the August raids, was thc 
center of 1#3 Buddhist activities against rhc government, the heart 
of Thich Quang Uuc mias on display on the main altar. I t  was in a 

g l s  vase and appeared quite black, but the monks said that it was 
"the onlv part that would not burn." To Viemamcse, this smmcd to 
lend hmvenly approbation to their cause. ~hlrnnwhile, hanners hung 
all around, begging for freedom from tyranny and for decency 
toward Buddhists. At thc same time, loudspeahrs broadcast prayers, 
religious music, and chants for the milling crowds. Thc atmosphere 
was eIecrric-until the raids, and then evewthing was deadly s d L  

TTc volunteers were not directly affccted by all thcsc evena, but 
1k.r: could not help being iduenced and saddened by them. 

They wcrc a major cause of resentment against the Diem govern- 
mcnt, for the Praident -rtyas unwilling to make any concessions to 
the Buddhists' legitimate demands or even, it wmcd,  to girw them 
thc benefit of the doubt and admit they were not a l l  Communists. 
The Times of Vieman, thc daily mouthpiece of the Nhus, prirltcd 
article after article quoting one venerahlc after another who had 
praised the government for its stance. Then: was no reason why 
these monks should not praise the government, howevcr, for either 
they were forced to do so or else they wen: really secret police- 
agcnE, taxi brir-a, or other miscelIaneous persons who had been 
disguised as monks. One lTietnamese friend \\<as surprised to find a 
pedicab driver she knmr dressed in mt~nk's robes at the local pagoda. 
Thc real monks were in jail, lmt. appearances h ~ d  tr, be kept up. 
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In late Octobcr, a United hTations observer team mme a t  Prai- 
dent Dicnl's in\=itation to strc how happy the monks rcallj. were. In 
the rnaitl pagr~da in Dalat, however, there \.as at~lv one real monk 
rmlnining. The rcst were h s i  drivers. Such distortions for thc bene- 
fit of the U.N. c~l>scrvers wcnr bevond thc pagodas. A11 the liyaiters 
in one horcl where thc obsen-crs werc to eat lunch were dismissed 
and rephccd by go\-ernnienr agents who wantcd to cwcrhear thcir 
comments. Some Vicmamese 1%-ondcrcd whv the scri=icc was so 
poor. The U.N. ~GWI rnenlbers hverc nnt a11 fooled, hou-crcr. W 
secrctarl;. with the group said th t  wlliIe thc "pla~ltcd mnnks" wcre 
talking \vith thc visiton; rcal 111onks werc 11-11ispc;ing in her car, 
"Don't hcheve them." 

The Buddhists, along with the students, w r c  instrumental in 
1,ringing about Diem's fall. The army, to bc sure, struck the final 
blow, but it probabIy would nor have done so h d  popular fceIing 
not been as scrong as it was. Aftcr the coup there was concern that 
the tabIcs would simply be turncd and that Buddhis~ would now 
discriminate against Catholics, but this did not happc~i. On thc other 
hand, with the new climate of freedom, expensive Buddhist pagodas 
and meeting halls did seem to sprout at a faster rate, some monks 
rodc in fine cars, and May, 1964, saw the largest celebration of 
Buddha's birrhday within living memory-at least, friends said, 
since the French had first come to Vict Nam. I t  lasted an entire 
wcek, cost $40,- (high for Viet Yam), and cuIminated in a mam- 
moth parade with floats and more than ~oo,oon marchers spread out 
as far as thc eye couId see down the fashinnable boulevards of 
SQigon. Also, friends who had been equivocal about thcir religion 
before, like the one who had closcd his lctter "May God h h  you," 
now prnudIv admitted he ir  idcntity by signinp off, '7 pray that 

Our Lord Buddha cxtcnd to i o u  happiness and prospcriry." 
Victnamcsc in genera1 adnlirtcd that they could be more friendIy to 
Americans, since the Diem government policy hid been rather hos- 
rile, partly hccause of American stmlparhy for the Buddhists. 
By early 1965, ~ O W C B C ~ ,  religiolls differences had a ~ a i n  become 

quire sharp, in some placcs approaching the intensity of I 963. IVhcrc 
many Vicrnamese, particulariy Catholics, had dismissed the religious 
qucsrion as a divisive factor in Vietnamese lifc and politics prior to 
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1963, they now saw it as another \r;.oeful stumbling block to nationaI 
unity. Americans probabIy made more of the issue than Vietnmtlsc, 
hut government cabinets were chosen as much for religious balance 
in that period as they were for regional and other considcratirans. 
A ~ i n ,  it was a t  the provincial level chat we had the most e?rpericncc 
with these phenomena. 

In Hue the lincs seemed especially sharply drawn. Catholic stu- 
dent Icadcrs claimcd that in thc early part of the year, during the 
Buddhist demonsmtions against the Tran Van Huong government, 
they had bcen pursued by Buddhist student leaders with evil inten- 
tions. "They aicd to havc us kidnapped," said one, "and thcy are 
al\vaj"s pouring recriminations upon us Gtholics." Capitalizing on thc 
apparent preference of American officialdom for Catholics b e c a w  
of thcir outspkcn anticommunism, he reminded us that it was the 
Uuddhiscs u=ho had angrily burned the American library. Anytwe 
who was anti-American, he said, must be pr&mmun;s~ Yet to 
some extent the change in fortunes was borne by these Catholics as 
being part of the rules of the game. The same lcader who com- 
pbned of Buddhist designs upon him oncc accompanied us on a 
visit to a newly opcncd dormitory for fine-arts students in Hue. As 
w c  were being shown around, hc turned to us with a tolerant smile 
and said, "I don't know why I'm taking this tour. This was my 
unclc's hnusc until the government seized it and threw him in 
prison." His uncle had been a Catholic and a member of the hatcd 
Diemist Can Lao party. 

Uy mid-1~65 thcse wounds, which probably had more to do with 
pIitical wsociations than with rcIigion itself, were heaIing. Thc new 
phase that was dcvclaping, whilc Icd by one faction of the Buddhist 
hieran-h5~-l'hich Tri Quang's militantsdid to some extent cross 
religious lincs. (It did not draiv active support from all Buddhist 
quarters, since the Buddhists were divided into several groups.) This 
\\=as the Strusglc Movement, thc civil war within the war that 
 youid id TmalIy explode in 1966. W e  were gemng hints of what 11-ouId 
come from friends and asnciates bcfore that, however, and we fclt 
that a responsive governmellt in Sigon couM have avoided it. 
Again, howcvcr, the govmuncnt uyax not responsive and neither 
r w c  the Arncricans. 
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"U7hv, after all we've done for thcm, are those Viemamcsc so anti- 
American?" Amcrians back home would ask in hurt astonishment. 
Othcrs read about thc dcmonstrations and dccided that thc only 
ansn-cr wra5 to "bring thc boys back home." "If the Viemanlcsc 
don't want us," the argument went, "to hell with thcm." hTcithcr 
reaction \\.as a fair one, and indecd it tool; paticnce to undcrstn~ld 
just what the Struggle :\-lor~emcnt was all about. Dan Toc (The 
PeopIc) magazine askcd itself this qucstion in a summer 196j  article, 
"\Vhy Do Mfc Stru~glc?" "Whcn wc deal with the purpow of 
defending rhc national sovcreipry and the sclf-dctcrminacion of our 
peoplc," it bcgan, "we do not mcan to be anti-Amcrican as rhc 
innocent and supcrficiai people usually think. It's nut our problem 
to object against the U.S.A., our besr allied country, since wc accept 
in pri~iciple the prescnce of the Americans as a neccx5ity in rmr 
splxial prwnt situation. Wc only want to call the attention of the 
Viemmcse and Anlcrican governmenrs to carry out concrete wlu- 
tions m niakc rhc relatio~lship benvccn the m o  countcia bcconlc 
better and bcttcr." 

Some of the prt~blcnls for which thc Struggle 310vemcnt pcople 
\rlerc asking soIutio~is secmcd vague or 111inor to many Amcricans. 
'They wcre cssenrially political, economic, and social probkms, not 
religious ones. I'hc Buddhists were involvcd only bccausc they had 
taken up the nationalist banner. "You must bcar in mind that Bud- 
dhism in Viet Nam is not the m e  as when it was first born," said 
I'hich Tri Quang. "Our most sacred duty is to prescwe our faith 
and to advisc our followers. . . . If our country is lost, then our 
people would Iose their identiy and Ruddhisrn could no longer 
survive. In other words, rhc Buddhists must rrigihrll; protect thcir 
country's interests, because that is in the interests of tthcir own 

faith." 
'l'hosc -uc-ho wouId become activc in the Suugglc citcd the issucs: 

rhev wa~ltcd the m o  governments concerned, Victnamcsc and 
American, to make known the exact numbcr of foreign sddiers in 
the country, the military bass where they were stationed, and their 
righa and the period of time thcy were to stay in Wet Narn. In 
addition to concern over such arrangements hehvecn the Saigon 
government and U.S. authorities, they wcre disturbed that the use 
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of American currcncy was intcrfcring with thc sovcreignqtJ- of thcir 
own uurrcni->=. I'hc i~cha\yior of hler ican  troops and the disposition 
nf their garbagc wcrc equal1~- sevcrc problems. Onc bright young 
profasor at the Univcrsitl- of Hue raised the issuc aIn~ost cverv 
time he met ConsuIate officials. Although tradition-oricnted Hue 
itself was kept IargeIy off-limits to U.S. military pcrsonncl-an ex- 
traordinarily misc move-Da Xang at first 11~x5 not. A I I ~  since the 
IS%-o key ciucs IVNC only thrcc hours apart hs road. people from 
I-Iue trar~Icd frcqumtly to Ila Nang, xx-hcre the\- got a first-hand 
look at cuIturd disintegration. On cithcr sidc of thc main higIn.r-fl\!, 
and in between vast refugee settlm~enrs stuck on t l ~ c  sand, thc I l ? a  - 

rines were depositing their garbage. Thc nationalistic ynung Hue 
professor was appallcd not only at thc sight of bcer cans and ciga- 
rette cartons everywhere, but even more by the idea of Vietnamcsc 
children scrounging for an)= st21 usalhc itcrns amidst it all. "Ch't you 
dump your garbage somewhcrc else?" hc askcd. "Snmcwhere so it 
isn't s c ~  visible and degrading to our sclf-respect?" The ,4mcrican 
consular officials finally did take up the matter with thc mari~lcs. 
The next tin~e the profmor asked about it, he was told that accord- 
ins to thc marines a Vietnamese trucking company \\-as raponsiblc 
for carting off the garbage and chcre was nothing the A4mcricans 
couId do allout the problem. 

As for the carousing of the troops, there was little the American 
authorities could do to prevent this either. Officials xb-ould rcpom 
that American troop behavior was much better than it had bcen in 
past wars where the Americans axrc occupying powers, and cer- 
tainl~-~- thc tcnsions the troops \tyerc under made it thoroughly under- 
smndahle that they should need to let off steam. Thc Vicmarnese 
were not unrcawnablc; rhcy understood all this very well. Yet thcv 
could not hclp rcscnting it, particularIy the way their girl friends 
were treated and the way prices soared hecausc of the spendthrift 
Americans. The intelligent and dignified wife of one friend got 
espcciallv tircd of having her fanny pinched every time she wcnt 
downtou-n for errands. A staunch anti-Communist Catholic, she 
said, "I sympathize uyith thosc voung bo1.s and thev are g o d  for 
coming here to help us. But ~ i o w  I am reallv dispstcd by them. 1 
eanVt stand rhcrn. Why rnurr they be u, rude?'' Ambasador Lodge 
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kncm a h u t  the problem and issucd a sspecial memorandum about 
it: 

In expressing our friendship for the L7imarnese people, I ask the help 
of each American in Vietna~r~. W e  have left our homes thousands of 
n~iles au=ay to wrrc here among a brave people as their friends from thc 
frce world Pet, as al~vaj~s, the process of living closely rogcther demands 
Iilcbre than ordinary atrcntic~n to common courtesies and to sigm of 
respect. W e  are not only partners of the Viemamesc people, but alw w e  
are guests. 

The American sn~ile and a friendly - are part of our best 
heritage and assets. Let us be more generous in wing them e v e F  day 
-with the Vietnan~cse with --horn w-c w-oo-k, with the Viernanlesc who 
see us passing by in the streets,  with the Vietnamese who haw beco~nc 

part of our social lives. 
lat the Vicrnamcsc gee to know us as w c  really are. In their hour of 

natiunai nccd. this can be vcry important. 

Alost important to the 1-'ietnamese., howeverand their demand 
for it corlld be clllcd ncithcr minor nor vague-was the need for a 
broad-bawd and popular government to rcpiacc the unrespnsivc 
mlitary junta under Thieu and Ky. Vicmanicse reasoning on this 
matter not only concert~cd the short-run dcsircs for justice and 
peaccful social revolution, but it also rclatcd to thc prohlcrn of an 

cvcntual ncgotiatcd sctrlcmcnt of thc war. Its  logic was csplaincd to 
us t ~ y  a Buddhist friend, a studcnt Ieadcr it=ho, according to the 
Catholics, was behind the burning of the Amcrican library a few 
months earlier. (He hinlself impishly esplained away his role in the 
incident hy saving, "I was sick the day that happened.") Whcther 
he was hchind that particular incident or not, it is imporrant to 

understand his outlook and that of his coIlcagucs. W e  miked with 
hi111 late one October afrernoon at a snlall and rustic coffce house 
insidc I luc's Citadcl. 

He hcgn by asking us what lvc thought about the progrcss of 
the war. 

"\%7cIl," w e  said, "it sccrns to be p i n g  hcttcr now than before. 
Thcre sccm to lx a number of victories over the Vict Gong-" This 
xvas after the first few months of direct Amcrican troop particip- 



"That's true," our fricnd agreed. 'Rut have you ever noticed that 
all the I~ig vicrorics seem to bc scored by rhc Americans? Our awn 
Viernamesc troops don't appear to 1,c doing much. T h a t  is not n 
g o d  sip." W e  wondcrcd what hc ~vas leading up to, and soon 
found our as hc continued: "Our troops d011't have a good motiva- 
tion for fighting- 'rhcy don't like the govcnlmcnt they- see directing 
th-thc corrupt gencrals and all. And thc~p don't undcrsmnd why 
thc hle r icans  are fighting hcre. Ther arc a litde suspicious. Thcy 
do not have anything clear-cut to fight for." 

"'IVhat do you suggcsr;" 11-c aslccd l~amel~~. It rvgs the moment he 
had been waiting for. 

"We must declarc thc goal of our fighting, and the p a 1  of our  
fighting is an ultimate peace. Pwce is the mast urgent desirc of all 
our pcople, and the soldiers, after all, come from the pcoplc at I q e .  
If our troops know that they arc fightins far pcace, they u-iIl fight 
hard in nrdcr to get thc war over with. But therc is one probkm: 
up to no\\.; anyone who talks atlout peace is considered to be a 
Communist or ,rat lcast pr+Cornmunist. This is very \r;TonS. Why 
should the Gmmunists havc a monoply on the desirc for peace?" 

-1.0 UF, his observations made a grcat dm1 of sense. Popular fnlk- 
sinscrs likc Pharrl Duy \\?ere officiallv fro\vned upon hy govcrnmcnt 
lcadcrs l~ecausc they sang p s i o n a t e l ~  of the yearning for peace. 

"What \lrc nccd in Vier Nam now," our friend told us, "is a third 
fnrcc. T o  understand thii just b o k  at  t v h t  11-c have: on the one 
side is thc Viet Cong and China bchind them; on thc other side is the 
reginle in Saigon, supported by thc Americans. They are dmd- 
locked. Neithcr one can \\,in. They fight against each otller. But in 
the middle are the Viemamcsc people. They are the ones who 
sufFcr. W e  must organize these people who arc caught in bcnveen 
and who cry out  for pcace. It is they, the PeopIc of Viet Nam, who 
can slve thcir country from this evil war." 

"But how \vould this Third Force opcratc?" wc asked. It sounded 
rathcr amorphous to us, though fine in principle. 

'Thc Third Forcc ~ x y i l l  coopcracc with the govcmmcnt in order 
to bring about a scttlcmcnt bet~t=cen thc Vier Cong and thc United 
States. EE r\yill xrve as a kind of intermediary between the t~=o." 

"Then it 1vi11 have to take a some\\-hat anti-American position at 



the samc time as it mkes an anti-\kt Cong one," we pointed out. 
"Yes," he said, "hg definition. But \\=hen the Third Force 1,cgins 

to operate, you must understand ia rcasons: it is for the sakc of th- 
preservation of our country against both the Cornmnnistr and arbi- 
trary military dirt-atorship. W c  arc not reall!- anti-Anicrican. IVc 
likc the Amcricans and w e  appreciate all your help, but 1%-c must 
haw a l>ctrer solution than this series of unresponsive governments 
in Saigon." 

Sr, far  u7c could not dimgree. His platform madc scnse, and his 
criticism of the Saigon regime corroborated ~vhat  we had sccn c~ur- 
selves and heard from others. Since Amcrican policy was involved, 
w-e asked him if he had discuscd dI this with thc Consulate officiaIs. 

"No," he said, sounding reIuctant, in fact, to do so. 
"But you should," we urged. "If they knew- aborit your views, 

perhaps they would inlprovc the America11 poIicy accordingly." 
He s d e d  disbelievingly and said, "Why don't you tcll them?" 
As he drove us home on the back of his motor scooter, he mmcd 

and smiled again. "Fnu sec, I'm not anti-Anlerican. If I were, I 
wouldn't ride around with you in public likc this." 

FeeIing that wc had bcen given a deep and unusual insight into the 
Buddhist view (though our fricnd did not refer to Buddhists, but 
rather to "the People"), we passed on the gist of his rcmarks to 
officials at thc Consulate in Hue, as he had urgcd us to. Thc young 
officers there had rather limited contacts with the local populatio- 
partly because their staff turnover uyas so frequent and partly be- 
cause ultranationaIiss tended to a v i d  American officials-and they 
were delighted to have such information. With great enthusiasm 
they sent a report on our conversation to the Embassy in Saigon. 
Whcther anyone in Saigon ever read the report, however, or 
whcthcr anything that happened in Hue was ever taken 14th an\? 
seriousness hy the Ernbass);; wouId remain a matter for grave ques- 
tinning in the months to come. Certainly the Ernbasby was not 
prepared when matters came to a head. 

On the ek-cning of March 10, 1966, our IVS agricultl~ralist in I-luc 
returned to the house excited bv nc1k.s hc had just heard. At the 
CSAlII ofice, where he had stopped to pick up mail, a radio mes- 
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sagc had bcen reccived from civiIian regional hcadquartcrs in Da 
Nang.. "General Thi hs just been oustcd from his command," it. 
said. ''T'he Embassy supports his ouster, but if an!?onc asks you 
about it, sav you don't know." Gencral Nguyen Chatlh Thi was the 
highI?- popular corps commander for the Hu+I)a Nang region. HC 
was from a village near Hut, spokc the locd dialcct, had a charming 
pcrsonaliy, and enjoyed exccflcnt rclations with the various politi- 
cal and rcligious groups in the region and particularIy with the 
Buddhists and intcllcctuals of Hue University. In fact, General Thi 
was the onIy high military commander or government official in 
\\-horn these people seemed to place any confidcncc at all. Hc was 
smunchlv anti-Communist, having bcen irnprisoncd as a young cor- 
poral bv thc Vict Minh in Iwj, at wllich time he experienced great 
suffering and brutality. he fek deeply the need for a social 
re\-olution and respr~nsir-e government for his people. XVhcn few 
other high officials dared to act, Gcncral Thi supported progre5ir.c 
.social-acdon programs, such as rhosc undcrtakm by various youth 
groups in his rcgion. It was for a11 thcse reasons t h r  he was fired by 
the other gencrals-among t h m  the one hc humorousl~ called "our 
young prime minister," Marshal KT. AIthough the ouster was dis- 
guised as a resignation for hcalth rcasons (sinus), thc rcality was 
that Thi was too popular and the gcnerals felt him as a thrcat to 
thcir own powycr. Yet Thi had already refuscd at Ieast nvo opportu- 
nities to become prime minister. "I a m  a military man," he would 
say. "?My place is in the arnly, not in politics. Politics is for civilians 
and a civilian should be prime minister." 

Praumal~l?~ no onc realizcd the furor that Thi's oustcr wnuld 
causc. Prime Aiini~tcr Kv hqd just rcturncd from thc IIonoluIu 
Conference with President Johnson and was full of confidcnce. The 
American Mission itself presumaI11~- thought the confidence was 
justified. I'hc fact that the Mission publicl~? denied any compliciw 
in thc Thi affair -:as a most un~tyk hlemish on i~ credibidi~,  espe- 
cially since the evidence is so clear on this point On March I I ,  one 
dal- after Thi w a s  "urged to resi_gn," General \Villiam Westmore- 
land wrote him a Ietter, esprcssing the bclicf that Thi mas "inter- 
ested in securing medical attention in the Unitcd Stat=." I t  had 
thcrcforc wcurred to him. rhc lctter nyent on, that Thi "might 
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I\-clcome an invitation," on bchalf of rhc U.S. Ilcpartmcnt of De- 
fcnsc, to usc Arncri~rn nlcdical facilities. \Ycstmorcland concluded 
by noting that he could lllakc all thc ncccsisarv arr;ln~crnc~lt.i im- 
mediately, and he conccvcd to Thi "cvcrv good \\-ish." E\:cnmall)=, 
Thi did go to lVashingtc;n and to Walrer kced Army I-lospiral. But. 
as he esplaincd Iater, he did not so for treamlent; hc Ircnt n~crdy to 
visit and cheer up \\-ounded Arl~crican soldicrs frnm Viet Sam. 

hlean\ihile, the Buddhists under Thich Tri Quang cnllcd for 
dcmonstratians. Evcn rniIitav troops, police, and govcrnnlcnt civiI 
servants--inchding tllc dcputv province chief-joined thc marchcs. 
Schools and markets w=crc closed (IVC had to s t c d  up ahcad on 
food), meetings were hcld, and gclvcrnment fcll span. It \\:\.as the 
oppnrtunity the Buddfliss had been waiting for so press thcir dc- 
mands, dematlds that had been ipnrcd up to then. Incredihlv, and 
for rcasons that o~llv he could understand, K y  sent thc oustcd TIli 
back ro Da h'ang with instnictions to "calm the population." I t  w a s  
then, at a Jo\t.nto\vn rally, that Gcncral Tfii explaincd his new psi- 
tion to his pcoplc. "I havc dccided to rctire," he said, "hcca~~sc of 
my sinus ct~ndition. I t  cspccialIv affcctr; my ntm+r) that cvcn-- 
thing seems to smell very bad." 'l'hings would snlcll a lot u=ose, 
however. 

l'he demonstrations conlpIeteIy immobilized IVS accisim in thc 
nnrthcrn regions, though 1-oluntcers in the delta continued work 
without cvcn realizing t h t  anything was amiss. (Thc ddta regon 
was frequently unaffcctcd by reIigous or political mnrrcmcnrs thlt 

began in Central Vict Sam.)  In Hue, long 6na of dcmonstrators 
marched by within haif a bloclc of our house. At thc bcginning, 
friends sometims XI-avcd to us from their ranks, though wmc latcr 
said they had been pressured into joining the ,I.Iovcrnent. 'l'hc 
wornen were the most vigorous dcmonstrators. Wearing purplc 
1)Iouses and conical hats, they swung their arms back and forth and 
shouted in unison, "L)own u-ith 'rhieu and Co! I)o\vn \\=ith Thieu 
and Co!" It was intermtirig to note that during the first few demon- 
strations Ky was ncvcr mcntioncd. This ~ v a s  esactly as our Buddhist 
audcnt lcadcr fricnd had f~~rcwarned us. Co was chosen instcad 
bccause of his known corruption, and Thieu was thc Gtholic and 
Can Lao chief-of-state. K v  was not initially inciudcd in the numhcr 
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of "nefarious gangsters" because the Buddhist hierarchv did not 
rvant m stribc at the whoIe government suvcturc a t  oncc. "It is 
better to divide them so that rhey cannot gct back at vs so easil~!," 
w e  were told 13). onc of the clever pIanners. 

Although many of our more moderate friends and associates in 
Hue became concmcd as the StruggIe Movement took a more vio- 
lent direction, morc of them than ever before agrced this time with 
rhc genera1 principles of the Struggle: namely, an end to arbimry 
and unrcsponsivc gvvcrnment (of thc kind rhr  so crudely dismissed 
the popular General Thi) and a call for den~ocrauc, popularly 
elcctcd, civilian governnicnt Anvthing that stood in the way of 
thcsc p a l s ,  thcy were also again& and it xvu in this respect that 
rhey became anti-Amcrican and carried anti-U.S. banners: "Viet 
Sanl for the Vicmamcsc," "Down with U.S. intcrvcnnon in \'kt- 

nmcsc intcmml affairs," "llown with U.S. hindering the formation 
nf a democratic, popularly elected guvernmcnt." The Americans, 
everybody knew, were wcddcd to rhe Ky regime, believing that 
cvcn this rime Ky could "carry it off." If anyunc h d  doubted this 
for a moment, or  if some had hoped fnr a more enlightened poIicy 
for change, these fee1ing.s wcre crushed when rhc U.S. 5Iission in 
S i p n  agrced to transport Ky's troop to Da h'ang ro qucll thc 

rebellic~n. Ky's impu1sir;-e announcement that the wholc movcnimt 
\\?as Communist-inspired and that im participants merc Communists 
was a sourcc of further outrage to the people. "Do you think w e  are 
Communists?" askcd one vcry outspoken friend, in an amenlpt to 
bait us. When we said no, he w a s  satisfied, adding that if the govern- 
ment continued to treat the pcoplc in such a way, thcn hc \\?as afraid 
it would o d y  phy into tl~c hmds of rhc Communists. 
No one could ever be certain jnst how much Communist infiltra- 

tion there was anlong the Struggle group. A French-Canadian priest 
likened the atmosphere in Hue to -\vlmt hc had cxpcricnccd in 
Pcking in rw9-just bcfore it fell to the Chinese Communists. Gcn- 
cral Thi himself, stiI1 a t  liberty in Hue arid Da Nang, warncd thc 
lcadcr, Thich Tri Qoang. that his movcmcnr myas being infiltrated 
hy Communist elements. Tri Q u a n ~ .  i t  scems, \\-as not plcascd by 
thc implicd criricism and did not rcspond. Although most of our 
fricnds rcscnrcd rhcir strongest attacks for rhc Scligon government, 
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many did become fearful of a Communist coup that could capitalize 
on the violence and turm~~i l .  Yet, the younger Buddllist leaders in- 
sisted that they knew cnctlv what they were doin8 and mcre ccr- 
tain that rhcy were in fulI conrrol of the situation. The monks, for 
their part, had a Buddhist solution to the Communist problem. 
Thich Don Hau, thm the chicf religious monk in th t  \\,hole area 
(hc \\.as al\r-ays considercd very nonpolitiml), would recitc parahla 
uf love and pcacc when one raised the subject of communisnl. Look- 
ing over frtirn the terracc of Linh Mu &pda toward chr: gardens 
and the scvm-storied tower, he once said that the only way for man 
to bc saved was not through dtzuincs like communism or capiraI- 
ism, but through man's own individual goodncss and through prac- 
ticing love. "Ycs, Vcne~blc," \\=e had said, "hut how is man to 
achietyc this individual gnndnesss" "'Buddhism teaches 80,000 differ- 
ent \r.aps," hc assurcd us with supreme confidence, but without 
elaborating. 

Americans could never uildersta~ld the faith of the Buddhists, which 
see~ncd to applv to poIirics as n111ch as ro religion. Even somc Wet- 
namcsl. could not u ~ ~ d c r s t a ~ ~ d  it, and one friend, a deep thinker 
himself, reportcd that hc had hecn cntirely mvstificd by a conversa- 
tion he'd had wirh Thich Tri Q~urng. I f  onc askcd ;he Buddhist 
leaders who \vould fulfil1 thcir qualificdtions for a national Iader 
and \vho ct~uld thus rephce Thieu snd K; if the latter two n-ere 

deposed, the ans\k-er \\!as ill\-ariabl y, "Oh, thcre are many good lead- 
crs. ?%at is no prohlc~n." It was ncvcr cxplaincd whether such a 
person should be a Buddhist or why he had not come a1 rhc forc 
alrady in a country searching for capable leadership. T t  \ras possihlc 
they were only esprcsdng a truly religious faith that somconc 
would emerge, without having arlv clear idca thenwlvcs who he 
-r~muld bc. I t  was even more possiblc that \%=hen rhcv assurcd thcir 
questioners that the Communists would not win out in thc shuHe, 
thcy meant that Buddhism \v\-ouId prcvai1 over con~rriunism onlv in 
the  spiritual sense-rhar rhc counrry rnighr indeed fall to  rhe SLF, 
but that Buddhist idcals XI-ould hnld sway in the minds of the peoplc 
over \\.hatever ncw iidcx. the Front rricd to  impose. Buddhist leaders 
somerimcs said that if the Communists tricd to profit from their 
movement, then they \vould have to fight the Communists. But 
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