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FOREWORD

Don Luce and John Sommer are two extraordinary young men.
They were not involved in the Viet Nam war as we know ir,
although they and their colleagues personally lived through this
tragedy—and still do. ‘They were not on the side of a great power
or a natiopalistic movement, although they, oo, have fought for
others—and still do. Luce and Sommer became a part of Viet
Nam. But most importantly, they and a few others became a part
of the people, listened to them, spoke for them, worked for them,
loved and understood them, at a time when a thoughtless war was
rolling over them.

I mcr Don Luce when he testified so cloquently before the
Scnate Judiciary Subcommittee on Refugees in 1965. By 1967, he
no longer could tolcrate the suffering that our good intentions
brought to the people of Viet Nam. So he left, returned to this
country and spoke of things thar America had lost sight of, and of
a war that we were losing, the computers and statistics to the con-
trary. Now he has gone back.

John Sommer traveled with me through Viet Nam in 1968. With
his knowledge of the country and its language he helped me to
speak with the Viemamese refugee, the farmer, and those women
and children so horribly injured by war. In Sommer’s quict manner
I found great strength, but more than thar, I found a dedication
in the truest sense to Viet Nam and her future.

Viet Nam—The Unbeard Voices is a different story. Had the
voices to which the authors refer been heard, or at least not dis-
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x Foreword

missed, Vict Nam might have been different. Yet, neither Luce nor
Sommer is anxious to focns on villains. They claim no prescience
for themsclves in the early days. But they do make the casc that
most now recognize: “. . . the fault is more ours . . . for it was
our duty to understand beforc we intervened in such great
force.”

It is my hope thatr the war in Vier Nam will soon end and
American soldiers will soon be able to leave chat land. But it is also
my hope that we¢ leave with a moral—this adventure in Southeast
Asia is not sad or regrettable simply becausc it failed. Fighting men
dicd on both stdes, and hundreds of thousands of eivilians died on
borh sides, because in haste we relied primarily on the tools of war
to arrack social problems and to win political allegiance for an un-
stable government in a distant place, That did not do in this case.
It will not do in the future.

Enwarp M. Kenxeny
Washington, D.C.
January 1969



PREFACE

When we first volunteered to serve m Vier Nam—onc of us in
1958, the other in 1963——thar little country was virtually unknown
to most Americans, including oursclves. We went there largely
through happenstance. An organization called International Vohm-
tary Services (IVS) was sending young volunteers, most of them
recent college graduates, to help in various countrics of Asia,
Africa, and the Middle East.

Founded as a private, nonprofit organization in 1953, IVS was
led by persons drawn from various religious denominations, from
the academic world, and from groups intcrested in rural develop-
ment. These men were committed to the idea that dedicated young
people could make a contribution to both international under-
standing and economic development by living with the people of
newly independent nations and assisting them in common programs
of agriculture, education, and general community action,

Several years later, as the American Peace Corps was being
established, largely on the IVS model, IVS was evolving in vartous
directions. From an organization concerncd primarily with agricul-
ture and other roral programs, it was cxpanding its scope to include
teams in education (primarily for the teaching of English and
science), vouth activities (mainly in social-action programs), and
urban or community devclopment. From an exclusively American
organization, it was foternarionalizing to include in its ranks volun-
teers from Brirain, Canada, France, Hain, India, Israel, Japan, Korea,
the Netherlands, the Philippines, and Taiwan. Having served in
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fourtcen countries and being currently encouraged to work in
others, IVS now numbers about two hundred members, with some
cighty of these in Viet Nam.

IVS had first come to Vier Nam in 1957, during the relatively
peaceful period after what is now called the First Indochina War.
Few would have expected then that ap even more bratal war would
break out. When we decided to cast our lot with IVS in Viet Nam,
we were simply secking an experience in which we could both help
others and learn oursclves.

Like all IVS voluntecrs, wc were required te serve for a minimum
of two years abroad, and we were given an orientation chat placed
considerable cmphasis on training in the local language. We re-
ceived a living allowancc adequate to cover our expenses oversess,
plus an additional $80 a month that was deposited in our banks at
home. Financing for IVS projects may come from cither private or
government sources, under contract with the host country. The
money for our program was funded through the United Srares
Agency for International Devclopment (AID) and the South
Victnamese government, though for some specific projects we re-
ceived support from private agencies as well.

Our jobs in Viet Nam, we soon found out, were to increase swect
potato production and to assist in the opening of primary schools
in the villages. Politics, in fact, seemcd quite irrelevant, and the
challenges and rewards of our work were such that we decided to
stay wcll beyond the initial two years of our contracts. Because we
were trained to speak Viemamese and lived among the pecople of
the country, we increasingly came to know and admire them. We
ourselves bcecame far more committed than we had ever anticipated.

Over the years, however, the sufferings of the Vietnamese in-
creased as warfare returned to the country. As the range of our own
expericnces also broadencd, we began to see unnecessary mistakes
being made by our American govcrnment in response to the ncw
conditions. Our carly humanitarian motives for wishing to serve in
Viet Nam were being thwarted. Some of these frustrations we
could chalk up to experience and practical education for ourselves.
Orhers we could not. It becamc inevitable that our commitment to
Viet Nam would take on political overiones. Finally, as we saw
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too many opportunities for reforms being passed by, and as the
situation became increasingly desperate, we realized thar we as in-
dividuals could no longer continue in our same roles in South Viet
Nam. We knew that we could not long stay away from that country
and that we would somehow return therc. But in the fall of 1967
we left, determined to share our experiences with the American

people.

This, then, is a story about Viet Nam. It is a true story, told for
a purpose. If it is 100 late to correct mistaken policies of the past,
our fervent hope is to avoid similar mistakes in the future. For this
is not 2 story intended mcrcly to bemoan the sufferings of war.
QOur purpose is to demonstrate that understanding people is the
key to successful policy, that failure to understand them and respond
to their needs is to fail in onc’s goals, and finally, rhat a great
America cannot win hearts and minds by technology and material
means alonc. A concern for the human spirit is not a luxury; it is an
essendal.

We have attempted here to reflect the feelings of our Vietnam-
cse friends and colleagues as they were expressed to us during our
vears of living and working in Viet Nam. We do not claim any
foolproof solutions to the problems—or more accurately, dilemmas
—of Viet Nam, and we have enjoyed the benefits of hindsight. We
still feel that Americans can and should play a large and helpful
role in the affairs of pecoples of devcloping countries, though we
would prefer to see this role fulfilled in an international framework.
It is not the fact, then, but the quality of the American role abroad
that concerns us. That Asians are not Americans is recognized per-
haps in an intellectual scnse, but not yet in an inruitive onc. We
still have much to learn about other countries and other peoples.

Government policies, perforce, are made by people other than
those who are affected by them. In Viet Nam, our job, in 2 sense,
was to bridge the gap berween the makers of policy and the peo-
ple affected. But the voices of the Victnamese people—and our own
as well—were not often heard. Now we raise them again, in hopes
that those who have erred can learn from past mistakes, and that
those who have suffered and given of their lives will not have done
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so entirely in vain. The Vietnamese people have much to teach all
of vs.

We owe the reader two small explanations. First, 1o facilitate the
style of writing we have uscd the first person plural throughout,
even when a particular anccdote or conversation has involved only
onc of us. The book, though presented in this form, is a composite
of our largely separatc and individual experiences in Viet Nam.
Second, we have used fictiious names for certain Viemamese friends
and colleagues out of consideration for their safety.

We wish to offer our deepest appreciation to all those who have
made this book possible. We thank the Project on International
Relations of East Asia, of the Center of International Studies at
Cornell University, for wholchcarted supporr, both professional
and logistic. We are also indcbred to our colicagues in the Viet
Nam Education Project and its sponsors in the United Method-
ist Church for their iatercst and encouragement.

In 2 more general sense, but in no way a less significant one, we
want to thank all our fricnds and colleagucs of International Volun-
tary Services: the founders, directors, and staff, who gave us the
opportunity to serve and who made possible our entire overseas ex-
perience; and our comrades in Vict Nam, those with whom we have
served over the years, who have shared our frustrations and joys,
and who have cnriched, each in his own way, the contents of the
present volume. Last, but hardly least, we wish to emphasize our
boundless debr to hundreds of Victnamese friends and coworkers.
From them we have lcarned not only about Vict Nam, but aiso
about ourselves. Any mistakes in this volume are our own, but the
book itsclf, we would like to think, is theirs.

D.L.
J.S.

Jannary 1969
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Our enemy is not a wan;
if we kill the man, with whom do we live? . . .
Our enemy is inside each one of us.

—Pranm Duy, a folksinger of Viet Nam




[1]

CAUGHT IN THE MIDDLE

IVS Volunteers in Viet Nam

Dogs barked and children peeked around the comers of their
houses. It wasn’t often that a jeep drove into Ha Lan in 1958. No
one in the village owned a car, although quite a few of the men had
learned to drive in the French army. It was even less often that Ong
Tay (Mr. Westerner) came. But it was exciting. The motor fasci-
nated the children and they fought over who would ride in the
front seat from the priest’s house back to the village grates.

“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 area several times.

“Mr. Foul never hits them.” Father Nam, like most Viemamese,
had crouble pronouncing Paul’s name.

We smiled and followed Father Nam into his tiny home. An old
table flanked by wooden benches dominated the center of the room.
The dirt floor had 2 polished look from the thousands of bare feet
that had come to bring news of births, deaths, weddings, and all
other matters concerning the state of affairs in Ha Lan,

“Drink tea,” Father Nam ordered as we sat down ar the mable.
This used up his entire English vocabulary, and somehow we were
envious that 2ve had not taught him the two words. It was only after
an hour of drinking tea and discussing in Victnamese the problems
of the Highland village that Father Nam asked why we had comc.

“Ar the agricultural experiment station,” we explained, “we have
tested swecet potato varieties from several different countries. We
have found two varietics that produce more than any local variety
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we can find. Perhaps you would like to try them.”” We showed him
the two bags of potatoes. “This one is from Japan and this one is
from Taiwan,”

Father Nam studied them carcfully, then asked one of the young
women to cook three potatoes of cach of the new varieties and three
of his own potarocs.

Several cups of tea later, Chi Tu brought three plates of potatoes.
Using both hands to be polite, she put the plates on the tablc
Fxcitement mounred as the priest methodically cut the potatoes into
bite-sized pieces. He crossed himself and tasted each varcty; then,
waiting for the suspense ro build up, he spoke solemuly: “Needs
sale.”

We all laughed. One comes to appreciate the gentde Vicmamese
humor and flair for the dramauc, and Facher Nam did not allow this
mood to break. He summoned two of the older boys, Em Loc and
Em Tan, quickly ticd napkins over their eyes, and passed the three
plates around for their judgment. Japancse ror was the winner, with
the local varicty a close second. Em L.oc spat third-place Taiwan 47
onto the floor to the amusement of everyone except his mother,
who cuffed him behind the ears.

“The farmers will plant one row of your Japancse varicty,” Fa-
ther Nam announced. We smiled. It remained only to scr a date for
distribution of the new swect potato cuttings and to designate one
person in the village who would be responsible for secing that each
farmer got his share.

Encouraging farmers to plant improved varieties of sweet potato
is a typical assignment for the volunteers in International Voluntary
Services. It is also a relatively simple one. Vietnamcese farmers are
receptive to innovation, particularly when little risk is involved.
With new varietics, which can be planted 1 onc or two experimen-
tal rows beside the old varicty, farmers are not taking much of a
gamble. Even more important, they don’c usually have to follow any
ncw practices, invest a loc of extra money, or change their pattern
of life. Introducnon of new varieties is thus one of the simplest
ways of promoting economic development at both village and na-
tional levels.

Economic development has alwayvs been one of the principal goals
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of IVS volunteers in Viet Nam. Because of this, even as late as 1963
and 1964 it oftcn seemed as though the war itself hardly cxisted.
The problems we faced were mostly technical: What was the best
way to dig a canal? llow should teachers be trained for village
school assiguments? How could one maintain classroom discipline
with eighty students in an English class? Such questions would arise
in almost any modemization effort in almost any developing coun-
try. Of course we also had problems with unresponsive burcaucrats
and with corruption, but in these respects oo we knew that Viet
Nam was not unique, and we could work in spite of them.

Around 1963, onc volunteer agriculturalist was looking for a
way to help the people of Minh THoa, a large village located in a rice-
growing area near the Gulf of Siam. The soil there was poor due to
a high acid content, and salc-warer intrusion during the dry season
made it necessary for the villagers to go several kilometers to find
fresh water. Furthermore, although the village headquarters was a
center for many local businesses, there was no road or canal to
conncct it with the nearby hamlets. The people of Minh Hoa thus
decided to dig a canal. From the experiences of other villages, they
knew that a canal would facilitate drainage, thereby reducing the
acidity of the soil and allowing increased rice producrion. They also
hoped that the canal would provide fresh drinking water during the
dry season. But perhaps most important, the canal as a transporta-
tion route would make it easier for them to market their goods and
to visit their relatives.

The village chief in Minh Hoa was an exceptional person. During
the war against the French, he had been a province chief with the
Viet Minh. The rigors of Viet Minh life and the guerrilla’s typical
identification with the rural people made him ideally suited for his
present job. He always maintained 2 sensc of direction and order,
while at the same time understanding and empathizing with the
villagers.

Les, the young volunteer, had first learned of the village chief
through the hvdraulics service in Rach Gia, the provincial capital.
An engineer there had told him of the village’s desire for a self-help
project, and Les visited the chicf at his small thatch office.

“We would like to dig a canal,” the chief told I.es. “We 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 government’s sclf-help project.
Perhaps you could take our request back to Rach Gia. You see, this
is the dry season. The farmers have now finished their rice harvest
and there is hittle to do until the rains. They could use their labor to
dig the canal. But we nced food from the government because canal-
digging is very hard work. Tonight we will bave a village meeting.
Can you come?”

Les nodded enthusiastically. After discussing how they could ob-
tain foodstuffs for carrying out a self-help project, the chicf took
Les on a tour of the village. “The canal will starc here and go six
kilometers to the river,” he explained. “The hydraulics service in
Rach Gia has promised to help with the technical aspects.”

Les had dinner at the chief’s home—rice, a soup made from pork
and some greens, and roasted river fish—and afterward they walked
over to the village meeting house. A crowd had already gathered
and men were arguing with one another, each intent on making his
point understood by speaking a little louder than the rest. The vil-
lage chief seated Les to one side and then wene to the table at the
front of the room. There was an immediartc hush.,

“I have studied your request for 2 canal very carefully,” he be-
gan. “It will be possible, but it will require a lot of hard work on
everyone’s part. Tontght we can discuss some of the details. Bur first
I would like to introduce the foreigner who is sitring over there.”
The village chief nodded toward the young American, and the vil-
lagers 2ail stood and clapped. This is what they had done when the
French were there, and respectful applause now came as a matter of
course. Les half stood and then sat down, his face red with embar-
rassment. He saw no reason for the clapping and tried to make
himself less conspicuous by slouching down in his chair.

“The young American is here to help us. He has explained the
government’s program of self-help to me, and we can obtain food if
we dig the canal.” Les wantcd to object to this. He hadn't promised
that they would get food. He had just explained how the program
worked. But to interrupt would cause the village chief to lose face.
The chief had passed to him the responsibility for gerring the food.

By this time one of the men was standing, wairing for recogni-
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tion. The chicf saw him and gave permission for the man to speak.

“It has been a very bad scason; the rice was very poor. We cannot
dig without rice to feed oursclves.”

“Yes,” said another man, “and we nced rice, not bulgur wheat like
the government usuvally gives out. Bulgur makes us sick and—"

“You can always scll the bulgur for pig feed on the market and
buy rice,” the village chief cuc in.

“Then we must get a lot of bulgur because its price is low and the
price of rice is high,” the sccond man rephicd.

“I live more than on¢ kilomcter from where the canal will be
built,” a third man complained. “Why should I dig?”

“Because,” answered the chicf, “you will benefit in the long run.
It will sull be easicr for you to send vour rice to marker. The
village will be more wealthy and your children will be able to go to
a better school. If we are to have a canal, everyone must cooperate.
Now I am going to ask you to make an important decision. We have
had six mecungs and if we are to have a canal we must stop talking
and start digging. 1 ask that you give me full authority to make
work assignments on the canal.” This request caused a shuffling of
feet, and neighbors looked at each other to see if there would be
gcncral agreement. But the village chief was popular, and the wil-
lagers realized that this was the best way to proceed. They agreed.

*“Guod,” smiled the chief. “It is six thousand mcrers |four miles|
from here to the river. There are one thousand families in the vil-
Iage. Each family will dig six meters of canal. The canal must be five
meters wide and one and a half meters decp. Next week the hydrau-
lics service from Rach Gia will come and mark out the path of the
canal. Each six meters will be numbered. The numbers will be writ-
ten on slips of paper and put in a hat. Then they will be drawn out
and put beside the name of each family on the hamlet list.”

Discussion went on into the night. There were a hundred details
to be decided, but the basic orgamzation had been established. Les
returned to Rach Gia the next day and talked with Victmamese
provincial officials who then went to Minh Hoa and made arrange-
ments for provision of food in the form of cooking oil and bulgur
wheat. (Bulgur wheat is a cereal product of high nurritional quality.
Being a surplus commodity in the United States, it has been ex-
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ported in huge amounts to Viet Nam. Unfortunately, however, few
Viemamese like to eat it, preferring rice instead. Attempts to dem-
onstrate imaginative recipes for bulgur cookies and other dclicacies
have usually been unsuccessful, but at least the pigs like the whear.)

Les visited Minh Hoa often, somctimes to help a family dig its six
meters and sometimes to talk with the village chicf. The chance w
talk over problems with somcone from outsidc scemed to clarify
issues and ro help the chief arrive at solutions. One problem was that
the land was not exactly level, and some families had to dig more
than one and a half meters decp. They were very unbappy about
this, especially since others had to dig only one meter. Finally it was
decided that the village chief would talk with provincial officials in
Rach Gia about gerting cxtra bulgur wheat for those farmers who
had to dig deeper than the average.

Another problem was the heat, which made the workers thirsty.
Young girls hurried back and forth with tiny buckets, bur fresh
water was far away and they could carry only 2 little. The villagers
began to wonder wherher the canal was so important after all

Clearly something had to be done. The chicf and his family,
lzboring over their own six-meter stretch, were also hot and irri-
tated. Would such a small problem destroy the whole project? Sud-
denly the chief had an idca, and he tossced his shovel aside.

“We will take an oxcart and haul water in the large American
cans [fiftv-fivegallon drums] the government gave us,” he said.
“Old Tao [whosc arm was lost in the war against the French| has
been complaining because he cannot dig. Now he can rake part. Yes,
we can contimue digging the canal!”

Two hours later, old Tzo, beaming over his new responsibilicy,
began the first of many oxcart trips up and down the canal bank.
The diggers cheered as he came into sight, and Tao’s smile hroad-
encd.

As problems came up, new meetings were organized or the village
chief himself worked out solutions. l.es's role was a subtle one:
facilitating rclanons between village and provincial authorities and
lending moral support to the people mvolved in the project. It was
the subtlcry that the villagers appreciated most. They did not need
or want an exalted adviscr or somecone who would do the job for
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them. These people, and especially the Minh Hoa village chief, were
tuo proud for that. They were grateful simply for a volunteer who
would come and help them in this way,

It was carly morning on a day in 1966, and the situation was
changing in Viet Nam, An old wonmn with wrinkled skin and
toothlcss mouth was washing clothes by the wecll at Trai Hat, a
resettlement arca for the people who used to live in Kinh Dinh.
When we asked some small children playing nearby how old the
woman was, they said, “Oh, she is very old.” Tn traditional Vier
Nam, age is dignity. Qur addressing her as “old woman” was thus a
sigm of respect.

“What are you doing, old woman?” wc asked.

“I'm washing clothes,” she said.

“They look like American clothes,” we continucd, noting that
they were military green and in large sizes.

“Yes,” she rcplied, but unenthustastically, as if not wishing to
discuss the martter further.

“Where did you live before, old woman?™

“Kinh Dinh.”

“Where is that? Is it far?™

“Very far. It's over there.” The old woman lifred her head from
the clothes just long enough to nod in a northerly direction.

“What was it like there?” we continued.,

“Se much fighting . . .”

“But before; what was it like before?™

The old woman lifted her head, put down the shirt she had been
pounding against the cement apron of the new well, and showed 2
glimmer of recalled joy through her wrinkles and her saddencd
brows. “Oh, before! Qur lifc was good. There was peace. We had
our rice fields, our buffalo, our chickens and pigs. Every year, when
the season of afternoon rams was just beginning, we would plant the
rice—all the women would line up in rows to plant the secdlings.
When the sun was high above our heads—and very hot!—we would
eat our lunch in the shade of the coconut trees and gossip among
ourselves about all the village love affairs. We had to work very
hard, but we were never afraid of anything then. At harvest time,
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we all worked together—there was a lot of worlk—but after the
harvest we had celebrations, the whole family together. Oh, that
was fun!” Her eves lit up as she chatted on about her children and
how, when they were young, they had splashed about in the river.
The cycle of life was punctuated by weddings and funerals and
holidays on which ancestors were revered, special kinds of cakes
were haked, special costumes were worn. The pattern of one’s days
was predictable, hallowed by tradition. Life was secure.

“Why did you leave, old woman?”

“Fhings changed,” she replied, turning despondent again.
“Strange people began to pass through our village and talk with us
about revolution and changing the government. We did not know
about such things, but some of the young pcople listened. Then
sometimes thcr¢ was shooting at night, and in the morning it was
dangerous to go into our ficlds because of shells that had not yet
gone off. Huge war machines drove through the rice fields. It be-
came difficult to transport our rice into the market because the road
was often destroyed. Soldiers came to our village, asking many ques-
tions and sometimes taking off the young men. Life became very
difficult.”

“But when did you finalty decide to leave?”

The old woman looked up with determination. “Our lives became
sick with misery. Perhaps you cannot imagine what it was really like.
Noisy airplanes flew overhead, dropping fire and bombs very near
to us. Sometimes they dropped leaflets teHing us to leave, bur we did
not want to Jeave our grandfathers’ land. Morc of our people were
taken off, and we were threatencd by many sides. The women had
to do the work of the men. Somc of the people had their crops turn
brown from the sky medicine. It was hard ro sleep at night. My son
was arrcsted by the auchorities; they said he had some bad leaflets.
Qur family was divided and very sad. We became too poor, and it
was hard to take proper care of our ancestors’ tombs, especially
after my son was taken away. We had no choice; we had to lcave.
We brought all we could here to the town. Oh, we wcre so tired, so
tired.” She returned to her clothes, then suddenly looked up again
and asked “Why are you herc, Mr. Foreigner?”

“We're here to help,” we said. “We would like to dig a well or
clean out those dirty drainage ditches.”
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“Oh,” she said uncertainly. Then, finished with her washing, she
picked up her clothes and made her way arduously up the embank-
ment from the well toward her house. We helped her carry the
basker of clothes to the top. She was surprised at the gesture, but
did not thank us.

‘This kind of apathy was the most common characteristic of many
of Trai Hai's people. They had never even hothered to name their
settlement. Trai Hai, meaning litcrslly “Camp Number Two,” was
the designation given by the local government refugecservice chief.
Whenever the question of naming the camp arose, as it had from
time to time during the year, the people responded, *“Why bother?
We'll be going back to our own village soon.”

“Vui vui len, vui vui len.” The girls sang the joyful ricc-planting
song—the words mean “happy, happy grow,” but their flavor is
untranslatgble—as they placed the palm leaves on the bamboo frame
to make the conical hats. The rhythm of the song scemed to fit what
they were doing, and besides, it was rice-planting time in Phu Yen.

The girls were from a group of twenty-five rcfugees between
thirteen and seventeen years old who had attended a 1967 training
coursc on how to make conical hats. A woman who was very skill-
ful at hat-making had come from another village and spenc several
days with the girls. It took a day to make a hat and cach hat gave
them fifty piasters ($o.40) profit. The program had been developed
by Tom, a voung IVS refugee worker, and it had all the characteris-
tics that a volunteer comes to admire in a project. It was not a
giveaway program, it raught new skills, and it reached people who
really needed help. Tom was concerned over the Jarge number of
girls in the refugee camps who, in need of money, were going to
work in the local brothels. He felt that making conical hats offered
them 2 more honorable and permanent source of income,

The girls liked it, too. It gave them a chance to be together and
gossip and to have the independent feeling of a wage earner.

“What will happen when the war is over?” one of the younger
girls asked as they finished singing.

“Qh, the men will all come home and there’ll be lots of hus-
bands.” The girls all giggled at the thoughr.

“Well, 1 won't be wife number two,” an older girl stared em-
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phatically, referring to the old custom, still in practice, of some men
having two wives.

“Humph, vou'll be lucky if you get married ac all,” another girl
quipped, and she dodged the bamboo switch that the older girl
directed at her 1 mock anger.

The joking and singing continucd until the sun began to set. Then
the girls gathered their palm leaves, bamboo, and half-finished hats,
and walked down the line of tin houscs of the Chop Chai scrtlement.
The smells and stuffiness of the camp concrasted sharply with the
shady spot by the small stream where they went on sunny days to
weave the hats. They huddled around the tables that their families
had been fortunare cnough to bring from the old village. A bow] of
soup made from leaves the mother had picked and a bowl of rice
were in the center of each table. The families dunked the leaves in
fish saucce and thought, bur seldom spoke, of the fish they wished
they had.

For two mwonths the girls made the conical hats. Each wecek the
IVS volunteer bundled the hats and sent them away to be sold by a
private group of Amcricans. The money came back and rice was
bought for the girls, Everything seemed to be going well.

Then one night scveral rounds of gunfire hit the ncarby American
artillery camp, creating mass confusion. The American officers
feared they were under a general attack, and to defend themsclves
they directed a return attack on Chop Chai with armored personncl-
carriers mounted with .5o-caliber machine guns. The bullets sliced
through the tiny tin shacks and the heat twisted and even melted the
metal sheews. The frightened refugees crawled into their carefully
dug foxholcs. A few ran out mto the night.

The next morming Tom went to Chop Chai to see what he could
do. The refugees were snll milling around in 2 daze. Twelve had
been Lilled, including some of the hatmakers. Morc than twenty
others had been wounded. An angry woman approached Tom, cry-
ing, “IWe hate the Americans,” and soon a small crowd gathered
around him, demanding to know why their village had been de-
stroved.

When he drove back to town he talked to a soldier about the
artack. “Well,” the soldicr said, “we thought the bullets came from
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Chop Chai. Actually, they came from another dircction, as we found
out later when we studied the situation. But you know how it is
when you're scared and there are bullets flying around. The major
said we'd hLlp the villagers to rebuilld. We are awful SOTTY about
this. I wish there was 2 way o keep from making mistakes.”

Tom walked away. Understanding what had happened did not
make him fecl berter. ITe went to see the major.

“It was a regrettable error. We're sorry. Bue it is none of your
goddam business. Stay out of milimry affairs” The major had 100
many problems to spend time with an eighry-dollar-a-month volun-
teer, to him the equivalent of a private.

The refugees moved a third ume. The conical-har program never
got started again. Somehow it didn’c scem to matter anymore,

The accelerating tempo of war and the increasing hosdlity of
many Vietnamese people toward Americans began to affect the
work of IVS seriously after mid-1965. In the early years, security
conditions peculiar to Viet Nam sometimes limired our travel into
the countryside, but never crincally. Americans at home, or even in
Saigon, were often amazed at the extent to which volunteers could
carry on work cven when newspaper headlines were dwelling on
the battles that seemed to rage everywhere. In the final months of
the Ngo Dinh Dicm regime, to be sure, psychological tensions were
very high. Some Vietnamese were hesitant to associate too much
with any Americans, both because of the U.S. policy of upholding
the increasingly hated regime and because of the regime’s own sus-
picions of Americans. Then, after Diem was overthrown in the 1963
coup d'état, government ministrics were in a state of disorder,
causing volunteers’ projects to be frequently delayed or caoceled.
Bur the worst was still to come.

By 1964 and early 1965, many volunteers, though instructed to
kecp out of political controversies, became more concerned over the
trend of the war. As the Viet Cong acted more and more boldly,
and occasionally even engaged in small firefights in the towns, a
number of 1VSecrs privatcly fclt that more pressure should be
brought to bear by the United States. We should start bombing the
North, some suggested, thinking it was foolish to let the Vier Cong
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enjoy privileged sanctuary. If the Vietnamese Army could not lead
its troops to fight, said others, then US. commanders should be
Placed in charge. Such suggestions, born out of desperation, were to
prove embarrassing when we found out how wrong thev were. At
the tme, however, an answer to a worsening situation had to be
found. As individuals committed to the devclopment of Viet Nam,
we did not like to see our work destroyed. Qur volunteer motta, to
be sure, was “to work ocurselves out of a job”; but we wanred to do
this by instilling in our Vietnamecse colleagum the ability to carry
on, not by being forced out prematurely.

With escalation by both sides and the introduction of large Amer-
ican troop units in 1965, the role of the volunteer became gravely
compromised. Late in that year, Pete Hunting, a good friend and
outstanding I'VS tcam leader for the Mekong Delia area, was riddled
with bullets inn a Viet Cong ambush aleng the read. Our carlier,
almost blithe nonchalance about the war was deeply shaken by his
death. Viemamese fricnds were equally distresscd. Since we were
always much influenced by the arotudes of the Victnamese with
whom we lived and worked, we noted their shifts carefully. Some,
of course, stiffened in their hatred of the Viet Cong. Others came o
resent the Americans. In 1958, villagers had invited us in for tea and
asked about life in the United States or jokingly offered to find us
wives. Upon secing us in 1967, these same villagers got up from their
front steps, walked into their homes, and closed the door. Vietnam-
ese who in 1958 had noted that Americans were unlike the French
who had colonized Vier Nam, in 1967 added their voices to those
who compared the Americans with the French. Victnamese with
whom we had gone to fun-filled work camps at Dalat, Can Tho,
Ban Me Thuot, Bien Haa, and Vung Tau were in 1967 saying that
“the only way to help us now is to give us peace.”

At the same time that the Viemamese turned away from us, the
U.S. Mission wanted us to cooperate more closely with American
officials. Bur such associations made our role more difficult. The
massive and increasingly resenred Amcrican presence made it nearly
impossible for volunteers to preserve a separate identity in the eyes
of the Vietnamese. Even those Viemamese who did appreciate the
essentiaily neutral role of the IVS volunteer were afraid that close
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association would compromise them in their relarions wich other
Vietnamese. Being sympathetic to their problems, in this case, did
not make matters any caster for us.

But the American Mission appreciated IVS, and there were many
frustrated and friendly governmenc burcaucrats who were happy to
while away the hours with the comparatively young and very unbu-
rcaucratic volunteers. Since we could speak Vietnamese and had
friends at almost every level of the society, our participation on
“the American team,” as it came to be known, was widely solicited.
This could be to our advantage, too, since we relied on U.S. govern-
ment representatives for ever_\_-'thing from transportation to project
materials o moral support. But, at the same time, our associations
with American power made us Jess appealing to Viectnamese who
had learned to mistrust it and to fear it. In a 1966 efficiency move,
the Office of Civilian Operations (OCQO) was formed by the Ameri-
can Mission to incorporate all branches of the provincial civil-
ian effort: JUSPAO * (information and psychological warfare),
USAID t (economic assistance), and the CIA T (intelligence). This
marriage of che information service, the econonic aid program, and
secret inteligence acuvities made many Vietnamese suspect cven
morc any Amecrican who associated with “official” Americans. It
also, unfortunately, curtailed the effectiveness of the many Ameri-
cans in organizations like AID who were simply trying to bring
economic improvements to Viet Nam.

In one provinee, a student group was anxious to obtain cement so
that their organization could hold a work camp to lay the floor for
an elementary school nearby. The only place to get the cement was
from the OCO office, yer the students were afraid that by going
there they would compromisc the reputation of their group. They
believed that the American provincial representative was a CIA
agent, and to avoid becoming involved with the CIA they asked an
TVS teacher to get the cement for them. Bur onc of the volunteer’s
studcurs, upon hearing the story through the student gmpcvinc,
mmmediately went to the IVS member and advised him not to get

* Joint Unired Srates Public Affairs Office.
*United Stares Agency for International Development.
+ Central Intelligence Agency.
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the cement. He feared that zny IVS participation would brand VS
as CIA, too. This incident hurt the image of the American cconomic
aid program and embictered the IVS member toward the “official
American policy.” Still worse, an clementary school continued with
a damp dirt floor, and the Vietnamese students decided o hold a
scminar instead of 2 work camp. The scminars topic was “The
Effects of the American Presence in Viet Nam.” When OCO was
later combined with the military into MACCORDS,* primarily for
purposes of the pacification program, the move alienated the Viet-
namese still further from the Americans. It also frustrated American
civilians.

It was for these reasons that when American government officials
praised VS as being an integral part of the American effort in Viet
Nam, we took it as a left-handed compliment. It seemed more and
more left-handed as the American effort fell under increasing arcack
from our Viemamese friends. Soll, American VIP’s would scarch
out volunteers in order to learn from them or to pay recognition:
Vice-President Hubert H. Humphrey, Ambassadors Henry Cabot
Lodge, Maxwell Taylor, and W. Averell Harriman, Secrctary of
Agriculture Orville Freeman, and numerous Senators and Con-
gressmen. Interestingly, it was wsually the Senators and Congress-
men who asked the questions, while the men from the administra-
tion only came to pay recognition. In either case, we were naturally
honored, though all the attention added to the fear of some Viernam-
cse that wc might be connccred with the mysterious and ever
suspect CIA.

It was an accumulation of all these problems and dileramas that
served as the backdrop to a critical meeting of I1V'S members held in
Saigon over the Fourth of July weckend, 1967. The question in
everybody’s mind was whether we should continue our work in
Viet Nam.

‘The living room of the IVS house was hot and stuffy as seventy
volunteers crowded together. (There were some who did not
choose to attend, mainly because they were unwilling to leave their

* Military Assistanec Command, Civil Operations and Revolutionary De-
velopment Supporr,
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johs even for thosc three days.) One of us—then the I'VS director for
Vier Nam—had been asked to describe the latest confrontation with
the U.S. Mussion. The Dean of Hue University’s Faculty of Letters,
he began, had requested the services of an IVS English teacher. In
response, IVS bad assigned a talented volunteer with a master’s de-
grec and prcvinus college teaching experience to that position. Soon
afterward, the U.S, Mission, smarting from the universiry’s involve-
ment in the ant-American Struggle Movement in 1966, registered a
protest, stating thar “all assistance to IHue University was to be
discontinued with the exception of some humanirarian aid to the
hospital.” All other American groups were forbidden to be associ-
ared with the university. The American government felt thar TVS,
given its contractual relationship, had a duty to follow U.S. policies.
And the US. Mission policy toward Hue was threefold: first,
Hue University was a nonuniversity since it “lacked a serious pro-
gram of instruction”; sccond, there were problems regarding pro-
fessors, rebellious students, and uncooperative rectors; and third, the
United States government could not give assistance to 2 noninstitu-
ton. IVS, on the other hand, felt that its role was to respond to the
necds of the Vietnamese as they themsclves saw them, in this case as
interpreted by the Dean of the Faculty of Letters. Most volunreers
felc that as long as students continued coming to class the IVS
teacher should stay and teach at Hue University. Several gave vent
to their frustrations,

“Whether we like it or not, we're considered part of the Ameri-
can war cffort rather than individuals just here to help,” an En-
glish teacher complained. “We look like Americans. Most of us are
Americans. And after two ycars, we'll return to America, We are
just pace of this huge American happening.”

Several hands shot up, but before the moderator could call on
anybody onc of the refugee workers was already talking. “What
bothers me is that by helping the refugecs, we are just easing the
conscience of the military when they make more refugees.”

“Do you think General Westmoreland pavs any attention to
whether therc’s an 1VScr around before the refugces are created:”
countcred another.

“Well, what about the case of Jon?” Jon had ovcrheard American
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soldiers radioing in from an opcration to ask whether there was
anyone who could take carc of fifty VC suspects. When headquar-
ters told them that La Hai had a refugee man who could handle the
problem, the soldiers announced that they would then go ahead and
burn the whole hamler and bring in 350 people.

“Qur job is to help people. If we spend all our time arguing about
whether U.S. policy in Viet Nam is good or bad, we’'ll end up
having only a stimulating intellcctual exercise for ourselves. Is that
why we're here?” The volunteer who spoke looked arcund the
room, challenging someonc to argue with him,

“I would Jike to say that there is a role for the IVS FEnglish
teacher,” said a teacher from Ban Me Thuot. “Viet Nam has little
technical informarion in Vietnamese. The students can best get this
material in English. Advanced study is best done in English. Besidcs,
we are not just teaching language skills. We are teachers bringing
new ideas. Look back into your own life. Who besides your parents
influenced you more than—"

“And what happens to our students?” a delta volunteer inter-
rupted. “They hecome interpreters for the Americans!™

“In whatever we do,” said another volunteer, “we must alwavs
consider whether we are truly hclping the Viemamese people.
They, after all, are our reason for heing here. We want them to
know that there are good Americans along with the bad.”

“Whether the Viectnamese remember us or not doesn’t matter,”
replied a girl who worked in Central Viet Nam. “The important
thing is to leave behind some skills that will be useful to them. We
shouldn’t think so much about our own ego-gratification.”

The discussion went on. Some IVSers said that their American
identificaion was helpful. They could serve as intermediarics in
getting supplics for projects useful to the Vietnamese, and the fact
of having white skin helped to spur projects through Viernamcse
government bureaucracies. “We arc effective,” they argued, “pre-
cisely hecause wc are Americans in an increasingly American-
oriented country.”

Others, though not wishing to seem unpatriotic, simply did not
believe in the wisdom of American policy. They wanted to disasso-
ciate themselves from ir, “O.K,, if you want to disassociate.” some-
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one challenged them, “why don’t you give up vour PX cards and
why don’t you stop going ro the USO for ice ercam? And you
shouldn t hitch rides on miilitary alrplfmc‘: cither, or send vour ler-
ters through the Army Post Office.” Some voluntecrs, in f:.u:l:, felt so
strongly that they did turn in their PX cards, though it mcant they
would have to pay more for films and toothpaste on the Viemamese
black market, which is where the Victmamese shopped. The meeting
demonstrated clearly that the voluntecrs not only differed among
themselves, but also sensed basic dilemmas within themselves as indi-
viduals. In the entire meeting, only one rcsolution carned the whole-
hearted agreement of all the participants: a call for farther intcrna-
donalization of 1VS so that Americans would no longer form the
overwhelming majority. This seemed like one way to ease the
political burden of being American.

The IVS leadership had prided itsclf on being rhe only predomi-
nantly American orgamization in Viet Nam to have a wholly Viet-
namese advisory board, The Victnamese were also pleased that they
should be given a forum for advising Americans, since for them
advising always seemed to be a onc-way street. We had invited
members of this board to attend the Fourth of July meetings and to
give their opinions on how volunteers could best help the Vietnam-
ese. We had asked them to be frank, and they were,

“You should not worry so much about having a political role,”
said one voung teacher on the board. “Of course you are political,
simply becanse you are in Vier Nam. Nothing is without politics in
my country.” Then he became more philosophical: “It is the func-
tion of IVS to work toward the improvement of social conditions, is
it not? Well, that is a political activity. Politics and social partcipa-
ton are not independent processes.” The volunteers listened with
Interest.

“The Vietnamese make no distinction between your organization
and the U.S. government,” he went on. “This is too complicated,
and, as a result, U.S. policy casts a direct shadow on whatever you
do or say. Whether these ULS. policies are good or bad, vou cannot
escape association with them. T advise you to tell the American
people what your government is doing in Viet Nam, with the hope
that a change will bring a better plan than the present one. You
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must also continue your free dialogue with the voung pcople of
Viet Nam. If you leave, vou will leavc unfinished the beginnings
made by your predecessors. If you stay, you will suffer this political
idendfication, but you can continue your tradition of contribution.”

Any volunteers who were surprised by the remarks armibuting
political significance to their economic assistance were soothed
when another board member got up and noted that Americans in
general were having surprisingly little effect on Victnamese culture.
He seemed pleased, in fact, when he could recite various examples
of how his people, in spitc of the massive forcign influx, could hold
on to so many of their own ways. “We have our own wav of
thinking, our own logic,” he said. “You may try hard, bur Asia will
remain a mystery.” He smiled, then continued. “You and we look at
Vict Nam in different ways. You sec it through two scts of cves,
Saigon’s and Washingron’s, We Viernamese hold only one view:
Viet Nam’s. We sometimes wonder why you Americans like to
come to Vict Nam, anyway. Can you conceive of foreign nations
sending advisers to your country? We Vietnamese are sensitive
about maintaining our national identity. When you try to assist us,
it is important to rcmember that we value your friendliness over
vour advice. The way you act is very important.” The board mem-
ber had finished spcaking, but some of us wcre not sure what he
had really meant to say. He scemed troubled, as if purposely avoid-
ing the k(:\ conclus:on he had meant to draw. Finally someone asked
hlm point-blank:

“In vicw of Viemamese sensitivities and the critical war sitaation,
can a volunteer still be of real help to the Vietnamese people? And
what is the best way to help now?”

The board member stood up again, shaking his head knowinglv.
This time he was going to respond directly to the quesdon. “You
know,” he said, “if you really want to help the Viemamese people.
then you must help us find peace.”

No longer soothing, his words served to stir the uneasy into ac-
tion. For several, thev tipped the scale and led them to agree with
the board member’s advice to “go back to Amcrica and explain what
the war has donc to our people. Pecace can only be found in Amer-
ica” Many volunteers continued to feel thar they could stll serve
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the Vietnamesc people by remaining at their posts. Others of us felt
that somcone must spcak our, that the answer to the refugee prob-
lem, for cxample, was not to distribute more bulgur wheat, but to
stop creating refugees; that the only way to succced in Vier Nam
was to minimize the American effort, because the more US. woops
that came to Viet Nam and the longer they staved, the more harm
they would do both to Vietnamicse socicty and to the very goals the
United States wished to pursuc,

After numerous postponcments by the Amcrican FEmbassy, a
meeting of leaders of several similarly troubled voluntary agencies
was finally arranged with Ambassador Fllsworth Bunker to discuss
these problems. The Ambassador was cordial and correct, but the
session produced no satisfaction for us in our concerns. It would not
be proper to speak out publicly on these matters, he said. The role
of voluntcers is to help in economic, not polirical matters. The
refugee problem, he said, was a political matter. Yet, from our expe-
ricnce with refugees, we felc that it was at least as much an eco-
nomic and social problem, and it was very serious. We fele that we
had to speak out, and we decided to writc a lerter to Presidenc
Johnson. Ac the same time, however, we wanted to be fair both ro
the two governments that supported us and to other IVS volunteers
who wished to stay in Viet Nam.

For several weeks in the Jate summer of 1967, lights burned late in
the upstairs office ar the IVS headquarters. A small group of the
deeply concerned were trving to decide how best to help the Viet-
namese in the pursuit of peace. Meanwhile, others of us starred
drafung a letter to the President. Writing in terms of our own
experiences, we snd:

We are finding it increasingly difficule to pursue quietdy our main
objective: helping the people tn Viernam. In assisting one family or
individual o make a better living or get a better cducation, it has be-
come evident that our simall seccesses only blind us to how littde or
negative the effect is in the face of present realities in Vietnam. “Fhus,
to stay in Vietnam and remain silent is to fail ro respond ro the first
need of the Vietnamese people—peace.®

* The full text of this letter = given in the appendix,
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Forty-nine volunteers, spread throughout the country, signed the
letrer. Four of us determined to resign so that we could speak out
freely on what we saw and felt. Fears of a premature leak to the
press corps compclled us to send the news to Washington as quickly
as possible. We were advised that the correct procedure was to
dcliver the Ietter to thc Ambassador’s office for velerype transmis-
sion by thc Embassy. The procedure, however, marned out to be
more complicated than we had anncipated.

Late in the afterncon of September 19, 1967, we handed the letter
to the U.S. Mission Coordinator. After rcading it, hc asked us to
come back two days later to meet with Ambassador Bunker. We
explained that we merely wished to transmit the letter as guickly as
possible and that we planned to release it to the press before the
news leaked out in any other way. A certain fecling of tenseness also
contributed to our desire to send off the letter without what seemed
to us unnecessary delays. The Mission Coordinator left his office
for forty-five minutes while he talked with the Ambassador alone.
On rerurning, he repeated the request to come back two days later,
explaining that Ambassador Bunker had to lcave to meet someone at
the airport. The Mission Coordinator again asked that we reconsider
the wisdom of sending the letter, potnting out thar it was not ethical
to publicly protest American and Vietnamese policy while we
were guests in Viet Nam. He added that such irresponsibility would
make it impossible for us to get jobs in the Foreign Scrvice. He said
that the IVS rransportation prioritics would be upgraded. (We had
complained two weeks earlier about our flight priority being lower
than that of 2 colonel’s mistress.) In frustration, we tried to explain
that our protest was not about technicalities, but about the massive
creation of refugees, the free-strike zones, the defoliation. . . . But
he interrupted, saying he did not want to discuss U.S. policy with
us, that that was not an IVS concern. We gave him the letter and
left tn frustration and anger, asking thar its contents be forwarded
by the teletype to President Johnson. Five hours latcr, we made the
letter public to the New York Times. The next morning, Ambassa-
dor Bunker agreed to see us. He was cordial, but termed our han-
dling of the resignations and the letter “unethical and discourteous,”
He showed Iictle interest in discussing the reasons for our actions.
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On our return to the United States, we found that members of
Congress were concerncd and that they wanted to discuss with us
the problems of Viet Nam. One of us was asked ro testify before
the Senate Subcommitree on Refogees. Other Scnators and Repre-
senratives asked us to talk with them privately or in small groups. In
all, we met with morc than scvenry-five members of the Senate and
the House. They were concerned about how the United States
could get out of Viet Nam in a responsible way and how our
government could bring an cnd to the war and prevenr further
suffering by the Vietnamesc people,

Some Congressmen felt that we should discuss our experiences in
Viet Nam with President Johnson. To sec the President, it would be
necessary to be “checked our” by one of the President’s close asso-
ciates, This was attempted throvgh two different channels. One of
these failed to work out, as cach appointment was canceled at the
last moment. The second channel did lead to an interview with a
very high White House aide. After the interview, however, it was
made clear that to discuss the widespread resentment against the
Saigon government, the growing anti-American feelings in Viet
Nam, the effects of defoliants on the crops of Vietnamese farmers,
and the problems caused by the creation of rcfugees would be wast-
ing the President’s time. The President’s adviser was interested in
providing the Prcsident with informarion that would support
present administration thinking.

There were also some who rhought we should meer with Vice-
President Humphrey. Mr. Humphrey had been an enthusiastic sup-
porter of IVS and had visitcd us in Saigon in 1966. In fact, it was at
the animai husbandry station next to our headquarters that he had
given his Minnesotz hog-call, delighting both his entourage and the
press. Bur now the Vice-President seemed to be unreceptive to our
views. We learned that he had called our resignations “one of the
greatest disservices to the American effort in Vier Nam.” Two U.S.
government officials, to whom he had made the remark, disagreed.
They felt that discussing the issues openly could be most construc-
tive. Unforrunately, as happened so often, they felt it would not be
wise to say this to the Vice-President dircctly.

On the Srate Department side, one voung officer felt that we



22 Viet Nam—The Unbeard Voices

should meet with some of thc higher officials there. Appointments
were madc, and we arrived at his office ar the specified time. Fmbar-
rassed, he cxplained that one man we were to see had been sum-
moned to a mecung, and the other was “busy writing a report.” He
gave us some magazines to read and went off to find somecone clsc
who would listen. After two hours, however, he admicted defear.

Several days later, after Senator Fdward Kennedy chided 2 high
official for his relhictance to hear us out, we had more success
getting to sce State Department officials. Yet we could nor suppress
our feelings of frustration as the experiences we cited seemed to
make lictle impression. Policy had gzined a momentum of its own,
and conflicing views had to be strongly countered. Secretary of
State Dean Rusk, for cxample, felr obliged to say that our statements
reflected the opinions of only a small minority of Vietnamese, that
the vast majority were all for continuing the milicary cffort. Assis-
tant Sccretary of State Wilkam Bundy expressed the view that those
of us who had resigned from IVS could not see the Viet Nam issue
in its proper perspective. But, privately, the fact that volunteers so
close to the Victmamese and so close to the implementation of
American policy had spoken out in despair could not help but dis-
turb officials at many levels. Lower cchelon officers, if they were
willing to spcak aut at all, admitted sympathy with our position
and said they too had been ignored higher up. Evcn Navy counter-
insurgency instructors in California, who had used the “IVS ap-
proach” as a model for social and economic development, werc
asking whether anything could now succeed in Vier Nam.

The most appreciative reaction came from the Viemamese them-
selves. Before we had left Saigon, friends who had somchow drifted
away camc hack to see us. “Now we know that there are Americans
who are really concerned about us as people, not just as poliucal
chessmen,” said one. “You have said what we have wanted to say,
yet would be put in jail for saying,” confided another. A Victnam-
csc secretary working for the American Aid Mission had read the
letter and said wistfully, “I wish I could sign.” A Vietnamese
teacher in the Mekong Delta told his IVS coworker, “Now we
know you aren't with thc CIA.” A group of taxi drivers in Saigon,
who had rcad about the resignations in the local newspapers, invited
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us to a meeting to convey what they felt should be told to the
American people on our rerum. An old friend applauded our de-
cision, but said a regretful farcwell: “The problem is, the people we
want to have stay, lcave; and the people we want to have leave,
stay.” But perhaps the most cloquent tesamony to the problems at
hand was written later by a Viemnamese friend who had just begun
studics in the Unired States:

I thiok that your actions will have an influence on both American vouth
and Vietnamese youth, and that your actions will creare a deep feeling
of love and trust among the Viemamese youth. . . . The right place to
find out a solution for Viet Nam is not in Saigon, . . . neither in
American officials there, nor in the Vietnamese authority there. It is
bere, in America, with the awakening of a deep, true love for human
beings, a realistic view of the world relationship reday, in the mind of
the American people and the Amecrican governmemt. Ooly by thar
awakening and realization can the US. gain back love, confidence, and
fricodship with the Vietnamese people and the world. And you can only
do that here, in America.

This, then, is our purpose: to tell the story of Viet Nam to our
fellow Americans.



2]

“WHAT A PITY FOR A
CAMELLIA FLOWERY?

Vietnamese Society over the Years

For many Vietnamese, the imperial city of Hue is the symbol of
their past, the repository of their great traditions and culture. It is
not an ancient city, but its very name conjures images of poetic
vistas, gracious palaces, fragrant blossoms, and timcless remnants of
a glorious history. Standing atop the Fmperor’s Ngo Mon Gate, one
can see the mighty Citadel walls, the winding lotus-covered moat,
and the Throne Reom and its wide courtyard balanced by two
ponds and surrounded by frangipani. Beyond these walls, and sev-
eral miles up the stately Perfume River, elaborate royal tombs of the
Nguyen dynasty trace the story of this carlicr Viert Nam: Gia Long,
Minh Mang, Thica Tri, Tu Duc, Dong Khanh, and Khai Dinh are
buried here. Bao Dai, the last of the line, is still living—on the
French Riviera. It was the Empcror Gia Long, founder of the dy-
nasty, who began construction of the Imperial Palace in Hue on the
propitious ninth day of May, 1804. Many of the buildings have since
been destroyed in the intervening years of war and revolution, the
most recent damage being incurred during the Ter (New Year's)
holidays in 1968. Bur physical destuction cannot extinguish the
spiritual light radiating from Hue throughout the land. Huc's his-
tory is too profoundly enshrined in the minds of the people, its
charm and romantic gracc too deeply loved in their hearts.

Barely thrce miles upriver from the Imperial City is Linh Mu
pagoda, a quice, blissful spot dominated by a seven-tiered tower.
Linh Mu has served as the seat of the head Buddhist monk for all of
Central Viet Nam. On a veranda, encloscd in glass, is a gilded statue

4
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of the “laughing Buddha” who represents happiness and prosperity.
When the Venerable Don Hau was head mouk, he would point to
this statue and smile, because it looked very much like him. Linh
AMu pagoda is nor the most beautiful of Huc's many trcasurc spots,
but it is the most historic. Legend has it that an elderly goddess
appeared there and chose it as the site for the capiral city of the
Vietnamese people. The pagoda was constructed in her honor by
Nguven FHoang, the governor of Thuan Hoa, in 1601.

Vier Nant’s history reads like a catalogue of expansionary wars, of
internal revelts and subscquent efforts at reunification, and of for-
eign intrusions and withdrawals. For these same Vietnamese who
were to suffer at the hands of Chinese and French colonialists hagdl
themsclves expanded from a small group called the Viers, located in
the southern China border regions, into a vigorous and aggressive
nation. According to legend, it was the union of a dragon and a
goddess that gave barth to the first hundred ancestors of all Vietaam-
ese. They would grow and expand southward, though not yet as
far as the present site of Hue. Their new land became known as the
Kingdom of Nam Viet, “pam” meaning “south.” In 111 B.C., how-
ever, foreign intervention compromised the new territory, and the
people of Nam Vict werc conquered by the Chinese, who later
renamed the country An Nam—the pacified south.

The Chinese controlled the land almost continuously for the next
thousand years, demanding tribute from the vassal Victnamese. It
was during this time that elements of Chinesc civilization and cul-
ture came to permeate Victnamese society, a heritage for which
manv Vietnamese arc still profoundly grateful. But where the Vier-
namese were receptive to new forms of culture and technology,
they were not receptive to Chinesc political domination. Even
against overwhelming odds, they rebelled. The names of heroes and
heroines of this long period are not forgotten even today, lending
themselves to epic poems, to national holidays, and to city streets.
The most prominent of these heroic figures, perhaps, are the H1ai Ba
Trung, the two Trung sisters who in A.p. 40 mounted elephants and
led 80,000 of their compatriots against a Chincse governor and his
reign of terror. The Chinese rerurned in full strength three years
later, forcing the Trung sisters to suicide by throwing themselves
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into the fiver. Others continzed to fight their cause, however, and
the Chinesc yoke was finally removed in A.p. g39. Periodically, to be
sure, the Chinese tricd to subjugate the Victnamese again. e Loi
led the Viemamese in a counterattack in the fiftecnth century, and
Nguven Hue later surprised carousing Chinesc soldiers with a New
Year’s artack on occupicd Hanoi. These struggles against Chinese
oppressors have never been forgotten by the history-conscious
Vietnamese,

The Chinese have not been the only ones to arouse Vietnamese
nationalism. Threc times in the thirteenth century, the Mongol
hordes of Kublai Khan were repclled by numerically inferior Vict-
namesc forces, on the last occasion largely through Marshal Tran
Hung Dao’s guerrilla warfare tactics.

Beginning in the fourccenth century, and with their northern
horders relatvely sccure, the Victnamese again turned their ateen-
tion southward. They conqucred the once-great kingdom of
Champa that occupicd much of what is now Central Vier Nam, and
then proceeded into the Mekong River Delra and foughr the Khmers,
now called Cambadians. Oddly enough, the fertile Mckong Delta
was sparsely populared until Vietnamese pioncers moved south in
familics or by entire villages to sctrle it. Now the delta is heavily
populated, and the sole reminder of these colonial vears arc a few
hundred thousaad Cambadians still living there. Along the central
coast, most Chams have entered the larger socicty, and only a hand-
ful remain unassimilated, continuing to cke out a living in the
shadow of crumbling Cham towers.

It was during this period of cxpansion thar Vietnamese civiliza-
tion, under the fifteenth-ccntury Le dynasty, atrained a remarkable
brilliance and sophistication: an claborate legal code, a complex reli-
gion, a hierarchical civil service system, and flourishing arts and
commerce. All this, however, did not lcad to political unity. With
fewer dangers threatening from outside, the Vietnamese soon took
to fighting among themsclves. By the early seventeenth century,
North and Seuth were effecuvely divided beoween two powerful
ruling families, the Trinh and the Nguyen. For almost two centuries
this internal division and struggling continued, and no attempt at
reunification succeeded wnl that of the Emperor Gia Long, who
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founded his throne at Hue in 1802. It was Gia Long who for the
first time ruled over a2 single Viet Nam exrending from the Chincse
border in the north to the Ca Mau Peninsula in the south.

But unification, though ir would last more or less uatil the Geneva
Accords of 1954, hardly brought an end to problems. From the
Wost new intruders had been showing themsclves, first in the inter-
csts of commerce and converts, but later in demand of territory.
One of the first was cthe French Father Alexandre de Rhodes, whe in
the seventeenth century dcvclopcd the “Quoc-ngu,” the Romanized
alphabet which ultinately replaced the tradinonal Chinese charac-
ters in the written Vietnamese language. Other early arrivals
brought arms and were well reccived by various Vietnamese fac-
tions that wished to strengthen their hand against competitors. 1n
later years, however, the Court at Hue took a dimmer view of the
foreigners and decried “the perverse religion of the Furopean.™ In
the nineteenth century, fearing crosion of their natonal traditions,
the intensely nationalistic Vietnamese took revenge by murdering
somc 100,000 of their fellow countrvmen who had been converted
to Catholicism. It was a complex combination of these affronts to
French efforts and the need to compete economically with the other
European colonial powers that led to the actual French takeover of
all Indochina, beginning with the forced cession of three eastern
Cochinchinese provinces in 1862.

Like the Chinese, the French contributed much to Viet Nam,
both culwrally and physically. They built or improved much of the
infrastructure for furure economic devclopment, such as roads and
railroads, canals and dikes, not to mention schools, hospitals, scien-
tfic institutions, and the clegant buildings of the larger cities and
towns. It is true that the French did all this with a view to their own
profit, extracted chicfly from the rubber plantations and through
commerce, bur some gains could be felt by the Viernamese too.
Nevertheless, it is rare for a colonized people o feel gratitude
toward their colonial masrers. Receptivity to cultural and techno-
logical contributions, y¢s; to political control and personal subjuga-
tion, absolutely not. Again, the names of city streets recall the
herocs of resistance: such names as Phan Dinh Phung and Phan Boi
Chau. The name of another such hero may not be uttered on the
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streets of South Viet Nam, and its use is discouraged in the North
hecausc of the man’s humiliry. That man is Ho Chi Minh.

When independence had been won from the French, but while
disunity was rife in the South, frustrated Viemmamese often at-
tribured all their problems to the period of French domination: The
French, they asscrted, used divide-and-rule tactics in order to
wecaken Viet Nam. That was why the people found it so hard to
unire against the Communists. There was some truth to this accusa-
tion, but in all objecavity it would have to be admitted thar cthe
Vietnamese have been a divided pcople throughout most of their
history. “Their favoritc national pastime,” wrote Bernard Fall,
sccmed to be “bitter quarrels among themselves . . . , and between
Norrherners and Southerners in partcular.” This is a sad commen-
tary, and no onc is more exasperated by its truth than the Vietnam-
ese. To them, history seems to have taught three things: one is this
sense of frustradon over disunity; another is the belicf that they
have been singled out for special suffering in this world; and the
third and by far most important is the fecling that, in spite of
evervthing, the Vietnamese people will overcome adversity.

“Now my country has changed so very much,” a friend wrote to
us after the 1968 attack on Hue. “Many buildings, houscs, schools,
hospitals, arc in rubble, in ashes, in ruins. Now I think that the
Vietnamese people are the unhappicst people in the world. We have
endured this war for so long. Yer, | kecp working. We must
keep working to help our suffering compatriots and to rebuild our
Viet Nam.”

Just as the Viemamese share 2 common history, replete with divi-
S10I15 though it may be, so do thcy also share 2 common culture. To
be sure, they have adopted much from the cultures of their con-
qucrors, particularly from the Chincese. Yet, even the Vietnamesc
who proudlv cites his debts to the grear power to the north will
stoutly mainzain his own awarceness of what it means to be Viernami-
ese. Thus, while the basis of social organization in both cultures is
the family, and while the patriarchal Confucian ethic is central to
hoth, the Viernamese differ from their former mentors in that in
Viet Nam women enjoy considerable authority. Vietnamese religion
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also tends to be more eclectic cthan Chinese, consisting as it does of a
combination of Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism (with its cosmo-
logical outlook and animism), and in some cases Christianity. Somc
of the characteristics which distinguish Viernamese culrure can be
explaincd by history. Some scholars, for example, believe that the
relative authority of women in Vietnamese society entered the cul-
ture through contacts with the matriarchal Chams. Certain religious
influences, particularly Theravada Buddhism, have entered Vietnam-
esc society in a similar wayv, for whar later became South Viet
Nam was a traditional crossroads of commerce and religious
prosclytizing between China and India. It is because of this geo-
graphic location between the Indian subcontinent and the expanses
of China, and the fusion of cultures transmitted by merchants and
monks traveling in both direcuons, that the area became the melting
pot eventually known as Indochina. The Vietnamese have generally
remained quite open to adopting what they consider the best traits
of other cultures. Sall, because of the spccial and Jong history of
involvement with the Chinese, Viet Nam is the only country in
Southeast Asia to be influcnced by China far more than by India.

The foundation of Viectnamese society, as of Chinese, is the fam-
ily. This fact is widely cited in the textbooks and is recognized by
most Americans. Yet its importance and significance are usually
undcrestimated. Family ties explain many social phenomena in Vict
Nam. Onc of these is bureaucratic corruption (scc Chapter 5). An-
other is the apparent immorality of that whole sector of socicty
turned topsy-turvy, of young girls and women who all too readily
becomc prostitutes, of children who becomc begpars or thicves.
Family ties hclp cxplain why the creation of refugecs is likely to
convert these people into Viet Cong (sce Chapter 8), and why
government administrators or soldiers sometimes seem unconcemed
about “the war effort.” Many of the everyday habits of Vietnamese,
which sometimes lead Americans to shake their heads in weonder or
cven anger, are explained by an understanding of Victnamese family
ties.

The devotion of a Victmamese to his family is practically unlim-
ited, and the scntiment he feels toward his father is onc of near
reverence, This devoton toward a paterfamilias is, of course, the



30 Vier Nam—The Unbeard Voices

essence of Confucian docirine, and it is extended in a religious sense
to what amounts to ancestor worship. In every home is a family
altar where sticks of incense are Jit on family aoniversaries and
holidays, and where offerings arc made and prayers are said in mem-
ory of those who have passed away. The deceased cannot be forgot-
ten, for their spirits arc belicved to affect the daily lives of their
descendants, It is true that modernization and Western influences in
the citics, and to some extent the rigors of war, have diluted the
ricualistic elements of this worship, but the customary family ties re-
main strong among even the most westernized of the clite.

As Americans, we were constantly confronted by manifestations
of these strong family tes. Vietnamese children, for example, refer
to their fathers as “serious,” or “worthy,” or “hard-working.” They
sce their fathers as persons from whom they must gain permission to
complete their education or to do this or that, not as an assumed
source of material gifts. Many express their concern over their fa-
ther's unhappiness or ill health, and very few ever express negative
feellngs toward their parents, cven in momenaary fits of anger. \ iet-
namese children are gencrally oricnted toward family expectations,
rather than toward their rights and dutics vis-a-vis the socicty as a
whole. Their main concern is to fulfill their role as a member of the
family. There are reasons for this general outlook. Most Victnamesc
children arc aware that their parents have had difficult livcs, and
they feel that they have contributed to some extent to their burden.
Having incurred a dcbr, thev feel that they owe something in re-
turn. Their parents have given them life and shared their usually
modest resources. The child’s duty as he gets older, then, is to
accept responsibility for his parents. This is the Victnamese system
of both social security and social organization. By extension, it calls
for revering the parents of one’s parents, or one’s ancestors, and for
assuming responsibility for the ancestral altars and tombs. Because
of these tombs, the same picty that characterizes the relations of a
Victnamesc to his family also characterizes his attachment to the
ancestral lands. To be forced off these lands by war is a deeply
upsetting cxpericnce. For, seen in the larger perspective, the rhythm
of everyday life assumes 2 kind of deeply ingrained religious signifi-
cance,
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These cultural traditions explain why Miss Thuy, a government
civil servant, sends a part of her earnings every month to her father
—even though her father is a wealthy man and docsn’t need iw
Other civil servants, scemingly derclict in their dutics because they
have taken extended holidays to visit their familics, may feel that
they are fulfiiling responsibilities more important than those of the
civil service. When we bravely told our Vietnamese friends that we
did not miss our families, that we were not homesick, they had
great difficulty in believing us. It scemed most unnatural to them.
The closeness of the family also cxplains why Vietnamese scem to
have so many brothcrs and sisters. It takes a patient Vicmamese-
speaking American to determinc who js really a brother or sister and
who 15 a cousin.

On the other hand, Vietnamese couples do have numerous chil-
dren, Even though they are, by Western standards, too poor for
this, they have very compelling reasons for accumulating large fami-
lics. One is this very clement of social security—a large familv
insures that parents will be well cared for in their old age. Another
is the advantage in terms of enhancing the family name and rcpura-
tion. Every family must also be assured of at least one male offspring
who can carry on the ancestor cult and maintain the rombs. There
are more dircctly pragmatic reasons, too: large families mean more
helpers around the house or farm. Finally, because the death rate has
always been high, carlier because of poor health facilines and now
because of the war, parents feel they must, in a sense, “overcompen-
satc” in their family planning.

Semetimes there seems almost to be a competition among Victnam-
esc men to sec who has produced the largest number of children.
Onc depury province chief bemoaned the face that he had only
cight children, whereas his boss, the province chief, had twelve.
“Why don't you just go ahead and have four more?” we suggested
in a half-joking actempt to cheer him up. *“Thart’s all very well,” the
deputy chief replied sadly, “but by that ame the province chief will
have twenty.” Flippant remarks touching on family ries were
harshly received by Vietnamese collcagues, no matrer how jokingly
intended. Onc such quip carned an American volunteer a lasting
lesson. “Well, Mr. Thong, if vou have so many children that vou
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can’t take care of them all,” he had said, smiling, “why don’t vou
just get rid of one or two?” “That shows how much you know
about Viemamese socicty,” Mr. Thong replied. “No matter how
desperate we are, we could never break up the family.” At other
times, Vietnamcese friends or acquaintances scemed to complain
about the difficultics of raising such large families. Women some-
times urged us to adept their children, though they did this only
when they scemed assured the offspring would be treated well and
given more advantages than they could otherwisc receive.

The Victnamese government also made mistakes in its judgments
of family life. During the regime of President Nge Dinh Diem, che
infamous Madame Nhu, Diem's sister-in-law, took it upon herself to
redraft the family Jegal code. Divorce was outlawed and men were
linited to ane wife. Although her inrention was to smabilize and
strengthen family life by this law, the resulc was upsetting and she
was accused of extending Catholic morality into a predominandy
Confucian-Buddhist culturc. Divorce or having “second wives” may
be an important way out for Vicmamese who find themsclves in a
marital situation that, for physical reasons, cannot be consummated
with natural offspring. And offspring are vital for continuation of
the famnily line and for upkeep of the ancestral tombs. “Of the three
crimes of filial impiety,” said the Chinese philosopher Mencius many
centuries ago, “the fact of not having children is the greatest.” A
Saigon newspaper of the day published a lcteer to the editor asking
how the dilemma posed by Madame Nhu's action might be re-
solved: “Are we to disobey our whole tradition and religious codes,
or are we to obey the government’s new law?” The newspaper,
naturally under government control, published an interesting reply:
“The concept of filial picty has changed, whether one likes it or not.
If by some misfortunc you are unable to perperuate your line, your
ancestors will pardon vou. But if you disobey the government Fam-
ily Code, surely your ancestors cannot be content.”

In a way, it is surprising that the ravages of war have not affecred
Victnamese society more than they have. On the surface, and judg-
ing from conversations with individual Vietnamese, the war seems
to have left pracucally no facer of life untouched or namarred. Yer,
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the pillars of Victnamcse cultural values persist, their strength
proved further by the awful stresses. American visitors are some-
times repclled by certain practices that they take to be natural to the
Vicmamese people. Corruption is one such practice, and though it
should not be condoned, it is, to a large extent, one method by
which individuals adjust to the uncertaintics of economic life in a
war-torn country. Another murartion in the socicry is the fantastic
proliferation of prostitution, of the “bar socicty,” and of the other
nefarious activities which seem to glut and degrade the once fash-
ionable city streets or areas surrounding foreign military camips.
Prostitation is hardly ncw to the world, and if its rampant presence
scems to cheapen the country in which it thrives, the motivations
behind it must be understood. If one asks a bar-girl or prostitute
why she entered her profession, the answer is frequently, “To help
my family,” or “To aid my parents in old age,” or “To send my httle
brothers and sisters to school.” Theirs is a pathetic story, because
the way they have chosen is not always the most desirable for them.
If their American military clients could speak with them in Viemam-
ese and know the extent of their suffering, and at the samc nime
the frequent nobility of the desire to help their families, they would
undoubtedly see their bedroom mates in a different light. Not all
pursue their professions with such altruistic intentions, of course,
but the fact is that many do.

Parents do not necessarily look down on their daughters’ efforts
to help the family in this way. They wish there were better ways,
perhaps, but surely none is so profitable. There is a certain despera-
ton in the whole thing, and among some 2 deep cynicism. One
young schoolecacher friend announced that his wife was cxpecting
their first baby. “Congratulations,” we said, adding our hope that it
would be a boy, for a boy is generally a desirable first offspring for
the traditional reason of wanting to perpetuate the family name.
“Oh no,” he replied, only half-jokingly. “I hope it will be a girl;
then she can help the family by working in a bar and making lots of
money.”

Giving oneself up to prostitution in order to help one’s own
family is a sacrifice exalted in Vietnamese literature. 'The noble and
beautiful heroine of the nineteenth-century Kim Van Kienw, Viet
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Nam's greatcst literary masterpiece, sold herself in order to carn
enough money to help her father and brother survive difficult cir-
cumstances. “What a pity for a camellia flower!” moaned the poet,
Nguven Du. But the heroine, Thuy Kicu, saw in her deed the nobil-
ity of aiding her family. “It is better that I should sacrifice nivself
alone,” she said. *“It matters litde if a flower falls if the tree can keep
its leaves green.”

It is difficult with the Vietnamese, as it is perhaps wich any peo-
ple, 1o diflerentiace between their way of life, their social values,
and their religion. The family as the pl]lar of socicty represents all
three, embedyving the Confucian cthic as an underlying characteris-
tic common to all people. Another such common characreristic is
the broad Victnamese cosmology. Based in part on Taoist ideas, it
comprises belicf in spirits, in astrology, and in a “Mandate of
Heaven.” Many “modern” Victnamese, of course, do not share ali
aspects of this cosmology, and even more will deny sharing it
Nevertheless, such beliefs are widespread, paraculatly in the rural
areas. ‘The Mandate of Heaven, for example, determines the worthi-
ness of an emperor or other governing power by his ability to
mediate between Heaven and people on carth. In the late 1950',
Ngo Dinh Diem was thought to enjoy this Mandate of Heaven, his
authority being largely acknowledged and opposition being limited.
In the carly 1960's, however, as dissension increased, and as he
secemed to be misusing his power, he lost the Mandate. The people
and Heaven frowned upon him, and he ultimately fell. No subse-
quent government, the Viemamcse believe, has carned the Mandare
of Heaven, and that is why South Vier Nam is so out of kilter with
the heavens.

There are many examples of the influcnces of astrology on Viet-
namese life. On a higher Jevel, the new Vietnamese constiturion was
nuade to center around the lucky number nine. Written by 1157
deputics, it was compased of 117 articles, included a2 117-word pre-
amble, and was issued on April 1, 1967 (3-1-67). In each casc the
sum of the component digits (of 117 or 18) was nme. On the
everyday level, wedding dates are always chosen in consultation
with an astrologer, and we knew a provincial cducation-service
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chicf who determined the rare dayvs on which he would visit village
schools by consulting his astrologer’s calendar. Province-wide teach-
ers’ mectings were scheduled for auspicious days, too. “You would
do well to abide by the signs yourself,” hc cautioned us. *fust
because you come from a technological society does not mean you
know everything about life and the ways of the universe.”

On a still lower level, this cosmology is represented by spirits or
goddesscs such as the onc who in late 1963 took up residence on the
top of the highest mountain in the arca around Dalat. The popular
name of the mountain 1s Nui Ba, the Woman Mountain, so-called be-
cause of its double peaks which resemble a2 woman's breasts. For
wecks, throngs of Viemamese of all ranks climbed to the main sum-
mit of Nui Ba, which rises to an aldtude of more than 6,000 feet and
requires 2 full day for the round trip. In a flat clearing just before
the last stcep climb, they stuck thousands of incense sticks into the
moss of rthe forest trees and set up makeshife altars there. At the
summit itself, the pilgrims filled their containers with holy waver
which they belicved the goddess had left there, and then they de-
scended. We met a sophisticated-looking midwife who had juse
made the climb and asked her about it. “It’s all truc,” shc replied.
“The holy water cures all kinds of sickness. My cousin saw himself
how che blind and the mute were cured. Everyvone who rakes the
goddess’ water is cured by it.”

Related to the cosmological hicrarchy is the social hicrarchy of
man. There arc four levcls to the Vietnamese social order: first
there are the si, the scholars or men of letters; next come the nowg,
the farmers; third arc the cong, or workers; and fourth are the
thuong, the businessmen and merchants. Occasionally a fifth is
added: the &inh, or soldiers, whose position is somewhat ambiguous.
For although they are considered a rather lowly breed, many, and
particularly thosc who led troops against forcign invaders, have be-
come heroes to the people. Viemamese history honors most the men
of letters, and the kings who doubled as pocts are especially revered.
The entire mandarin system—uwhich formed the basis of traditional
civil service—paid honor to the fruits of learning, for to be ap-
pointed a mandarin one had to pass stringent qualifying examina-
t1ons,
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Now, however, all this has changed, and even been reversed. Now
government is by the military in cooperation with businessmen—
that is, by those who profit most from the war and from corruption.
Its leaders are voung in a culture that still associates wisdom with
age. High on the ladder of wcalth today are the prostitutes and bar-
girls, and more generally the whole segment of sociery that serves
the forcigners. In traditional terms the foreigners, too, are lowly
soldiers. “Nbat di, nhi tuong,” gocs the new Vietnamese expression
—first the prostitutcs, sccond the generals. To the cynical, this rep-
resents the current hicrarchy. The scholars and intellectuals, re-
specred in years past, are now alienated, forgotren men, and it is the
farmers and workers who suffer most from the direct effects of the
war. It will be of great interest to see how the Vietnamese social
order will sort itsclf out afrer the war is over, o see whether it will
reinstitute its traditional levels or whether a new hicrarchy will
evolve,

Although cvents have thrown the social order into disarray, some
of the underlying assumptions remain. Chicf among these is the
valuce attached to education, the tradinonal vehicle for social mobil-
ity and stature in the Confucian order. Parents, who quite naturally
desire the best opportunitics for their children, work hard in order
to scnd their offspring to the best schools available. One of the more
gratifying sights for us was of the supremely proud faces of hearded
old village norables attending the inauguration of a school n whose
establishment we had played some part. And on the rough plank
walls of an unimposing barbershop on the ourskirts of Saigon, our
barber had taken the pains to hang only one small picture—that of
his children’s school.

It was in response to the high Vietnamese regard for educarion
that IVS first established an English-tcaching team in 1962. Previ-
ously only agriculturalists had been sent, bur they found themsclves
constantly begged by the pcople in their communirics to teach them
English. We teachers were sometimes embarrassed, however, to
note that in spite of our youth and just-out-of-college appearance,
we were exalted by Victnamese as “Ong Thay”—Mr. Teacher.
Vietnamese students arc particularly respectful toward thcir teach-
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ers, and the youngest often take off their hats and bow as “Ong
Thav™ gocs past. Qumside the high schools, in our cxtra evening
classes for friends and colleagues in the community, being a teacher
could occastonally even compromise our desire to be “onc of the
gang” with those ncar our own ages. “I'm sorry,” said one friend and
former student, “but we must remain on a relarively formal footing
together. After all, I 'still consider you as my teacher.”

‘There are never cnough public-school facilities in Viet Nam to
handle the masscs of children to be educated. The drafting of large
numbers of teachers into the army has aggravared a sitvation in
which cach class already averaged sixty puplls. A tough cxamination
svstem stll exists in order to scale down the number of pupils to
somcthing approximating the number of openings available. Educa-
tion is thus competitive, and cases of bribing officials among those
who have the means, or of suicide among those who do not pass, are
not uncommon. For those who do not succeed academically—and
this applies from primary school all the way up the linc—there is the
thriving private-school busincss. Although not as good, generally
speaking, as the public schools, private schools are in such demand
in urban areas that there may be one on every block. They are
often very profitable too, since no parent would skimp on his child’s
education.

Students of all ages enjoy a deference unknown to their American
counterparts, though not unlike that known in Europe. It is not
surprising, therefore, that their influence on nanonal pelitics has
been considerably greater than in the United Statcs. To the Vietnam-
cse, they are still the privileged and the lcadership class. This
position docs not always serve them to advantage, however, espe-
cially in this modern revolutionary age when demands arc being
made to narrow the gap benween rural and urban populations, Here
the matiere of their education is the critical factor. Vietnamese sonie-
times point our rhar traditional education under the mandarin sys-
tem was cminently suited to those who would govern the rural Vict
Nam of the past. With the combination of a ncw French vencer and
a society in revolution, the sctting has changed. The educared sdll
enjoy great prestige, but the cducational content, they say, is now
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outdated. The mark of the cducated man is no longer a mere talent
to recitc poetry. It is rather the ability to solve problems of eco-
nomic devclopment and to cope with modern technology.

Throughout their history, we have scen, the Victnamese have
united together most effectively when called upon to throw out
invaders on their soil. For the Vietnamese are bound rogether as onc
people and onc enveloping culture. Each person has his own niche in
the greater whole. North, Center, and South, they share traditions
and beliefs in common: a Confucian social perspective, with its cule
of ancestors and respeet for family and educaton; and a paracular
view of lifc and the universe, with its sometime beltef in spirits and
astrology. Of course, organized religion is important too, and we
shall later note the impact of Buddhism and Catholicism (see Chap-
ter 6).

But Buddhism and Catholicism, as well as the newer religions of
Hoa Hao and Cao Dai, have also proved divisive during certain
periods of Vietnamese history. For all their shared attributes of cul-
ture, the Vietnamese have been plagucd, as their history shows, by
several serious impediments to national unicy. Probably the greatest
of these is the fact of regional diffcrences and regional loyalties
among Vietnamese.

To some one million northerners who came south after the 1954
Geneva Accords, life in the new land scemed different and in some
respects alien. One of our students, a young lady, described it well
in a composition excrcise:

For me, no place on this carth is more auractive, more pleasant than my
native country, Aly country is not only an interesting place to live in,
but it is also a fricnd, a dear and close onc who shares joys and sorrows.
I have there all my reladves to whom I am bound by affecrion. My
beloved ancestors skepr their cternal sleep under the ground. My country
keeps so many childish memories. Never shall I forger those winter
cvenings wheo 1 joked with my friends or those summer nights under
a smiling moon and miyriad twinkling stars,

This meneal treasure increases vear after vear and cememts slowly but
solidly this eterpal atrachment between me and my ascendants.

In 1954, Saigon was for me the prosperous, lixurious, and fairest city
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of Vict-Nam, but 1 never imagined that one day I could land in it

According to the serdement of Geneva (July zo, 1954) Northern
people in Vict-Nam had two choices: stay in the North or go sertling in
the Sourh. All families were perplexed and hardly knew how to decide,
to act. There was separation in all of them because somc of the members
intended to stav, regretting to leave their property, their souvenirs; the
others who were afraid of V.C,, w0 go away.

My family was m thar general sitgation. On one side, 1 wanted to
stay with my parcnts and on the other I was afraid that the V.C. would
oblige all the rest of the I{anoi girls to ger married with their invald
militaries or send us to a “Correction Camp.” . . . My parents missed
me very much but they didn't want to see me unhappy, so they let me
choose the wayv.

I remember that  took 2 long time to make up my mind, so I left
Hanoi on the 4th of QOctober, the last day in a last plane of Air Viet-
Nam and the lasr ticket, too.

As the day of departure approached I got mor¢ and more excited.
Some davs [ intended to rear up the ticket and stay home. At last the
day arrived: my parems, sisters, brother, friends and relatives went o
the Air Viet-Nam agency to scc me off. . . . When the planc flew off,
I felr so lonely and upsct. . . . I was too tired from so many great emo-
tions, exciting experiences and because of the airsickness and the alutude
which made me dizzy. . . .

Now | am happy in the South of Viet-Nam, but though Hanoi is our
of sight, it is never our of mind.

It is true that Vietnamcse from the North are different from
those of the South. The diffcrences go beyond shcer sentimentality
and the inevitable feeling any Vietnamese has for his own “que
huong,” his homeland. They involve more than varying food pref-
erences and language peculiarities. There are, indeed, marked char-
acter differences between northerners and southerners. For example,
people from the North are often more high strung and active than
the relaxed people of the relatively new lands in the South. Some-
how the hardest workers and the most progressive innovators scem
to be the oncs who came from the North after the Geneva Accords.
Evcn their accent reflects this trait to some extent: the speech of
northerners has a staccato quality that contrasts sharply with the
soft slurring tones of the southerners. There are reasons for these
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character differences, which many of the morc candid Victnamese
will discuss.

The simplest reason is that those who left the North werc, rela-
tively speaking, thc most progressive ones, those who had accumu-
lated some wealth already which they feared would be lost to the
Communist regime there, and those who had the courage to pull up
their roots and start again elsewhere. Bur aside from this, the climare
in North Viet Nam’s Red River Delea is very hard. The winters are
cold. Flood years altcrnate with drought years, and the farmer must
match his wits against narure. Dikes must be built to regulate the
water, and making a living is arduous and challenging. The climare,
m a sense, hones the body and mind to their sharpest. By contrast,
the Mckong River Delta of the South is always warm and rarely
floods. There are no years of real drought and the farmer's lIife is
comparatively easy. The soil is fertile, and the rice grows well with
a minimum of emergency precautions. And so, the explananon con-
cludes, the northerner is more alert and more aggressive than the
relaxed and fun-loving southerner.

The geography of Viet Nam is often rcpresented by a woman
balancing a bamboo yoke on her right shouldcr, on cither end of
which 15 suspended a basket for carrving rice. The rice baskets
represent the two deltas of the North and South, the regions called
Tonkin and Cochinchina by the French. The pole in between is the
narrow coastal strip of An Nam, or, as the Viernamese call it, Cen-
tral Viet Nam. Half of this area is now administered by the govern-
ment in Hanoi, but the Saigon government was able to hold onto the
old capital of Hue. The people of Central Viet Nam have their own
customs, traditions, dialect, and foods, which differ again from thosc
of both the South and the North. Central Vietnamese invariably
point out that all the greatest national leaders, of both South and
North, were born or at least educated in the Center: Ngo Dinh
Diem, Ho Chi Minh, Pham Van Dong, and Vo Nguyen Giap, for
example, all attended the same high school, Quoc Hec, in Hue, (We
would remind IVS English tcachers, frustrated over their classroom
discipline problems at Quoc Hoc, of the prestigious background of
their school. But even though the school stll attraces ralented boys,
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it most be hard foc the teachers to visualize their students achieving
such fame.)

Political activists 1n Viet Nam still tend to be Central Viemamese.
It is no coincidence that every antigovernment movement from
1963 to the present, for example, originared in Hue before spreading
to Saigon. Hue’s own calm and stately appearance hides the political
machinations going on under the surface. Why are people from
Central Viet Nam likcly to be more politically interested than thosc
elsewhere? Vicmamese from there believe that their political in-
volvement is a function of the poverty of the region. It is true that
the kind is probably the poorest in the country, and the people are
crowded onto a thin strip between the mountains and the South
China Sea. But no one could explain very precisely whether poverty
drove people to seek improvement through polirics, or whether
natural puliticians simpl}-' made more progress among a have-not
popu]ation looking for something betrer, In the case of Hue itself,
the influcnce of the imperial past certainly has something to do with
her people’s political consciousncss. Although recent years have seen
considerable mobility of the population, Hue is sdll full of names
that indicate varying degrees of direct descendancy from the royal
family. The Qucen Mother still lives in Hue, and so do various
nieces and nephews of Empcror Bao Dai. Among the other oldest
and most respected familics, cach member koows from exactly
which emperor he is descended. Those bearing the name Buu or
Vinh are among the most closely related to royalty, and they point
to it with understandable pride. It may or may not be coincidence
that of the two top Buddhist student leaders in the 1964-1966 pe-
riod, the family name of onc was Buu and that of the other was
Vinh.

The diffcrent characteristics and even mentalides of North, Cen-
tral, and South Vietnamese go far toward explaining their suspi-
cions of one another. To the other two, the northerner often scems
aggressive and power-hungry, the southerner lazy and uncommit-
ted, and the Central Viemamcse haughty and provincial. This by no
means mmplies any rigidity of concepton, for the feeling of being
Viemamese still overshadows these regional rivalries; but in weak
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momengs, jealousies flare up and cabinet crises ensue, club member-
ships are limited, and revolts may even break out, with cach group
fully believing that “the others do not understand us.”

Understanding, in fact, is the key to the whole matter. It is im-
portant not only in terms of regional differences between individu-
als, but also in rerms of the outlook of the Vietnamese government
toward its people. It has been partly through failures in understand-
ing that governments have been unresponsive, Icading to dissadsfac-
tion among the population. For the Vietnamese, life itsclf has
changed too abruptly in recent vears. The affairs of earth have been
thrown out of harmony with the heavens. A new equilibrium is
needed, and the Mandate of Heaven must be restored to a worthy
ruler. Only then can the descendants of the carly Viets live in peace
and stability.
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REPRESENTING THE PEOPLE

Saigon Politics

The boom of a cannon reverberated in the early morning atr,
rattling windows on the broad Thong Nhut Boulevard in down-
rown Saigon. It was October 26, 1963, the cighth anniversary of
President Ngo Dinh Diem’s Republic of South Viet Nam. But the
blcachers along the boulevard were harely a third full for the Na-
tional Day ceremomies, Although most of Saigen’s elite class had
been invited, many of them had anticipated trouble and were afraid
to attend. As for the common people of the city, barbed wire strung
for blocks around kept them from approaching the parade route.

All passes had been carefully checked, bur the security police
were jumpy and we had the fecling that spies, counterspies, and
counter-counterspics were planted everywhere. The cannon contin-
ucd to boom, We wondered whether the long-expected coup d'étar
might not be under way.

As it turned out, however, the cannon was only saluting President
Diem as he departed from Gia Long Palace (where he had been
living since his regular palace was bombed in a coup artempt in
1962) on his way to the National Day ccremonies. Moments later,
preceded by a phalanx of motorcycles and military jeeps with sirens
screaming, he appeared: a small, pudgy, pleasant-looking man who
waddled from his glistening Mercedes into position to review the
colors. Four bands played the nadonal anthem and the special song
of praisc cntitled “Long Live President Ngo.” The President then
reviewed the troops from another glistening car, this onc a con-
vertible, and after that the parade began.

Standing in front of us were rwo German journalists with a Viet-
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namese interpreter. The latter, noting that one of us could under-
stand (German, began idcnﬁf);ing the various troop units parading in
front of vs. “Those arc Ngo Dinh Nhu's shock troops—the special
guard, the ones who raided the Buddhist pagodas a few wecks ago.
And there are Madame Nhu's women’s solidarity troops.” They all
looked trim and polished as they marched down the boulevard.
“There certainly are a lot of troops marching,” we noted. “Yes,”
the interprerer agreed, still speaking German, “and that means that
no onc is out fighting the Vier Cong. A terrible sitnation . . " He
proceeded to discuss the faults of the Diem regime. An American
newsman standing nearby announced that all the weapons carried
by the parade participants had been assiduously unloaded before the
procession began, so fearful was President Diem of an atrempt 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 carch every word.

“No, don’t say :mything in English or French or Vietnamese,” the
interpreter warned in German. “That man is a spy. All the spies are
trained in English, French, and of course Victmamese. But none of
them knows German. As long as we speak like this, wc're safe. Look
how he’s struggling o understand us!™

As volunteers, we were affccted by all these tensions only indi-
rectly, paracularly those of us who were far from Saigon and work-
ing in the provinces. Generally speaking, we were more observers
than participants in the affairs of the Vietnamese government.
While we could seldom avoid a fecling of anguish at sceing the
ps¥chological stresses of our Vietnamesc colleagues and friends, we
were directly affected only when the chaos of internal pelitics actu-
ally touched on our own projects and work. The day after this
particular National Day paradc, for cxample, an IVS girl came back
from church and reported at the lunch table what she had just scen
downtown: government police hosing away the ashes of a Buddhist
monk who had burned himself to death in the square. This, of
course, was enough to shock evervone. But at other times our natu-
ral reactions to momentous political cvents were so mundane as to
secm ridiculous in retrospect.

Six days afrer the parade, we were driving back home to Dalat
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after 2 full day out in the hamlets. It was a few minutes before six
o'clock, and we had gauged our return so that we would barely
have time to change clothes before going to teach English at the
Vietnamesc-American Association. Near the control post on the
outskirts of town, however, a long line of cars, buses, and trucks
was stopped—apparently as the result of an accident on the road.
Swearing to oursclves because the delay would make us late for
class, we tried to pass the waiting line. But our Land Rover was soon
halted by armed soldicrs. We could hear other drivers ralking abour
President Diem being “out.” Among them were some Frenchmen
on holiday who had spent the afternoon at one of the warerfalls
which helped make Dalat so popular with sufficiently wealthy vaca-
tioners. They had heard that a coup d’état was m progress, and that
there was fighting going on in the city. This would not have becn
surprising, since the effervescent mayor of Dalar was very pro-Diem.

We were stll disgruntled at having rushed so, only to miss our
class now anyway, but one of the French girls giddily announced
that this was her first coup d’érar. Among the others, jokes were
exchanged over the possibility of having to spend the night on the
road. “What are you worrying about?” onc of the men asked us.
“With a revolution in progress, you are hardly very likely 1o have a
class tonight.” He was right, of course. When the report of fighting
turned out to be untrue and we were allowed to enter the city some
forty minutes later, hardly a Vietnamese was in sight on the streets.
They were all home listening to the radio play martial music, the
broadeast of which later became an automatic signal that a military
coup was in progress. Ftccpt for some excited soldiers, the onlv
man we saw, in fact, was a lone gas-station attendant (the station
was closed) who stood by the Shell pumps as we passed. He saluted
briskly and grinned from car ro ear.

The IVS house in Dalar was embarrassingly large and opulent, but
in Dalar the villa stvle was rather common and this one was loaned
to us without rent. Of more interest than our house, however, was
the villa next door, which was onc of Madame Ngo Dinh Nhu's
vacation reereats. She rarely staved there, and when she did it was
only long cnough to order a change in the construction or décor.
The roof of the swimming-pool pavilion, for example, underwent



46 Vier Nam—The Unbeard Voices

numcrous changes of tile, one baving just becn completed about the
tme of the coup. That night, however, her house was dark and
silent. Her children, who according to rumor were staying there
while she was traveling in the United States, had allegedly fled into
the forest ncarby. We could not help recalling the Christmas before
when Madame Nhu herself had come over to our yard for a hot-dog
roast with a group of IVS pcople. But that was before she began
talking of the “barbecue shows™ of Buddhists. (“I would clap hands
at sceing another monk barbecue show,” she had said in a letter o
the New York Thnes, “for one cannot be responsible for the mad-
ness of others.” She was referring, of course, to the Buddhist self-
immolations.)

At our house, Chi Ba, the cook, was excited, though she wasn’t
quite sute why, nor did she fully realize what was going on. She did
announce, however, that she was glad if something had happened to
Madame Nhu, and she repeated some common gossip about Madame
Nhu's bedroom life. Bao, an interpreter for AID, was taking the
matter more seriously. 1le had come to our house because he didn’t
want to spend the night alone. We guessed rightly that the objecr of
his worry was his wife of just three weeks. She was visiting her
family in coup-cmbattled Saigon at the time. The radio news offered
little consolation for him, since the martial music was interrupted
only occasionally for announcements, most of which merely urged
the population to remain calm and to obey the new military rulers.

At the market place next morning, in spitc of a light rain, there
were unusually large numbers of people milling about. Throngs of
soldicrs, armed with bayoneted rifles, were preparing for an cleven
o’clock public mceting in the central square. As we made our pur-
chascs, the saleswomen beamed with happiness over the new events,
“Vui tam, vui lam,” they kept repeatdng—*wc’re very glad, we're
very glad.” Yet they remained cautious too, for Diem's death had
not yet heen revealed. Although the radio did not hesitate to de-
nounce him and his family rule, the people in the marker were more
circumspect. “We don’t know,” they said when asked about him.
But an hour later, at the public mecting, Diem’s and Nhu's deaths
were announced, and the crowds were exuberant. More cheers
greeted the remarks of the confident local military leaders when
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they, like Chi Ba, denounced Madame Nhue as a chicken with
Scr';ltching claws. Vietnamese in the crowd leaned over and sponta-
neously shared their feclings with Americans they did not koow.
“President Diem very bad,” they said. Then they turned away,
jockeying for position in order to scc the men making speeches. The
applause and exhilaration of the population were overwhelming.
Even the bayonet-carrying soldicrs could not conceal their smiles as
the man who had replaced the once-jolly mayor promised the new
government’s program: unity against the Viet Cong, freedom of
religion and speech, and progress toward a just and more prosperous
SOCIC[}".

Actually, President Diem had not always been considered “very
bad.” In the early years, his success and popularity surprised cvery
observer. When he firse came to power, with decisive U.S. govern-
ment support, opposition ro him was ferocious in South Viet Nam.
At the time of partition in 1954, it was widely acccpred thar in a
free election in both North and South Viet Nam (with roughly
equal populatons), Ho Chi Minh would have won 80 per cent of
the popular vote against Diem. In 1955, a story made the rounds
comparing the position taken by the United States in supporting a
South Vietnamese government under Dicm with the case of the
prisoner condemned to death by a Turkish sultan. The prisoner was
given a year’s repricve when he offered to teach the sultan’s horse to
talk. \When his comrades asked him why he had made such an
incredible bet, the prisoner said, “Anything can happen in a year. I
may dic a peaceful dearh. Or the sulan may die and I will go free.
Or, who knows, I may even teach the amimal to speak.” By 1958 it
scemed indeed as if the horse had learncd to speak. The army had
fallen in behind Ngo Dinh Diem, the gangster bands of the Binh
Xuven were dcfcatcd the armed religious sects of the Cao Dai and
Hoa Hao were under the control of the government, and most of
Diem’s political enemies had been effectively suppressed. In addition
he had the strong support of the refugecs, those who had “vored
with thar feet” and come south after the Geneva Accords placed
North Viet Nam under Communist rule. The Amecrican policy of
support thus seemed justified.
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It was not long, however, before Dicm’s rule grew too strong and
his consolidation of power turned indiscriminate and arbitrary. As
with subsequent governments, Diem did not know how to keep
control while still permirnng responsible dissent. Criticism bhecame
heresy and threats (usually called Communists) appearcd behind
every bush. National clections were rigged to assurc massive
Diemist majoritics in the Saigon Assembly, and we knew at least one
opposition candidate who left the country in protest against the
regime’s vote manipulation and harassment of her campaign. In the
surimer of 1956, Diem abolished the elected village councils, de-
stroying a traditional form of democracy in Viet Nam, and replaced
them with village officers appointed by the province chiefs with
Ministry of Interior approval. The autonomy that the villages had
once enjoycd, even under the French, was gone; the villages were
now run by officials whose loyalties were to Diem’s central govern-
ment and not to the villages.

Sdll, most Vietnamese were reluctant to criticize the President,
sincc he was, after all, the equivalent of the emperer and inspired, as
such, a certain respect. Moreover, there was alwayvs the fear of the
secret police. The criticisms that were made were cautious oncs and
were directed at his advisers and family. “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
the hardships created by the Family Law,” said others. “It is the
fault of that wicked Madame Nho.” It was ironic, perhaps, that
Diem was so widely crincized for this overreliance on members of
his own family in conducting the affairs of state. After all, family
loyalty was the basis of Vietnamese society, and as hostilicy
mounted against his regine, it was understandable that Diem would
rely increasingly on pcople he could trust. If it was, on the one
hand, easy to understand why the Viemamese people felt alicnated
from the regime, it was also important to realizc Dicm’s difficulty in
compromising and in rcmoving his brothers and his sister-in-law
from positions of power. As a Viemamese, family lovalty came first.
Yet it was family loyalty that turned out to be Diem’s “tragic flaw.”
In a scquence reminiscent of ancient Greck drama it caused the
collapse of the whole House of Ngo.
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When the regime fell, pro-American fecling rosc to an all-time
high. Vietnamesc naturally credited the United States, and espe-
cially U.S. Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge, with ridding them of
the Dicm family’s tyranny. The U.S. had, indeed, cut back certain
aid items to pressure Diem toward reforms. Yer Lodge himself heat-
edly denied any complicity in the coup. On 2 brief visit he once
made to the IVS hecadquarters in Saigon, we innocently recalled
having seen him with President Diem at the inauguration of a U.S.-
financed atomic reactor at Dalat in October, 1963. In those last days,
when it was publicly known that relations berween the President
and the Ambassador were strained, we had noted with intcrest that
they seemed quite genial teward one another. At the reminder of
that day, however, Lodge flared up. “I remember that very well,”
ke said. “President Diem was just beginning to come around; he was
just bcginning to show some rmpansivcncss to our suggestions—and
then they killed him!™ The Ambassador said this last part with great
bitterness, emphasizing the “they.” What struck us as ironic was
that the one aspect of American policy which almost all Vietnamese
thoroughly appreciated—the crearing of conditions whereby Diem
could be overthrown—was denied so vehemently by the U.S. gov-
ernment in the person of Ambassador Lodge!

The overthrow of the Dicm regime was widcly heralded at first as
a revolution. From then on, National Day would be cclebrated on
November 1, the day of the coup, rather than on October 26.
Streets were renamed Revoluton Boulevard. ‘The new leaders called
their junta the Rcvolutionary Council. Would this “revolucion™
bring abour improvement? We waited and waited, but on the whole
it did not. Some commentators would call the 1963 coup d'érat
and its aftermath the “lost revolution,” but Vietnamese, after a few
months, ceascd to refer to it as a revolution art all. Everything was
' the same.

“The same” meant essentially a government unresponsive to the
nceds and dcsires of the governed. The South Victnamese govern-
ment has certainly not been the only unresponsive one the world has
known, as American apologists for the war often point out. What
- has made its problem more serious, however, is the competition
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which grew increasingly fierce as the years went on—the competi-
tion of the National Liberation Front.* Although few Victnamese
belicved that cither government by the Liberation Front or govern-
ment on the order of North Vict Nam's would be truly democratic,
fewer stll placed much stock in the high-principled rhetoric ema-
nating from Saigon. This was their dilemma: they were caught in
the middle with no attracove alternanve.

No Vietnamese demanded that American-style democracy be
fostered in Viet Nam. Most intcllectuals, in this sensc, agreed that
conditions were far too different in the two countries to permit of
such a transplantation. In a developing country with a relatively low
educational Ievel such as Viet Nam, most of them feclt that strong
leadership was nceded. Some would even advocate a dictarorship, on
the condition that the dictator be a benevolent one. Certainly a
popular assembly would be important also, in order to express the
desires and demands of the common people, bur less stock was
placed in this kind of institution than in the quality of the leader.
Vietnamese knew that their lack of viable political partics or orgarni-
zation would reduce the political effectiveness of such an assembly
unless its development were actively promoted by the national
leader.

What Vietnamese expected, then, was a good leader, one who
could be entrusted with the Mandare of Heaven and one whose rule
would be marked by stability and perhaps progress. Traditionally,
of course, the national government had not sported the trappings of
modern democracy. The emperor ruled through his mandarins, and
citizens had dutics toward these men just as they had dutics to a god
who was one notch above the cmperor. The government owed
nothing to the people except protection and a minimum of interven-
tion in their daily lives,

As Western ideas became known, however, the pcople—or more
precisely the intellectuals—came to expect more. Government, ac-
cording to the teachings of French and American writers, should be

* Pending further discussion m Chapter 13, we are using the terms Vier
Cong (V) and National Liberztion Front (KILF) virtually interchangeably.
While the latter term is a more accurate one, the former was most frequently

wsed—at least until recent months—by the Americans and Viemamese we are
deseribing in this book.
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“of the peaple, by the people, and for the people.” To the Viernam-
ese laymen who may have heard of these new concepts, parti-
cularly as they were copied in the Diem constitution, this meant that
their government should be responsive. It meant the government
should strive for social justice by easing the burdens of the poor
who suffered at the expense of the rich. It seemed to mean that
peasants should not be explvited by landlords, that the poor
should have cqual rights before che police and in the courts, and that
the government should help the people to improve their lives. If
these ideas had never been given much consideration before, they
ccrrainly were when the Vict Minh fanned out through the coun-
tryside during and after the war against the coloniahist French. Yet
the governments that followed Diem’s showed little understanding
of what was required to respond to these new demands. And even if
they had understood, the necessary conditions of stability were lack-
ing.

When the reins of power were assumed by the popular and genial
General Duong Van “Big” Minh, in conjunction (coopcration
would not have heen the right word, as it turned out) with two
other generals who had been instrumental in the coup d’étar, there
was an outburst of hope. The new regime made gestures of reconcil-
aton toward previously ant-Diem religious groups such as the Cao
Dai and the Hoa Hao, and of course the Buddhists. It released
thousands of prisoners. The whole atmosphere reflected a sudden
lifting of tensions, and dancing and the singing of sentimental songs,
once banned by Madame Nhu, reappearcd immediately. Yer this
period of hope soon turned to disappointment. The coup gave rise
to even more indecisiveness than was evident in the last trembling
davs of the Diemist burcaucrars. The salarics of rural workers and
the implementation of new programs were even further delayed by
confusion. There were massive changes in personnel, and it scemed
as though almost everyone in governmeng had to start from scratch
learning a new job. All of us, to be sure, had expected some period
of confusion as the government reorganized. We expected to see
our work bog down in burcaucratic delays as personnel were
changed around and as new programs replaced old ones. We did not
know, but we hoped, that things would improve, Then, in January
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of 1964, when Minh had been in office less than three months, we
heard the news that a little-known general, Npguven Khanh, had
pulled another coup in Saigon.

The idea of Khanh's taking power in place of 2 previously ineffec-
tual triumvirate under Minh was not altogether displeasing. On the
other hand, we shared the opinion of many: if coups and counter-
coups should become a way of life, the constant scries of personnel
and power changcs throughout the country could, in practice, mini-
mize the possibility of any positive government action ar all. Khanh
did, it seemed, consolidate a good deal of power behind him, and it
was presumably in acknowledgment of this fact that the Americans
cmbraced him so warmly. At the unusual hour of three o’clock in
the morning, as Khanh staged the coup, he was acrually seen in the
company of three Amecrican advisers. Yet, few Viemamese trusred
or liked Khanh; they considered him an opportunist.

One American who embraced him with a fraternal devotion was
U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert 5. 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 the Americans in
Viemnamese eyes, McNamara would troop wirth Khanh about the
countryside. To him, Khanh represented Viet Nam. As the two
men would raise their arms high in a joinr victory gesture, McNa-
mara would shout, in a humorous attempt at the Victnamese lan-
guage, “Vict Nam Muon Nam”—Long live Viet Nam. Unfortu-
nately, and unbeknown to McNamara since he could not hear the
ripples of laughter he generated, the Secretary’s pronunciation gave
a different meaning to his intended triumphant message—"the
southern duck wants to lie down.”

Khanh's rule was marked by a uniquc sense of melodrama. To the
Vietnamese with whom we worked and associated every day, he
was a ruthless power-secker. His black goatee made him appear as
once evil and comic. If we remarked on having scen him drive by in
his black Mercedes, Viemamese would ask with a resigned chuckle,
“Did you sce his beard?” This, perhaps, was an insignificant reaction
on their part; yet such reactions told much (ro those who listened)
about how the Vietnamese felt about their government. At one
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point he shaved the goatee off, proclaiming the “ncw Khaah.” But
the new Khanh was no different from the old.

Khanh’s melodramatic flair was best demonstrated by his various
reactions to criticism and attempted coups. When he engineered a
bill giving himsclf dictatorial powers, for example, hosule students
in Saigon marched on the Palace in mass demonstration against his
“despotic act” (see Chapter 12). Khanh was courageous enough to
appear before them in person. Then, fecling humiliated by their
oppesition to his action, he flew off to Dalat in his private plane and
pouted. Every time something went wrong in Saigon, he would take
off for Dalat, or occasionally for the scaside resort of Vung Tau,
confusing journalists by circulating among the various palaces
placed at his disposal. (In Dalat alone there were threc.) When a
planc was heard taking off from Dalat’s Camly Airfield late in the
night, people in the town knew that the situation had quieted down
in Saigon. Khanh was on his way back again.

During the period of Khanh’s ascendancy, lasting about a year,
it was not always clear who was really in power. Various others
would be announced as having taken over, but shortly afterward rhe
resilient Khanh always popped up again. For two days in August,
1963, for example, a ruling triomvirate of gencrals was announced,
and then came a week of interregnum under economist Nguyen
Xuan Oanh. (As deputy prime ministcr, Harvard-trained Oanh
would again take the forc, at least technically, for a rwenty-day
period in carly 1965.} It was during this period that we lost all track
of what was going on in Saigon’s political nctherworld. Vietnamese
complained more and more about the devious machinations of the
military officers, each of whom upon gaining power promised to
rule only a few weeks or months and then to organize frec elections
for a civilian government. But power corrupted, and they ended up
playing musical chairs among themselves as they jockeyed for posi-
tions of ever greater authority. Rumors of coups were rife, and
martial music was heard frequently on the radio as various gencrals
and colonels proclaimed their interest in “saving the fatherland.”

In late 1964, a long-awaited civilian government emerged under
the respected former schoolteacher Tran Van Huong. This
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offcred some hope, since the causc of the previous turmoil had
appeared to be largely the inner wranglings of che army officer
corps. Our friends and associates, who were of course civilians,
were pleased atr this cscape from rule by the military. But it was
during Huong's time in office that the true reality of Viernamese
power politics became known to those of us who had been perhaps
too naive on the subject before. That reality was the undeniable
fact of military predominance in politics. The military, after all, had
the organization and the discipline (relatively speaking, ar least)
and, above all, the arms and support of the Americans. There was, in
faet, a similar power struggle between military and civilian elemcents
on the American side, and as the war heated up in Iate 1964 and
thereafter, the military secmed to win out among both Viemamcse
and Amercans.

Tran Van Huong did not last long in office. On the surface, his
downfall was attributed to Buddhist demonstrations against him and
whar they called his “anti-Buddhist policics.” These began in Hue
and included strong criticisms of Amcrican policy, culminating in
the January, 1965, burning of the U.S. Information Service library
there. Less than three years later, however, when the possibility of
Buddhist support for Huong’s presidential candidacy was aired,
some Vietnamese were suggesting that Huong himself could not be
blamed for the policies leading 1o his duwnf'\ll It was rather Gen-
eral Khanh, that ubiquitous emtinence grise and then commander-in-
chief of the armed forces, who was behind it all. Upon hcaring of a
plan calling for clections, Khanh had become afraid of whar this
would mean to his position. Iis opposition became so belligerent,
in fact, that cven the Americans finally lost patience, and Ambassa-
dor Maxwell Tavlor bluntly told Khanh hc should leave the coun-
try. In what was iorended to be a clever move, Khanh had recorded
the Ambassador’s words on tape, and he playcd them back (the con-
versation had been in French) at a subsequent junra meering. The
other generals were supposed to react angrily toward the Amcricans,
and Khanh thundered that he did not want a colonialist eavoy. The
overly ambitous Khanh lost out, however, and was finally sent
abroad as a “roving ambassador.” Alclodramatic to the end, he
boarded his plane with a little plastic sack of Vietnamese soil and a
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vow to the cffect that “F shall rerurn.” He now resides comfortably
in Panis, wherc Vietnamese Embassy officials claim not even to
know his street address.

In February, 1965, the respected Dr. Phan Huy Quac came to the
fore in another attempt at civilian rulc. Although Quat seemcd to
have many of the necessary personal qualifications for the post of
prime minister, hc never really had a chance. Most of his four
months in office were marked by frustrated attempts at forming a
cabiner satisfactory te all the various factions in Saigon. Besides, he
was largely unknown to the Victmamesc people. (In fact, this was
true of every leader afrer Diem, with the possible exception of
General Minh.) In onc model village, by way of example, we noted
flags flying everywhere and were told a VIP delegation had just
departed. “Who was it?” we asked. “Some colonel,” a villager an-
swered. When we questioned the local districe chief, however, we
discovered that the visitor had been Prime Minister Quat himsclf!
Intcrnal fighss and differences with his chief-of-state, Phan Khac
Suy, finzlly led Quat to call on the military “to save the country.”
On June iz, 1965, the trim, mustachiocd Air Vice-Marshal Nguyen
Cao Ky came into office.

Ky was ecstatically greeted by the Americans. He was one of the
“Young Turks,” the new generation of military lcaders who were
encrgetic, progressive, and clearly nationalistic. More important, Ky
spoke good English, better than any leader beforc him (with the
possible exception of Khanh). Thus the Americans felt they could
deal with him. Bur the main reason the Americans grected Ky with
such enthusiasm was the reason the climber Mallory gave when
asked why he wanted to climb Mt Evercst: “Because it is there.”
For the Americans it had been the same with Khanh and with all the
other lcaders who had riscn to power: whoever was strong enough
to take over was presumed strong enough, with immediate Amcri-
can support, to provide stabiliry. And what Viet Nam needed above
all—as indced our own cxperiences with the burcaucracy had
indicatcd—was stability. With American involvement now includ-
ing the bombing of the North, and with the biteer experience of ten
successive Saigon governments in twenty months, the United States
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 srabiliry were needed in order to prose-
cute the war against the Viet Cong. Even the question of whether
or not Ky himself was the right man for the job was no longer
relevant. Who else, Embassy officials asked rhetorically, was there?

At the beginning, in fact, Ky did not scem such a bad choice. He
had the strength of the air force behind him, he had the backing of
many student groups with whom hc enjoyed the affinity of youth,
and he was generally considered to be honest, patriotic, intelligent,
and fearlcss. While his chicf-of-state, Nguyen Van Thicu, remained
largely unknown and in the background, Ky eventuvally became
known among his countrymen, though largely because of his lon-
gevity in office and his flamboyance.

It was this lateer trait that made Ky a poor choice in the long run.
He was too young and too boyish in a society where age and seri-
ousness of purpose are respected. Somchow, the Mandate of Heaven
did not fit him. Darting about in black cap, purple scarf, and yellow
gloves, Ky was the exact antithesis of what, according to tradition,
a Vietnamese leader should be. His current wife, a stunning former
Air Viemam stewardess, did not contribute to his nationalist image
by travcling to Japan for plastic surgery on her nose and eyes,
intended to make her look less Viernamese and more Wesrern.
Acquaintances of Ky’s, who had served with him in the French
army in North Viet Nam before Geneva, confidentially expressed
their personal dislike of him. He was nothing but an impemous
playboy, they said. He didn’t have what it takes.

While Amcricans emphasized Ky’s good characteristics, which
certainly existed, the Viernamese tended to follow their native intui-
tion when it came to national leadership. Any prime minister who,
for example, on a state visit to Taiwan, performed daredevil stunts
at the controls of a jet trainer, might titillate his hosts but hardly the
public back home in Vict Nam. On another occasion, Ky madc an
even more clownish impression. It was on July zo, 1965, officially
known in South Vier Nam as the “Day of National Shame,” signifv-
ing as it did the anniversary of the signing of the Geneva Accords
by which the country was divided in two. All through the morning,
truckload after truckload of local imhabitants were brought from
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the surrounding vicinity to the banks of the Ben Hai River. The
Ben Hai, flowing through the middle of the Demilitarized Zone on
its way to the sca, marks the border between North and South
Viet Nam. Sometime in mid-morping, after thousands had been
assembled, the sound of planes could be heard overhead. One, a
Vietnamese Air Force Skyraider, flew so close to the border itself
that, in full view of the crowds on the south bank, North Viernam-
ese guns across the river started shooting away. Taking the hint,
the Skyraider finally doubled back. The only purpose of the aerial
show, it turned out, was to announce the arrival, by car, of Prime
Minister Ky. Not content with this display, Ky proceeded to act
like 2 comedian on the speaker's platform. He made funny faces and
silly gestures. The onlookers could hardly be impressed by the qual-
ity of their prime minister. Those standing around us kept repeating
in amused disbelief, “Oh, look how Mr. Ky is fooling around!”

Ky’s personal faules were more than marched by the difficulties of
the situation. Governing South Viet Nam, with all its divisions and
the war besides, was perhaps the hardest job in the world. Any step
in one direction would be criticized from another. The fact thar he
got along well with the American 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 sense the truth but still question his emotienal stability.
Ky once called himself “a tragic man,” and in lucid moments he
confessed his uncertainties about himself. In May, 1968, when he
was vice-president and losing power steadily to the new president,
Nguyen Van Thien, he raised the leadership problem in an ex-
temporancous Saigon specech:

The whole world respects Ho Chi Minh and [North Viernamese]
Dcfense Minister Vo Nguyen Giap. Why? Who are they? Are they
not Viemamese too? Why can’t we find a man in the Sourh and make
him be respected by the whole world? Is it because our leaders are
nothing but old fashioned slaves? Perhaps 1 am partly responsible for
this. Perhaps I haven't performed my dury with all my might and
that’s why our nation is still the way it is. If it is any mistake of mine,
1 2m ready to be judged by the people and by history.

Ky will not be the only one judged by history.
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During the period 1963-1966, Amecican officials always had the
idea of elections in the back of their mind. They fclt, quitc reason-
ably, that if the Victnamese people could choose their own govern-
ment, then the cause of srability would be advanced through that
government's legitimacy. The Vietnamese looked ar it somewhat
differently. They—thar is the inteHectuals—were all in favor of
both clections and stability, but for them government legitimacy
itself was the key goal. For the American Mission, it seemcd, stabil-
ity was the necessary goal, for the Americans had to sell their ad-
ministration’s Viet Nam policy to Congress and to the American
people. For this purpose, stability under a truly popular government
was not requircd, because the American people had no way of judg-
ing whar was or was not popular. But the Vietnamese could tell the
difference, and they had little use for an unpopular butr superfi-
cially srable government like Ky's. Theoretically, of course, only a
popular government would in ame become a really stable govern-
ment, but the U.S. Misston was short of time—and, it must be said,
of understanding for Vietnamese feelings.

As a result of the antigovernment Struggle Movement in 1966,
which came desperately near to overthrowing the Ky regime (scc
Chapter 6}, the Saigon government was forced to hold elecdons for
a constitucnt assembly. The first job of such a group would be to
draft a constitution, since there had been none in effect since Diem’s
fall, the country having becn ruled for the mest part by military
decree. The mixed American attitude roward such clecuons was
expressed by Ambassador Lodge, back for his second tour at the
Embassy. Before the Struggle Movement, Lodge had gone on
rccord as being against elections for the near future. Like Ky, he
felt they would be too difficult to organize under wartime condi-
tions. When the strength of the Struggle Movement’s pressurc be-
came fel, however, Lodge suddenly decided that elections were a
good thing and that he had been for them all along. Although the
NLF werc excluded from participation (which under the circum-
stances was hardly surprising), and in spite of a milicant Buddhist
boycott, the elections of 1966 went amazingly well. Subsequent
balloting for hamlet and village office was also relatively successful,
as was the final framing of a new national constitution—an act
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marred only by President Johnson’s reportedly hailing it as the best
gift he could ever receive, one comparable to his first look at his
baby grandchild. Most Vietnamese were not pleased at the idea
of Lyndon Johnson being the grandfather of their country.

It was the crucial presidenual and legislative clections of 1967,
however, that caused so many Vietnamese, and ourselves, so much
dismay. The central problem, and one not unique to Victnam, was
the power of the incumbents to sway the vote in their favor. It was
for that reason that the milicant Buddhist hierarchy had gone so far
in its Struggle demands as to insist on the resignation of Ky and
Thieu hefore the campnign pcrind. Thcy did nor succced, however,
and as a result, clcctioneering began well ahead of the one-month
period permitted to the civilian candidates. Three months before
election day, for example, signs chat read “The government of
Nguyen Cao Ky is the government of the poor people” appeared all
over the country. In a sense, this was only 2 mmor aflront, since no
one believed the slogan anyway. Most Victnamese would point out
that it was crue that the Ky government was the government of the
poor, but only in the sense that its corrupt leaders sucked the people
complecely dry.

One of the IVS volunteers saved himself some moncy by striking
a responsive chord in taxi drivers who did not take the Ky signs
sertously, Like many Vietnamese, taxi drivers assumed that we were
rich like most Americans in Viet Nam, and they would try to
charge us the “rich American” price. This price was usually any-
where from 3o to 100 per cent more than the Viemamese price. The
clever volunteer, when confronted with the cost of a taxi ride,
explained to the driver (in Vietnamesc) that he was working for the
Vietnamese government which, as all the signs indicated (he said
with a smile), was the government of the poor people. *Therefore,”
he said, “I am poor and should oaly pay the Vietnamcse price.” The
driver would burst out laughing. “Oh, you know much about our
country,” he would say. Accepting enly the normal price, he would
drive off, still chuckling.

Others of us used the same joke as a way of pointing out thar we
were not ordinary, wealthy Americans. Invariably the taxi drivers
would laugh upreariously. “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 themsclves.” One complained abour the new 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. | live in a thatch house and have to buy my water
from the rich people.”

Nevertheless, the fact that the Ky government had been in power
for over two years gave its leaders the advantage of being better
known than any of the ten civilian politictans represented on the
presidential ballot. In one village of Montagnards (see Chapter 4)
we noted that flimsy wooden guide rails had been built around the
schoolhouse in order to usher the lines of voters into the polls two
weeks later. Intrigued, we asked the schoolteacher, an old friend,
for whom he was planning to vote.

“For Ky, of course,” he replied.

“But Ky is only running for vice-president,” we pointed out, the
military junta having recently decided on its Thieu-Ky ticket.

“Oh, isn’c therc any way I can get him to bc president?” our
friend, now disappointed, inquired.

“No, he’s just running for vice-president,” we told him. “Why do
you like him so much, anyway?” we asked.

“Oh, he's a very good man,” the teacher answered with confi-
dence and enthusiasm. “He talks good on the radio!”

“Burt have you seen any results of the things he’s promised on the
radio?” we countered, knowing the teacher would not resent our
queries.

“Well, how should I know about that®” he asked.

Perplexed as to whether he knew any of the other candidates, we
then asked why he didn’c consider voting for Tran Van Huong, at
that point the favored civilian candidate.

“Oh yes, Dr. Luong, I know about him,” our friend replied. But
we had to correct him. Dr. Luong was a physician in the provincial
capita} whom he was confusing with candidatc Huong. We ex-
plained that Hurong was a former schoolteacher and prime minister.

When our friend heard thar he had becn a schoolteacher like
himself, he showed momentary interest, but then finally said, “Na,
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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 ticket
was so far ahcad of all the others in “equality” that it was surprising
when he and Thieu garncred less than 35 per cent of the ballots
cast.

In addition to exploiting the advantages of incumbency, Thien
and Ky were able to neutralize their most powerful opposition by
keeping them in exile or by refusing them permission to run, Gen-
eral “Big” Minh, for example, whose popularity poscd a threat ro
the government in power, was kept in exile in Bangkok during this
nme. Another exiled and popular general, Nguyen Chanh Thi, was
questioned by Ky's national police chief, General Nguyen Ngoc
Loan, on a special trip to Washington, D.C. When Thi refused to
declare his support for Ky and to join Ky's ocket as vice-president,
he was kept in exile. Au Trueng Thanh, the other leading con-
tender, and a liberal, was refused candidate status because of his
alleged *“pro-Communist neutralism.” Truong Dinh Dzu, a some-
what disrepurable Iawyer who came in second in the balloting be-
cause he opcoly made himself the “peace candidare,” wisely
announced his “white dove” platform and indictments of Thieu and
Ky only after his candidacy had been approved. After the election,
he spenc much of his time in jail before being sentenced by a mili-
tary tribunal (and without appeal) to five years of hard labor for his
policical speeches during the campaign. Finally, there was a general
belief in Vietnamese circles, partly fostered by Ky, that if Thicu
and Ky did not win, they would pull a coup d’état against whoever
did succeed. All these factors, plus the knowledge that the Ameri-
cans were supporting the military ticket, made their winning inevit-
able. No Viemamese ever doubted it for a minute. Again, it was
surprising they did not win more than 35 per cent of the total
vote,

Pcrhaps the most ludicrous aspect of the entire process, however,
was the American position. One American friend, with years of
experience in Viet Nam, pointed out to the highest Embassy officials
that most Vietnamese did not support Thieu and Ky. He suggestcd
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that the U.S. government urge truly free elections. Within days this
friend went back to the United Stares and has not been allowed to
return to Viet Nam since. In Washington, Assistant Secretary of
Stare William Bundy had stated privately that “these clections are
our last hope in Viet Nam.” With such desperation in high adminis-
tration circles, it was hardly surprising that when Henry Cabot
Lodge arrived in Saigon as head of a team of twenty-two election
observers sent by President Johnson, he expressed confidence that
cverything about the elections would prove to be above-board. Qur
Yietnamcse colieagues, however, cxpressed considerable dismay
over the activitics of some of the observers they met or saw. They
told us that several had dropped in for enly a few moments at two
or three polling places, then were rushed off for sumptuous meals
given in their honor, usually by the local province chief. What the
observers could not see, they added, were voters who were paid off
by zealous government officials, military men who had received two
voting cards (one through their familics and another through their
military unit), polling places with an insufficient number of ballots,
and some ballots with the names of certain candidates missing. Some
of these irregularities were of course unintentional, but others were
deliberate. Finally, and particularly in the legislative elections, there
were simply too many nmamcs from which to choosc—a source of
great frustration to voters who usually hado’t heard of any of them.
Onc old woman, for cxample, angrily threw her bundle of ballots on
the floor, not knowing how she could possibly be expected to make
a sensiblc decision.

While President Johnsons obscrvers rcturned to the United
States with generally glowing accounts of what they had secn in
their four davs, Viemamese colleagucs, who knew the whole back-
ground, fclr differently. “In many ways, the elections have only
madc our situation worse,” lamented one. “They have seeminglv
legitimized the status quo of war and foreign intervention which we
hare.” “You held the elections to convince the American public that
Viet Nam has a democracy,” said another. A third cvnically an-
nounced, “We are planning to send twentv-two Vietnamese ob-
servers who don’t speak English ro the United States in November,
1968, for four days, to see if vour clections arc fair.”
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In March 1968, the incredible Ky himsclf, now vice—prcsident,
gave his comments on the elections in an interview with an Italian
journalist:

In most of the cases, the men who have been clected in South Vietnam
are not the men that people want; they do not represent the people.
The people voted for them because somcone told them to vote. Cur
last clections were 2 loss of time and money, a mockery. They were
only useful to elect a regime which is wreng and corrupred and weak
and would fall immediately with a revolution.

It is hard for me to say so because I share the responsibility of those
clections, 1 have been voted in them and I am the Vice President of
such a regime. But ar least 1 recognize the evil where the evil is, and 1
say thar laws must be changed, because what we now have are laws
that defend the rich. We need new laws to defend the poor.*

Meanwhile, and before President Thicu began to cousolidate his
own power, a Vietnamese fricnd described the new form of govern-
ment, Power, he said, was divided among four competng forces:
(1) the U.S. Embassy; (2) the two houses of the Saigon Legisiature;
(3) the three “cabinets” of Thicu, Ky, and Loc (the latter was soon
replaced as prime minister by Tran Van Huong); (4) the four tacti-
cal zones and their commanding generals. It was hardly sorprising,
therefore, that the elections did little to win popular confidence for
the government. Thus, while Embassy officials hailed the “new gov-
crnment,” Viemamese saw it as the same old regime. The only thing
that had been proved was that an clection could, technically, be
carried off cven under wartime conditions.

Since Johnson's election-obscrvers could not understand Vietnam-
ese, and since they knew little abour Vier Nam, they could not
possibly have learned the truth about the clections—or abouc their
aftermath. But that has always been the problem: Americans have
rarcly known the truth about Viet Nam, When the samc leaders as
before were “inangurated” in Saigon on October 31, 1967, Vice-
President Humphrey was dispatched as the ranking American repre-
sentative for the ceremony. Remarked one Victmamese i Hue, “His
attendance reminds vs of the old days when the Chinese empcror,

* Quoted in Washingron Post, April 7, 1968,
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our ultimate sovereign, would send a delcgate to supervise our vassal
emperor’s coronation,”

Later, when the Embassy claimed that the Thieu governmenr was
making progress toward needcd reforms throughout 1968, Vietnam-
ese noted that the regime conducted overly thorough “witch
hunts” after the Tet offensive, summarily closed down newspapers,
arrested and scntenced even anti-Communist opponents, and gener-
ally dragged its feet on many libcralization moves that the people
were demanding. Though some Victnamese had scen promise in the
Legislature, pardicularly in the somewhar representative Lower
House, even this hope disappeared when in the course of 1968 it
accomplished little. Some said that more time was required, but the
problem was that Vict Nam never had much time. Others said that
what Viet Nam necded was a genuine revolution.

And so, over the years, the political system has gone along, ncver
very popular with its constitucnts, never very respansive to their
wishes, yet surviving somehow in spitc of various changes at the
top, influences from ourside, and cven insurrection from within.
The whole succession of leaders from Diem to Thicu seem to Viet-
namese to have had much in common with one another, Nonc of
them could ease the burdens of life, bring about a harmony of spirit,
or fulfill thc Mandare of Heaven,
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PLIGHT OF THE MINORITY
The Highland Tribespeople

Driving the few miks from Ban Me Thuot to Buon Kmrong
Prong was an arduous experience in the rainy season, for the last
part of the road was like a mud bog. ¥Fcw people went there at any
time of ycar, but during the rainy season it seemcd especially jso-
lated. Ban Mc Thuot itself, partcularly in the late summer of 1963,
was not a bustling metropolis, even though it was the chief market
and administrative center for Darlac province. Its marker place was
a melting pot of the Highlands, where Montagnards of several
different tribes jostled with the Vietnamese and Chinesc living in
the town. Throughout the day, raucous sounds emanated from the
streets and from public loudspeakers. The tribespeople were always
distinguishablc here by their darker skin and colorful dress. Some-
times they came into town on three-wheeled Lambrertas, but more
often they walked along the sides of the roads, carrying in woaod,
squash, and cucumbers, and carrying out the wonders of the mar-
ker: gongs, black cotten cloth, and salt. We often stopped to give
rides to as many as could be accommodatcd in our jecp.

Coming from Saigon, some 250 air miles to thc south, Ban Me
Thuot was in the middle of nowhere; coming from Ban Me Thuot,
the strategic hamlet of Buon Kmrong Prong was the frontcr. To
some of the military and government officials, this frontier looked
like “Indian country”™—and indeed was called, in the lingo of the
tmes, “VC country.” Ever-prescnt danger overshadowed any possi-
ble constructive improvements for the inhabitants. To young volun-
teers, however, it was the “new fronner,” where disease and illiter-
acy would have to be eradicatcd and where concentration of the
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previously scminomadic people in strategic hamlets could facilitate
modcrnization.

Everything about Buon Kmrong Prong gave an impression of
neatness and order. The bambaoo stakes between the rows of harbed-
wire fencing formed pleasant patterns, and one forgot momentarily
the dangers that had led the villagers to drive them patiently into
the soil. Inside the spacious perimeter of the hamlet fence, the bam-
boo and thatch longhouses of the Rhade tribesmen were neatly
arranged in rows. Built on stilts, they could be entercd only by
plcing onc’s feet sideways in the notches of a propped-up log.
Animals were thus prevented from intruding.

We had come 1o Buon Kmrong Prong to help dig a well. To us,
developing a source of rclatvely clean drinking water was one of
the most urgent needs in the Highland villages where dysentery has
always been a terrible scourge. It was, however, a neced not always
evident to the local people, who regarded river water as quitc ade-
quate. For us to claim that there were evil microbes in the water
was to substitute one form of invisible spirit for another; a much
more convincing argument to the Montagnards was that digging a
well would save the half-mile walk vo and from the river.

One day after the well had been completed we were invited to
join the mourners at the funeral of one of the hamlet’s notables, a
member of the Tribal Law Court in Ban Me Thuot. “He was in the
hospital for three months,” one of his closcst friends explained. “His
stomach was all puffed out. Then the doctors sent him home again,
saying he wasn't sick any more. Not sick, but now he’s dead. Yes, it
is true—not even these modern docrors know everything.”

As we waited for the funeral to begin, Y Klar came up. IHe had
worked with Americans for a few months and knew some English.
He also knew that we were interested in learning about the customs
of his tribe. “Rhade customs are very different from Vietnamese
customs,” he said. “Rhades have very happy funerals, Victnamesc
very sad.” We told him that Amcrican funerals were very sad, like
Viemamese. As the festivities got under way, however, we began to
wonder whether the Rhades did not have 2 better approach. The
spirit being liberated, according to the theslogy, why not show joy
rather than grief?
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With about two hundred Monragnards gathered outside the Jong-
housc where the coffin was lying, the ceremonies started in full
force. At first they were mournful enough. There was music—the
heavy bonging of gongs, the thumping of a huge drum, the war-
bling sound of a wind instrument—intertwined with the chanting of
the mourners in the longhouse and the horrendous trumpeting of
the hamlet elephants. At midday the coffin was moved to the grave
site just outside the village fence, and as the music continued, a
shaman, dressed in red, smeared buffale blood en one end of the
coffin and performed a ritual chant. The dead man’s best friend then
gave 2 eulogy, after which an urn containing the deceased’s cross-
bow, blanket, bracelets, and other articles was placed in the grave.
Mcanwhile, the group of women had been wailing and dabbing their
cves with handkerchiefs. As the coflin itself was lowered, the heav-
ens burst forth as if to add their tears to those of the women. The
men hurriedly filled che grave with dirt.

After the shower the mourners began to ease their sadness with
food and drink. We began to sce why Y Klar had prepared us for a
happy funeral. The meat of three water buffalo that had been sacri-
ficed that morning was served, and dozens of jars of rice wine that
had been carcfully guarded from premature consumption werc
brought forth. The participants soon reached a stage of advanced
giddiness and grew quite cheery, interrupnng thetr laughter only
long cnough to empty bladders or doze off. Such parties, we knew,
could go on for days. Sadness, as Y Klar said, was not the predomi-
nant mood of Montagnard funcrals.

But if sadness was secondary at funerals it was pot so for life in
general. For the Montagnards cven more than for the Vietnamese,
the stresses of modernization were upsctting, adding emotional bur-
dens to those brought about by the rigors of war.

Therte are thonght to be ncarly a million Montagnards in South
Viet Nam. Divided into about thirty main tribes and language
groupings, thcy were collectively called Montagnards by the
French, the name meaning “Mountaincers.” Since the French days,
life has changed for them probably more than for any other group
in the country. They were accustomed to roaming the forests, but
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the war has necessitated their agglomeration within the bounds of
fortified hamlets. They had lived by a slash-and-burn economy,
planting their rice in one place undl the yicld became too low, then
moving on to clear off new hillsides and valieys for planting. Now,
with movement restricted, the population more concentrated, and
land less available, they have had to learn an entirely new economy
and way of life. Once accustomed to an independent, even isolated,
social and culrural existence, they now have had to learn to live side
by side with strangers to their lands—the ethnic Vietnamese.

The Montagnards were there first, believed to have migrated into
the Vietmamese Highlands some rwo thousand years ago. American
anthropologists have devoted relatively little attention to these peo-
ple, though they have been divided into two very general language
groupings. One, the Mon-Khmer, includes such tribes as the Koho
around the present town of Dalat; they are thought to have come
originally from what are now Burma and Cambodia. The other, the
Malayo-Polynesian, includes such tribes as the Rhade around Ban
Me Thuot; they are belicved ro have migrated up the Malay Penin-
sula from Indonesia. To the scnsitive, history was full of precedents:
“¥ou see,” said one well-eduecated Koho friend who had read a
history of his own people, “we have always suffcred discrimination.
‘Thousands of years ago we were expelled from our original home-
lands and we settled here. Now the Vietnamese are colonizing our
lands here. They are¢ trying to extcrminate us. Where will we go
next?”

While there is no certain historical indication why the early Mon-
tagnards left cheir original lands centuries ago, it is true that the
Vietnamese have made inroads into the Highlands. This has hap-
pened particularly since 1954, when hundreds of thousands of Viet-
namese left North Vier Nam and many were settled on the vast,
sparsely inhabited plateau of the South. Later, President Dicm’s land-
development program settled another large group on land the
Montagnards felt was rightfully theirs. Even then, however, there
was little contact between the two ethnic groups until the new
outbreak of war forced the Montagnards into the lower ground
neater the Vietnamcse centers. Where the French had shown a
special affection for the good and simple mountin people, offering
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them plantation jobs and Limited education and status in their army,
the Vietmamese, for a variety of psychological reasons, looked down
on them, sometimes referring to them as “dirty and primitive sav-
ages.” Of course there were exceptions in the form of some young
liberals with a developed social conscience. But more typical was the
Dalat high-school student who asked, *“Why do you like them so
much? The Montagnards are so dirty.” We American volunteers
tried to bnidge the gap berween the two groups. When a provincial
education chief said, “You know, in many ways I have come to
admire the Montagnards more than my fellow Vietnamese,” then
we felt we had accomplished something significant for futurc har-
mony in Viet Nam.

Y BI’s story is a typical onc for a Montagnard in South Viet
Nam. His village was at Buon Dak Sak, located south and west of
Ban Me Thuot. When he was small, he lived the traditional slash-
and-burn life of his people. Every three years, his small village
would shift fields, cutting down the forest and planting upland rice,
a special variety requiring considerably less water than the delta
paddy rice. In addition to rice, they grew corn, gourds, squash,
pumpkins, peppers, and eggplant. Tobacco was planted in the loca-
ton of the previous year’s buffalo pen, where the earth had been
fertilized by manure. As a boy, Y Bli set traps in the mountain
streams to catch the tiny fish. klc and the other children also caught
crickets, a delicacy either cooked or raw. They developed an inter-
esting technique: in the evenings and after the first spring rains had
fallen, holes would open up in the ground. Y Bli and his little friends
took cattails, or a similar plant, and inserted them into jars contain-
ing the biting red ants so common in the Highlands. Then they
stuck the cattails with the ants clinging to them inte the holcs in the
ground. The rest was automatic: the ants bit the crickets and drove
them out of the holes where the boys were ready to grab them.
After brushing the ants off the crickets and inte an ant jar, they
placed the crickets into a separate cricket jar. Y Bli could collect
neatly a pint of crickets in an hour. The occasional sacrifices of
their domestic animals and the shooting of a wild deer or boar in the

forest added to the Montagnards’ limited diet.
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As for industry, village activites werc limited to three: onc was
thar of the local blacksmith, whose unique hand-bellows fanned the
flames of the tiny campfire foundry in which he fashioned crude
metal farming tools. A second was that of the women who wove
blankets, also used as skirts, on their wooden handlooms. The third
was the somewhat less specialized one of making crossbows for
hunang as well as various bead necklaces and ornamental handi-
crafts.

With Y Bli’s tribe, marriage came upon the invitation of the girl's
family and was sealcd by an exchange of bracclets made of brass.
The husband then went to live in the longhousc of his wifc’s family.
Y Bli was a sturdy, good-looking boy who got married early, at the
age of sixteen. Jokingly, we asked him why he married so young.
He answered with a grin and 2 shrug: “Her mother pursued me
relentlessly, so I had no choice!™ Soon afterward, in carly 1963, Y
Bli joined the Special Forces, a branch of the army popular with the
Montagnards because they were trained scparately from the Viema-
mesc and were allowed to serve in their nanve Highlands. Y Bl
joined because he wanted to defend his people from the Viet Cong,
because he liked adventure, and because he felt this was the way to
advance. Io franker moments he would add that with the Special
Forces he could assert his identity against the Vietnamese—both
thosc of the Viet Cong and those of the Saigon government.

Y Bli was sent for training ro Camp Buon Ea Nao in Ban Me
Thuot. He liked it there, his children could go to school, and he was
making moncy. To be sure, he missed his village ar first. At pight he
would scemn 1o hear the familiar sounds of the pounding of rice and
the joyous shouting of the children romping in the golden rice
fields or splashing about in the river. But he was young, the outside
world was an adventure, and it did not take him long to break the
links with his traditional world. He had gold caps put on his teeth,
which had been filed down earlier according to the pracrice of his
tribe. In the market place he had contact with Viernamcse, but was
hurt to note that his people, inexperienced in the ways of com-
merce, were being raken advanmage of by the shrewd town mer-
chants.

Y Bli began to see, understand, and become bitter about the dis-
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crimination against his people. He asked the questions posed by
underprivileged minorities everywhere: How can we lift ourselves
out of this rur when many in the majority, who control the econ-
omy, profit from our backwardness? How can we cducate ourselves
without people trained ro be reachers and when our young men and
women find it difficult to get into the schools? How can we use our
own resources when we don’t have the capital to get started and
when we must accept lower wages if we are to get jobs at all?
Where does one start? Is it practical to try to break down the
barriers by educating our own people? Should wc remain, in the
eves of the majority, the jovial but ignorant children of the forest?
Or should we smash the chains of discrimination by revolution? Y
Bli found himself obsessed by these questions. He tried to work out
solutions by himself, and he discussed them and argued about them
with his fellow Montagnard seldiers.

Early in 1964, Y Bli was transferred to another camp at Buon
Sarpa. Here, with Cambodia and the guerrilla infiltration routes not
far away, he participated in border surveillance pamrols. But the
commanding officers at Buon Sarpa were Vietnamese, and before
long the new arrival felt the ethnic tensions weighing still more
heavily on him. There were good reasons why they should. For
cxample, Montagnard soldiers were not always paid the full amount
they had coming to them. Besides that, the Vietnamese officers
sometimes sent Montagnards out on operations without going along
to share in the danger. When the officers did go along, they had
Montagnard coolies carry their packs. There were smaller griev-
ances as well. Vietnamese officers often failed to return the salures
of the Montagnard soldiers, and the Monragoards felt that the enter-
prising Vietnamese barbers who had sct up business at Buon Sarpa
were overcharging for haircuts. Y Bli began to wonder what he was
fighting for. “We fought for the French and got nothing,” he said.
“Now we fight for the Vietnamese and tbey give us nothing.”

Finally, on September 19, 1964, the Montagnard leaders at Buon
Sarpa—like others elscwhere in the Highlands—revolted. At one
o’clock in the morning they shot eleven Vietnamese officers. They
raised the Montagnard flag over Buon Sarpa and tied the Victnamese
commander to the flagpole. The Americans in the camp looked
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helplessly on. Certainly they were opposed ta the violence, but they
had always tended to sympathize with the underdog Montagnards.
(Eventually, the Americans were evacuated by hclicopter.) The
revolr lasted eight days, and in all the Highlands more than eighty
Vietnamese were killed. Y Bham, a famouns man to the young tribes-
iiien, visited Buon Sarpa during this time. He had spent five years in
jail in Hue for his role in an earlier rebellion and was the leader of
the Montagnard nationalist movement, FULRO (Front Uni pour la
Libération des Races Opprimées—United Front for the Liberation
of the Oppressed Races). After the 1964 revolt, Y Bham, with some
of the Buon Sarpa leaders and a few hundred followers, remained in
the near vicinity of the Cambodian border (some thought actually
in Cambodia).

Ac Buon Sarpa the revolt ended when a Vietnamese armed force,
larger than was customarily uvsed against the Viet Cong, arrived
from Ban Me Thuot. The Montagnards surrendered, General
Nguyen Khanh, then pUime minister, came for a ceremony at which
the Vietnamese flag replaced the Montagnard colors. The two ad-
versaries exchanged pistols 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 expericnce. Afrer the revolt, he re-
turned to Ban Me Thuot, then was transferred further north and
east to An Khe, where in the spring of 1965 he partictpated in a
military operation to open the Vier Cong-held Route 19. Nearly
two hundred allied soldiers were killed in this operadon, and Y BN,
while uninjured, became more and more discouraged at seeing his
friends fall one after the other. He resolved to quit the Special
Forces and, without permission, headed once again for Ban Me
Thuot. The last time we met, Y Bli was very depressed. “I cannot
return to my village,” he said, “because life there is strange to me
now. Besides, if I did return, the VC would retaliate against me. Or
perhaps the FULRO would try to recruit me. Yet I cannot return
to the Spccial Forces, for I Ieft them before. Even though I like the
military life, it is no good to fight for the Vietnamese who take
advantage of us. They will not give me a job here, cither. There is
nothing to do.”

Y Bl is not lazy. He does not want to live off his relatives. Like
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many of his peers, he is confused. He is disoriented not only by the
consequences of war, but by the fact of being a member of 2 minor-
ity group in a secmingly alicn master society.

*I am a soldicr,” he said. “I cannot go back to my village. I have
forgotten the ways of planting rice. My dream is for the indcpen-
dence of my people. The old village is for my parents and grandpar-
ents. There is something different for me.” Yet Y Bli cannot articu-
fate what that something is. The complexities are too great, and he
cannot cope with the demands made upon himself and his people by
the inevitable coming of modernization.

For the Montagnards, moving into strategic hamlets has often
been upsetting. Unable to roam at will in the forests because of the
dangers of war, they have had to learn intensive, rather than exten-
sive, cultivation. Now, if the soil nutrients are used up, they cannot
simply clear new land and move to a new location. They must stay
where they are and copc. They must learn to diversify their crops,
to utilize the manure from their animals as ferdlizer, and to use
commercial fertilizers and insecticides, This much they must learn
just to maintain their previous level; 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 breeds of
pigs and chickens can furnish them with a more balanced diet,
thereby cutting down on disease. Because living condidons have
become more crowded, they must develop sanitary water and toilet
facilities. And part and parcel of all this is the need for education, to
develop the ability of the peoplc to adapt to new condiaons. All this
has to come sooner or later to the Montagnards, just as it has been
coming to the Vietnamese. But the pressurcs of the war are hasten-
ing the process and allowing little rime for the necessary soctal and
cultural adaptation.

The war, a Vietnamese province chief decided in early 1964,
dictated the construction of a large Montagnard resettlement arca at
Gia Bac. Its purpose was to group together several villages which
could not defend themselves and make them into an entity of suffi-
cient size to defend not only its people but also the main road on
which it lay. Gia Bac was built in a dramatic location atop a ridge.
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From it, one could sece the South China Sea to the east and the
Annamite mountain chain to the west. Gia Bac was to be 2 model
scttlement, enthusiastically supported both by the Victnamese gov-
ernment and the American aid mission. A health clinic was buile,
along with a two-classroom school and a hamlet office. Wells were
dug, and new clothcs were distributed to the people. An all-out
effort was made. An auspicious inauguration ceremony was planned,
though organized as it was by Vietnamcse, it bore scant relevance w
the Montagnard traditions.

Warned in advance of the dignitaries’ arrival by the whirring of
helicopter rotors, the tribespecople wcere lined up neatly on cither
side of the dirt road along which reviewing stands had been sct up
for the inauguraton ceremonies. Decked out in relief clothing, the
people looked bewildered as the officials from the sky sraggered
through the clouds of dust billowed up by the chopper blades. Some
of the lesser province officials had come by jeep, making a strenuous
rwo-hour trip. All the provincial service chiefs had been ordered to
attend this ceremony. Whereas the Americans were generally
pleased to have a change from their desks and the confines of the
town, these officials frequently took off the rest of the day or came
to work late the next morning in order to compensate for the dan-
gers and the unwelcome excitement. Once in Gia Bac they gathered
in lirtle groups and charted or joked among themselves. The Mon-
tagnards stood as they were told, waitng to sce whatr would happen.
They understood lirtle of the proceedings anyway, since the ma-
jority could not speak or understand the Vietnamese language. Two
buffalo also waited, with ropes tied tightly around their heads and
attached to ceremonial poles.

Such occasions, po matter how remote in the jungle wilderness,
were invariably equipped by the Vietnamcse Information Scrvice
with poreable public-address systems. A long string of Victnamesc
notables made speeches, after first testing the sound equipment by
blowing and tapping on the microphone. One Montagnard man
spoke briefly and was followed by a Carholic priest, the only Viet-
namese there who could speak Koho, the appropriate Montagnard
language for Gia Bac. If the villagers wcre still listening, they would
have understood these two small parts of the speech-making. To be
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sure, the buffalo sacrifice was a Montagnard custom, but the accom-
panying ritual of the Koho prancing around in a circle while blow-
ing their six-piped mouth organs had the flavor of an unfamiliar
and forced Vietnamese chorcography. Because of the presence of
the dignitaries and the lIate morning hour, the sacrifice, traditionally
carried out at dawn in more elaborate form, was abbreviated. The
legs of the huge animals were bound tegecther with ropes which
were then pulled, causing the buffalo to fall. Then theic throats
were slit, slowly enough so that the heaving of the suffering beasts
and the stench of the fresh blood filled the air for more than a brief
moment. Finally, the highest of the somewhat squeamish digniraries
were dabbed on the foot with the blood. Gia Bac was now “offi-
cial.”

Afrer the ceremony, the public-address system was turned over to
a blaring Victnamese popular music band brought in from a Saigon
nightclub. To its accompaniment, the guests were treated to a huge
banquet. The people of Giz Bac, meanwhile, were free to go their
own way. A group of small children headed for the community
water hole a few hundred yards distant, farther than anv of the
visitors would be likely to venture. They had been on good behav-
1or and looked sp:mng clean in their new clothes when the school
was opencd earlier. Now they were far more natural and uninhib-
ited, scampering naked in and out of the water and splashing each
other gleefully.

The furure of Gia Bac would not be gleeful, however. The inaug-
uration day was virmally che last on which security conditions per-
mitted civilians to use the road. A few months later, with Viet Cong
roving all about, the peoplc left the sertlement—some to refugee
camps in the district towns, some to join the Viet Cong. This stage
of their lives was without ceremony or fanfare. Gia Bac lies now
abandoncd. no longer a subject of prnde to Viemamese officials. Tt
may never have been such to its own inhabitants.

Our own failure to understand both general conditions and the
Montagnards was refiected in the fate of Minh Rong, another ham-
Iet not far from Gia Bac. There had been a nice school at Minh
Rong before, one of a very few constructed for the Montagnards
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by the French. In receat years, however, it had fallen into disuse
because the pcople were afraid to send their children outside the
strategic hamlet fence and into an area, however nearby, where the
Viet Cong might attack. Every time we drove through the cca
plantations and bounced along the dirt trail past the school, we felt a
sensc of waste. No Viet Cong had becn reported in the area for a
long time, yet the school was being used as a shelter for cows. Its
roof was falling in, and its cement floor was being torn up by
haoves.

Why couldn't 2 teacher be hired and the school fixed up and used
again for the children of Minh Rong? we asked provincial and
district authorities,

“Impassible,” we were told. “The people there are afraid of the
vCr

One day, however, we went with the Montagnard assistant dis-
trict chief and the provincial school inspector and talked with the
leaders of Minh Rong hamlet. Conversation revealed that they
weren’t so much concerned abour the VC as they were about a
genie that haunted the school grounds and would be grossly
offended if the school were used again. If they were to have a
schaol, the leaders told us, it would have to be a new school in a new
place. For if they tried to use the old one, the genie would bring evil
fortune upon them. Indeed, they did not sound very interested in
having a school. The Vietnamese school inspector, though basically
a goad and jovial person, seemed equally uninterested. A new school
would only mean more paper work for him. An ensconced civil
servant who occasionally admitted to a kind of revulsion for the
“dirty Montagnards,” he had no sense of the necd for social revolu-
tion in the rural arcas. He snickered at the tales of genics, turning
his attention instead to 2 twirly homemade toy with which some of
the ragged little Montagnard boys were playing in the dirt. Mean-
while, with the Montagnard district official, we made another try.

“While you're waiting for a possible ncw school,” we asked the
hamlet leaders, “could the old one be repaired and used temporar-
ily?”

"‘Well, probably ves,” they replied after some thought.

“For how long?”
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“A few months.”

“If the genie isn’t offcnded by a few months, why would he be
offended by a permanent school there?”

“He just would be. The children from 2l over would be tram-
pling about and disturbing him. The genie would then bring sick-
ness on the village people.”

“But only the children from your village would use the school,”
we said hopefully, adding that w¢ were already sponsoring another
school for the next village. “Surely the genie would not be angry
toward your children m Minh Rong?”

“Well,” the leaders finally agreed, “perhaps not.”

“Do you think it would be all right, then, to have the school
reopen®” we asked.

“Yes, all right.”

By now, the school inspector was whining about wanting to go
back home. He didn’t like being so far out of town, it was getting
late in the afternoon, and besides, it Jooked like rain. He had not
been with us earlicr in Djiramour, a hamlet in the next district, and
therefore he did not know the power of the genies. In Djiramour,
the villagers had been forced by the local government to move all
their houses for the second time, from the slopes of a hillside to the
top of the same hill. The reason given was to permit better defense
of the hamlet. One would have thoughe thosc peoplc very angry at
having to move again so soon after the initial sertlement. Why had
the government pot thought to place them on top of the hill in the
first place? One day we had asked them how they felt about all this,
cxpecting 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, however, it would remain to be seen whether the
genie would, in the end, approve or not. Meanwhile, we did our job.
Since no one in Minh Rong knew how to repair with cement and no
one knew how to read and write, both workers and a teacher had to
be brought in from outside. Ideally, the teacher was chosen from
among the hamlet population, since the natural spirit of community
cooperation tended to make teacher and pupils more responsive to
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one another. But this was not possible in Minh Rong. The district
office fimally designated K'Brop, a young boy from a nearby
blanket-weaving hamlet, as the teacher. While K’Brop was being
trained for two months, Viemamese workers were sent in to repair
the old school, to convert it from an institute for cows to an insti-
ture for basic learning. Idcally again, the Montagnards would learn
to mix concrerc by themsclves and to help build their own school on
a self-help basis. We had taught them elsewhere and found them
industrions and quick to learn. Bur Vietnamese contractors could
not afford the dme and cffort required to teach them. “How could
they possibly learn anything?” shricked one particularly arrogant
Vietnamese district chief. “They are so ignorant! They are a prehis-
toric people!” When it was suggested to him that the first step
toward overcoming their “ignorance” would be to build them
schools, he laughed. “They don't care abour such things,” he said.
“They want to be lcft alone.” In the case of Minh Rong, it was
considered more expedient to send Vicenamese workers to repair
the school.

The school was repaired and K'Brop began teaching. But perbaps
the genie had been annoyed, after all, for the school was never a
success. Less than two months after it opened, the lock on the
classroom door was broken and a number of books and CARE
school kits were stolen. Soon after that, the Viet Cong, who had
been absent from the area for some time, began terrorizing the
countryside again. As a result, K’Brop did not dare to stay in Minh
Rong, and it was not long before many of the hamlet people also
left, secking refuge in the provincial capital. Now the school at
Minh Rong is once again unused, standing as a lonely sentinel in the
midst of the tea plantations.

There were many rcasons for the school's incffectiveness. One
was that the villagers did not really want it in the first place. We
had been overeager in our insistence. Only fourtcen students en-
rolled, and as many as half were abscnt for long periods of time.
While theoretically a small class should be more conducive to learn-
ing, in Viet Nam the fecling seems to be that a small turnout refiects
an unworthwhile activity. Another problem had o do with K'Brop-
To begin with, he was not a cheery person and his lack of spirit
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influenced the classroom atmosphere. Not having advanced very far
into primary school himself, he had understood litte of the material
presented at the short training course. And because the training
program itsclf had been planned in Saigon, much of its content was
irrelevant to Montagnard conditions. The point of the overly theo-
retical lessons, taught in Vietnamese, often escaped the new Mon-
tagnard teachers, who had only a rudimentary knowledge of the
Viemamese language. When questions were called for at the end of
one fast-spoken lecture on teaching methods, a bewildered student
asked, “Could we have more soap? We're all out of it.”” Untl late
1964, Montagnard tcachers, on returning to their classrooms, were
obliged to conduct their classes entirely in Viemamese. In practice,
of course, they could not do this even if they spoke it well them-
selves, because their students wouldn’t understand them. Sall,
despite all the difficulties, a beginning had been made, and even
though some teachers did not perform as well as they might have
under more favorable conditions, concepts of modern education
were being introduced in villages that had never had schools before.

While the slipshod K'Brop was being trained as a teacher for
Minh Rong, K'Xung, an alert Mnong, was being trained in Dalat.
He had made the trip to Dalat, along with five of his colleagucs,
from the Da Mrong valley. A rutted wrail, impassable even by jeep,
wound over the mountains from Da Mrong to Dalat for 2 distance
of some forry miles, and it was along this route that K'Xung had
walked, The trip took a full two days on foot, and the brave young
teachers spent the night in the forest. “Danger of Viet Cong? So
what?”” K’Xung said upon arrival.

K'Xung's qualifications for teaching were considerably better
than those of K'Brop, cven though his hanging earlobes, which are
no longer common among the vounger Montagnards, madc him
look more tradinonal. K'Xung had studied at a Catholic missionary
school in Dalat, had completed primary school, and could communi-
cate in basic French. He was conscicndous and dedicated, as proven
by his arduous trek through the forest, and he was extremely kind,
as we werc to learn later,

K'Xung’s home was in Dien Krac, the most remote hamlet in the
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Da Mrong area. To the people of Dien Krac the Americans must
have seemed a strange, if gencrous, breed. After the teachers’ train-
ing course, when K’Xung and his colleagues were loaded down with
school supplies too heavy to carry for two days through the forests,
a way had 1o be found ro transport them home from Dalat. At the
last minute, an understanding U.S. Army major offered a helicopter
that had been consigned to him for “psychological warfare” the
next afternoon. But there were two conditions to our using it. One
was the weather, which murmned out to be adequate. The other re-
lated to the “psywar” function of the mission, which the voung
teachers could fulfill by broadcasting propaganda to their fellow
villagers while circling overhead before landing. Seeming scarcely
surprised, KXung and the others agreed to this condition. They
were, after all, ardently against the Viet Cong, and besides, retalia-
tion by the guerrillas was unlikely since Da Mrong, for all its isola-
tion, had been relatively free from the tensions of the war. Prepar-
ing for take-off from the little airfield in town, we must have made
an unusual sight: from the airborne instrument of war dangled a
huge bank of loudspeakers; they would have to be loud indeed to be
heard over the din of the helicopter itself. Inside the helicopter,
instead of wcapons, ammunition, or leaflets, went blackboards and
globes, schoolbooks, pencils and crayons, balls and visual aids, and
mytiad other tools for the classroom. The helicopter pilots had
never visited Dien Krac before, so we would have to steer them
through mountain passes and around cloud banks until the village
came into view.

Only fiftcen minutes later, instead of the two days it would have
taken on foot, we crossed the last mountain barrier, and as the
helicopter circled over Dien Krac swarms of villagers poured out
from their thatch houses, craning rheir necks skyward. They were
attracted not only by the now familiar whirring of the rotor blades,
but by the announcements emitted through the hanging loudspeak-
ers: “Hello! Iicllo! This is K'Xung, your teacher. I am returning
home after a long two months in the city. The government has
trained me to become a better teacher for our hamlet school and for
our people. OQur people will progress through education. All chil-
dren prepare to study to read and to write. Now school will begin.
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Hello! Hello! This is K’Xung. . . .” The villagers watched the heli-
copter as it hovercd, preparing to land, and then thcy streamed
outside the strategic hamlet gate to engulf K'’Xung as he srcpped
from the craft with packages of all shapes and sizes. His task was
just beginning.

To us, as outsiders, there was a sense of drama in all this—drama
we had tried to evoke in the course of a short talk at the closing
ceremony of the training sessions in Dalat. “This is not,” we sug-
gested, “2 ceremony just to mark the closing of this course. Rather
it is to celcbrate the beginning of a new phase, a new step forward.
For now you will be returning to your distant hamlets to teach your
own village children. The most important task is just starting. As
for us, your American friends, we have tried to help you somewhat
in this training course. We hope in the coming weeks and months to
be able to visit you in your classrooms in the hamlets. Meanwhile,
we wish you much success, for yours is a great and noble undertak-
ing.” Understandably, it did not seem so great and noble ro K'Xung,
about to labor under the daily burdens of a teacher’s life. But there
he was, and when the helicopter took off and puttered back over the
j2gged mountain barrier to Dalat, Dien Krac was again isolated from
the outside world.

Actually, the question of who was isolated from whom was a
very subjective one. From the town, the hamlet was indeed isolated.
Oun the other hand, no one was more provincial—particularly con-
cerning the Montagnard villages—than the city dwellers. Because of
the gap involved, school inspectors seldom visited such hamlets as
Minh Rong and Dien Krac. By traditon, in fact, education was
considered a phenomenon limited to the towns. The Vietnamese
director of a district boarding school for Montagnards, though 2a
fine and sensitive young man, had never seen a Montagnard hamlec
until, at our initiative, he led some of his students on 2 singing tour
of their home villages. This gesture was greatly appreciated by the
children’s parents, since it gave them an opportunity to sce what
their children had been doing while away at school. But even more
important, the expericnce proved to be a major revelanon to the
school director, giving him his first view of his pupils’ cultural back-
grounds.
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It is surcly this lack of contact rhat has led to lack of understand-
ing berween the rwo ethnic groups. The grear Independence Day
parades held in Saigon on November 1 often feature 2 “Highlands
delegation.” Intended to titillate the urban Saigonesc, this delegation
is primitively and exotically dressed. Its members ride shaggy pontes
along the broad boulcvard of the parade route. Garbed in such a
way even in their own villages, not ro mention in the national capi-
tal, they would appcar extremely out of place. But those Victnamese
who do not know the real Montagnard way of life cannot realize
thar they are being duped. Instead, they point and laugh,

Because the Montagnards are often thought to he primitive, any-
thing better than what they already have is considered too good.
One province chief was asked why the hamlet schools intended for
Montagnards were of a different and inferior construction from
those meant for Vietnamese. Why didn’t the Mentagnard schools
have glass windows too? Why were the walls built only waist-high,
leaving the rest open with only latticcwork up to the roof?
Wouldn’t it be very cold for the children in the carly mornings?
Wasn’t aid money provided for equal-quality construction of all
schools throughout the provinee, for Vietmamese and Montagunards
alike?

“The Montagnards are more accustomed to the cold,” the prov-
ince chicf replied.

We, as American voluntcers uninfluenced by the traditional Viet-
namese prejudices, felt compelled to trear the Montagnards betrer.
Bur this too could cause problems, since it tended to emphasize the
poor treatment they received at the hands of the Vietnamese. When
we procured army-surplus leather briefcascs for all the new teachers
at the end of their training course, on¢ young Montagnard offered
us profuse thanks. “Before you came here the Vietnamese never
gave us anvthmg, he said. “They treated us very badly.” From our
point of vicw, the solurion was not to treat the .\Iontagnards well in
order to make up for past injustices, but rather to bridge the gap in
understanding between them and the Vietnamese with a view to
future reconciliadion. It was, after all, their country, and the two
groups would havc to learn to live in it together. General Vinh Loc,
2 former Vietnamesec commander for the Ilighlands region, was
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quite critical, however, of American encouragement to the Montag-
nards. Along with his subsequent replacement, Genceral Lu Lan, he
was the subject of a joke told in Vietnamese military circles: “Un-
der General Loc the Montagnards were allowed to keep their loin-
cloths. With Lu Lan, they will {osc even those.”

Certainly there has been improvement in the last few years, For
one thing, the word “savage” has given way to the word “Montag-
nard” in everyday usage. When Licutenant Coloncl De was prov-
ince chief in Dalat, he frequently sang duets with the Montagnard
teachers: “Kinh Thuong Mot Nha"—Vietnamese and Montagnards
share one home. Colonel De insisted at ouc poine that all his civil
servants begin to study the Koho language, and he proceeded to
master it himself. He appcared genuinely to like and admire the
Alontagnards, and they liked him too. Late in 1964, afeer he failed to
declarc in time for Gencral Khanh during an attempted coup détat
in Saigon, Coloncl e was mansferred to a coastal province. And
although he was clected in 1967 as Balat’s represenrative to the
Lower Housc in Saigon, he was no longer in a position to give much
help to the Montagnard pcople.

Aleanwhile, n 2 hamlet not too far from Dalat, Colone! De's
replacement decided to prove to the Monragnard inhabitants that
the government still cared for them. He ordered ten or twelve
Victnamese service chiefs to spend the night there, But the gesturc
was timed to coincide with an expccted visit by Pham Khac Suu,
then the Victnamese chief of statc, in order to impress him with che
provincial administration’s concern for the tribespeople. The Viet-
namese were thus highly annoyed when the chicf of state failed to
appear, and they were left w aiting forlornly and feeling quite out of
place in the strange hamlet surroundings. 1 ‘hey formed a cliqque of
their own, effectively ignoring the Monragnards. Finally, to accom-
modate themselves overnight they made some of the Montagnards
leave their homes, the eviction belying any gestures of friendship.

There were other cxceptional Vietnamese, however, besides
Colonel De. Onc group of acrion-minded srudenrs spent a full
month in a muddy Montagnard refugee settlement, helping the up-
rooted wmibespeople to build new homes. Some Vietnamese were
associated with the forelgn missionaries in converting the animist
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Montagnards to Christianity. In spite of the missionarics’ sometimes
self-rightecus compctition with one another for the allegiance of
various villages, their contriburions ro the physical well-being of the
people were often considerable. Although some Montagnards were
unimpressed by all “Yuan,” as they called the Vietnamese, and
thought of them as being lazy, weak, and arrogant, many could
indced distinguish between the good and the bad Viemamese.

Miss Tu, the provincial school inspectress in Dalat, was widely
considered to be 2 good Viernamcse. She had a friendly smile for
cveryone and, in spite of being a woman, was one of the few civil
servants who seemed to enjoy visiting the people in their hamlets.
Her colleagues in the education office, all good peoplc in themsclves,
seemed to permit her this strange predisposition in favor of the
Montagnards, though never fully undcrstanding ir or sharing it
They would pay lip service to the desirabilicy of helping all the
rural people, but when it came to bouncing around on wilderness
trips to see them, they were either too busy, too fearful of their
lives, or didn’t feel very well that day. Miss Tu, putting the men in
her office to shame, was always willing to set out at the crack of
dawn and often stayed our until dusk. She never complained. She was
particularly friendly to the Montagnards, and it was a rude awaken-
ing for them when, like Celenel De and so many effective civil
servants, she was abruptly transferred in 1967 to a job in Dalat Cicy,
leaving the problems of the countryside to two old men who rarely
left their desks and never visited hamler schools. “The situation is
very bad now,” Miss Tu wrotc to us recently. “The teachers become
lazy, because nobody comes to sce them. I met K'Xung and some
other teachers, our mutual friends, who came ro sec me when they
went to the education office to get their salaries. Now, nobody
comes to give them money like we did before, so they must go by
foot to get it themselves every three or four months.”

She knew K'Xung well. She had helped him, and he would help
her. On one visit we took CARE school kits, soap, student chalk-
boards, wall decorations, maps, a ball, and hair clippers to his village
of Dien Krac. The helicopter, as usual, dropped us off outside the
village entrance. (The first time, it had landed inside the village, but
the rotor biades thrcarened to blow the thatch roofs off the houses.
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Thereafter, we always discouraged the pilots from landing too close.)
A throng of children came to greet us and helped carry the supplies
to the schoolhouse. The helicopter then flew off for other supply
missions, the pilots promising to return for us at two-thirty that
afterncon. While making wvisits by helicopter cerminly afforded
great ease of transportation, there was always an clement of uncer-
tainty. Sometimes we barely had time to complete our business
before it returned, and always we had to keep an ear cocked for the
sound of the rotors 5o as to be at the landing spot exactly when it
descended. Although army officers occasionally used it to make
weekend pleasure trips, we were advised to respect the time of the
helicopter, since it allegedly cost at least $200 an hour to run the
flving wonder.

This time we would not have to rush our visit. We watched while
K’Xung locked the things we had brought m the school cabinet for
safekeeping. The soap was especially precious because all we could
cbtain was expensive shampoo, denated by an American firm. Cheap
bar soap would have been betrer, bur it had not been budgcted
locally and so we had no means for buying it. The Montagnards
stood in awe, however, of our afffuent and foamy green suds. Then
we helped K’Xung hang some of the decorations on the wall, along
with maps of Viet Nam which we had procured free of charge
through a kindly officer at the National Geographic Service. Miss
Tu used the maps to assist K'Xung in giving the pupils a spontane-
ous geography lesson. Names they may or may not have heard
before, like Saigon or Dalat or Ban Me Thuot, were related to points
on the map on the wall. K’Xung’s globe, made at the training course
but in most classrooms destined through lack of use to remain a
mere ornament, helped to explain the origin of the different-looking
Americans. The fifry pupils, dressed virtually in rags, did not appear
visibly impressed.

Not wishing to cause an added burden, we had brought along our
own sandwiches for lunch. K'Xung offered us rice wine to wash
them down with, though Miss Tu declined, Victnamese womcen
normally confining themsclves to tea and soft drinks. K’Xung, how-
cver, spoke highly of the rice-wine custom as we sipped the cheer-
ing liquid through a tube enmired in the depths of the tall heirloom
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jar. “Oh, we drink it often,” he said, “especially when we have
guests.” Indced, it is a sociable pastime, within the family as well as
during fesnvals and funerals. The oldest woman in the household
usually takes her place before the jar and sips first, the socicty being
matrilineal. She then cedes to the guest and finally to the other
mcmbers of the family in turn. One man is designated to kecp up
the water level in the jar. With a mctal cup, he takes fresh warer
brought dircctly from the river or well and adds it to the rice mash
which has been fermenung in the bottom of the jar for up to one
month. This pastime is frowned on by the Protestant missionarics,
but it is not interfered with by the Catholics. As K'Xung put it with
a grin, “It’s quite all right for us Catholics to drink rice wine. It is
only the Protestants who protest!”

At two-thirty, the helicopter was not yer in sighr. We waired.
K'Xung, mcanwhile, gave the children the ball to play with, and
they found this much more exciting than the geography lesson. As
they kicked it about the open arca in the center of the hamler, we
scanned the skies. But when the monsoon clouds floated over the
mountains, followed by the daily torrential rains, we began to be-
lieve that we would end up spending the night, for helicopters did
not fly in bad weather. By the time the rain had finished clattering
onto the metal roof of the school and pouring into a barrel set up at
one end, the afternoon was drawing to a close. We concluded for
sure that we would be spending the night. While Miss Tu sat alone
on the veranda and got used to the idea (before that day, even she
had never been inside 2 Montagnard longhouse), a soldier across the
way played the kamboat, a six-piped mouth organ. Though most
forcigners (including the ethnic Vietnamese) found the music mo-
notonous and simple, the instrument turned out to be a difficult onc
to play.

Although Dien Krac itself was little affected by the war, it was
highly unusual for an American, or a Viemamese from the city, to
darc spend 2 night in the village. Furthermore, Miss Tu was con-
ccrned that her family would worry about her safcry, which they
certainly did. Never having been there themselves, of course, they
naturally conjured up the most grotesque images of a fronticr post
peopled by savages. At five-thirty we asked if the military two-way
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radio eould be used to call Dalat in an effort to determine whether
wc'd been forgotten. Every hamlet has a two-way radio for usc in
case of Vicr Cong attack, yet we were told that the only times it
could be heard at the other end was at 6:0o P.ALL and at 6:00 A, the
monitoring times at Da Mrong post. Half an hour later, the soldiers
tried to radio in, but since all the other hamlets were calling at the
same time, Dicn Krac had to awatt its turn, By the time the operator
finally got through, the Da Mrong moniror had been rurned off, not
to be heard again until six the next moraing! One could not help
wondering about the system’s efficacy in casc of artack, though
possibly the sound of gunshots would have carried the three miles
along the valley floor cven without the radio.

With embarrassed apologics for the primitiveness of the dinner
available, K'Xung offcred us a more than adequate amount of red
rice, along with some river fish and tea. Then, as darkness fcll on the
hamlet, he and the village chicf found blankets, suggesting some of
them for usc underneath us in order to make the woven bamboo
sleeping platform softer. K’Xung’s whole cxtended family slept
raised above the dirt floor on the same long bamboo platform in the
single long room of the Mnong-stylc longhouse. The only other
furnityce, aside from 2 crude table and some chairs, was a smaller
platform which hung from the center roof polc and scrved as a
granary. The valuable heirloom vases that were used for the rice
wine were lined up along one wall.

In addition to blankets, K'Xung produced two mosquito nets,
perhaps the only two in the hamlet. Bur they were scarcely needed,
we discovered, because the indoor cooking fires were allowed to
smolder throughout the nighr; rhe suflocating smoke they produced
tended ro discourage all inscets. Finally, the soothing sounds of the
village lulled vs to slecp, as occasional low murmurs and muffled
coughings from the other huts mixed with the loud calls of the
denizens of the forest around us.

The next morning, the radio operator rcported having made con-
tact with Da Mrong at six, but added that Da Mrong had claimed
it did not know how to contact Dalat. Irs line reached only to Lac
Duong, the district headquarters. After a cursory washing, and over
more rice and fish offcred by K'Xung, we decided the only way to
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clarify our situation was to walk to Da Mrong. For this it was
fortunate that Miss Tu, before undertaking the helicoprer trip the
previous day, had changed her high-hecled shoes and a0 dai* for
sneakers and slacks. K'Xung, leaving his not-too-saddencd class to
the pleasures of the new ball, accompanied us. By then the sky was
blue and the sun bright, and the vallev was a luscious sight with its
towcring green peaks on cither side. We could hear children shout-
ing from afar in the golden ricc ficlds. These were children who
could not go to school, for it was their job to scare away the birds
that threatened ro eat the precious ripening grains.

In Da Mrong, word had just been received that the helicopter
would come. It was being repaired from a breakdown the day be-
fore. Although hot and perspiring from the relentless sun, we de-
cided in the meantime to walk on to see Fla Jah, a teacher at the
nearby hamler of Yengle who seemed to appreciate our periodic
encouragement. Being an easygoing fellow, Ha Jah had difficulty
keeping discipline in his class of cighty-five pupils. Every setback—
<€ven so minor a one as the soccer ball's wearing out—was discourag-
ing to him. This time, as it happened, Ha Jah’s pupils were off
burying a small classmate who had died from sickness the dav
hefore. Still Ha Jah persevered at his job. Finally, when the sun was
already high, the unmistzkable sound of rotor blades could be heard,
and the hclicopter descended first at Dien Krac, to learn we'd gone
to Da Mrong, then at Da Mrong, to hear we'd procceded to Yengle,
Responding to our waving of handkerchicfs in front of Yengle’s
stockade fence, the helicoprer touched down. We bade farewell to
hoth Ha Jah and K’Xung 2nd climbed aboard.

Inside the chopper were four Americans, annoyed that we had
not stayed to await them at Dicn Krac but had caused them to ke
several cxpensive minuates to trace us to Yengle. “What’s the big
idea?” one of them asked. “We got up early this morning. We have
to get back to our base. This picking vou up was only a faver. We
just about decided to leave you right where you were.” Miss Tu
smiled wanly.

It was always encouraging to visit Dien Krac and the other
schools in the Da Mrong valley, for in spite of their remotencss and
* The ao dai is the maditdonal Viemamese women's dress.
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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 seemed that aside from the differing atntudes toward education
on the part of various parents within a given community, different
communitics also displayed varying collective appreciations for a
school in their midst The Da Mrong villages were highly apprecia-
tive, thus the crowded classrooms and conscientious teachers. The
attitnde in Mioh Rong, by contrast, was not favorable and enroll-
ment was low.

In working with Montagnard villagets, as well as with Vietnam-
esc, it was important to be able to recognize the moods and atri-
tudes of the community and of the leaders within the community. It
was easy to make mistakes. On an inirial investigating visit to onc
isolated hamlet with the Montagnard deputy province chief, we
received the impression that a school was not desired by the people
therc. The inhabitants we met showed no intcrest. We consequently
proposed that a planned classroom should be placed elsewhere. Scv-
eral months later, the people of that hamler opened their own school
in a new wooden building with crude, though adequate, furniture.
They had selected their own teacher from among the local popula-
ton, and he had begun lessons for more than thirty children. Such
efforts at self-help were all the more impressive for their raricy.
More often, luring Montagnard children to school was very diffi-
culg, as it had been at Minh Rong. This was hardly surprising, for
having only recently moved out of the forests into the fortfied
scttlements, parents frequently did not know the meaning of educa-
tion and had no clear idea of what a school really was. It was
difficult to persuade them that 2 betrer life lay in store for them if
they would send their children to school, rather than keeping them
at home to help in the household and to guard the buffalo or chase
away the birds that threatened the rice. Often a family would desig-
nate one child, the smartest of the brood, to attend schaol by way
of token representation. In seme schools, only boys attended. “Ch,
1s school for girls too?” asked one teacher.

The romanticists among us questioned the need for urging thesc
contented children of nature to atrend school and thus ro succmmb
to modern 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 hearts and minds, and the
conquest of ignorance implicd that educated people would ncver
choose communism. Of course, the counterinsurgency mouvation
was not the only one, though it was the one thar gave impetus to
school construction and teacher training programs. It was also scen
that general economic development, which was after all the need of
the times, could only be based on a literate population and the
ability to link cause with effect—fertilizer with larger crops, sanita-
tion with better health, and ability to read and reason with partici-
patory democracy. Of special significance to the Montagnards was
the need to catch up with their Viemamese compatriots, so that
they would not be cheated in the market place or discriminated
against because of inferior opportunity to advance. Among Mon-
tagnard nationalists, this last reason had a special appeal and helps to
explain why their Ieaders were often very willing to cooperate in
modernization programs for their people.

Much has been done for the Montagnards. In a sense, it was the
pressures of the war chat both led to their problems and opened up
solutions to them. It was the pressures of the war that broughe them
into frequent contact with the Viemamese who looked down upen
them. But this same contact over the years has begun o bring them
together in a limited bond of understanding. Six years ago Victna-
mese would have denied any similarity between the way they
looked upon the Montagnards and the plight of the black people in
America. Now, at |cast, the problems of the Montagnards arc recog-
nized. Incrcasing numbers have been absorbed into the government,
and 2 fcw have even learned the techniques of bureaucratic corrup-
ton. In some areas Montagnard high-school enrollments tripled
between 1965 and 1967, thanks in part to American scholarships.
Montagnard pupils are given handicaps on the competitive govern-
ment cxaminations for diplomas. A majority of children have for
the first time been able to attend primary schools either in or ncar
their villages, although many of these have been ravaged by war
soon after opening. Each Highland province now has an agricultural
training center where new seeds and animals arc furnished and new
methods of farming and home cconomics are taught. In national
goversment, a previously insignificant Commissariat for Montag-
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nard Affairs has been clevated to the ministry level, and a propor-
tionate number of Montagnard representatives serve in the Saigon
Legislature, their place assured by the Constitution. More Montag-
nard military units have been placed under the command of
Meontagnard officers.

Yet many continue to dream hopefully of a separate Montagnard
nation. These nationalists feel uncomfortable in any association with
the Vietnamese government, and a handful (predominantly from
the educated clite) continue to hold out in the mountainous border
regions against any form of Vietnamcse hegemony. They look skep-
tically upon government attempts to mollify them, When in 1967 a
Montagnard licutenant colonel was appointed province chief in
Pleiku, a move intended to please the Montagnards, they reacred by
taking offense at the government’s choice of a man lacking in admin-
istrative experience: “This is ridiculous! This man is ignorant; he
dues not know how to read or write! To call him chief of province
is to demonstrate to what an extent the Viectnamese make fun of us.
The government appoints this so-called licurcnant colonel just o
better oppress us and to laugh in the nose of all the Montagnards.”
That same year, one of the most educated and reasonable Montag-
nards reacted to the news of a mysterious poisoning of his people:
“This recent news concerning the relations between Vietnamese
and Montagnards disturbs me. I have just heard the very bad and
shocking news that 140 Montagnards have died. poisonced by alcohol
and dried fish—30 in Djiring and 170 in Ban Me Thuot. I belicve
that we are going to disappear little by little. 1 am afraid of that. I
don’t know why they did it. Pm afraid this will create another
tension between the two races. I know very well that to live in
peace it is better to be friends than enemies; but this time events
have exceeded their proper bounds. You sce, the weak are always in
the wrong. Thus, it scems, might makes right.” The causes of the
poisoning were never proved, but the Montagnards did not care;
they blamed the Viemamese.

The problems of reconciling embirtered cthnic groups have never
been easy. In North Viet Nam, it is believed, scparation was rcla-
tvely complere, since the Montagnards there werc granted nearly
autonomons status on their own lands. Those Vietnamese adminis-
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trators who did work there were apparently required to learn the
Highland tongues and to treat the tribespeople as equals, or even as
“comrades.” Montagnards in the North were appointed to high po-
sitions, especially in the military. To be sure, some of the North
Viemamese tribal societies are considered more advanced and so-
phisticated than those of the South, thus facilitating equality and
cooperation. On the other hand, rumors during the period of
American bombings and the outpouring of Vietnamese into Mon-
tagnard areas have suggested that relations in the North may have
become more tense any way.

For the Montagnards of the South, life will never again be the
same. The old gencration that longed to return to the life of slash-
and-burn is dying. Among the young generation, some have becn
integrated into the Vietnamese world and others will be. Bur the
majority, rcpresented by men like Y Bli, are caught in the middle,
mable to return to the old ways, yet frightened before the specter
of the new. Their eyes have been opened to promise for the future,
but their darker skins, their imperfect accent in speaking Vietnam-
ese, and the wcight of discrimination have left them with feelings
of inferiority. Finding for themselves satisfying roles in the larger
society will take time and understanding. Like 2ll peoples struggling
for xdcntlt_y they arc tormented and confused.

Americans have greatly influenced the slow emancipation of the
Montagnards. Without them, it might not have come about. But it
was never really fair for Americans, of all people, to criticize Viet-
namese for their bigotry toward the tribespcople. The racial prob-
lems of the United States have not escaped notice in Viet Nam, and
one sensitive Montagnard turned down the offer of a study trip to
America. “I am afraid 1 would not be regarded well by the Ameri-
can people,” he said. What Americans in Viet Nam could and did
do, however, was to set an example of concern for these people so
that some of the racist, or just plain nonthinking, Victnamese would
see the Montagnards as fellow citizens. Miss Tu is pleased with the
progress she has seen in her country: “It was right when you com-
pared the sitnation of American Negroes with the situation of the
Montagnards. But now, I remark that the situation of the Montag-
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nards is better. They occupy some important places in society. Most
of them arc very emancipated. But there is still one problem,” she
adds. “They keep their inferiority complexes.” For the Montag-
nards, the struggle will continuc long after the war.
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HUMAN FRAILTIES
Red Tape, Corruption, and Lethargy

Some five miles up the coast from the seaside resort of Nha Trang
is the village of Cat Loi. In 1964, Cat J.0i was to reccive a school
from the government. The villagers were enthusiastic about the
prospect of a new school, and it was the first ime the government
had ever sponsored one for them. When Gene, the IVS volunteer
working in the province, visited there, the people proudly showed
him 2 freshly painted hamler office which they had just buile for
themsclves. Then they told him of their plans for helping to con-
struct the school. They were prepared to do this on 2 sclf—hclp basis
and had further proved their enthusiasm by sclecting one of the
hamlet’s budding young intellectuals to attend a provincial tcacher
training course.

The villagers’ high hopes for the school were not matched by
government action, howcever. There were repeated delays untl its
construction was finally begun. In spitc of the peoplc’s desires, and
contrary to their expectations, it turned out not to be a self-help
project at all. The government had hired 2 contractor to build all
the schools in the district and had given him a certain amount of
roofing, cement, and moncy to complcte the job.

On onc visit after work had finally started, Gene found the vil-
lagers deeply disturbed. The contractor’s workers were laying out
the foundation and making cement blocks for the building, but the
villagers complaincd that they were using too little cement in the
mixture. They feared that the soructure would not be strong. A
weck Jater the walls were up and already crumbling. “The contrac-
tor uscs only part of the cement which you Americans have given

4
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for the school,” the people complained. “He sclls the rest. He gives
the moncy to the government officials who gave him the contract.
Because they arc crooked our hamlet will have a poor school.”

Gene dudfully reported this reaction to the education officials in
the provincial city of Nha Trang, but they replied that they
couldn’t do anything about it because the contractor was a friend of
the province chicf and the district chief. The American AID repre-
sentative said that he had already taken thc matter up with the
province chief and could not bother him with it again for a while.
Gene then went to talk with the contractor and was immediately
invited to dinner at one of Nha Trang’s finest restaurants to discuss
the issue. At the dinner, the contractor promised to do a better job
and gave assurances that the bad work was due simply to an over-
sight on the part of his forcman. After the contractor paid the
restaurant bill, they agreed to meet at the district chicf's house the
next week to discuss the sitoation further. Meanwhile work had
stopped on the school, and rain began to wear away at the thin
ccment walls. The villagers continued to complain and said that
since the Americans were paying for the school they should have
the power to do something about it.

The visit with the contractor at the district chief’s house was
short and theatrical. It consisted of a pointed reprimand given by
the district chicf to the contractor in order to demonstrate the good
intentions of the district chief and to protect everyonc’s ego. Afrer
the scolding, the contractor left the room and the district chief
followed him out to have a few private words wirh him. Then the
district chief returncd and said thar “everything has been taken care
of.”

In Cat Loi, work rcsumed a month later. Many of the walls had to
be rebuilt because children playing in the area had pushed them
over. The villagers said again and again what a bad job the govern-
ment always did. When the school was finally finished, Gene asked
the villagers whether he could walk on the floor. “Be carcful,” they
warned. “The cement is only half an inch thick.” Feeling they
might be exaggerating, Genc stomped on the floor. The cement
crumbled under his weight. When he bumped against the wall,
cement fell from it to the floor. The 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 hamlet office that they had buiit
themselves. Before school opened, the villagers had to raise moncy
on their own and repair the walls and floor in the new school 5o that
classes could be held at all.

When Vietnamese list their criticisms of the Saigon government,
corruption is universally mentioned as the Ieading facror undermin-
ing confidence in the regime. Government officials and contractors
frequently work together in construction jobs where they skimp on
materials and the quality of their work and then divide the amount
saved off the American grant. Yet there are other methods of cor-
ruption too. Destitute refugees often compliin of having to pay
about $5.00 for identification papers, without which they would be
arrested as Viet Cong. The sister of a close Victnamese friend was
told by a Vietnamese employee in the U.S. Embassy personncl office
that she would have 1o pay $s50.00 for the processing of her papers
so that she could ger a job more quickly. Another girl told of her
sister’s recent departure for Thailand with an American soldier; in
itemizing the amount she had to pay for her exit visa, the bribe
given to the bureaucrats involved was bur 2 matter-of-fact part of
the whole cost.

On very rare occasions, and mostly as symbolic gestures to
placate critics—especially the Americans—corrupt administrators
are¢ removed from their posts. In late 1967, for example, there was a
thorough shake-up in Binh Dinh province. The U.S. Embassy was
ecstatic—until one of the very worst offenders, the refugeeservice
chief, turned up in an equally high position in another province
farther north. Administrators with enough influence to get good jobs
in the first place and then to last in these remuncrative positions also
seem to have enough influence to save their necks even if they are
finally caught. Some flagrant cases may be brought to court, but our
Vietnamese associates have been quick to point out that these usu-
ally involve only relatively minor officials. To take on the worst
offenders, they add, would be politically impossible, since it would
affect the highest ruling echelons—if not the ruling men, then ac
Icast their wives, who sometimes act as a “‘cover.”
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One districe-chief friend suggested that a certain level of corrup-
tion can exist even while the government is responsive to the people
at large. “Of course 1 steal from the government,” he said without
apolog_v, “but I try to do my job well, to work hard when I work,
and then to play hard when I have finished the work. As for my
corruption, I try to do it intclligently, and I tell all my subordinates
to do the same. T tell them they can take a little here and there, but
not too much. That’s as good as anyone can expect.” He was, in
fact, a very compctenr and cfficient district chief.

In 1968, and in spite of visible government efforts to root out
corruption, Prime Minister Tran Van Huong admitted that it could
never be entirely climinated. For some, it scems necessary for sur-
vival under difficult wartime circumstances. With such a large per-
centage of the country’s male population in the armed forces or the
civilian government, relatives at various levels have found ways in
which they can help and enrich each other, cven though these ways
may not be considered ethical in the West. Corruption in the best
interests of supporting one’s own family, in fact, is not only excus-
able, but even morally right in the family-oriented Victnamese so-
cicty. We found an example of chis attitude in a lecter from General
Nguyen Huu Co, one of the biggest profiteers in all South Viet
Nam. Having held the various positions of corps commander, minis-
ter of defense, and deputy prime minister, he is known to have fired
at least one province chief because the latter refused to give Co’s
wife 2 large plece of property in his province. Finally Co himself
was ousted from the country and sought exile in Hong Kong. Wnit-
ing from there to a former colleague in 1967, he explained his posi-
tion:

My family of 12 children is now fine. My oldest child, ninetcen vears
old, passed the first exam and is still studying at Lycée Yersin, Dalart.
The other children are also in school and I don’t have to worry much
about my family. Luckily, while General Khanh [the former prime mio-
ister] hated me, I wok my cue and constructed a house in Nha Trang
on government land which the Americans rent for three million
[piasters] per year. After annual taxes and mamtenance, I still have half
that for mysclf, enough to raise my 12 children. If it weren’t for that,
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I don't know what 1 would do for a living. In our career as generals,
and once we are rurncd o pasture, it is very difficult vo change profes-
S104L.

The removal of corrupt officials does not necessarily bring about
an amclioration of the original conditions. The rcfugee-service chicf
who was ousted from Binh Dinh province, for example, was re-
placed by a competent man, but American AlD officers pointed out
that the honest replacement was so afraid of making a mistake him-
self chat he hardly dared act at all. Provincial programs were thus
stymicd because no one would take responsibility, fearing a new
accusation of corruption if something were done wrong. Another
exceedingly honest civil servant fele responsible for three pit-privies
that pupils had dug and constructed at their boarding school. Since
government funds and materials had becn used, the education ad-
ministrator refused permission for the privies’ use unil the province
chief himsclf approved it Broaching the matter to the province
chief proved delicate and embarrassing, and the Jesser official re-
fused to act on his own. Finally, the pupils’ urgent need of the
facilitics pressed us to resolve the issue by interceding with the
province chicf ourselvcs.

Another education official was relegated to the our-of-the-way
Highlands province of Lam Dong after being accused of corruption
in his previous job on the coast. In this casc, however, the adminis-
trator showed more than reluctance to commir himself because of
fears of new corruption charges. He also manifested a supreme dis-
dain and indifferencc toward the job itself and the evervday prob-
lems he should have been solving. His attitude resulted in a partice-
larly mediocre training course for hamlet teachers, and very nearly
resulted in out-of-town participants’ having no place to sleep or ear
because he did not fecl like making the neccssary arrangements.
Worst of all, the province chicf, equally disturbed over the man's
hostility toward his job, could not oust him because of the Jatter’s
“highly placed friends in the Saigon ministry.”

If Victnamese are disgusted with the corruption and ncpotism
exhibited by many of their government officials, they are ofien
quick to add that Americans too arc gnilty. Smigon’s Cong Chung
ncwspaper charged in March, 1968, that “American aid is entircly
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responsible for the current corruption in Viet Nam,” adding that
this was one of the reasons why “Americans have earned more
enmity than sympathy from the Vietnamese people.” Others, like
the Saigon Daily News columnist Van Minh, were less harsh on the
Amcrican role, placing the onus instead on “the irresistible impact
of the American way of life” on Vietnamese socicty and noting that
it is difficulr for Viemamesc to resist the many opportunities for
corruption caused by the Americans’ tempting display of riches:

Vietnamese civil servants, who have been the hardest hit by the current
inflation, are not cxpected to warch this mad scramble for the U5,
dollar with equanimity and detachmenr. Being human, they are most
likely te resort to corruption or moonlighting, not only to cope with
their financial difficulties, bur also, and sometimes mostly, to be finan-
cially in the swim with other people. For onc’s inability to make as much
moncy as onc’s equals, according to psychologists, is a forceful cause
for an inferiority complex.

Americans participate even more dircctly in illegal practices.
The mast common is exchanging money on the black market, for
which some Viemamese criticize not only U.S. government person-
nel and private contractors, but also the very journalists who pub-
licly accusc the Vicrnamese of corruption. There are more cnter-
prising Americans, too, and Van Minh described their roles as

follows:

Saigon and other cities have been flonded with stolen PX goods. It
is logically assumed thar the goods have becn stolen by Victnamese.
But I wonder if any Victnamese, however cunning and resourceful they
may be, could afford to steal so many goods as to regularly feed the
innumerable open black markers without the connivance of Americans
themselves. How could Vietnamese alone, say, steal tons upon tons of
stecl bars from the American military installations along the Bien Hoa
highway which are guarded only by Americans? How could Vietnamese
alone ger huge cases across so many checkpoints manned by none other
than Americans? It is a well-known fact that some American guards at
U.S. warchouses often come to a curious deal with Vietnamese crooks.
In exchange for a cermain amount of money or for some cute girls, those
guards agrce to let the crooks have absolure freedom vo steal amy-
thing. . . .
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“Of course, I never expect the Americans to be morally better than
the Vicmamese or any other people,” Van Minh concluded. “We,
Americans and Vietnamese alike, are human beings and share the
same capital of human frailties.”

Government responsiveness on the local level is seriously affected
not only by corruption, but also by more directly political consid-
erarions. Comperent administrators, it seems, are continually trans-
ferred because their competence is seen as a threat to those around
them or because they have supported the wrong side in this or that
coup d’état or because they lack the right friend at the right place
in the hierarchy. One very kind and sophisticated gentleman who
had been chief of primary cducation in Ban Me Thuot in 1963 was
transferred to Hue in 1965. According to his version of the story, he
had been i his new posa: only threc or four days when antigovern-
ment riots broke out in the city. The education chief went ovt to
some of the schools and tricd to kecp them functioning in spite of
the disturbances. His move was interpreted, however, as a “coun-
terrevolutionary gesture,” and the wrath of the demonstrators then
turned upon him. “Kill him, kill him,” they apparently shouted. In
the end, they only beat him, after which he managed to escape
south to Phan Thiet. When things quieted down again in Hue, he
asked to return there. The request was granted, but since he was sall
considcred a controversial figure, he was placed in an office without
any job. The last time we saw him (he has since been transferred
again), he was spending the day sittng at a vacant desk with noth-
ing to do excepr talk to the new, but only temporary, education
chief, who was himself fervently hoping to be sent elsewhere. There
were too many political problems for them to work effectively
Hue, they both said. Meanwhile, the only progress made in cduca-
tion was the stamping and signing of the most routine paperwork.

The bureaucracy, through little faulr of its own, is ill-suited and
untrained for the task of carrying out the various new development
programs, which arc intended primarily to show the government’s
responsivencss vis-a-vis the NLF., The task, of course, is a supremely
demanding one—in these difficulr and competitive times it would
require no less than a revolutionary approach to problems, particu-
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Iarly in the rural areas. It would mean that government cadres, like
their counterparts in the NLF, would have to become much closcr
to the people. Like NLF cadres, they would have to assist old
widows in harvesting their crops or in carrving water, to give poor
peasants needed rice, and generally to show an interest in the peo-
ple’s preblems. But very few government bureaucrats can do these
things. They were trained in the French civil service techniques of
shuffling sheaves of papers, and they are very uncomfortable 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 hecome a more
sensitive issue, of course, the problem has grown even more serious,
for government civil servants with family responsibilities fecl that
they cannot afford the risks the job demands. Since their isolation in
the provincial or district towns keeps most of them from having any
up-ro-date idea of sccurity conditions in the countryside, however,
fear of the Vier Cong often serves more as a pretext than as a legici-
mate constraint.

One of our primary roles as volunteers, as it turned out, was to
act as catalysts in urging Vietnamese administrators to do their jobs.
Agricultural extension agents would whine that they didn’t have
enough gasoline to take their jecps far out of town, though they
often seemed to have enough for the service chief to drive around
town on his personal errands. School inspectors would ask in all
honesty, “What's the scnse in going out there? There’s nothing to
do.” But the fact was that their visits, if sincere and construcdve,
could do much to buoy the morale of rural workers who felt, usu-
ally with justification, that no one outside cared abour them or
whether they worked or not. The statistics that urban administra-
tors spent hours and reams of paper compiling were absolutely
meaningless because no one had ever been to the area concerned to
see for himself what was really going on.

The management of the self-help program was an example of this
lack of communication between rural and urban areas. According to
the program’s theoty, the people of each hamlet would decide what
their community needed most. They would then submit a request
through their village headquarters and then through discrict and on
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up to province levels for any necessary construction materials, food
commodities, or a certain minimum of cash, at first limited to about
$200 per project. At the same time, the people were respounsible for
providing the labor themselvces, thus the principle of self-hclp. On
paper, this was an cxcellent program: it offcred government assis-
tance without making the people overly dependent on such aid, and
it urged democratic community action on the part of the hamlet
people in determining their own local prioritics.

In practice, however, villagers found it difficult to distinguish
between the various government offices and to know which one to
approach. They got discouraged when they were sent from onc
narrowly defined service to another. Furthermore, the transmission
of documentation through all the layers of bureaucracy could delay
implcmentation by a full year or longer, so that we often found
oursclves being begged by the villagers to give the assistance di-
rectly. But we could not in good faith do this, because another as-
pect of the program was to develop the government’s responsiveness
by having it handle everything. In the end, not only did projects often
fail to materialize, but the government machinery showed cven
more evidence of its mability to respond. Equally bad, in some
districts Jocal administrators decided for themselves what the hamlet
people wanted. It was certamnly casier for them than going out to
the hamler to explain the program and then wait while the hamlet
people made up their minds. In one such district, we suspected
something was amiss when cvery village in the entire district re-
quested the purchase of watcr buffalo. When we went out oursclves
and talked with the people, it turned out they knew nothing of any
such request or of any such program, and most of them asked for
something like 2 well or a schoo] insread. The district officials, when
confronted with this discovery, mcrcl}-' nored thae “buffaloes would
have heen better for them.”

In more recent vears, as American aid flooded in, harried Vietnam-
esc administrators were c¢ften ar a loss where to pur it all. Fernliz-
ers and improved pig and chicken breeds usually were lavished on
nearby villages where transportanion was casiest. Schools werc
assigned to hamlets at random, usually in response to the district
chicf’s suggestion, even though investigation of these sclections in
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one province revealed that 75 per cent of the locations either had a
school already or else showed scant interest in having onc. Mean-
while, other localitics n the same province werc crying out for such
assistance, having gonc so far as to recruir their own teachers and to
open schools in the most humble available shacks.

In another province, the hamlets had been blanketed with so-
called information halls. These were listed as sclf-help projects in
many cases, though in reality they fulfilled the function of the
government’s generally irrelevant information service. Their doors
were always locked, since the building was for information-service
usc only, and their cadres almost ncver appeared in the distant ham-
lets. Mcanwhile, the education service had plans to construct elabo-
rate new schools in the same localities—until we suggested using the
information buildings as schools and thus saving money. The prob-
lem here was not on]y that the government services had litde
contact with the villages, bur that these services had little contact
with each other. It became part of our job to coordinate the
projects of the information and education service chiefs in chis case.
Finally, the information halls, with the addition of furniture, were
opened and “doubled” as schools.

For us, particularly in the carly ycars, the hazards and roadblocks
of government corruption and burcaucracy were far more aggravat-
ing than Viet Cong terrorism. For the rural Vietnamese we were
trving to help, on the other hand, there was nothing new in govern-
ment unresponsiveness. Naturally, they complained about it—often
bitterly—but when promises were made to rural people they knew
from experience not to take them very seriously. Even in years of
relative peace, such as 1958, government workers at the agricultural
cxperiment station in Ban Me Thuot were going for months without
their salaries—cven though they were entitled to only fifty cents a
day. In 1963 and 1964, rural health-workers and schoolteachers went
without salaries for up to a full vear. It was surprising that any of
them bothered to keep working, though some of course did not. For
us it was sometimes both easier and more humanicarian to Iend small
amounts of our own money to particularly hard-hit worker friends
in our provinces. When we somctimes 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
scarch for scapegoats, and it was usually the burcaucrats in the
Saigon ministries whom we blamed. Certainly 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 the Vietnamese was especially slow.
When corruption and the reluctance of petty administrators to
make decisions were added to this, it was perhaps no wonder that
nothing happened. We were even more frustrated, in fact, when we
occasionally met some of our scapegoats in Saigon and found that
they were nice people. Politely and paticntly, they would look up
from their piles of papers and dossiers to assist us. Yet it seldom did
any good to appeal to them. Fither they knew nothing of the prob-
lem, or clsc they indicated that the province or district had not sent
in the necessary papers. Sometimes they suggested that the crucial
file must have been delayed somewherc elsc along the line, perhaps
in one of the piles on one of the desks of onc of the other friendly
and patient bureaucrats. Their job was not a particularly pleasant
one, though many of them had given large bribes for the privilege
of working in Saigon. When told that rural workers had not been
paid for months, their response was invariably, “I'm sorry, but we
don’t have the necessary papers here.” It often seemed as though
every slight transaction required ten carbon copies, each of which
had to be stamped at least once and often twice or three times, and
then Iaboriousty signed and countersigned in some unreadable signa-
mres,

If the bureaucrats did not seem as concerned about the problems
in the field as we thought they should have been, they always said it
was pot their fault. After all, they too had problems, many of
which, in the final analysis, concerned the larger polirical context.
And so it was that we were led into a vicious circle where nobody
was at fault more than anyonc clse. The whole nasty sitvation, it
seemed, was to blame. And that was the problem of Viet Nam.
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DEFENDING THE INTERESTS
OF THE BELIEVERS

Catbolics, Buddbists, and the Struggle Movement

“Ap buc, ap bue,” we repeated, thumbing through the dictionary
to see what the monk’s words meant in English. It was August, 1963,
and he had been using the word with increasing frequency during
the Viernamese-English language Jessons we had been exchanging.
“Ah, here it is—oppression.”” The monk looked at us benignly.
“Yes,” he said sofdy, “oppression.” We smiled in the satusfacton of
having learned a new word.

It seemed an appropriate word, for upon entering the pagoda
grounds that afternoon we had been started to note that there were
soldiers everywhere. At first we had beep afraid to enter, thinking
we would be stopped by the guards. Bur though they looked at us
with some suspicion, we rode in freely on our bicycles. The monk,
after all, expected us, as he did every afternoon, and we did not
want to let him down. We had first come to know him upon hear-
ing of his desire to learn English. Then, as principal of the Buddhist
high school next to the pagoda, he had also asked us on occasion to
teach pronunciation to his students. In return, he helped us with our
Vietnamesc. He was only twenty-four years old, but he seemed
older and wiser.

Greening us at the door to his quict cel}, he invited us in. Some of
the other monks with shaved heads and dressed in the same gray
robes brought te2 and oranges. Our special friend surprised us then
by taking out a bottle marked Giibey’s Gin and pouring some of the
contents into his tea. When we gently teased him, he explained that
the bottle contained nothing more than purified water; his tea was a

10§
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bit too strong. Then we began our lessons, Although we usually
drilled cach other from textbooks or recited into the school’s tape
reeorder, that day we decided to hold conversation practice.

“There are so many soldicrs surrounding the pagoda,” we noted.

“Yes,” he said. “Today all the pagodas in Viet Nam have been
surrounded by the military. It is 2 very bad situation.”

“Are you at liberty to leave the grounds?” we asked.

“I dare not,” he replied.

“How long do you think the martial law will continue?” we
asked, after a pause to look up the Vietnamese term for “martial
law.”

“I do not know,” the monk said. He wanted to say more, but his
English, and at that point our Vietnamcse, was too limited. So he
shook his head and said only, “I am very sorry. I am very sorry.”

That cveniag, when we left our housc to go to the photo shop
across the street, there were still a few people walking about. Out-
side our window three peoplc squatted around a small fire on the
sidewalk, saying prayers and lighting incense. We thought that per-
haps the martial law, particularly in this small provincial town,
would not be taken so scriously after all. But by nine o’clock every-
thing was deadly silent except for an occasional military truck
passing by. It was a stark contrast to most nights, when the strects
were active until late, particularly with hawkers of pho, a popular
and delicious noodle soup, and of half-hatched duck eggs, a great
delicacy for those who don’t mind the taste of ony feathers and
partially formed beaks that go with it. Fach hawker had a different
call, and some tapped rhythmically with a wooden stick on 2 sono-
rous piece of bamboo in order to attract attention. But not thar
night.

Many people listened to their radios, particularly to the respected
BBC broadcasts from London, which were generally considerced the
most objcctive. In Saigon, the radio said, troops had invaded the
main Xa Loi Pagoda, which only days before was scething with
activity. Government authoritics were claiming thar arms had been
hoarded in the pagodas and that many “pro-Communist, rebel
Buddhists” had to be imprisoned or killed in order to preserve the
national unity.
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We continued to visit our fricnd cvery afterncon at four. Two
davs later, in another “conversation class,” the school principal’s
weekly radio program served as the point of departurc. The latest
script, and our Iesson, was entitled “Liberty and the Buddhist Reli-
gion.” After laboriously Jooking up the words we did not know, we
emerged with a fervenr plea for freedom of religion and thought
and a denunciation of evervthing that went against it. “We are
given no freedom,” the monk cxplained. “The government leaders
are all Catholics and they do net give freedom to the Buddhists.”

“But aren’t you afraid of being arrested for saying such things in
public?”” we asked.

“Perhaps I will be arrested,” he said, “But I would be very happy
to die in defense of frecedom.” We sat and looked ar ecach other for
a few scconds. He was smiling sweetly.

Tension had been building up throughout the country to the
point where even we felt somewhat nervous about reading aloud
from the monk’s writings. We had occasional visions of hidden
microphones picking up our words as we repeated his antigovern-
ment remarks in an cffore to master their pronunciation. As we left
his monasric cell, the gongs were ringing, drums were pounding,
and the faithful were chantng their prayers in the pagoda. We
wialked our bicycles through the mud of the compound, wondering
what the armed soldier at the entrance thought about all this and
about those praying inside. We wondered whether he himsclf might
be a Buddhist.

A few days later, we were again together in the monk’s cell. He
was just taking up a knife to cut an orange for our refreshment
when a messenger ran inte the room and handed him a letter. It
dcmanded his inimediate presence at the office of the local province
chicf. That night, when we turned on the radio to hcar the monk’s
regular Saturday broadeast, we heard nothing that sounded like 2
religious talk. There was only the usual varicty of Vietmamese popu-
lar songs. Returning for class the next day, we learned that the
province chief had summoned the young monk merely to inform
him that his radio program was being canceled. “Wec have no free-
dom,” our friend said again. “I am very sorry.”

As if to underiine his words, the pagoda and school grounds had
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become by then a virtual campsite for soldiers. Some had set up
tents, while others slept in a crude barracks built across the streer.
There were more than a hundred soldiers in all. But our friend
showed no rancor. He did not blame the province chief or the
soldiers themselves. The orders for all this, he said, came from Presi-
dent Ngo Dinh Diem. As we Icft, he handed us a pamphlet in both
Victnamese and English, entitled Principles of Buddbism. “All life is
suffering,” it said.

The Buddha taught that men must follow the Eightfold Path of scif-
development which leads to the end of suffering. The Eightfold Path
consists in Right Views or preliminary underscanding, Right Aims or
Motive, Right Speech, Right Acts, Righr Livelihood, Right Effort, Right
Concentration or mind-development, and finally, Right Samadhi, lead-
ing to full Enlightenment. As Buddhism is 2 way of living, nor merely
a theory of lifc, the treading of this Path is essential to self-deliverance.
The pamphler ended with an admonition: “Cease to do evil, learn to
do good, cleansc your own hcart: this is the Teaching of the
Buddha.”

On entering the pagoda grounds some four days later, we were
stopped for the first time by one of the soldiers on guard. He
wanted to know where we werc going, bue we had barcly answered
when another soldier across the strect shouted to his colleague to let
us go. We rushed inside, but our friend was nowhere in sight.
Another monk ushered us into his cell, served us tea, and asked us to
wait, After a few minutcs had passed, we asked whether it might
not be best to return the next day. We thought our monk mighe be
busy elsewhere. But we were l.mdl\ advised to wait. Fiftcen min-
utes later, our friend arrwcd—accompamed by half a dozen military
police. It was, in effect, 2 small pagoda raid.

Although rhc_v were not bruial, the policc had a job to do and
they did it: they confiscated the prized tape recorder and four tapes,
taking them to the province chicf's office. The machine had of
course been used for the “subversive” radio program, but the major-
ity of the tapes conmained only our own Enghish lessons. The monk
was a pathetic figurc as the police walked off with the expensive
machine which the school had purchased with its ewn funds. *Now
my students will not have English tapes from which to learn,” he
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muttered. But we could do nothing except sit there silently. We
wanted to go and wait outside, bur the door from the narrow cell
was blocked by the police. After they left about half an hour later,
the monk told us that they had also been there the night before and
had confiscated his typewriter and mimeograph machine. Neither of
us, to be sure, fclt much like studyving language at that point.

Yer cven in adversity there were small things for which to be
thankful. Anocther monk, the one who had told us to wait, came in a
few moments later and dramatically lifted the small pillow from our
friend’s bed. With a mischievous grin he removed a transistor radio
from its hiding place—onc item saved from the cyes of the maraud-
ing military police. Wec all sat back and laughed together. Then,
fecling the need to release our pent-up tensions, we walked over to
the schoolyard and joined a group of students playing volleyball.
The voung principal secmed to forget his woes as he played joy-
fully, unimpeded by his long gray robes. When we left, however,
he turned scrious again. “Can you write articles on what you have
secn for foreign newspapers:” he asked. We had to explain thar we
could not. As IVS members, we werce supposed to stay out of poli-
tes.

Sdll, we had come to feel great admiration and affection for this
young monk who faced such adversity and had said with a calm
smile that he would bc quite willing to dic for his cause. Even
though we knew the secrer police were well informed of our acdons
and associations, we continued to visit the pagoda every day. But
the worshipers did not dare to come anymore. The pagoda was
quiet and the usually happy monks seemed sad and dispirited. Yet
they seemed to appreciate our coming, providing them as ir did wich
a daily ray of sunshine from the outside. Oddly, perhaps, we never
knew any of their names. We were taught to address them as “thay”
—tcacher—and that was name enough for us.

On what was to be our last visit—it was September by then and
we were moving to another town—things seemed to be going betrer
for them. The day before, our friend had announced in the course
of the conversation class thar the province chief wanted to see him
ac five o'clock in order to rell him to teach a civics course at the
school. “Civics,” naturally, meant government propaganda—a
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course on President Diem and his theories of ruling. But the monk
did not want to go to the province office again, so, in our presence,
he signed a letter to the chicf saying that he was too busy with
school affairs. In his place he sent rwe other monks, noting to us
that if he were forced to teach such a civics course he would cease
all work and go on strike. At five fiftcen, however, an official car
and a messenger were at the door. The province chicf was demand-
ing his presence. Still, relations scemed to have been smoothed over
in the end. The monk had not only succceded in avuiding the neces-
sity of tcaching a Diemist civics course, but he had also been assured
that his tape recorder, typewriter, and mimeograph machine would
be returned. Pleasantly surprised at his victory, we asked him how
he had managed it. “1 just talked with the province chief calmly and
reasonably,” he said, smiling.

That evening, black min clouds gathered on the horizon. The
murmurs of twilight mixed with the gong and drum sounds emanat-
ing from the pagoda. “Reality is indescribable,” admonished our
pamphlet on the principles of Buddhism, Although we had promiscd
to visit whenever we could return to his town, we were never to sce
the monk again. A month later, we received a letter from another
Vietnamese friend:

1 have one mourning news for you. The monk hcadmaster of the
Buddhist secondary school was died about a week ago in a very fatal
automobile accident. I was informed that vou bad sent vo him 2 letter.
But he didn't alive to read ir. May God Bless you.

Even now, more than five years later, our friend's picture sits on the
altar of his pagoda, alongside that of the famous Thich (Vencrable)
Quang Duc, who had burncd himsclf to death for his faith. For the
monks hclieve thar our friend too had been a victim of the govern-
ment. Although the details are stll cnshrouded in mystery, people in
the town later told us that his automobile “accident™ was intentional
—he had been hit head-on by a two-mnd-onc-half-ton Saigon gov-
ernment military truck. It was only later that we noted some
uncompleted handwritten notes on the back of the pamphlet he had
given us. Translated from Viernamesc, they read as follows: “I am a
person who has failed on the road of life. When I was yvoung, 1
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always searched for a way of living appropriate to high ideals. But
alas, I have been mistaken and I erred in misery.”

The role of religion in Vietnamese life and politics is very com-
plex. On the local level, religious leaders have been particularly
important in community affairs. Government-appointed village offi-
cers, in fact, often have little influence, owing their positions largely
to the fact that they are considercd politically loval and that they
can read and write well enough to handle the paperwork involved in
their jobs. Village priests or monks, however, cnjoy considerablc
influence. We soon lcarncd that any projects we undertook in the
hamlets would need to have the approval and support of these reli-
gious leaders in order to succeed. Withour their support, projects
might be subverted or they mighe fail.

We found that Catholic priests were the most patriarchal in their
artitudes toward “their’” villagers. While Catholic hamlets usually
gave the impression of being the best organized, and while their
sarength usually scrved as 2 source of support to the government, in
other cases overzealous priests could cause a certain amount of
trouble. In Thanh Binh hamlet, for example, the government had
constructed a school with three classrooms, since there was no other
public school in the vicinity, Teachers were traincd in the province
capital and sent back to open classes. But they did not teach, and
right beside the empty government school three new classrooms
were being constructed in exactly the same style. The priest, toward
whom the villagers themselves expressed a combination of respeet
and some fcar, refused to give permission for children to attend any
school other than his own. When we last passed through Thanh
Binh, almost four ycars later, his private school (for which the
children had to pay tuidon) was sall full while the government one
was being boycotted and falling into disrepair. The local province
chief, in addition, admitted he was helpless in the matter, since he
was afraid that any action on his part would be interpreted as being
anti-Cartholic.

In another hamiet nearby, it was the same story. The hamiet chicf
stated the council’s decision to request a school as a self-help
project. Then the priest walked up. When he heard of the plans, he
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did not even turn to the hamlet chief but rather to us directly. “No,
we don’t need a school here,” he said. “We already have one up the
road.” He was rcferring to his parochial schaool. We asked the ham-
let chief again. Intimidated, he agreed with the priest, and the whole
project was dropped, though nor without some discussion among
the men standing around. A few weceks later another council meet-
ing was held and somchow, it scemed, they decided to go ahead
with the school idea in spite of the priest's negative position. It was
unusual to circumvent him in this way, and there was some specula-
tion that province authorities had applied pressure. But the pricst
won anyway. In the end hc managed to contro] the new school as
well as his older parochial school.

For official Amcrican aid rcpresentatives, Viernamese Catholic
priests and nuns were at times the bane of their existence. Again, it
was because they were so well organized. In one Highlands province
heavily populated by Northern Catholic refugees, the “little black
ladies,” as the AID man called the nuns, scemed to appear every dav
with a new request for cement or bulgur wheat or something else. In
return, they would offer him various vegetables or potatocs from
their gardens, or even guinea pigs for him to eat. They were not
begging, really, because the people in those villages devoted 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 always questionable in U.S. cir-
cles whether American aid should be used for such ends, or even to
support private religious groups at all. But while the constant re-
quests for materials became bothersome at times, they reflected an
admirable will on the part of the nuns. Even the construction of
cathedrals might have been justified in terms of the psvchological
advantages it offered the people—advantages which may, in the end,
have contributed morc to their well-being than endless material
goods.

After a time, the Buddhists, too, began to request assistance from
the Americans, particularly as they gained new confidence in the
aftermath of the Diem period. Still, and especially to Americans, the
Buddhists seemed less organized and less interested in helping their
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own people than the Catholics. The refugee camps they sponsored
often appearcd physically inferior to Catholic camps. (Government
camps were the worst of all, both physically and psychologically.)
Our own volunteers, who often associated spiritually with the Bud-
dhists over the sometimes “grasping” Catholics, wished that they
could find ways to help Buddhist orphanages or Buddhist villages.
But as a rulc the Buddhists tended to be less interested in our help.
The explanauon for this lay in the differences between the two
religions themselves, Thich Nhat Hanh, a leading Buddhist monk
and social worker, pur it this way:

The West - - ., when it looks at Buddhism, tends to make a compari-
son berween its subtle and ingrained relationship 1o the people and the
highly organized, structured organization of such religions as Carholi-
cism. The Christian missionaries are far hewver in terms of organization
than the local Buddhist mstituticns. The exrensive Western resources
behind them make it possible for them to establish impressive schools,
hospitals, and other forms of social organization. . . . A superficial com-
partson of these highly orgamized activities with the local Buddhist
structure is likely to convince the observer that Buddhisim has no future.
But wlen one goes more deeply, one discovers thac the strength of
Buddhism does not lic in organization, but in the decp roots of the
psychological and moral values held by people.*

Buddhism, in fact, is to some extent a part of all Vietnamese. Its
long history in Vict Nam, dating back to the second century ap.,
has made it a strong clement in the cultural ethos of the country. In
the eleventh century, under the Ly dynasty, Buddhist monks ex-
erted considerable influence on the national government, and their
faith was virtually the state religion for a time. After the Ly and
under the Tran, a gradual “confucianizing” occurred and Buddhism
was influenced by the folk beliefs and animistic ideas already present
in the society. Then, around the end of the scventeenth century, as
Buddhism rose again in importance and as the strength of Confucian-
ism faltered, the various thought patrerns of the people tended to
mix. What resulted was the present, peculiarly Vietnamese synthesis
of religions mentioned in Chapter 2.

When the French took over Viet Nam, installing and quite natu-

* Vietnam: Lotus in a Sea of Fire (New York: Hill & Wang, 1967).
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rally favoring Catholicism, Buddhism first came to be associated
with nationalism. This was in a sense inevitable, since Catholicism
was associated with the foreigners and Buddhism was an indigenous
force. The pagoda was a rcligious and social center to which only
Viernamese would come, whereas the Christian churches were built
by foreigners and worshiped ja by those who followed and worked
for the forcigners, Little changed, in fact, when the French left and
Ngo Dinh Diem took power. iem was a Catholic (he nearly be-
came a priest), and as president hc ruled the country with whart
many called a combination of Catholic morality and Confucian man-
darin paternalism. The Buddhists later charged that under his rulc
they had been repressed. But they were not really repressed so much
as they were discriminated against or by-passed as favors tended to
go to Catholics. Most land graats, for example, went to Catholics to
build schools and hospitals, as did the most favorable agricultural
credit loans, most lumbering privileges, and certain export-import
monopolies. The influence of the pricsts was great, and conversions
became numerous among opportunists. As Communist insurgency
accelerated, and Diem became more and more frightened, he relied
increasingly on those he could wruse—fellow Catholics. Vietnamese
Catholics later admitted the preferences they were shown under
Diem, preferences which were denied only by U.S. Ambassador
Frederick Nolting, who said in the summer of 1963 that he had
never seen “any evidence” of anti-Buddhist discrimination in Viet
Nam.

On the moming of May 8, 1963, there was a Buddha’s birthdav
celcbration in Hue. It was a peaccful celebration and the atmosphere
was festive, though speakers did protest a government decree pro-
hibiting the flying of the Buddhist rcligious flag. This seemed to
them a special sign of intolerance since days earlier the strects of
Hue had been decked with Catholic flags for the anniversary of
Ngo Dinh Thuc's (Diem’s brother’s) investiture as archbishop of
Central Viet Nam. On the evening of Mav 8, an IVS English
teacher at the boys™ high school was on his way home from a coffec
shop in the Citadel. Accompanied by one of his students, he crossed
the main bridge across the Perfume River and immediately noticed a
group of some five hundred people gathered around the Hue radio
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station. They were demonstrating, it turned out, because the gov-
ernment radio had refused to plav any Buddhist music or otherwise
acknowledge the holiday—a peculiar stand since at least 8o per cent
of the people in Vict Nam consider themselves Buddhist.

As time passed, the teacher later reported, the crowd grew to
almost two thousand. A few students managed to get to the twp of
the radio station where they proudly displayved their flags, much to
the pleasure of the onlookers. Still, cvervone was quite orderly. The
announcement was made that if the head monk was not pcrmltted
inside the station to plead their case, then everyone would remain
until he was heard. Shortly afrer that, it was said that the mavor of
the city had arrived and would be followed by milicary forces to
“protect the Buddhists.” “From whom will they protect the Bud-
dhists?” the 1VSer asked his friend. “Everyone here is Buddhist!”

Deciding it would be wiser to leave, the tcacher and his friend
made their way slowly through the crowd to their bicycles. But the
military had already arrived with foot troops, armored trucks,
tanks, and fire rrucks. The latter suddenly opened up on the crowd
with their water hoses. “At this point,” the IVS reacher told us, “I
was right at the corner trying frantically to get my bicyvcle
and get out, but with no success as I couldn't get through the
people. Just then T heard a terrific explosion and the sounds of
rapid fire from a rifle. Thinking some fool VC had gotten into the
crowd and thrown a bomb into the radio station causing some
trigger-happy soldier to open up with his rifle, T got scared. Pcople
were running in every direction. Suddenly I heard another terrific
explosion and actually felt the hear of it against my cheek—the
tanks had begun to firc. The soldiers secemed to be shooting right
into the crowd. T dropped my bike and took off. Pcople and bikes
were strewn all over the street. I knew that T had panicked and that
I should stop and be morc careful, but those fool guns were right at
my back and T was out to save my own life. E\plmmns and machine-
gun fire followed the crowd right down the street. It never ceased. 1
finallv gror far enough away to take stock of the situation, but found
myself totally confused. The only thing that I could think of was,
‘Why aren’t I dead?”

“Then the rage hit me,” he continued. “The Vietnamese govern-
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ment had fired on its own people who were peacefully demonstrac-
ing. 1 have now joined the ranks of the avcrage Vietnamese who
don’c know what to think. We're fighting a war against the Com-
munists and our own government attacks us. For the government to
fire on the crowd, to create a panic in which eight people—mostly
women and children—were killed and others hurt, has further
alicnated the people. This is a birter cxperience which no one who
was there will soon forget. The government and its fight against
communism has lost an important battle.”

This incident was only the first of many that would bring some of
the Buddhist groups into the political limelight for vears to come.
Tensions became almost unbearably high, particularly in Hue. The
same voluntecr teacher was asked by a seemingly desperate Vietnam-
ese student whether he could have asylum in his house. He said he
was being chased by the Diem police. The voluntcer did not know
quite what to say, fearing pohrical involvement and trouble, bur he
could not, in the end, resist the urge to help. He invited the boy to
come, only to have him then decline, saying he had only wanted to
“test” the American,

The following summer saw the immolations that were to shock
the entire world. It was very difficult for foreigners to understand
the meaning of these acuons. Their purpose was not to shock so
much as ro call attention to the nced for changing the government's
repressive policics. Among Victnamese Buddhists, suicide is com-
mitted for a noble cause, not to cscapc from one’s own problems
bur rather to make difficulnes for those whose behavior has im-
pelied the act. Through this form of sacrifice, according to Bud-
dhist doctrine, one gains merit, and therefore it is an honor to be
allowed to perform this final gesture 2s a human being. A Buddhist
friend later recounted the story of one monk’s burning which he
had witnessed in Hoe. It sounded ghastly, perhaps, to us as Western-
ers, but ro him it was nothing less than awesome.

“He tried three different times to burn himself,” our friend said.
“Fhe first time was at the spot marking the May 8th shooting by
government troops. But he could not do it there; the police made
him move on. Then he crossed the bridge and tried again at an
intersection downtown, but ouce again he was pushed on by the
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police. He felt very sad; he felr that he had not becn chosen by
Buddha for this grear sacrifice. But on the third atcempt he suc-
ceeded. That was on the grounds of Tu Dam Pagoda—probably
you know the spot, for there is 2 big urn there to mark it now—at
three o'clock in the morning. His helpers poured the gasoline all
over him, and then he himsclf lit the march, Immediately he was
envcloped by flames. His straight-postured body drooped forward
several times, but each time a strong sense of will-power brought
him back up. Fis mind was holding sway over his body. But finally
his hands, held together in prayer, slowly spread apart, and theq,
suddenly, he collapsed, dead. All the bystanders, watching there in
the pagoda yard, cried. It was so impressive.”

In Saigon’s Xa Loi Pagoda, which, untl the August raids, was the
center of 1963 Buddhist activities against the government, the heart
of Thich Quang Duc was on display on the main altar. It was in 2
glass vase and appeared quite black, buc the monks said that it was
“the only part that would not bum.” To Viemnamese, this scemed to
lend hecavenly approbation to their cause. Meanwhile, banners hung
all around, begging for freedom from tyranny and for decency
toward Buddhists. At the same time, loudspeakers broadcast prayers,
religious music, and chants for the milling crowds. The atmosphere
was electric—until the raids, and then everything was deadly sall

We volunteers were not directly affected by all these events, but
again, we could not help being influenced and saddened by them.
They were a major cause of resentment against the Diem govern-
ment, for the President was unwilling to make any concessions to
the Buddhists® legitimate demands or cven, it seemed, to give them
the benefit of the doubt and admit they were not all Communists.
The T'imes of Viernam, the daily mouthpiece of the Nhus, printed
article after artcle quoting one venerable afrer another who had
praised the government for its stance. There was no reason why
these monks should not praise the government, however, for cither
they were forced to do so or clse they were really secret police-
agents, taxi drivers, or other miscellaneous persons who had been
disguised as monks. One Vietnamese friend was surprised to find a
pedicab driver she knew dressed in monk’s robes at the local pagoda.
The real monks were in jail, but appearances had to be kept up.
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In late October, 2 United Natons observer team came at Presi-
dent Diem’s invication to see how happy the monks really were. In
the main pagoda in Dalat, however, there was only one real monk
remmning. The rest were taxi drivers. Such distortions for the bene-
fit of the U.N. obscrvers went beyond the pagodas. All the waiters
in one hotel where the observers were to eat lunch were dismissed
and replaced by government agents who wanted to overhear thar
comments. Some Vietnamese wondcred why the service was so
peor. The UN., tcam members were not all fooled, however. A
secrctary with the group said that while the “planted monks” were
talking with the visitors, real monks werc whispeiing in her car,
“Pon’t believe them.”

The Buddhists, along with the students, were instrumental in
bringing about Dicm’s fall. The army, to be sure, struck the final
blow, but it probably would not have done so had popular feeling
not heen as strong as it was. After the coup there was concern that
the tables would simply be turncd and that Buddhists would now
discriminate against Catholics, but this did not happen. On the 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 cclebration of
Buddha's birchday within living memory—at least, friends said,
since the French had first come to Viet Nam. It [asted an entire
week, cost $40,000 (high for Viet Nam), and culminated in a mam-
moth parade with floats and more than 100,000 marchers spread out
as far as thc eye could see down the fashionable boulevards of
Saigon. Also, friends who had been equivocal about their religion
befare, like the one who had closed his letter “May God bless you,”
now proudly admitted their identity by signing off, “I pray that
Our Lord Buddha will cxtend to you happiness and prosperity.”
Victnamesc in general admitted thar they could be more friendly to
Americans, since the Diem government policy had been rather hos-
tile, partly because of American sympathy for the Buddhists.

By early 1965, however, religious diffcrences had again become
quite sharp, in some placcs approaching the intensiry of 1963. Where
many Victnamese, particularly Catholics, had distissed the religious
question as a divisive factor in Vietnamese lifc and politics prior to
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1963, they now saw it as another woeful sambling block to national
unity. Americans probably made more of the issue than Vietnamese,
but government cabinets were chosen as much for religious balance
in that period as they were for regional and other considerations.
Again, it was at the provincial level that we had the most experience
with these phenomena.

In Hue the lines seemed especially sharply drawn. Catholic stu-
dent Jeaders claimed chat in the early pare of the year, during the
Buddhist demonstrations against the Tran Van Huong government,
they had been pursued by Buddhist student leaders with evil inten-
tions. “They tried to have us kidnapped,” said one, “and they are
always pouring recriminations upon us Catholics,” Capitalizing on the
apparent preference of American officialdom for Catholics because
of their outspoken anticommunism, he reminded us that it was the
Buddhists who had angrily burned the American library. Anvone
who was anti-American, he said, must be pro—Communist. Yer to
some extent the change in fortunes was borne by these Catholics as
being part of the rules of the game. The same leader who com-
plined of Buddhist designs upon him once accompanied us on a
visit to a ncwly opencd dormitory for fine-arts students in Hue. As
we were being shown around, he turned to us with a tolerant smile
and said, “I don’t know why I'm taking this tour. This was my
uncle’s house until the government seized it and threw him in
prison.” His uncle had been a Catholic and a member of the hated
Diemist Can Lao party.

By mid-1965 these wounds, which probably had more to do with
political associations than with rcligion itself, were healing. The new
phase that was devcloping, while led by one faction of the Buddhust
hicrarchy—Thich Tri Quang’s militanis—did to some extent cross
rcllmnus lincs. (It did not draw active support from all Buddhist
quarters, since the Buddhists were divided into several groups.) This
was the Struggle Movement, the civil war within the war that
would finally explode in 1966. We were getting hints of what would
come from frends and associates before that, however, and we felt
that a responsive government in Saigon could have avoided it
Again, howevcer, the government was not responsive and ncither
were the Americans.
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“Why, after all we've done for them, are those Vietamese so anti-
American?” Americans back home would ask in hurt astonishment,
Others read about the demonstradons and decided that the only
answer was to “bring the bovs back home.” “If the Vietnamesc
don’t want us,” the argument went, “to hell with them.” Neither
reaction was a fair one, and indeed it took paticnce to understand
just what the Struggle Movement was all about. Dar Toc (The
People) magazine asked itsclf this question in a sammer 1965 article,
“Why Do We Struggler™ “When we deal with the purpose of
defending the national sovercignry and the sclf-determination of our
people,” it began, “we do not mean to be anti-Amcrican as the
innocent and superficial people usually think. It's not our problem
to object against the U.S.A., our besr allicd covatry, since we accept
in principle the presence of the Americans as a necessity in our
spectal present situation. We only want to call the attention of the
Viemamcse and American governments to carry out concrete solu-
tions to make the relationship berween the two countrics become
better and berter.”

Some of the problems for which the Struggle Movement people
were asking solutions seemed vague or minor to many Amcricans,
They were essentially political, economic, and social problems, not
religious ones. The Buddhists were involved only because they had
taken up the nationalist banner. “You must bear in mind that Bud-
dhism in Viet Nam Is not the same as when it was first born,” said
Thich Tri Quang. “Our mosr sacred duty is to prescrve our faith
and to advisc our followers. . . . If our country is lost, then our
people would lose their identity and Buddhism could no longer
survive. In other words, the Buddhists must vigilantly protect their
country’s interests, because that is in the interests of their own
faith.”

‘Those who would become active in the Struggle cited the issuces:
they wanted the two governments concemed, Vicimamese and
American, to make known the exact number of foreign soldiers in
the country, the military bases where they werc stationed, and their
rights and the period of time they were to stay in Viet Nam. In
addition to concern over such arrangements between the Saigon
government and U.S. authorities, they were disturbed that the use
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of American currency was interfering with the sovereignry of their
own currency. The behavior of American troops and the disposition
of their garbage were equally severe problems. One bright yvoung
professor at the University of Hue raised the issue almost every
time he met Consulate officials. Although tradition-oriented Hue
itself was kept largely off-limits ro U.S. military personncl—an ex-
traordinarily wisc move—Da Nang at first was not. And since the
two key citcs werc only three hours aparr by road, people from
Hue traveled frequently to Da Nang, where they got a first-hand
look at cultural disintegration. On cither side of the main highway,
and in between vast refugee settlements stuck on the sand, the ma-
rines were depositing their garbage. The nationalistic young Hue
professor was appalled not only at the sight of beer cans and ciga-
rette cartons everywhere, but even more by the idea of Vietnamese
children scrounging for any still usable items amidst it all. “Can’t you
dump your garbage somewhere clse?” he asked. “Somewhere so it
isn’t so visible and degrading to our sclf-respect?” The American
consular officials finally did take up the matter with the marines.
The next time the professor asked about it, he was told that accord-
ing to the marines a Vietnamese trucking company was responsible
for carting off the garbage and there was nothing the Americans
could do about the problem.

As for the carousing of the troops, there was little the American
authorities could do to prevent this either. Officials would reporc
that American troop behavior was much better than it had been in
past wars where the Americans were occupying powers, and cer-
tzinly the tensions the troops were under made it thoreughly under-
standable that they should need to let off steam. The Vietnamese
were not unreasonable; they understood all this very well. Yer they
could not help resenting it, particularly the way their girl friends
were treated and the way prices soared hecausc of the spendthrift
Americans. The intelligent and dignified wife of onc friend got
especially tired of having her fanny pinched every time she went
downtown for errands. A staunch anti-Communist Catholic, she
said, “I sympathize with those voung bovs and thev are good for
coming here to help us. But now I am really disgusted by them. I
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can’t stand them. Why must they be so rude?” Ambassador Lodge
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kncw about the problem and issucd a special memorandum about
ir:

In expressing our friendship for the Viemamese people, 1 ask the help
of each American in Vietnam, We have left our homes thousands of
miles awav to serve here among a brave people as their friends from the
free world Yet, as always, the process of living closely rogether demands
more than ordipary attention w common courtesics and to signs of
respect. We are not only partners of the Viemamese people, but also we
are guests.

The American smile and a friendly pgreeting are part of our best
heritage and assets. Let us be more generous in using chem every day
—with the Vietnamese with whom we wo-k, with the Viernamese who
see us passing by m the streets, with the Vietnamese who have become
part of our social lives.

Iet the Victnamese get to know us as we really are. In their hour of
national nced, this can be very important.

Most important to the Vietnamese, however—and their demand
for ir could be called ncither minor nor vague—was the necd for a2
broad-based and popular government to replace the unresponsive
military junta under Thieu and Ky. Vietmamese reasoning on this
matter not only concerned the short-run desires for justice and
peaceful social revolution, but it also related o the probiem of an
cventual ncgotiated scetlement of the war. Its logic was explained to
us by a Buddhist friend, a student leader who, according to the
Catholics, was behind the burning of the American library a few
months earlier. (He himself impishly explained away his role in the
incident by saying, “I was sick the day that happened.”) Whether
he was behind that particular incident or not, it is important to
understand his outlook and that of his collcagues. We talked with
him late one October afternoon at a2 small and rustic coffce house
mside Hue's Giradel.

He began by asking us what we chought about the progress of
the war.

“Well,” we said, “it scems to be going hetter now than before.
There scem to be a nember of victories over the Viet Cong.” This
was after the first few months of direct Amcrican troop participa-
non.
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“That’s true,” our fricnd agreed. “But have vou ever noticed that
all the big victorics seem to be scored by the Americans? Qur own
Vietnamese troops don’t appear to be doing much. That is not a
good sign.” We wondered what he was leading up to, and soon
found out as he continued: “Our troops don’t have a good motiva-
tion for fighting. They don't like the government they see directing
them—thc corrupt generals and all. And they don't understand why
the Americans are fighting here, They are a littde suspicious. They
do not have anything clear-cut to fight for.”

“What do you suggests” we asked lamely. It was the moment he
had been waiting for.

“We must declare the goal of our fighting, and the goal of our
fighting is an ultimate peace. Pcace is the most urgent desire of all
our people, and the soldiers, after all, come from the people ar large.
If our troops know that they arc fighting for peace, they will fight
hard in order to get the war over with. But there is one problem:
up to now, anyone who ralks about pesce is considered to be a
Cormmunist or at lcast pro-Communist. This is very wrong. Why
should the Communists have a monepoly on the desire for peace?”

To us, his observations made a grear deal of sense. Popular folk-
singers like Pham Duy were officially frowned upon by government
leaders because they sang passionately of the yearning for peace.

“What we need in Viet Nam now,” our friend told us, “is a third
force. To understand this, just look at what we have: on the one
side is the Vier Cong and China behind them; on the other side is the
regime in Saigon, supported by the Americans. They are dead-
locked. Neither one can win, They fight against each other. But in
the middle are the Viemamese people. They are the ones who
suffer. We must organize these people who arc caught in herween
and who cry out for peace. It is they, the Peoplc of Viet Nam, who
can save their country from this evil war.”

“But how would this Third Force operare?” we asked. It sounded
rather amorphous to us, though fine in principle.

“The Third Force will cooperate with the government in order
to bring abour a settlement between the Viet Cong and the United
States. It will scrve as a kind of intcrmediary between the two.”

“Then it will have to take a somewhat anti-American position at
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the same time as it takes an anu-Viet Cong one,” we pointed out.

“Yes,” he said, “by dcfininon, But when the Third Force begins
to operate, you must understand its reasons: it is for the sake of the
preservation of our country agawnst both the Communists and arbi-
trary military dictatorship. We are not really anti-American. We
like the Amecricans and we appreciate all your help, but we must
have a better selution than this series of unresponsive governments
in Saigon.”

So far we could not disagree. His platform made scnse, and his
criticismn of the Saigon regime corroborated what we had seen our-
selves and heard from others. Since American policy was involved,
we asked him if he had discussed all this with the Consulate officials.

“No,” he said, sounding reluctant, in fact, to do so.

“But you should,” we urged. “If they knew about your views,
perhaps they would improve the American policy accordingly.”

He smiled disbelievingly and said, “Why don’t you tcll them?”

As he drove us home on the back of his motor scooter, he termed
and smiled again. “You sec, I'm not anti-American. If I were, I
wouldn't ride 2round with you in public like this.”

Fecling that we had been given a decp and unusual insight into the
Buddhist view (though our friend did not refer to Buddhists, but
rather to “the People”), we passed on the gist of his remarks to
officials at the Consulare in Hue, as he had urged us to. The young
officers there had rather limited contacts with the local population—
partly because their staff turnover was so frequent and partly be-
cause ultranationalists tended to avoid American officials—and thev
were delighted to have such information. With great enthusiasm
they sent a report on our conversation te the Embassy in Saigon.
Whether anyone in Saigon ever read the report, however, or
whether anything that happened in Hue was ever taken with any
seriousness by the Embassy, would remain a matter for grave ques-
tioning in the months to come. Certainly the Embassy was not
prepared when matters came to a head.

On the evening of March 1o, 1966, our IVS agriculturalist in Hue
rerurned to the house excited by news he had just heard. At the
USAID office, where he had stopped to pick up mail, a radio mes-
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sagc had been reccived from civilian regional headquarters in Da
Nang. “Cieneral Thi has just been ousted from his command,” it

said.- *“The Embassy supports his ouster, but if anyonc asks you
about it, say you don’t know.” General Nguyen Chanh Thi was the
highly popular corps commander for the Hue-Da Nang region. He
was from a village near Hue, spoke the Jocal dialect, had a charming
personality, and enjoyed excellent relations with the varous polit-
cal and religious groups in the region and particularly with the
Buddhists and intcllectuals of Hue University. In fact, General Thi
was the only high military commander or government offictal in
whom these people seemed to place any confidence at all. He was
staunchly anti-Communist, having been imprisoned as 2 young cor-
poral by the Viet Minh in 1945, at which time he experienced great
suffering and brucality. Yet he felt deeply the need for a social
revolution and responsive government for his people. When few
other high officials dared to act, General Thi supported progressive
social-action programs, such as those undertaken by various youth
groups in his region. It was for all these reasons that he was fired by
the other gencrals—among them the one he humorously called “our
voung prime minister,” Marshal Ky. Alchough the ouster was dis-
guised as a resignation for health reasons (sinus), the reality was
thar Thi was too popular and the generals felt him as a threat to
their own power. Yet Thi had already refused at least two opportu-
nities to become prime minister. “I am a military man,” he would
say. “My place is in the army, not in politics. Politics is for civilians
and a civilian should be prime minister.”

Presumably no one realized the furor that Thi's ouster would
cause. Prime Minister Ky had just returned from the Honolulu
Conference with President Johnson and was full of confidence. The
American Mission itself presumably thought the confidence was
justified. The fact that the Mission publicly denied any complicity
in the Thi affair was a most unwisc blemish on its credibility, espe-
cially' since the evidence is so clear on this point. On March 11, one
day after Thi was “urged to resign,” General William Westmore-
land wrote him a letrer, expressing the belicf that Thi was “inter-
ested in securing medical attention in the United States.” fr had
therefore occurred to him, the lctter went on, that Thi “might
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welcome an invitation,” on behalf of the U.S. Department of De-
fense, ro use American medical facilinies. \Westmorcland concluded
by nonng that he could make all the necessary arrangements im-
mediately, and he conveved to Thi “everv good wish.” Evcotually,
Thi did go to Washington and to Walter Reed Army Hospital. But,
as he explained later, he did not go for treatment; he went merely to
visit and cheer vp wounded American soldiers from Vier Nam.

Meanwhile, the Buddhists under Thich Tri Quang called for
demonstrations, Fven military troops, police, and government civil
servants—including the deputy province chief—joined the marches.
Schools and markets wcere closed (we had to stock up ahead on
food), meetings were held, and government fell apart. It was the
opportunity the Buddhists had been waiting for to press their de-
mands, demands that had been ignored up to then. Incredibly, and
for rcasons that only he could understand, Ky sent the ousted Thi
back to Da Nang with instructions to “calm the population.” It was
then, at a downtown rally, that General Thi explained his new posi-
tion to his people. “I have decided to retire,” he szid, “because of
my sinus condition. It especially affects my nose—so that everv-
thing seems to smell very bad.” Things would smell a lot worse,
however.

The demonstrations completely immobilized IVS activity in the
northern regions, though volunteers in the delta continued work
without even realizing that anything was amiss. (The delta region
was frequently unaffected by religious or polirical movements chat
began in Central Viet Nam.) In Hue, long lincs of demonstrators
marched by within half a block of our house. At the beginning,
friends sometmes waved to us from cheir ranks, though some later
said they had been pressured into joining the Movement, The
women were the most vigorous demonstrators. Wearing purple
blouses and conical hats, they swung their arms back and forth and
shounted in unison, “Down with Thieu and Co! Down with Thieu
and Co!" It was interesting to note that during the first few demon-
strations Ky was never mentioned. This was exactly as our Buddhist
student leader friend had forewarned ws. Co was chosen instead
because of his known corruption, and Thien was the Catholic and
Can Lao chief-of-state. Ky was not initially included in the number
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of “nefarious gangsters” because the Buddhist hierarchy did not
want to strike at the whole government structure at once. “It is
better to divide them so that they cannot get back at us so easily,”
we were told by onc of the clever planners.

Although many of our more moderate friends and associates in
Hue became concerned as the Scruggle Movement took a more vio-
lent direction, more of them than ever before agrced this time with
the general principles of the Struggle: namely, an end to arbitrary
and unresponsive government (of the kind that so crudely dismissed
the popular General Thi) and a call for democratic, popularly
elected, civilian government, Anything that stood in the way of
these goals, thcy were also against, and it was in this respect that
they became anti-American and carried anti-U.S. banners: “Viet
Nam for the Victnamese,” “Down with U.S. intervennon in Vict-
namese internal affairs,” “Down with U.S. hindering the formation
of a democratic, popularly clecred government.” The Americans,
cverybody knew, were wedded to the Ky regime, believing that
cven this ime Ky could “carry it off.”” If anyonc had doubted this
for a2 moment, or if some had hoped for a more enlightened policy
for change, these feelings were crushed when the U.S. Mission in
Saigon agreed to transport Ky’s troops to Da Nang to qucll the
rebellion. Ky’s impulsive announcement that the whole movement
was Communist-inspired and that its participants were Comniunists
was a source of further outrage to the people. “Do you think we are
Communists?™ asked one very outspoken friend, in an attempt to
bait us. When we said no, he was satisfied, adding that if the govern-
ment continued to treat the people in such a way, then he was afraid
it would only play into the hands of the Communists.

No one could ever be certain just how much Communist infilera-
tion there was among the Struggle group. A French-Canadian priest
likened the armosphere in Hue to what he had expericnced in
Pcking in 1949—just before it fell to the Chinese Communists. Gen-
cral Thi himself, still at liberty in Hue and Dz Nang, warned the
leader, Thich Tri Quang, that his movement was being infiltrated
by Communist elements. Tri Quang. it scems, was not pleased by
the implied criticism and did not respond. Although most of our
fricnds reserved rheir strongest attacks for the Suigon government,
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many did become fearful of 2 Communist coup that could capiralize
on the violence and tarmoil. Yer, the younger Buddhist leaders in-
sisted that they knew cxactly what they were doing and were cer-
tain that they were in full control of the situation. The menks, for
their part, had a Buddhist solution to the Communist problem.
Thich Don Hau, then the chief religious monk in that whole area
(he was always considercd very nonpolitical), would recite parables
of love and peace when one raised the subject of communisn. Look-
ing over from the terrace of Linh Mu Pagoda toward the gardens
and the seven-storied tower, he once said that the only way for man
to be saved was not through doctrines like communism or capital-
ism, buc through man’s own individual gooducss and through prac-
ticing love. “Yes, Venerable,” we had said, “but how is man to
achieve this individual goodness:” “Buddhism teaches 80,000 differ-
ent ways,” he assurced us with supreme confidence, bur without
elaborating.

Amencans could never understand the faith of the Buddhists, which
seemcd to apply to politics as much as to religion. Even some Viet-
namese could not uonderstand ir, and one friend, a deep thinker
himself, reported that he had becen entirely mystified by a conversa-
tion he’d had with Thich Tri Quang. H onc asked the Buddhist
leaders who would fulfill their qualifications for a national leader
and who could thus replace Thieu and Ky if the latter rwo were
deposed, the answer was invariably, “Oh, there are many good Jead-
crs. That is no problem.” It was never cxplained whether such a
person should be a2 Buddhist or why he had not come to the fore
already in a country searching for capable leadership. Tt was possible
they were only expressing a truly religious faith that someonc
would emerge, without having any clear idea themselves who he
would be. It was even more poss:blc that when they assured their
questioners that the Communists would not win out in the shuffle,
they meant that Buddhism would prevail over communism only in
the spiritual sense—that the country might indced fall to the \Ll
but that Budghist ideals would hold sway in the minds of the peop]c
over whatever new ideas the Front tried to impose. Buddhist leaders
somenimes said that if thc Communists tricd to profit from their
movement, then they would have to fight the Communists. Bur
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