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    “You’ve captured the essence of the people and the country of Vietnam at a time before all hell broke loose. You tell the story from the perspective of a child who is old enough to be aware, but whose memories come from a place of innocence. You have such a gift for nailing the descriptions of your siblings’ characters and motivations. It is unique on so many levels.”
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    PREFACE



    The Ignorance of Bliss is the story of a time when ignorance set the course of events for a small country halfway around the world, when propaganda and paranoia created the facts upon which decisions were based and actions taken in Vietnam. This memoir is about a military family that blissfully found itself in an exotic land living a life of French decadence during a time of transition to war. The years were 1960 to 1962. This Paris of the Orient, Saigon, so aptly named by the French, was a magical place in those early years, especially for a ten-year-old child, the first-born daughter of an American military officer,

    the Colonel.


    The life of military-dependent children is different than that of most. It is an ever-changing life that requires the ability to adapt as their worlds change around them. These children travel to foreign lands and experience things that most can’t even imagine. This story will bring you into such a life and allow you to be part of an experience that is unique. The fact that American children grew up in Vietnam is little-known. There weren’t that many children who went to Vietnam in those pre-war days, but those of us who were there form a tribe of our own. We call ourselves “Saigon Kids” and have begun to connect after so many passing years.


    In Saigon, the Colonel was part of the Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG), serving in an advisory role as Chief of Ordnance Corps to the South Vietnamese military in the Ngô Đình Diệm regime. This political regime had come into power with the support of the United States after violating the Geneva Accord. This was a treaty agreed upon by the Allies of World War II when the French could no longer hold on to the country. The Geneva Accord had promised a truce between 1954 and 1956, culminating in a countrywide election. It was intended to remove all foreigners from interference in Vietnam and give it the independence it so desperately sought.


    A brief history of Vietnam might be helpful to understand the progression of events that occurred before and after my life in Saigon. For two thousand years, the Vietnamese had struggled to be independent of foreign rule. The French were in control of Vietnam before WWII. During WWII, the Japanese had taken over Vietnam, primarily for its ports, granting the Vietnamese independence at the end of WWII. Hồ Chí Minh had fought alongside Americans with his Việt Minh nationalists against the Japanese. The Allies, the countries that fought together against the WWII Axis powers, agreed to return territories to the countries that had ruled them before the war. The French requested the return of Algeria and Vietnam.


    The French returned to Vietnam after WWII to reclaim its former territory, only to find itself in a war with a country not wanting foreign rule. Indochina War I was fought against the French and the Japanese between 1946 and 1954. The Geneva Accord, created by Allies, after WWII established a truce with France for this war after France’s defeat at the battle of Điện Biên Phủ. This Geneva Accord called for a cessation of hostilities and the opening of the border between South and North Vietnam at the 17th parallel from 1954 to 1956. In the interim, Hồ Chí Minh would govern North Vietnam, and Ngô Đình Diệm would represent Emperor Bảo Đại in South Vietnam as premier. At the end of that two-year truce in 1956, country-wide elections were to be held to decide who would rule the entire country of Vietnam.


    South Vietnam Premier Ngô Đình Diệm held his own independent election prior to 1956. Diệm knew that he would not win as a Catholic in a country that was eighty percent Buddhist, where his only political support was through the efforts of his brother Ngô Đình Nhu. Diệm credited more people than existed in the whole of Vietnam with his win. He created the Republic of South Vietnam and declared himself president. The United States of America supported this violation of the Geneva Accord, going against the other Allies and Hồ Chí Minh, backing Diệm and a regime that would later be revealed to not be pro-American. The rest is history. Americans had no understanding of the history or the culture of this small but fiercely independent country at the time they joined the conflict. I hope to bring an awareness to a time and a place that seem to be remembered only for the wartorn bloody days of the conflict between the Americans and the Vietnamese. This is the story of an American child growing up in a country determined to gain its independence. Hopefully, this story will foster some understanding about the events that led up to that moment when all became chaos.


    The Colonel, my father, asked me to tell the story you are about to read. He gave me an exposé written by his military counterpart, Colonel Lê Văn Sâm, Chief of Ordnance ARNV. It came as a direct order, something never to be disregarded. He wanted me to write something compelling, because he believed that if you don’t understand history, you repeat it. He knew Americans shied away from anything having to do with Vietnam after the cessation of American involvement in the conflict, as if by ignoring it there would be no need to understand the what and why of it. He felt that Americans’ lack of understanding about what had led to our involvement in Vietnam has left everyone in a state of ignorance about the past, the present, and what would happen in the future. He said the mistakes that were made in Vietnam were being repeated in the Middle East and bringing disaster on all fronts. I’ve attempted to make this story palatable by telling it through my eyes, those of a ten-year-old child of a military family.


    Realizing that much of the history of that time has been forgotten, I have added “A Moment in History” to various chapters. These sections detail events that had occurred earlier or had consequences later, years after my family and I left Vietnam. It is intended to provide information that might be helpful in the overall understanding of the time and the place. The story of Vietnam is little understood and I encourage the reader to access other publications to fill in what I might have only scraped the surface of in my story.


    As time passes, the younger generation seems to have little knowledge or understanding of this critical time in world history. For those who remember and lived through that period, it is often with great sadness and unanswered questions. For those of us who, as children, experienced the years before the United States became submerged in a state of war, it was an extraordinary experience. Perhaps a different conversation will emerge from hearing about the days that preceded those unfortunate fully-engaged war years. I hope that you, the reader, will access a broader understanding of that period of time and its people. I welcome you to my Vietnam: mon Saigon.


     


    A Moment in History


    “AGREEMENT ON THE CESSATION OF HOSTILITIES IN VIET-NAM, JULY 20, 1954


    The Geneva Agreements theoretically ended the war between French Union forces and the Viet Minh in Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam. These states were to become fully independent countries with the last-named partitioned near the 17th parallel into two states pending reunification through ‘free elections’ to be held by July 20, 1956. The United States and Vietnam are not signatories to these agreements.”


    —U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, 90th Congress, 1st Session, Background Information Relating to Southeast Asia and Vietnam (3d Revised Edition) (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, July 1967), pp. 50–62


    The United States provided military advisors to Vietnam until the Gulf of Tonkin was used as a ploy to involve the United States in a full-scale military assault. The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, or the Southeast Asia Resolution, Public Law 88-408, 78 Statute 384, enacted August 10, 1964, was a joint resolution that the United States Congress passed on August 7, 1964, in response to the reported Gulf of Tonkin incident. Documents were released later by the Library of Congress saying that the incident in the Gulf of Tonkin never occurred. This resolution gave U.S. President Lyndon B. Johnson authorization, without a formal declaration of war by Congress, the use of conventional military force in Southeast Asia. Specifically, the resolution authorized the president to do whatever was necessary to assist “any member or protocol state of the Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty.” This included involving armed forces.


    —Library of Congress
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    Vietnam would prove a whirlwind of political and military intrigue for the Colonel, my father, during our two-year posting in Saigon, 1960–1962. It would also be an exposure to a culture and history of a country that would create a different world view for him. Colonel George T. Hanna at a Buddhist temple in Huế.

  


  
    



    “The Vietnamese are indeed not a reliable people. An occupation does not last long before they raise their arms against us and expel us. The history of past dynasties has proved this fact.”



    —Eighteenth-century Chinese emperor

  


  
    PART I



    “What is history but a fable agreed upon?”


    —Napoleon

  


  
    CHAPTER 1:



    Ashes, Ashes,

    We All Fall Down


    November 11, 1960


    Saigon, Vietnam


    Saigon was a world of crushing poverty and extraordinary beauty. It was also a world of streets, villas, and brothels where politics and intrigue resided amid plots and counterplots. It was a world where I grew up as a ten-year-old with my brothers and sister between 1960 and 1962. As children, we lived in the continuous present—perhaps the only way children can live. It was a present that was ancient, pastoral, and so often veiled from those of us not from this exotic and complex country. However, my siblings and I simply adapted to the change, as all good military kids do. We made it our own without a second thought.
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    A government sedan sat motionless in the compound driveway outside the ancient villa. It had arrived with a uniformed driver in full military attire early that day and had been waiting for nearly half an hour with the motor running. Having already gone through at least three cigarettes, the slim Vietnamese man was now lounging outside the driver’s seat in the shade of a nearby flame tree. Leaning against the fender of his shiny black car, he seemed lost in his own thoughts. He was not particularly interested in the four children playing dodgeball near him. Suddenly standing to attention, the driver hastily tossed his half-smoked cigarette into the nearby hibiscus bush. He rushed to open the passenger-side door.


    Four sets of children’s eyes fanned from him to the villa’s front portico. Our parents had appeared in the doorway. Our mother, Ruby Nell, was beautifully attired in a dress she had recently copied from a fashion magazine and had made in Hong Kong. Short-sleeved and tight at the waist, it showed off the trim, fit figure of an attractive woman who knew how to carry herself. The Colonel, our father, was in casual military attire. His dark features and playful sparkling eyes were distinct. Although he was ranked as a Lieutenant Colonel, we called him Colonel.


    Mom slid across the shiny leather back seat, carefully smoothing out her dress to avoid any creases. The Colonel followed. Closing the car door softly, the driver quickly took up his position in the front seat. The tinted sedan windows were rolled down. “You kids be good” were their parting words. We had no idea where they were going this morning. We could see them sitting in the back talking. As they drove out of the driveway, the tall, ornate oxidized metal gates were closed behind them. The sound of rusted metal rubbing followed the creaking of the bolt lock as the servant slid it into place. The car turned right onto Đoàn Thị Điểm, our street, and disappeared. It was Saturday morning, November 11, 1960.


    The servant made her way back toward the house, shooting an irritated glance in our direction as she passed. She had wearied of waiting for us kids to follow her inside the villa earlier. With a slight shrug of her shoulders and faint muttering, Anna went back to her work. She was to be in charge of us today, but that simply meant we would do what we wanted. She in turn would ignore us. We’d established this pattern in the four months we had been

    in Saigon.


    We four kids continued playing dodgeball in the garden with our thirteen-year-old brother’s cherished American basketball. This basketball was his identity. Tom had clung to this symbol of America from the moment we started our global trek to Vietnam in July. Tossing the ball, we occupied ourselves with this inane game. Tom, now out of adult view, was hurling the thing as hard as he could, hopeful of maiming one of us.


    “Hey! That hurt!” I screamed, having taken a direct hit when I’d turned my eye off the culprit. “You cheated! Oh, what the heck. This is a stupid game anyway.”


    I collapsed to the ground and sat nursing my arm. Tom seemed pleased with himself. His sideways smirk always gave away the pleasure he was feeling at injuring one of us. I knew better than to take my eye off him, but I had been distracted. Outside the compound walls, muted sounds could be heard. “Get over it,” Tom said, now lounging on the ground. He leaned back on his elbow. The two younger kids were staying out of range just in case. Tom always seemed to have a chip on his shoulder when he was left with his siblings and told to watch them. He was the next in charge after Anna, the servant. We usually tried to avoid any of his mood changes. It was purely a survival move

    —something we were all very good at after years of trial and error.


    The ball had rolled off to the side of the driveway, but none of us bothered to get up to retrieve it. Melting down to the level of the earth, I surveyed the exotic world that surrounded us. The garden’s grassy area was filled with every imaginable fruit tree and flowering bush: hibiscus and forsythia, Chinese pear trees, lemon and lime trees, fuchsia and jasmine flowers covered the grounds. A footlong blue-headed lizard occasionally made its presence known whenever we kids were close enough to disturb it from its flowery haven. Today, it stayed hidden from us, although Bob attempted to rouse it now by kneeling and thrusting a stick into the thick vegetation. I sat cross-legged, holding my arm, watching. It was another hot day.


    “Leave him alone, Bob! One of these days he is going to rush at you and grab your little ass!” I yelled.


    “You know Mom said not to sit in the grass or walk on it without shoes. She says worms will get into your skin,” Pati said, remaining seated. She was eight years old and liked having unique information to impart to her five-year-old brother.


    “Ugh!” Bob yelled as he jumped to his feet, immediately brushing himself off and checking the bottom of his shoes, the back of his pants, and anything else that he

    could inspect.


    The sounds of cicadas and the rustle of the leaves in the flame trees towering over us were interspersed with clearer sounds of rumbling machinery. It was coming from somewhere far away. If we had been back in the States, I’d have sworn it was a military parade. There were always parades on military bases, complete with tanks, marching troops, and sometimes a band. Being in civilian territory now, I was surprised and not sure I was hearing right.


    “Hey, everyone be quiet. Hear that? I think I hear a parade,” I said now, clearly catching what seemed like the illusive rumble of rolling tank treads somewhere beyond the gate and walls of the compound. It was a dull sound, not much more than that. Not waiting for an answer, I jumped up, forgetting about the arm I’d been clutching. At ten years old, I was ready for anything.


    The younger kids cocked their heads, smiling. I started toward the gate. There wasn’t anyone around to stop us.


    “Oh, no, you don’t, Sandy! You aren’t going anywhere. None of you are. I’m in charge and you’ll stay here. I’m going out and I don’t want to have to be bothered with any of you little snots, thank you,” Tom said as he headed toward the gate, scooping up his basketball in one clean swoop.


    Guess he figured if he didn’t find any action, he’d head on to the Cercle Sportif Club and maybe get a game going. His mood seemed to brighten as he walked by his brother and sisters. Opening the big metal gate for the second time that day, he allowed just enough room to slide through. Crushed, we younger kids silently watched him as he easily slipped out onto the dirt pathway that ran between the road and the outside wall of our villa. No one in the household paid the slightest notice to any of it.


    “That’s not fair. He always gets to do the fun things,” Pati said, sitting back down in disappointment. Bob collapsed on the ground next to her, forgetting her earlier warnings.


    “Well, I’m not staying here! You two coming?” Pausing at the gate, I waited for them.


    Pati and Bob scrambled back to their feet. “When we get closer, Tom won’t want to have to come back here with us. He’ll let us stay then,” I said, sure that we’d be okay. We just had to stay out of sight.


    We didn’t latch the gate completely as we slipped through the opening, just in case it would make the creaking sound we’d heard earlier. In single file, the three of us, oldest first, youngest last, walked down the narrow and dusty path. We could see Tom ahead of us.


    Shaded by a magnificent canopy of towering eucalyptus trees, we dodged in and out of their wide trunks, staying hidden. It was a glorious day. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. A gentle breeze rustled the overhanging leaves. The air was permeated with the scent of jasmine. With a sense of pure freedom, I felt unburdened and happy. The city was beautiful and vibrant today. Glancing at Pati and Bob, I could see that they both had grins running from one side of their faces to the other. They were trying hard not to giggle. Tom was ahead of us, busy bouncing his basketball along the dirt path, distracted, caught up in his own thoughts and ignoring everything around him.


    Ragged huts built from tin and wood scraps leaned against the solid concrete stucco-covered walls that ran between the buildings and down the alleyways. These were many. They formed little hamlets attached to the tall, whitewashed walls of their neighboring villas. With Tom still bouncing the basketball, its rhythmic sound determined our pace as we all moved along. We were a sight to see. Three pale, skinny American kids secretly following their thirteen-year-old leader in a duck-and-dodge manner. In our colorful Sears Roebuck outfits, we were a bright blur in contrast to the white walls and the stark setting of the surrounding shacks.


    Women and children stuck their heads out of their tiny huts. They looked up from their boiling pots over open fires to view the curiosity that was passing. Blond Caucasian children, except for Bob, who had brown hair, in starched clothing and spotless Keds tennis shoes filed passed them seemingly without a care in the world. The small Vietnamese children with only shirts on their backs, standing naked from the waist down, pointed and giggled at the sight of us. Old ladies squatting in front of their hut doorways sat grinning, showing off full sets of either red or black teeth, the result of years of chewing betel nut leaves.


    We younger kids moved along with awkward, jaunty steps on the uneven earth, keeping time to the sound of Tom’s basketball hitting the hard, tamped ground. It didn’t help that the ball suddenly took a sharp right into a nearby hut and had to be retrieved, to the startled surprise of its inhabitants. They held it out to him with wide smiles as he dashed in to retrieve it. They seemed so selfless and innocent. Sitting on their haunches, they were simply humored by it all.


    Taking in everything around us, we took our time. No talking, just the hush of excited anticipation with a purposeful gait. We moved toward sounds that were slowly becoming more and more audible. Usually, we caught a taxi or a cyclo-pousse, a bicycle-driven cart, directly in front of the villa on Đoàn Thị Điểm when we went anywhere. Walking the route now on foot was new to all of us. We had to go quite a distance before we reached a gathering of people, a crowd. Sound can play tricks on you, and I was surprised at how far we had walked. I didn’t care though. We were out on our own and having an adventure.


    “What the hell are you kids doing here? I told you to stay in the yard!” Tom said, having caught sight of us while we were looking at everything but him. He was mad, but you could tell he didn’t want to have to go back home right now. Something was happening, and he wanted to see what it was.


    “Okay. Stick together and don’t let me hear a word out of you. No complaining and no asking for anything.

    Got that?”


    “Umm-huh,” I said, trying not to say a word. Pati and Bob simultaneously nodded in agreement.


    Armed South Vietnamese soldiers blocked the way. They were holding guns and discouraging everyone from getting through. Guns are a familiar sight for military kids. We weren’t frightened or discouraged by their presence. We were veterans of these on Army posts, with their tanks, soldiers, and guns. Our small squad quickly slipped by the soldiers. Our illustrious leader had spotted an opening that the guards had neglected to cover, and we quickly dove through it. No one seemed to notice. A mass of people crowded the long tree-shaded boulevard. Easily sliding by each row, being smaller than the Vietnamese, we finally broke through the throng of bodies. We found ourselves at the roadside edge in front of the mass. People lined the street as far as the eye could see. This parade didn’t seem to have a band, though. Our military parades always had a band. We strained our necks looking up and down the roadway. It was a wide street, one that led to the President Diem’s Independence Palace. I guess you could say, for us kids, it just didn’t get any better than this! Squeals of delight erupted from us. I looked around beaming. The Vietnamese people on either side of us just stared in wonder at the small, colorful figures standing next to them.


    Military equipment and soldiers were moving along the roadway. I tried to peer around the bodies packed in next to us, managing only to look directly at Tom. He stood holding the basketball under his arm, resting it on his hip. He wasn’t saying anything. He had a hardened smile. I’m sure he would have preferred to be without his three younger siblings.


    Suddenly, a jostle of people from behind knocked the basketball from under Tom’s arm. It bounced and then rolled onto the roadway in front of us toward an oncoming tank. We were frozen. No one had the courage or will to run after it. Breaking ranks wasn’t allowed on the Army posts. We watched for what seemed forever. Each rotation moved the ball closer to the oncoming tank. The word “Spalding” appeared again and again, turning, round and round. The ball moved slowly toward the shadow of that monstrous tank. Just as it reached the tank, my eyes shifted to fix on what looked like a boy marching next to the tank. Maybe he was young. Maybe he wasn’t. It was so hard to tell anyone’s age here. He had a rifle and was in the traditional military attire of the South Vietnamese Army. He was carrying a gun, a real one. I stared at him. As he raised his head and looked up, our eyes met. His dark eyes looked straight at me. My singularly blue ones stared right back at him. The strangeness of the situation began to register for me.


    “Look at that guy,” I said, surprised by his gaze. “He is looking right at us.” He seemed nervous and jittery. His was a look of doubt and determination, mixed into one.


    All of my attention suddenly shifted back to the ball. The American basketball, Tom’s treasure, was now rolling under the tank. Moving between its noisy treads, it disappeared. The last thing visible as the ball slipped into the shadow of the huge metal beast was the word “Spalding.”


    A green military truck full of antagonistic-looking ARVN (Army of the Republic of Vietnam) soldiers was passing by on the other side of the tank. They looked so young, these men, all carrying M1 rifles. Giving menacing and hostile looks at everyone on both sides of the road, they nervously pointed their guns at the crowd. At that exact moment, something sounding like a firecracker went off somewhere behind the crowd. It rang out close by. The sound resembled that of a bullet being fired. Snapping to attention, the soldiers drew their weapons and began shooting. It was deafening. It was that loud bang that accompanies an explosion. The sound pierced our ears. Both Pati and Bob instinctively put their hands up to cover theirs. We all crouched down. It continued. Rat-tat-tat. Rat-tat-tat. The crowd convulsed around us. Like a wave that reaches the shore and is suddenly pulled back, everyone was moving away from the road and the soldiers. Beyond my older brother by only a few people, I saw figures falling to the ground. The crackling sound of gunfire was all around us now. The rapid firing was mixed with the high-pitched sounds of people crying out. Chaos had erupted. We could no longer see anything other than the figures that enveloped us in the raging crowd. With a sudden yell from Tom, we responded. We now moved as if we were one entity following his direct orders.


    Grabbing hold of each other, we pulled back into the crowd, pushing our way out of the mass of people. Tom was in the lead, determined, yelling, holding on to my arm with a deathlike grip. “Grab the kids!” I had Pati’s hand clutched in mine. Pati’s arm was locked around Bob’s neck. She would probably have had her arm cut off before she would let go of him. We saw an opening and literally dragged each other through it, our narrow legs flying. We ran. We were now beyond the swaying crowd of people. We didn’t stop as we ran back in the direction from where we had come. The shacks, the walls, the eucalyptus trees, all flew by us in a blur.


    Finally, we released our hold on each other. I moved to the back of the line to be sure the younger kids weren’t left behind. Screaming at each other to keep up, we ran until we reached the gate to the villa. We shoved it open, our feet moving at full speed. We shot across the driveway. Scurrying up the stairs of the entry vestibule, Tom slammed the screened door to the house wide open. A single mass streaked past the servants in the living room. Running up the circular stairway, diving headlong across the cold marble floor, sliding one after the other, we deposited ourselves under the first bed we reached. Gasping for breath, we eyed each other. Our adrenaline was still pumping. The silence assumed a huge proportion. We waited.


    “Well, I guess that wasn’t a parade after all,” I said, having finally caught my breath. “Did you see those people who got shot?”


    I was addressing Tom, our all-knowing leader. I hoped he might have some words of wisdom or maybe had seen more than me. He gave me that cold look of his, the one that basically said I was bloody tiresome and required no response. I guess he was still sulking over the loss of

    his basketball.


    “Well, no one is going to tell. Got that? I’m not going to get in trouble on account of having you all out there with me. So, no one tells or else! And I don’t know anything about any people getting shot! Okay?” He sneered with a determined air.


    Older brothers have an advantage. They can threaten you, and generally, you know better than to cross them. They are just bigger than you. You aren’t going to win in a physical battle, so there is no point to it. He didn’t say anything more. He just sulked and played with the pocketknife he’d pulled from somewhere. He could turn that thing over all day and not say a word to anyone. I don’t know if he was scared or just plain mad. How would I know? He didn’t confide in me, and for good reason. I wasn’t trustworthy. He had lost that stupid basketball after carrying it with him for the entire trip from Illinois to Saigon. That was burning him up. And why didn’t he want to talk about those dead people? Well, they might have been dead. How was I going to find out?


    We didn’t say anything more to each other, but then again, we didn’t bother to get out from under the bed either. Our adrenaline had finally subsided to a reasonable level. We eventually dozed off on the cool marble floor waiting for our parents to return. The servants brought food and drink upstairs. It was slid under the bed to us since we were making no signs of leaving our encampment. They didn’t want to get in trouble for not feeding us. They looked at us as you would a pack of strange animals. We ignored them. We were still getting used to having servants. Frankly, we weren’t comfortable with all this being-waited-on stuff, though I liked the fact that I didn’t have to make my bed anymore. It was a new thing for us. We ate everything and stacked the dishes near the wall. Eventually, we fell into that comfortable state of being between dreaming and waking.


    I remember sleepily surfacing to the warm, incoherent sounds of my parents’ voices. “They’re here!” Mom and the Colonel were both bent over looking under the bed with a somewhat alarmed expression, not saying anything further. They didn’t ask. We didn’t tell. Our silence now bound us kids together. This would become standard operating procedure in our sibling lives with each other. We four kids would never disclose to our parents what we were up to unless asked directly. It was easier that way.


    The Colonel returned from work a few days later with a flier in hand. He read it out to all of us that night as we sat around doing our school homework. Our father was the Chief of Ordnance Corps for the Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) stationed in Vietnam. He told us that there had been a recent coup against the current Diệm regime. He stressed that we were now not to go anywhere unaccompanied. All of us kids played dumb regarding knowing anything about what this was about. We eyed each other as he read the flier.


     


    Appeal of the Colonel


    Commander-in-Chief of Military Region 5


     


    This is the powerful military force of the 21st Division of Military Region 5 including armor, tank, and artillery, who went and liberated Saigon and put down the rebel force.


    Fellow citizens—be calm, peaceful and keep order: the rebel forces have been dissolved and a number of rebels have surrendered and returned to the government and have determined to support the president.


    Soldiers who have gone down the wrong road—repent and don’t listen to that band of officers who are selling their country, Thi and Đông. They received money from the communists, intending to rebel against the people and injure the country.


    Soldiers who have gone down the wrong road—return to the government, support the president in order to protect our country’s independence, and in order to guard the republican regime.


    The president is ready to forgive all you friends.


     


    Commander-in Chief of Military Region 5


    Colonel Tran-Thien-Khiem


    Army of the Republic of Vietnam 1


     


    The Colonel proceeded to explain that there had been a coup. It was the result of discontent among officers in the South Vietnamese military about the current South Vietnam regime of President Ngô Đình Diệm and his brother Ngô Đình Nhu. The contents of this flier seemed strange to me. Diệm would forgive them? It wasn’t a rebel force, that of the Việt Minh; it was his own military that had orchestrated the coup. The Colonel told us that four hundred people, mostly civilians, had been killed in the coup. We listened quietly with our eyes wide open.


    Throwing an all-knowing glance toward my older brother when he looked my way, I stuck my tongue out at him. I was right after all. Those were bodies dropping down around us!


    This childhood universe of ours had been altered in a single moment. We were to soon discover that we had entered a time of good and evil in Vietnam, when politics ran amok. Our Paris of the Orient would prove over the coming years to be an exotic place that hovered between illusion and reality. Our real indoctrination into the world of Saigon had begun.
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    The 1960 coup against President Ngô Đình Diệm’s regime in November was orchestrated by his own military. The vehicles carrying young ARVN soldiers equipped with M1 rifles rolled down the main boulevard to Independent Palace, the residence of President Diệm and the Nhu family. The coup failed, and over four-hundred civilians were killed.

  


  
    Chapter 2:


    As the World Turns


    In 1960, I had never heard of Vietnam. I don’t think many other people in the United States had either. No one was paying attention to what was happening in this small country halfway around the world. The 1950s had left America under the shadow of a “Red Scare,” believing Communism would take over the world. The domino theory was solidly in place. The party line was that if Vietnam fell, so would all of Southeast Asia, one country after the other. No one seemed to have any grasp of the history of this ancient country or know anything about its culture. Anyone in the United States government who had any previous knowledge of Asia was thought to be a Communist and removed. President Eisenhower was still submerged in the legacy of the Cold War and couldn’t see beyond that. The military advisors (MAAG) who were sent to Vietnam in 1960 would find themselves steeped in the same mire.
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    Before my family moved to Saigon, my world was insular and defined, as it should be for a child—safe and structured. My family and I were edging toward the completion of our two-year posting in a suburb outside Chicago. The Army had sent the Colonel to the University of Chicago for an MBA, a master’s degree in business. He already had a bunch of degrees, but the Army must have thought he needed another one. We had moved there in 1958. It was now 1960. We were an Army family, and that meant that we moved every two or three years, when the Colonel’s transfer orders came through. We never knew when we would receive these orders, however. I say “we” because we moved more like a small military squad than a family. It just seemed that the day would come when we were to be transferred again, and the only warning we had that change was brewing was the spinning of the Colonel’s world globe. It was a ritual in our family. This event happened a few weeks before school was to end in Hinsdale, Illinois. This had been our last assignment and one that involved living with civilians. In Hinsdale, the entire family was posing as civilians.


    I refer to my father as the Colonel, though his name is George. My older brother, Tom, simply calls him “the old man.” I grew up as a military kid, along with my older brother and two younger siblings, Pati and Bob. Our mother, Ruby Nell, was the perfect officer’s wife, completely supportive of her husband’s transient life. We traveled the world together following the Colonel on each of his Army assignments. We were told we represented America—so shape up and fly right! We conducted ourselves accordingly, with the tendency to bow and curtsey without the least provocation. We had accents, but none of our accents was the same, due to a constant schedule of moving.


    We, the squad of six, lived in a brick house on a maple tree-lined street. It was an Ozzie and Harriet–type of neighborhood with well-groomed lawns and cookie-cutter families. We blended in quite well, I thought, but we weren’t like them at all.


    We children of military personnel are referred to as BRATs, a title we all wear with pride. The acronym BRAT was created a long time ago and stands for British Regiment Attached Transfer. It is the perfect way to describe our extended gypsy family. We are the “attached” dependents who go wherever the military transfers take the Colonel.


    “Adaptive” would be the best word to describe us BRATs. In a way, we are a tribe unto ourselves. Making friends quickly, we depart our assigned posts without a goodbye or any chance of future encounters. We pick up languages and accents quickly. Material things just aren’t important to us. We leave them behind us as we do our lives, our friends, our pets, and our teachers. Nomadic and in some cases feral, we bond immediately with kids who are like us, displaced and transient. We recognize fellow BRATs in an instant, seeing a reflection of ourselves. At the same time, we view civilians as strange creatures that we do not understand, and they in turn don’t understand us. We just don’t fit in with people who have been and will be together for the rest of their lives. Our lives are just so different than theirs.


    My real awareness of the world around me began at the age of eight years old. This was when I became a self-proclaimed spy. At that time, I was just a kid with no secretive activities other than the normal things kids do that they don’t tell their parents, like slugging your kid brother just because you can or sneaking money out of your mom’s purse so you can buy that candy after school. Small stuff. Nothing that could result in a serious loss of freedom. But that all changed the day I decided to break into the Colonel’s makeshift darkroom in the basement bathroom in Hinsdale, Illinois. My official spying activities began that day. I’d become more than curious about that room in the basement that the Colonel would disappear into during the evening hours. He’d spend long nights locked inside with only the red light seeping out from under the doorway. This behavior seemed odd to me, since as far as I knew, the room was a bathroom.


    The house was unusually quiet one day. I was alone, a rare occurrence. After all, there were four of us kids. Going down the basement stairs to the bathroom door, I opened it, switching on the light. It wasn’t red but white. The red bulb seemed to be in a clip-on light that had a separate plug. All types of photo equipment were in this small room. A board had been put across the toilet lid to make a place for things to sit. Black plastic tubs had liquids in them. On the floor nearby, a wooden box held curled-up rolls of developed film. A clothesline ran across the room with strips of paper attached by clothespins. Pulling the nearby stepstool over, I climbed up to have a closer look at the small black-and-white images in blocks on the strips. The first few pieces of paper had pictures of military equipment and soldiers. It was the ones at the end that shocked me. They were pictures of bodies in piles: skeletons clinging to wire fences, people who appeared to have no hope, all half naked or dressed in faded striped rags. These were the Colonel’s World War II memories, captured and later hidden in a wooden box. These were things he had seen and couldn’t talk about. I realized at that moment I knew nothing about my father.


    At the time, I was enrolled in the Brownies and had what I considered to be an incredible uniform. The Brownies are the beginner level of the Girl Scouts, an organization for young girls that is supposed to teach life skills. I thought this official uniform lent great importance to what was now my self-proclaimed mission as spy. I would don the uniform whenever I was on a serious stakeout. I was determined to develop my skills of observation and stealth. My mother would often catch me, confused by the change of clothes on a non-Brownie day, telling me to get out of the uniform so I wouldn’t soil it. She already had enough laundry to do, she said.


    Trudging home from Lane Elementary School one late spring day, Pati and I were surprised to be greeted at the door by both of our parents. They stood before us wearing ridiculous smiles on their faces. Something was brewing, that was for sure. They loved to travel. The two-year stay in Illinois had been long enough, especially for our mother. She missed the officer’s club and the groups of friends she’d make immediately on post. It didn’t work the same here. Neighbors stayed to themselves, and no real effort was made to be social, though Mom gave it her best shot. I’d made only one friend in all the time I’d been there: Ellen Wright. I wouldn’t be leaving a lot behind when we moved other than her and my beloved fourth-grade teacher, Mrs. Grace Hibdon.


    My older brother, Tom, was a veteran of the Colonel’s transfer-announcement process. He was the one who would dig the world globe out from who-knows-where once he picked up that change was in the wind. He was ready for any announcement that would get him out of this town. He hated it and for good reason. He was in seventh grade, relentlessly taunted and teased by the kids his age. He was shy and slightly heavy, a bad combination at his age. The two years had been a real trial for him. He put it a different way: “It was hell!”


    Standing in the doorway of the kitchen for just a moment, Pati and I entered a room already full of excitement. Our brothers were seated at the table. Everyone was on pins and needles. The world globe sat in the middle of the kitchen table ready for its single spin. Our globe was an old one. It had been with the Colonel throughout his life. He’d had it when he was a student at Texas A&M. Some of the names of countries had changed in the world, but not on this globe. The Colonel stood in front of us ready to set the world in motion and us with it.


    Whenever I took the time to look at the Colonel, I was always amazed at how striking he was. Tall and with dark hair, he had a slim figure. There was always a twinkle in his dark, mischievous eyes. I thought he looked a lot like Gregory Peck. He had a face that seemed to move constantly between being serious and being completely humored. He was a handsome man. Mom said he was a bit of a “fox” when she had first met him. Mom had that same type of changeable face. She too was strikingly beautiful, a former high school beauty queen. The Colonel attempted to look serious now, but I could tell he couldn’t wait to get started. His eyes sparkled. We all sat in a hush of anticipation. We were a restless family.


    “We are going to South Vietnam,” he said. The Colonel was beaming. All four of us kids stared wide-eyed as he set the globe spinning on its axis. The sphere whirled around and around, blending the continents’ and oceans’ colors together. After several orbits, as it slowed down, the individual countries and oceans could finally be distinguished one from the other. He placed his finger on a long strip of land that had the China Sea running its entire length. Instead of the name “Vietnam,” it read “Indochina.” On this globe Indochina was made up of Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, the names all written in smaller lettering. My eyes wandered away from the globe to scan the table. Next to the sphere sat a newly purchased set of records, titled Learn French, and a book printed on newsprint with the title Speak Vietnamese. The book looked like

    military issue.


    The Colonel enjoyed this way of telling us where we were going. His eyes shone with delight as he continued to turn our world inside out. He stood before us in civilian clothes, not regulation military fatigues, devoid of the starched uniform he’d soon have to wear. A lit pipe hung from the corner of his mouth. He backtracked with his finger to where we currently lived, Illinois. He proceeded to lay out the journey we’d be taking. We’d drive from Illinois to Kentucky, then on to the very bottom tip of Texas, Brownsville, eventually traveling across the desert to Los Angeles. He rotated the globe slowly to illustrate the journey.


    “We’ll be going to Disneyland when we reach Los Angeles,” he announced to four children’s absolute surprise. Thinking I’d misheard, I came to full attention. The mouths of all four of us kids had dropped open simultaneously. We gave loud whoops and shouts of sheer joy. This was better than expected. Who cared where we were going? We were now more than ready for the move.


    “Your mother has saved all her fifty-cent pieces from these last two years running her daycare so we can all do this. Maybe now you won’t feel so resentful of her efforts and having to share her time with other people’s children,” he said. He knew we were angry at the fact that Mom ran a daycare in our house. It had been irritating to have to share her with these strangers who filled the basement and used our toys every day. They were the enemy. This was something all four of us could agree on.


    The Colonel continued adding more details to our itinerary. His voice was melodious and smooth. Our last stop in the United States would be San Francisco, Travis Air Force Base, where we’d catch a four-engine Constellation MATS (Military Air Transport Service) plane piloted by a Navy crew. We’d fly out from there to Hawaii, Wake Island, Guam, and the Philippines, finally reaching Southeast Asia. Our final stop would be the capital of South Vietnam, the city of Saigon. “The French have always called Saigon the Paris of the Orient,” he said. My mind soared with images that probably had nothing to do with where we were going, just the collage of images a child collects from books and television. A world only half-imagined.


    Taking the globe with me to school the next week, I stood before my fourth-grade class and repeated the Colonel’s story of future travels. I was normally shy and quiet in class, but I told the story with elaborate gestures to the surprise of my mesmerized fellow students. I traced the journey along the moving globe just as the Colonel had done. It was truly a moment of creative storytelling on my part. All the other kids were glued to the edges of their seats. It made me a bit popular for the few weeks we had left in civilian territory. They held a going-away party on my last day there. I was given a green leather-bound diary complete with a small gold key. We left Hinsdale several days later. I took Mrs. Hibdon’s mailing address with me and would write to her on and off over the next two years. Many years later, after we had returned to Illinois, I met a former student of hers who told me that Mrs. Hibdon read my letters to her new classes. She wrote to me as often as I did her.


    During those last days in Illinois, the family had to go downtown to Chicago for immunization shots at the Great Lakes 5th Army Headquarters Dispensary. I’m talking every possible shot you could imagine: for cholera, typhus, polio, tetanus, and more. It just seemed like the staffers would put two in each of our skinny little arms whenever they could get a hold of us. Next came the passport photos. I was on one with Pati, Bob, and Mom. Pati and I stood like deer in headlights with the new perms she had given us specifically for the photo. I had a bird’s nest of curls on top of my head. As usual, Pati and I were dressed in somewhat matching outfits. Bob had on a smart little suit jacket. Where that one came from, I’ll never know. Tom had his own passport separate from us. He paraded it around with pride, flashing its glossy photo at us. He let us know that he was no longer a child to be grouped with us underlings. The Colonel had his own as well.


    We were now ready. Documents were in hand and orders cut. The packing would come next, but not before Mom shipped us three younger kids down to Horse Cave, Kentucky. Sent to our Aunt Minnie, Uncle Tink, and Cousin Wanda’s house, we would wait for our parents to complete the last details of the move. Tom had refused to be included on this trip. He wasn’t partial to outhouses, taking care of his younger siblings, or having to take baths in a metal tub in the center of the kitchen floor. No, he’d stay right where he was, thank you. He’d see us later if we were lucky. “Maybe they’ll forget about you,” he’d tease, though I think he was hopeful. I smiled and shook my head. I wasn’t worried. I always memorized how to get back to wherever we had come from. It was one of my survival tactics.
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    I decided to become a spy at age eight when I came across the Colonel’s stash of photos from WWII. I considered my Brownie uniform to be the perfect attire for such covert activities as spying on my father. I would continue this behavior into our time in Saigon.

  


  
    Chapter 3:


    Destination Saigon


    The South in the United States is a place of conflicted memory for me, permeating the very air. Stifling and unbearable. I only had to cross the Mason–Dixon line before I’d feel its weight on my chest and the blurring of my vision. Most of my childhood summers were spent in Horse Cave, Kentucky, with my mother’s relatives.


    We traveled down the paved roads we always took on these trips south. Passing familiar road signs, we sped toward our Kentucky destination. Big Otter, Jane Lew, Mink Shoals, Little Sandy River, Salt Lick, Cheat Lake; these were places where people lived but no one else had ever heard of. We’d stop along the way at little independently-owned gas stations that had signs posted separating whites from blacks, not so nicely phrased in those days. “No Drinking for Colored” signs hung next to the water fountain. “No Colored Served Here” written on placards set in the windows of greasy-spoon food stops. These were horrible ugly words displayed everywhere. Each year it was like seeing it again for the first time, this timeless, senseless hate. These Southerners knew it as a way of life that had always been and, as far as they were concerned, always would be. I found these prejudices confusing.


    Southerners are polite and friendly, I always said, so the juxtaposition was always jarring. The Colonel would tell us kids to not make trouble when we’d make our bathroom or food pit stops. I wondered what trouble I could possibly make. Although, it did often occur to me that I should go over and use the “colored” drinking fountain just to see what would happen. The unblinking stares of the listless white men hanging around chewing on their wads of tobacco always made me think twice. I found myself surrounded by two seeming opposites during our summer stay before we headed to Southeast Asia: religion and prejudice. I soon discovered that the Ku Klux Klan and the Baptists ruled the region, and they weren’t as separated as one would think. In fact, most were members of both groups.


    Religious activity was a full-time thing in the South, and our aunt made sure we participated in all of it. We younger kids stayed in Kentucky for an entire month and found ourselves engulfed in every form of religious activity you can imagine: Sunday school, Sunday church services, revival meetings, and summer Bible school were all held just down the dirt road from the farmhouse at the Horse Cave Baptist Church. Having attended “all denomination” churches in the military, this southern version of religion was overwhelming.


    Nightly revival meetings that, for the uninitiated and uninformed such as my siblings and myself, were frightening and daytime baptisms in smelly sulfur spring pools left us wondering if the preacher was trying to drown his “saved” souls. The finale to these religious encounters for me came on the last Sunday of our visit.


    I triumphantly entered the church with my Bible, the one that had been given to me on my first day there, tucked under my arm. I decided to sit up in the front row for a change. I told myself that he didn’t scare me, this blustering preacher with all his threats of sin and damnation. A short robust fellow, he entered from the back, making short stops and bending over on his way to the podium. I was engrossed in something and wasn’t paying much attention.


    “Brothers and Sisters, there is a non-believer in our midst,” he said glaring in my direction. I turned around to see who he might be singling out. “I happened to find these four-leaf clovers along the aisle as I entered today,” he said waving them over his head. “These are false idols and will lead you away from the one true God.” He was off

    and running.


    I sat completely still, but I could feel the heat rising in my face. I had been pressing these small treasures in my Bible. My face was probably as red as a country fire engine. Not only had I lost my four-leaf clovers and all that good luck, but that dang fool wanted to send me to purgatory.


    At long last, the family station wagon arrived, its top-loader stacked high with luggage, pulling a trailer piled to the brink. I was ready to be on our way. Our official trek to the Orient was finally starting. We left Kentucky and followed the route the Colonel had shown us on the spinning globe. We traveled further south through Texas and across the wide-open King’s Ranch. Two weeks would be spent with the grandparents, fishing in the Gulf of Mexico for ocean trout and eating the fresh tortillas the Mexican workers cooked over the outdoor fires by my grandfather’s orange and grapefruit orchards. Before we continued our journey, the entire Hanna clan camped overnight on Boca Chica Beach, night fishing and telling stories around a

    huge bonfire.


    For some reason, the next day, the Colonel decided to show Tom and me how to fire his WWII vintage .45 automatic. I guess he figured this was as good a place as any to do it. This was a weapon he had gotten from his older brother, Harold, when he had built levies along the Mississippi River, right after WWII. He was intent upon both of us kids knowing how to use it. I don’t think Mom had a clue as to where he was taking the two of us that day. He owned a few cotton fields just outside of town, and we headed in that direction. I thought we were just going to take a look at them when the car came to a stop and we all climbed out. He set up a target of bottles on a stump and pulled both of us over to the side. He handed twelve-year-old Tom the gun and gave him some preliminary instruction. With the gun pointed, Tom struggled balancing the darn thing. I put my fingers to my ears. Bang! it cracked, and the kick from it sent Tom backward with the full force of the blast. It was a canon of a thing! Tom managed to stay on his feet somehow. I found out later that the Colonel had done this same thing with him when he was eight. Then, the Colonel had neglected to instruct him to keep his elbow locked, and the darn thing had come back and hit him square across the face. Mom had the Colonel’s hide that time, as Tom was saddled with a bruise that ran across his face from his forehead down to his cheek by the time they arrived home. This time, he avoided injury.



OEBPS/Images/3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
The Tanovance of Bl






OEBPS/Images/Image50409.jpg





OEBPS/Images/1chapt_0_sb021A.jpg









OEBPS/Images/1.jpg






OEBPS/Images/1chapt_1_1357D.jpg





OEBPS/Images/1chapt_2_photo802C.jpg






OEBPS/Images/The_Ignorance_of_Bliss_v7.jpg
The Tapavance of Bliss

AN AMERICAN KID IN SA1GoN

SANDY HANMNA

Hill
PRESS






