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    Preface

    A book about Vietnam may not be amiss at a time when this Southeast Asian nation of seventy-three million people is leaving behind a long period of virtual isolation and entering the world at large as a united and independent country, after too long an absence. This is a book about Vietnam today, and although written by an American, its subject is Vietnam, not the American intrusion upon the life of Vietnam or the pain that America inflicted upon itself by its willful interference. And although the writer is an American journalist, whose lasting interest in Vietnam was awakened by many wartime working visits and sustained by many subsequent stays, the book is in no way a personal memoir. It is a reporter’s book, not a history, a book reporting on an interesting country at a particularly important period in its history.

    It is written from a belief that too many people, particularly in the United States, think and speak of Vietnam with assured conviction, although I believe their assurance is justified only by the firmness of their convictions about what their countries, particularly the United States, did in Vietnam. General knowledge of Vietnam itself, its people, their lives, thoughts, and feelings, is, I believe, not deep enough to warrant much assurance. Great sympathy for the Vietnamese people was expressed throughout the world, particularly in America, while they were suffering atrociously from war, a war that was so cruelly and uselessly intensified by the United States.

    Compassion for the Vietnamese was expressed on both sides of the great cleft that split America during its war. There were those who asserted that the war was justified to save the Vietnamese people, or at least those who lived in the south, from oppression. There were others who said that their condemnation of America’s brutal interference was founded on revulsion at the grievous wounds inflicted on the Vietnamese people and their country by America’s frightful firepower, by the burns from its napalm and white phosphorus and the scarring of the landscape by its toxins.

    Yet both sides’ compassion for the Vietnamese people appeared largely to fade when American troops left in 1973, or at the latest when the war ended in 1975. The voices that over many years expressed the deepest concern over the agony of the Vietnamese were strangely silent during the next period of their suffering, when hundreds of thousands felt that their best choice was to entrust their lives and those of their children to tiny, unseaworthy boats on the treacherous South China Sea, to escape toward shores that they knew to be hostile. We will never know how many never reached shore. It is hard to avoid a suspicion that either a commitment in an ideological global struggle against what was believed to be a monolithic Communist bloc striving for world conquest or passionate opposition to the actions and persons of Lyndon Johnson and particularly Richard Nixon were more compelling motives for those who took sides than compassion with Vietnamese suffering. If American sympathy for the people of Vietnam were of great moment, would the American people have allowed their governments, for more than twenty years after the end of the war, to deny them the reconciliation and help in healing of their wounds for which Germans and Japanese did not need to wait after a much greater war?

    I believe that Vietnam and its extraordinarily courageous and resilient people are worthy of interest and sympathy in themselves. The late Bernard B. Fall, to whose books and articles everyone interested in Vietnam is indebted, prefaced his The Two VietNams with this remark: “This is a book in praise of no one.” I have tried to live up to that evenhanded motto insofar as all governments, Vietnamese and foreign, and men of power of all countries that involved themselves and their might in Vietnam are concerned. But this is a book in praise of the Vietnamese people, north, center, and south.

    Thanks are in order. I am deeply grateful to a succession of publishers and editors of the New York Times, who for so long have provided unstinting encouragement and support and much freedom of movement to allow me to learn about Vietnam (and many other countries). It is evident that I owe most to my many friends in Vietnam, and Vietnamese now abroad, to those who permitted me to name them and those who, in prudence, I chose to cover with anonymity. But not only friends. Many in Vietnam who will no doubt disagree with my interpretations and conclusions, and knew they would, have nonetheless given sincerely of their views and generously and patiently of their time to help me to understand their country. My ideas about Vietnam owe some of their shape to years of hammering out in discussion, often heated and always warm, with my much-missed friend, too soon departed, Jean-Christophe Öberg, who was Sweden’s first ambassador in Hanoi. For the summary chapters on Vietnamese history, I am grateful to the historians whom I have named in the text.

    My deep gratitude goes to my late parents, Paula and Rudolf Kamm, who from their own harsh experience taught me to be wary of those who wield power, and to listen with sympathy and respect to those upon whom it is wielded. It has always been with that in mind that I have tried to understand Vietnam. My dear friend Elie Wiesel had more to do with my writing this book than he suspects. And last but not least, I thank my children, Alison, Thomas, and Nicholas, for importuning me for all these years with reminders that perhaps I have, on a few subjects, more to say than fits into a newspaper article.

    H. K.

    Lagnes, France

    January 1996

  


  Chronology

  Around 2000 B.c. — Founding of Kingdom of Au Lac, the Vietnam of legend.

  208 B.c.— A Chinese renegade general conquers Au Lac and proclaims himself emperor of “Nam Viet.”

  First century B.c.—The Han dynasty incorporates Nam Viet as a Chinese province.

  40 A.D.— The two Trung sisters lead rebellion that establishes short-lived independence.

  938 —Ngo Quyen defeats Chinese and establishes independent state, Dai Viet, recognized by China in 967.

  1282 —Tran Hung Dao repels Mongol invasion.

  1407 — Ming dynasty conquers Dai Viet, incorporates it as Chinese province.

  1428 — Emperor Le Loi reestablishes independence, ending Chinese domination.

  Seventeenth and eighteenth centuries — Divisive internecine warfare, opening the way for foreign interference through missionaries, mercenaries, and merchants.

  1788 — Nguyen Anh drives out a renewed Chinese invasion.

  1789 —First fleet of French mercenaries, chartered by a Catholic bishop, lands in southern Vietnam and allies itself with Nguyen Anh.

  1802 —Taking title of Emperor Gia Long, Nguyen Anh founds Nguyen dynasty, Vietnam’s last, and establishes capital in Hue.

  1847 —First official French military intervention, at Da Nang.

  1862 —Emperor Tu Duc cedes Saigon and surrounding region to France.

  1867 —All southern Vietnam submits to France.

  1883 — Central and northern Vietnam submit.

  1930 —Ho Chi Minh founds Indochinese Communist party.

  1940—Japan occupies Vietnam.

  1941 —Japan declares Vietnam independent from France. Viet Minh starts general uprising. Last emperor, Bao Dai, abdicates. Ho declares independence. France begins reconquest. Last colonial war breaks out.

  1954 —France, defeated at Dien Bien Phu, surrenders. Geneva accords divide Vietnam. United States replaces France as main support of anti-Communist South Vietnam, ruled by Ngo Dinh Diem.

  1960 —Hanoi forms National Liberation Front in south; civil war gains pace.

  1962 —United States Military Assistance Command formed, and “advisers” begin active role in war.

  1963 —Diem overthrown and murdered.

  1964 —United States begins air war against north. Tonkin Gulf Resolution gives President Johnson effective war-making powers.

  1965 —First American combat units arrive. Methodical bombing of North Vietnam begins, and America takes over conduct of war.

  1968 —Communist Tet Offensive is defeated but intensifies American desire to withdraw “with honor.” Paris peace conference opens.

  1969 —United States begins bombing of Vietnamese Communist bases in Cambodia.

  1970 —All of Cambodia engulfed in war.

  1973 — Paris peace agreement signed, and American troops withdraw.

  1975 —North Vietnam conquers Saigon; war ends,

  1976 —Vietnam reunified.

  1978 —Vietnam invades Cambodia following Cambodian border raids.

  1979 —Vietnam conquers Cambodia, overthrows Pol Pot regime. China mounts brief punitive invasion into northern Vietnam.

  1986 —In reaction to Soviet perestroika, Vietnam begins liberal economic reform.

  1991— Collapse of Soviet Union leads to intensified economic liberalization.

  1995 —United States, twenty years after end of war, normalizes diplomatic relations with Vietnam.
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  A Village Remembers

  By HENRY KAMM

  Special to The New York Times

  
    TRUONG AN, South Vietnam, Nov. 16 — A group of South Vietnamese villagers reported today that a small American infantry unit killed 567 unarmed men, women and children as it swept through their hamlet on March 16, 1968. They survived, they said, because they had been buried under the bodies of their neighbors.

    The villagers told their story in the presence of American officers at their new settlement, which lies in contested territory less than a mile from the ruins of their former home.

    (New York Times, November 17, 1969)

  

  Heat hangs moist and heavy, making outlines tremble and shimmer. Clothes cling, and movements are gentle, gliding more than treading. Peasants in black pajamas lead their buffalo across fields of rice stubble. Women in conical hats mother their youngest while tending their vegetable patches, now and then shooing intruding hens. Older children, many with a smaller brother or sister astraddle on a hip, flock round a visitor, their number growing as they follow his every step. “Hello!” they chant cheerfully, or “bye-bye!” mindless of the opposite meanings of the greetings they offer to all foreigners.

  They see more foreigners in My Lai, now rebuilt on its original site, than is customary in the villages of a country that is only hesitantly removing political and bureaucratic obstacles to travel.

  The children’s curiosity is exuberant and trusting, which pains deeply when one remembers how atrociously such trust

  was once betrayed. The adults’ welcome is courteous, their smiles unforced. The visitor who identifies himself as American receives as friendly a welcome as any other. Is this just any village in central Vietnam? No.

  And yet, even in a place where Americans did their worst and where everything is done officially to keep alive the memories of the war the United States waged, the Vietnamese seem to have put those years, which continue to haunt Americans, behind them. They can never lay to rest the personal anguish most suffered. Yet they retain no discernible hatred of Americans, whose country escalated a civil war among the poor to mass killing on a superpower scale and then left the losing side — My Lai belonged to it, at least during daytime — to the fate that the foreign intervention did no more than delay. And they are aware at what cost in lives lost or shattered America bought the delay.

  Normal life — that is, life at subsistence level — has returned to My Lai. Even to the tombs of war.

  On a large mound in the middle of a rice field, covered by a concrete slab, round, flat wicker trays of peanuts and ears of corn are set out to dry. The sign alongside the mound reads, “Grève Yard of 75 Villagers Killed by G.I. on March 16, 1968.” There are four mass graves, the official guide explained, each containing from twenty to seventy-five bodies, and many, many smaller tombs sheltering three to eight victims. All are inconspicuous; what counts most at My Lai is the present. It has two faces.

  One is the village of rice-farming families, downtrodden but rich in children as are all villages in the densely populated central region of a country that stretches for more than twelve hundred miles from its northernmost point on the Chinese border to the tip of the Ca Mau Peninsula on the Gulf of Siam. In the center, the green mountains of the interior edge close to the salt flats along the South China Sea and leave only a narrow strip of farming land, subject to typhoons and the destructive effects of seawater. Throughout modern history endemic poverty has made the people of this region the most ready to listen to those who preach rebellion. And most of the preachers were born in Vietnam’s hardscrabble center.

  The other face of My Lai is represented by the memorial where grief over an unspeakable atrocity left shamefully unpunished in the land of the perpetrators is officially expressed and converted to political use, following a custom not unknown elsewhere. As in the Communist years Poland or the late German Democratic Republic perverted memory at the sites of Nazi concentration camps to make them anachronistic propaganda showcases for their side in the postwar ideological conflict, the government has made of My Lai a place not only of remembrance but also of justification of its system. But not only Communist countries have made hay where no sun shone.

  “To Remember Forever the Crimes Committed by the American Aggressors” reads the sign over the simple building erected to receive visitors. To judge by the guest book, these visitors are mainly Westerners. Earlier, those who stopped here were largely “fraternal” delegations from other Communist countries, dutifully doing their rounds. Since their nations abandoned the creed that still governs Vietnam, their people no longer feel brotherly enough to visit. The guest book is a depository of sincere sentiments on the good of peace and the evil of war; only groups of ultraradical West German ideologues have been tactless enough to inscribe fiery manifestos of hatred, calling on humanity to rise in struggle against ever-present American imperialism. One might have thought that Germans, of all people, might have some second thoughts before condemning other nations with such a sense of moral superiority.

  Yet even at the memorial, the mercantile pragmatism to which the government in Hanoi now subscribes, conjointly and contradictorily with its continuing bows of obeisance to the teachings of Marx and Lenin, has made inroads. Under a large banner proclaiming the most ubiquitous of the inescapable sayings of Ho Chi Minh that adorn Vietnam from north to south — “Nothing Is More Precious Than Independence and Liberty” — Pham Thanh Cong, the chief attendant at the memorial, considered a request for interviews with survivors. “There are five here,” he said, “How many do you want? Of course you have to pay them something. They have to take time off from their work.” Two was agreed on as a suitable number, traded as though survivors were the memorial’s merchandise.

  Outside, boys were playing soccer around the base of a large Soviet-inspired monument that transforms into a grandiose act of heroic defiance the martyrdom of the unarmed, helpless women, children, and old men massacred by First Lieutenant William Laws Calley Jr. and his platoon, as well as others from C Company of the Eleventh Brigade of the Americal Division on the morning of March 16, 1968. A woman larger than life, a babe in her arms, raises an accusing hand heavenward as she confronts her murderers. Four other victims face the killers in less stylized poses. The true memorial, one that calls forth genuine feelings, is a plaque to the right of the monument. Eight long columns are made up of the names of 504 victims — 182 women, of whom 17 were pregnant, and 173 children, of whom 56 were of infant age. Sixty of the men were over sixty years old. And to the left and right, where the old village stood, small stone markers at ground level recall to the mind’s eye the houses that once occupied the same spot. The inscriptions tell all that needs to be told: “Mr. Le Dien’s House Destroyed by G.I. on March 16, 1968.”

  In fact, what the American soldiers destroyed between dawn and noon on that day was the people, much more than their houses. The artillery barrage that preceded the landing of Charlie Company by helicopter in a village rice field and the unprovoked carnage that ensued did not wipe out the village. That act of needless warfare was committed almost a year later, when American bulldozers leveled My Lai to deny the use of its humble huts to the Communist forces, and American and South Vietnamese troops herded the population of all the surrounding hamlets into a barren stretch a few minutes’ walk from their old homes. They could till their fields but had to return to place themselves under guard after dark.

  “Generating refugees,” this practice of making of the rural people of Vietnam, as well as Cambodia and Laos, the ruthlessly uprooted flotsam of war was called in the language of the military. Until its destruction My Lai was one of the thousands of villages that were under South Vietnamese and American control during daylight but contested between dusk and dawn, when Communist forces went into action. “The people here were not engaged on either side,” said Cong, the memorial’s caretaker, asked why there were so few men present at the time of the massacre. “The village was under Saigon’s control. Some men had joined the Viet Cong and had to leave the village. Others were drafted into the Saigon army, and others ran away to avoid being drafted. I would say that most ran away from the draft. They left their families here because they couldn’t take care of them elsewhere. They went to Da Nang or Saigon to find work. I can assure you there were no revolutionary forces stationed here. I think the majority of the people were neutral. They were wishing only for peace to be restored and not to be threatened by death in that war.”

  In his simple candor Cong may have unknowingly violated his propagandist duties, which would have required him to say that the entire Vietnamese people, except those few “puppets” in the cities suborned by American riches, supported the Communist liberation struggle. Instead he affirmed a fundamental truth about the war: it was imposed upon the people of Vietnam by the intractable leaders of both sides and the foreign powers that made a distant agrarian nation bleed in sacrifice to their larger purposes.

  Cong was eleven years old when American soldiers killed his parents, his two sisters, and his brother. “They turned it into a ‘white’ place,” he said in melancholy reminiscence. “It was a beautiful place. Even mandarins in the old days used to come to admire it.”

  He needed to be urged to recall the day. “My family was an ordinary family. We were having breakfast, before my parents would go to the field and we to school. Then the artillery began to fire, and we took shelter.” Some underground shelters — each house had one — are all that remains today of the original village. “My house was hit and set afire. At eight o’clock three American soldiers came. When we saw them we were happy, because it meant the shelling was over. We came out of the shelter, but when they saw us, they pushed us back down with their rifle butts. And then they threw grenades. At four in the afternoon people from other hamlets came to bury the dead and look for survivors. I was badly wounded in the head and unconscious all that time. I was covered with my blood and the blood of all the others. They were all dead. In the whole village, those who survived were protected by their dead, who lay on top of them.”

  The custodian, a minor Communist party functionary, lapsed frequently into the stale jargon of propaganda, which has indoctrinated him all his life — one version until 1975, the opposite since the Communist victory. But the events he described, reliving their pain as he spoke, were exactly those that the elders of My Lai breathlessly poured forth for me, the first American to whom they bore witness, on my first visit in 1969, after the atrocity had been brought to light in the United States. Unintimidated by the silent but attentive presence of officers of the Americal Division, who insisted on accompanying me in return for a helicopter ride to the resettlement area, inaccessible in those days by road, men and women from several hamlets of the village described in frightful detail the massacre. Were the officers acting when they allowed silent shame over what fellow officers and soldiers had done to show on faces that worked hard to appear stolid?

  At My Lai today Vietnamese take pains not to make an American ashamed. “Today the nation is of one opinion: not to remind people of the past,” said Cong. “I think the people of the village know that what happened did not represent America. When Americans come here to pay their respect, they are received like all others. There is no anger against them.”

  Is the caretaker, a loyal party member, just parroting the line that has come down from Hanoi? Higher party and government officials in the capital and towns and villages throughout Vietnam, in their stiffly formal reception rooms (one is never allowed to see them in the offices where they actually work), over cups of tea that are rarely allowed to go empty, deliver sermons of the same content, sometimes read from prepared notes with no effort to simulate spontaneity Seated under the obligatory portrait of Ho Chi Minh, the national coat of arms, plastic roses, and little flags presented by delegations from East European countries while they were still flying Communist colors, the officials preach their dutiful lessons in the ideological argot that Communist “cadres” all over the world learned from their Soviet teachers. The ever-present note taker rises silently now and again to fulfill his secondary function of refilling the cups.

  Vietnamese functionaries are among the scarce surviving practitioners of the mind-dulling rhetoric that until the demise of the Soviet realm made a homogenized, indigestible pap of conversations with officials and supervisors of many nationalities, Estonians sounding like Mozambicans, Laotians like Albanians. Vietnam survives as a kind of museum of oral history of the cant that was.

  For the “cadres,” embarrassment is evident. Whatever they really believe, they have to profess goodwill toward those whom they still identify as ideological enemies. Vietnam must look for help wherever it can find it, now that its principal source of foreign assistance has run dry with the debacle of the European Communist regimes. But most Vietnamese, north and south, sound convincingly sincere when they say that no resentments born during the war shape their attitudes today.

  “No, what I answer is what I think,” Cong said. “I consider Americans as people like all others, as friends. What happened was in the past. I hated the American soldiers who came to Vietnam and wanted them driven out. But that was then. After the war I tried to forget those feelings. Now my feelings are normal.” He admitted to one exception: “I can’t understand the trials and the pardons.” Only Calley ever saw the inside of a jail, and that for less than five months, although a court-martial sentenced him to life imprisonment. The sentence was reduced, and the convicted mass murderer freed to run a family jewelry store in Columbus, Georgia. Others of Charlie Company faced trials; all were either acquitted or had their cases dismissed. Killers of Vietnamese children went unpunished to help the United States overcome the rancors among Americans that the war had provoked. “Healing the wounds of war,” this contribution to reconciliation among Americans was called. The wounds America inflicted in Vietnam, infinitely greater and deeper, go untreated.

  The survivors arrived to be interviewed. Used as they evidently are to their role as witnesses, the two women quietly took their places at a large conference table and waited for a ritual they had performed many times. Even as they sat in silence, their tense, tired faces and frail bodies, held determinedly upright, spoke clearly of the lives of hardship of their generation, particularly of the people of the countryside in the zones of unending warfare. My Lai lived one day of particular terror — worse, perhaps, than any act of war elsewhere in Vietnam — but women and men who seem infinitely older than their years are more commonly encountered in Vietnam than in other poor Asian countries, Cambodia always excepted; its suffering surpasses all measure.

  Truong Thi Le and Ha Thi Quy spoke without observing political codes, from wounded but unbitter hearts. Even the memorial’s official interpreter, a woman whose cold and lifeless English could have turned a baby’s babble into the jargon of the party daily’s editorials, did not deprive me of the simple sincerity of their words.

  Mrs. Quy, sixty-nine years old and nearly toothless, was badly wounded, and her daughter and only grandson were killed in the massacre. Her son lost a hand, a leg, and an eye in the artillery barrage that preceded the landing of Lieutenant Calley and his men. “When I see him working in the field I feel sorry for him,” Mrs. Quy said. “He has an artificial leg, but no hand.” Her husband was spared because he took their buffalo to the field especially early that morning. “I think the bullet is still inside,” she said, straining to touch her own wound. “My back feels very hard there.”

  Mrs. Quy was examined by a doctor shortly after the awful day, but that was the only time. She said she had lost the document that he had given her, so she thought it of no use to ask for further medical attention. Has she burned a certificate issued by an official of the Saigon government, probably a South Vietnamese army doctor, for fear of its being seen by the new authorities? In the early years after their victory the powers then installed made people fearful of disclosing any connection with the old regime. In a society bound and stifled by red tape, in which simple people feel guilty for not possessing the right papers bearing the correct official stamps, Mrs. Quy may be afraid of seeking treatment. It is a question I cannot pose, and which she probably would not answer truthfully if I asked. Certainly not in an official place, through an official interpreter.

  Mrs. Le is younger by five years. Her losses that day included her husband, her six-year-old son, her mother, and a brother. She never remarried and lives with a stepson, an orphan of the massacre, whom she brought up. She suffered not only a serious leg wound but, what is worse, psychological shock that, she said, has kept her from doing anything but light work ever since. (“Light work” for a Vietnamese peasant woman, in an agrarian country whose women bear the brunt of the workload, would qualify as heavy labor almost anywhere else.) “My daughter-in-law is unhappy with me because I can’t work like I could before,” she said. “She doesn’t understand, but my son does.”

  “I want to put aside everything that happened in the past,” said Mrs. Le. “We must have good relations so we can keep the peace forever. No hate, no anger, no war.” She insisted that she was saying what she really felt. “Those are my true feelings,” she said. “Sometimes, when I think of the dead in my family, I feel anger. Sometimes. But most of the time I look toward the future.”

  “If the Americans want to have normal relations we are very happy,” said Mrs. Quy. Her anger, she said, is limited to those Americans who murdered the people of My Lai. “I can draw the line between people,” she said. “There are some bad Americans, but I respect the American people. If they admit their mistakes, I can forgive what happened in the past.”

  Forgiveness is perhaps also needed for the American voluntary organizations, mainly of veterans or Protestant churches, that have on occasion raised hopes for badly needed humanitarian assistance in Vietnam that they never realized or, perhaps worse, began to fulfill only to stop far short. My Lai offers an example, far from the only one. A two-story clinic, large for so small a village, stands near the memorial. Its many rooms were empty when I visited but for patients awaiting the attention of the sole nurse. The nurse seemed embarrassed when asked about the bareness that surrounded her. She said all the needed equipment had been promised by the American group that funded the construction, but for four years nothing further had been heard from America. Still, the clinic is equipped with a stately plaque in its lobby. It reads: “International Mission of Hope, Chérie Clark, Director. Finished 1990.” Since then they have run short of hope in My Lai.

  Foreigners seem far more conscious of Vietnam’s past than its present, greatly more so than the Vietnamese. “Vietnam” evokes to Americans and others not so much a country, a Southeast Asian nation of nearly seventy-three million people, but the very idea of war, a half century of conflict, foreign and civil: French colonial war, Japanese occupation, American intervention, and Vietnam’s own invasion of Cambodia, which brought on a brief but destructive incursion by China’s People’s Army and a dozen draining years of fighting against the Khmers Rouges. Most of today’s Vietnamese have no direct share in that grim past except for the war in Cambodia; they were too young or yet unborn during the fighting on their country’s soil and have consigned their parents’ memories to the trove of national history.

  Yes, the Vietnamese have indeed borne anguish, death, and destruction, more than a single nation’s cup should hold, or heard their elders recall dire memories. But, perhaps because of the pervasive burden of poverty, they live determinedly in the present, with their eyes fixed on the future. Their energy is tiring just to watch as they scramble, against many obstacles, for what they hope will be a better tomorrow. They do so painfully conscious of the burden imposed by starting recovery from war fifty years later than most of their equally energetic neighbors, and of the weight of the same regime that until yesterday condemned the road toward prosperity that it has now chosen.

  Yet in the world beyond, particularly in countries that intervened to shape by force a Vietnam of their own devising, the very name “Vietnam” evokes mainly the anguish that others inflicted on themselves by their interference. Vietnam is rarely spoken of as a real, living country. To most Americans it seems a remote region of the nation’s mind, which for a decade or so was attached to America as a kind of temporary fifty-first state. They resent the great harm that this connection did, not so much the harm suffered by Vietnam as that suffered by America: the enduring, obsessive illness that Americans call simply “Vietnam.” The name means the war, not the country. The country it denotes seems today mainly the site of a far-flung and costly archeological dig for American skeletons, the remains of those still listed as “missing in action,” not a complex society organized for better or worse by those who defeated all intruders.

  “Five Years after Vietnam” read a New York Times headline over an article on the anniversary of the Communist victory in 1975. “The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam” is the subtitle chosen by Robert S. McNamara for his 1995 book of remorseful retrospection. The former secretary of defense does not mean the lessons that we can all learn from an ancient nation of high civilization and admirable traditions, but from “Vietnam,” the event in recent American history — the war. What would a Vietnamese make of a phrase that uses the name of his country to stand, not for his nation, vibrantly alive even if not well, but for a debacle in another nation’s history? I have not heard Vietnamese measure time from the same war, which many Vietnamese also see as their debacle, as so many years “after America.”

  Nor have I, in many visits after the Communist triumph, heard many Vietnamese criticize American actions toward Vietnam, except the twenty-year wait before the establishment, in 1995, of normal relations with the country the United States could not defeat. The astonishing absence of postwar hostility is no less remarkable in the “enemy” north, Communist since 1945, than in the “friendly” south, the main theater of war. It holds for officials of the all-powerful Communist party and government as well as those who would like to see them go the way most Communist parties and governments have gone. The same refusal to speak ill prevails in Hanoi as in Saigon — the southern capital that the victors humiliated by making it bear the name of its posthumous conqueror, Ho Chi Minh, the patriot who linked the irreproachable struggle for independence to the dubious cause of communism.
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  An Accident at Christmas

  Bach Mai Hospital in Hanoi, with its one thousand beds, is the largest in the capital and, said Dr. Tran Quoc Do, its vice-director, the place where Vietnam’s finest specialists practice, it is our doctors who treat them,” Dr. Do said.

  But it was not for its medical excellence that Bach Mai was once a name meaningful round the world, and continues to hold a place in Vietnam’s anguished history. Just before the final phase of the nearly five war-filled years of Vietnamese-American peace negotiations in Paris, when stalemate had once again been reached, President Nixon ordered the war’s most intensive bombing of the north to bring North Vietnam back to making peace. The raids struck particularly at the densely populated region that stretches from Hanoi to Haiphong, the main port, sixty miles to the east. The savage bombing lasted from December 18, 1972, until December 29. Although Nixon, a Christian, gave Vietnam a day of grace on December 25, the air attacks entered history under the sardonic name of “the Christmas bombing.”

  Civilian areas were meant to be exempted; Bach Mai was one of the mistakes. “We were bombed three times,” said Dr. Do, sounding apologetic for mentioning a matter that might make an American uneasy. “I was here for all three. But all this is in the past. I shouldn’t mention this. Let bygones be bygones. All this suffering took place in the past.

  “Half of this building was destroyed,” Dr. Do said reluctantly when pressed for his recollections. He escaped injury because he was performing surgery in an underground operating theater. Much of the hospital’s work was being done in shelters that had been dug earlier in the war, when air raids on the capital began. Dr. Do said twenty-two doctors, hospital workers, and patients were killed in the final raids, which preceded by only a month the “peace” agreement that allowed the United States to withdraw from the war and leave its South Vietnamese allies to their fate.

  “But we shouldn’t mention this again,” he said firmly, ending his terse account. “Let the young generation look forward to close cooperation with America. Our tradition is, when something lies in the past, don’t keep talking about it. Our people are ready to forget the past.”

  Dr. Do, a soft-spoken man, became reflective and earnestly sought to ease an American conscience by ranging the United States among other nations that had warred in or against Vietnam and belittling the importance of historical memory. “History is good for children starting to go to school,” he said. “We have had so many enemies in history. China for such a long time. France later. Although the war with the United States was atrocious, it was a short war. Today, when Chinese, or French, or Americans come here, we consider them all as friends.” The doctor, who wore his navy-blue blazer, gray slacks, and blue-and-white striped tie with casual elegance, as though they were not almost as uncommon in Hanoi as a Vietnamese mandarin’s silk tunic and headdress would be in New York, spoke persuasively. He did not appear to be repeating a prescribed line, although what he said fit seamlessly into the official view.

  The party line was provided, as it has been for years to any foreigner who requests it, by Major General Tran Cong Man. This amiable old soldier entered the armed resistance to Japanese occupation and French colonialism at the age of eighteen in 1944 and joined the Communist youth movement the following year. He spent one month at military school in Hanoi before entering active service in an army in which even generals had never received formal military training. At the decisive battle of Dien Bien Phu in 1954 — which put an end to France’s colonial rule in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, once jointly called French Indochina — Man served as commander of an engineering regiment.

  He spent the next decade teaching economics, “and of course philosophy, too,” at the military academy. This, again, was typical for a country that had to improvise the institutions that go with statehood as it went along and staff them with largely untried men and women. In 1964 Man, then a colonel, reached his vocation. He was assigned to Quan Doi Nban Dan, the daily newspaper of the armed forces of North Vietnam, first as deputy editor and from 1978 until his retirement in 1990 as editor in chief. This made Man, in effect, the voice of the Communist party organization in the military. Since then, in his formal capacity as deputy secretary-general of the Journalists’ Association, the general has continued to serve as an unofficial but thoroughly authoritative voice of the Communist party’s leadership.

  A slight man of gentle, avuncular charm and almost deferential modesty, the general commands an unflappable mastery of ideological jargon to justify, apparently to his satisfaction, the profound shifts in party policy that followed the collapse of the Soviet Union, Vietnam’s chief ally and provider of essentials. Man receives with tea and courtesy in the association’s headquarters, a handsome but mildewed villa in the heart of what was once Hanoi’s French administrative quarter. He delivered his explanations and commentaries in a language that is rapidly vanishing — the French spoken by the Vietnamese who were educated in colonial schools or worked for the French.

  Southeast Asian indirection, flowery formulations, occasional archaically poetic turns of phrase, and avoidance of words that might shock give the French of elderly Vietnamese, Cambodians, and Laotians a particular pleasing softness; its inevitable passing will mean the demise of a language that is precious in an age that mistakes blunt, raw speech for a higher truthfulness. “It is not yet complete,” said a hungry Cambodian encountered on a Phnom Penh street shortly after Vietnam liberated his country from Pol Pot’s reign of terror and starvation, when I asked him whether there was enough to eat. I was embarrassed to ask a question whose answer was painfully evident, but Indochinese people do not volunteer to tell strangers their troubles, and journalists need to let those about whom they write tell their truth in their own way for the eyes of distant readers, rather than substituting an outsider’s description. “A little enough,” said another, equally eager not to offend the questioner with the harsh words of the palpable reality. “It is still a little miserable,” said a third, a teacher.

  In Hue, the last imperial capital and a city that took kindly neither to the French nor the Americans, I drew into reluctant conversation one day well before the end of the war an elderly man standing in front of his store. It specialized in vegetable and flower seeds. His English was weak, and I asked whether he spoke French. At that he brightened remarkably; our conversation became animated. He expressed his nationalist dislike of France and came as close as courtesy would allow to indicating his equally strong objections to the United States presence in Vietnam. But he was glad to speak French, he said. “You know, even today, a group of old friends and I get together one evening a week. We eat something and we speak French.”

  While there is no such nostalgia for English, it is the language through which the Vietnamese are making their entry from their past of isolation into the world of their future. From north to south, in the big cities and rural market towns, private schools teaching English are a growth industry. A chance to learn English is the one luxury that countless Vietnamese parents believe they must offer their children.

  General Man learned his French at the Lycée du Protectorat in Hanoi, a high school that trained many of the future elites of Tonkin, the north, and his native central region, the colony that France called Annam, which later lay on both sides of the political fault line that fractured Vietnam in 1954. Tonkin and Annam were colonized as “protectorates,” while Cochin China, the south, was an unvarnished French colony.

  “I think we can put the past aside,” the general said of the puzzling absence of residual hostility toward America or Americans. “From the historical point of view one can’t totally forget. But from the point of view of relations with the world, one can put it aside. The Vietnamese harbor no hatred of America or France, no hatred whatsoever. That is not a political line, those are our sentiments. We are very patriotic, but the others are also human beings. I think there are no extremists among us.” There is an admitted practical aspect to the official attitude. “We think of the United States first of all as an economic power,” General Man said. “And if Vietnam wants to be more highly developed, it must not think of doing that and at the same time exclude another state. What we want at the moment is cooperation. No hatred for America, China, France, Japan. We forget the past to discuss the problems of the future.”

  As we left the general’s reception room, the official guide-interpreter, a required attachment to any visiting writer — no meeting with any authority can be arranged directly — excused himself for a minute, stepped back into the room, and discreetly handed Man an envelope. It contained a few dollars’ worth of Vietnamese dong, payment for the general’s time with the visitor. Vietnam’s somewhat Communist interpretation of its capitalist market economy, to which it switched when the Soviet Union stopped paying to make up for the failings of the the Communist system, means that the Foreign Press Center of the Foreign Ministry, which supplies the guide-interpreter, is obliged to share some of its daily fee in dollars with those, like General Man, who help the center earn precious hard currency.

  Why the attitude toward America is one of the few subjects on which official pronouncements correspond to popular sentiment is a question to which the Vietnamese offer only vague and tentative replies. Are the Vietnamese so pragmatically Confucian that the realities of the present can force them to place a final seal on even their most recent history and its pain? Vietnam is indeed very poor and America very rich, and the tragic connection that joined them in bloody war has forged a link that causes the Vietnamese, with perhaps one million of their relatives living in the United States, to look hopefully toward continuing American involvement now that war no longer separates them.

  Or does the answer lie in the collective memory of a people whose history has known so much war that death and destruction are taken for granted with much fatalism and sorrow but little lasting rancor?

  Bitterness over the war that was lost is far greater in the United States than in Vietnam, which suffered infinitely higher human loss, as well as the destruction of serving as the battlefield. Is it because for many Americans, perhaps most, the war their country waged in Vietnam meant the death of an illusion? Until America by gradual steps, rejecting every chance to reverse them, erred into war in a distant land whose complexities its leaders had not bothered to study and understand, Americans harbored the self-flattering illusion that their country fought only just wars — and won them. There were no illusions in Hanoi or in Saigon. The Vietnamese, not only the northern “enemy” but also the southern “friend,” never assumed that the United States sent its unknowing men and mighty arms for any other reason but that which had so often brought bigger countries to its shores — assertive pursuit of self-interest that had little to do with Vietnam’s interests. It mystified many ordinary South Vietnamese throughout the war, seeing the hundreds of thousands of Americans among them, just what the American interest in their country might be. “Poor boys!” a Saigon woman with no affection for the American role said her wartime thoughts were. “So young, so naive, and coming here to be killed. What for?”

  It is possible, of course, that Americans today benefit from a dubious distinction drilled into North Vietnamese minds by insistent wartime propaganda, intended to exploit for Hanoi’s purposes the massive opposition to the American involvement within the United States. The line was that the American people bore no responsibility for the war: the bellicose government in Washington was a separate power, unconnected with the American people, who were said to be as peace-loving as the North Vietnamese and their government. In fact, Americans, of course, are a great deal more responsible for the actions of their governments, which they freely choose and reward or punish at the next election, than North or South Vietnamese, who enjoyed no such right.

  [image: ]
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  Losses and Gains

  Vietnam today is what the collapse of the Soviet Union forced it to become.

  Its rulers remain as intolerant of critical views and vindictive against the handful who dare express them as they can afford to be. There are limits, now that the Politburo heads a country that needs the help and cooperation of nations and organizations that disapprove of dictatorship. The leadership, believed to be a collégial board of directors headed since 1991 by the party’s seventy-seven-year-old general secretary, Do Muoi, has liberalized the formerly sterile, centrally commanded economy with considerable success and prevented it from collapsing after the Soviet benefactors of its old ways went out of business. But the superannuated men in power have been as successful in limiting to the irreducible minimum the political and cultural spillover from these measures as in reforming the economy to the general satisfaction of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. The narrow-minded and stiff-necked old Communists continue to rule much as before, their monopoly of power undiminished.

  Moscow used to pay the bill to maintain Vietnam as a thorn in China’s south. In the Soviet strategists’ view of the world, Vietnam was to China what Cuba was to the United States — a friendly and destitute outpost, worth keeping afloat even at great expense because it lay at the border of a feared adversary. The total cost was ten to fifteen billion dollars from 1975 until the Soviet collapse, according to Dr. Do Due Dinh of the Institute of World Economy, an official Hanoi think tank. “Their debt to Russia is ten billion transferable rubles,” a Russian diplomat said and added with a shrug, “Who knows today what that is worth?” In addition, the Soviet Union’s European partners, the late German Democratic Republic in the involuntary lead, were obliged to pour considerable amounts — particularly after Vietnam joined Comecon, the Soviet-dominated economic bloc, in 1978 — into what they sourly regarded as a country of no importance to them, as well as a bottomless pit. None of the creditors has illusions about repayment.

  While the bounty lasted, Vietnam could afford to be exactly what its leaders wanted: an authentic Communist country, far truer to the Marxist-Leninist faith in its rigid practice than Moscow itself. Dogmatic orthodoxy ruled long after it had progressively wilted in the Soviet Union, leaving bare there after Stalin’s death in 1953, under the mounting pressure of its economic and technological uncompetitiveness, a crude police state with little ideological costuming to hide its true nature. Hanoi, at the same time, continued to nurture its Stalinist paranoia toward its own people and the world beyond and to strengthen the doctrinaire regimentation of its economy, bankrolled by an ally that had for its part been obliged to forswear the most dogmatic of these practices.

  Long after Stalin had become an “unperson” in his own country and its other dependencies, he remained an idol in Vietnam. It was paradoxical, yet significant in relations between countries that attach great weight to political symbolism, that the continued cult of Xta-lin, as the name is transcribed in Vietnamese, was one way in which Vietnam asserted its relative political separateness from the Soviet Union despite its economic dependence. Only China and the two Communist mavericks, North Korea and Albania, still honored the Georgian despot so long after his decline in the land he ruled. Xta-lin portraits retained a spot of honor in Vietnamese public places into the 1980s. They were not as large as those of Ho Chi Minh, but no smaller than those of Cac Mac and Le-nin as the names transliterate into Vietnamese, the other bearded icons. Stalin’s translated collected works filled shelves of required reading in Hanoi’s main bookstore.

  In 1979 I asked a school principal in Haiphong, the northern port city, why Stalin portraits still decorated classrooms long after they had been taken down by all the other friends of the Soviet Union. “In our history lessons we still study Stalin,” he replied. “He is still a great revolutionary and a great Marxist. In World War I, he was a great leader in destroying the German fascists.”

  In Haiphong, too, at that time, the malignant fear of the most innocent contacts with foreigners painfully recalled the worst of Stalin’s days. Strolling with Nicholas, my fourteen-year-old son, I noticed out of the corner of my eye a thin, elderly man, wearing the pith helmet that in Vietnam has been transformed from the symbol of colonialism that it represents in India and Africa to a mark of the triumphant liberation struggle. He fell into step at our side and regarded us intently. I greeted him; he replied in a whisper, “bonjour.” He walked with us, biting his tongue, while his eyes spoke volumes he didn’t dare give voice to. I stopped at the next corner, to give him a chance to break off gracefully an encounter that pained all concerned. He turned right, and we continued straight.

  After a few steps I stopped and turned back toward him. He had done the same. “Au revoir,” he murmured across the distance he had opened between us, sadly raising his right hand in farewell. I remember no more poignant encounter in the many years that I lived in the European Communist world.

  In a side street, a middle-aged woman stood in her doorway. She smiled at the alien passersby and returned their greeting. But when they stopped, she said in fluent French that she didn’t speak French. Again, “au revoir” ended a conversation that hadn’t taken place.

  Mikhail S. Gorbachev’s rise to power in 1985, his substantial dismantling of the unproductive economic system under perestroika, and the political liberalization that came with glasnost sent a message that the Vietnamese leadership understood. The last Soviet leader’s desire for better relations with China and the United States deflated the value of the Vietnamese and Cuban outposts, and his promises of a better life for his own deprived people meant an eventual reduction of aid for the poor cousins of communism. Moreover, in 1986 Le Duan, for twenty-seven years the doctrinaire general secretary of the Vietnamese Communist party, died, the first act in his long and cautious political career to give impetus to liberalizing change.

  At the end of the year the Sixth Party Congress, the kind of event in which a Communist leadership feels free to make a 180-degree turn in policy and present the new line as the right and logical continuation of all its previous contrary actions, decreed doi moi, “change for the new.” This catchphrase denotes the hopes of the Vietnamese for the better life that the party has been promising since the end of the war in 1975. Making a virtue of the necessity imposed by the defection of their senior partner and his hitherto indispensable contribution, the leaders loosened the economic dictatorship and largely freed Vietnam’s industrious and inventive people to provide for their own needs, plus a little extra, by their well-tested wits.

  Doi moi meant the scrapping of much of the centralized state command and control of the economy. It has been radical and beneficial. Agricultural collectivization has been undone — the state still owns the land, but the farmers cultivate it as they see economically fit; retail trade has been largely privatized, most prices left to supply and demand, a more realistic value imposed on the currency, inflation brought down from triple digits, and real wages increased. The door has been opened to vitally necessary foreign investment and transfer of technology. The Vietnamese no longer feel that they are completely left out from the general Southeast Asian boom.

  The opening of the economic door has breached the barriers against foreigners. One encounters them all over, of many categories. Visiting Western bankers and businessmen are betrayed by suits going limp and wrinkled with the heat; resident Western bankers and businessmen bear up better. Both complain of a pettifogging, obstructive, illogical, and corrupt bureaucracy, ignorant of the ways of the world. Asian businessmen — Japanese, South Korean, or Chinese, from Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, or Bangkok — seem more confident. Do they have fewer scruples about what it takes to gain the goodwill of local functionaries?

  Business adventurers, hoping to occupy the ground floor of what they assure any and all will be Asia’s newest tower of opportunities, a new economic tiger, speak of their permanently pending big deals as though they were in the bag. Diplomats from the new or expanding embassies and officials of the many branches of the spreading United Nations tree exude obligatory enthusiasm about their aid and cooperation projects to outsiders, reserving their more realistic skepticism for unpublished official reports. Wealthy tourists who have already “done” the rest of Asia in earlier journeys are eager to be among the first in exploring territory so long forbidden. But large tour groups of the unmoneyed classes, mainly French who have direct or indirect colonial links or whose nostalgia for where the French flag once waved has been stirred by a spate of romantic French movies about an Indochina that never was as romantic as all that, have come just as early.

  Young world travelers of all prosperous nations crisscross, often on rented motorcycles, a cheap country tolerant of their Asia-on-next-to-nothing-a-day ways. They may not contribute much to the great economic boon Vietnam expects from tourism, for which it is woefully underequipped. To a country that has seen young Westerners largely on martial missions, however, they display a more sympathetic and respectful face. They are received mainly with friendly bemusement, especially in the countryside.

  Perhaps the oddest foreign travelers are small contingents of American soldiers, usually found mornings and evenings in the decrepit hotels of provincial capitals in the center and north, the regions where most bombs were dropped and planes shot down. During the days they scour the countryside, nearly a quarter century after American soldiers stopped killing and being killed in Vietnam, on a sad mission: the search for remains of comrades still listed as missing in action, the ghosts that a small but loud lobby trading on righteous or pathetic sentiment does not allow to be laid.

  The Vietnamese are aware of how many hundreds of thousands of their own have never been buried in graves bearing their names — those acknowledged as missing because they died on behalf of the victors, and those cruelly ignored because they fell on the losing side. They recognize the injustice that allows the rich to go far afield, spending millions for disproportionately small results, while their own country will not or cannot give a decent burial to its own, of whom there are so many more. Yet the waitresses, interpreters, and drivers who are the principal contacts of the search teams during their leisure hours treat the foreign soldiers on formerly enemy territory with the same slightly condescending, bantering good humor with which their predecessors dealt with the American soldiers who had come in great numbers to fight, it was said, for the cause of Vietnam.
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