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Praise for Late Blossom

“A haunting account of a young, indomitable Vietnamese woman’s life and love that describes the two intertwining wars coexisting in Viet Nam -- the the American war against Communism and the Civil war between those supporting the Americans and the authoritarian South Vietnamese regime and the ‘nationalists’ who supported Ho Chi Minh’s struggle to regain independence and freedom for Viet Nam. Ms Lam emphasizes the profoundly negative impact of the ‘strategic hamlet’ program and the US bombing that stirred fierce opposition to the South Vietnamese regime and empowered the ‘nationalists’. Late Blossom also provides extraordinary descriptions of the great events at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, the ‘Tet offensive’ in 1968, and the fall of the Sai Gon regime in 1975, illuminating insights into the reactions of ordinary South Vietnamese.”

Desaix Anderson. Charge d’ Affaires, 1995-1997, US Embassy, Ha Noi.

“For me a good book is one that leaves its mark on you. Late Blossom does that. I couldn’t put it down. It’s what I call an accompaniment story, that you read again and again. Like a favourite teen title that you read again as an adult, but as an adolescent at heart.

It’s an exceptional book that describes the war in Viet Nam without obscuring it, with an epic dimension, much like ‘Gone with the Wind’ and the ‘Thibaults’ of Roger Martin, with the same themes of war, sacrifices, bombings and destinies that cross. The characters are captivating and we share the dreams and disenchantments of the heroine.”

Badia Hadj-Nasser, bestselling French author


For the victims of all wars


Author’s Note

On ‘truth’:

Clive James once observed that autobiographies are full of fiction, while novels are full of reality. I would like to address this issue up front. I have tried here to present what happened, simply, directly, and without judgment. It is for the reader to make judgments; a wide range of interpretations is inevitable. Reality is also complex, and I have deliberately left it so. There are contradictions in making sense of things, inconsistencies of behaviour, and moral choices with many, many angles to them. This is what war does to people.

I have tried to make the account accurate within my own complex frame of reference. It is my reality. Acknowledging that all people have their own filters and frameworks, this is as close as I can get to what happened. The conversations and events are as I remember them, or as others have directly reported them to me. Most background facts are drawn from a large literature, given at the end.

On names:

The name of my country, Viet Nam, should be written as two separate words – like Hong Kong, United Kingdom, United States. The same rule applies to all Vietnamese names of cities, towns, buildings, persons, and animals. For example, the capital of Ha Noi, the city of Sai Gon, the port of Hai Phong, the battle of Dien Bien Phu, the street of Cach Mang Thang Tam should not be condensed and written as Hanoi, Saigon, Haiphong, Dienbienphu, and Cachmangthangtam. In the Vietnamese language, each noun, each verb, each adverb, and each adjective carries only a single sound. There are a few names that are not of Vietnamese origin, such as Tonkin and Cochinchina (given by the French) and Dalat and Pleiku (tribal names) and each of these names carries more than one sound.

Vietnamese heads of state were referred to as “Emperors” before China’s millennium-long domination. Under the Chinese, they were known simply as “Kings of An Nam” – rulers of the peaceful south. However, at the beginning of the Nguyen dynasty in 1802, Gia Long broke away from the Chinese influence and proclaimed himself Emperor of Viet Nam. Domestically all Vietnamese rulers adopted a full Chinese style imperial regalia. The line of emperors came to an end with Bao Dai, who abdicated in 1945.

Following the country’s reunification in 1975, a number of street names in cities and towns were changed. For example, Tu Do Street is now Dong Khoi Street, Thong Nhat Avenue is now Le Duan Avenue, Cong Ly Avenue is now Nam Ky Khoi Nghia Avenue. Streets named after Vietnamese who had collaborated with the French and who had once been considered as “heroes” by the ARVN regime were removed in 1975. Streets and place names in French have also been renamed, with the exception of those few honouring the individuals who had made great humanitarian contributions, such as Dr Pasteur, Dr Calmette, and Dr Yersin.

On poetry:

Vietnamese people, not only scholars, often express their emotions in the form of verse. Those who compose poetry include farmers, fishermen, housewives, soldiers, factory workers, pedicab drivers, street hawkers, a girl on the bus, a beggar at the temple…

On anonymity:

Several names of individuals in this book have been changed in order to protect their identity. Names of my home village, the local garrison, and the province have also been changed.

Frequent abbreviations:

VIET MINH – Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh Hoi. League for the Independence of Viet Nam (Nationalist force during the French War).

ARVN – Army of the Republic of Viet Nam (American-backed regime in the South).

NLF – National Liberation Front (Nationalist forces in South Viet Nam during the American War).

VIET CONG – Nationalist Force, labeled as Vietnamese Communists (term used by Americans and ARVN regime).

USAID – United States Agency for International Development.
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YEAR OF THE CAT

Little caged bird,
Who will send you across the sea,
To flee your cage to find freedom?

I was born in the Year of the Metal Cat, 1951. Every twelfth year, according to the Vietnamese lunar calendar, is a Cat year. An astrologer once predicted that my life would change significantly during each such year.

And so it turned out.

In 1963, the Year of the Water Cat, my family left our ravaged village in the Mekong Delta for the capital city of Sai Gon. We had tried to escape the cruelties and dangers of war. In exchange we now lived in one of the poorest sections of Sai Gon, at the end of a narrow dirt alley, in a small house with mud walls and an earthen floor backing onto a bamboo grove and a cemetery.

The shock, after my rural childhood, was intense. Most of the houses in my new neighbourhood were run down and only a few could afford electricity. The rest of us still used kerosene lamps. Out on the main road, about half a kilometre away, were rows of electrified street lamps and, farther along, larger houses, French colonial in style, with spacious gardens, all equipped with electricity. There, at the intersection where the main alley began that led toward our house, an old man with a long white beard managed a herbal medicine shop, a big Chinese woman ran a barbecue restaurant, and clusters of food stalls sold French bread, noodle soups, and various types of sweets. Nearby stood two giant metal containers where the whole neighbourhood was supposed to deposit its garbage and where one or two beggars could often be seen sifting for usable items.

The main alley itself was mostly paved but nearly all its branches – the smaller alleys that wound their way between houses – were unpaved and turned into muddy swamps during the monsoon season. The front yards were uniformly tiny, but many held a fruit tree – a breast-milk tree, for instance, or a guava, or a water-apple – and young children managed to find room for hopscotch, jump rope or chopsticks tossing.

On the way to our house was a large French bakery. More than half its employees were young men who worked mostly at night. Because of the heat from the burning charcoal ovens, they sweated terribly, in their shorts and sleeveless shirts; every morning the entire neighbourhood was filled with the aroma of their freshly baked bread. Each morning we also heard the voices of traveling street hawkers selling breakfast food – French bread sandwiches, sweet glutinous rice, beef and chicken noodle soup, crawling cakes (banh bo), and falling cakes (banh lot).

Like the majority of houses in the area, our house had no running water when we first moved in. We had to either carry what we needed from the neighbourhood well, or pay Mr Tu, the water carrier, to do it for us. The well was usually crowded with teenage girls and women who laughed and giggled while drawing their water. Near the well rose a huge breast-milk tree (vu sua) that provided permanent shade over the entire area.

Life in the city was different. The sweet cooling breezes we had known in the countryside were now replaced by permanent tropical heat and humidity, and the peace and tranquility of our delta village by the raucous noises and pungent smells of city life. Our new neighbours quarreled loudly, day and night, and shouted profanities at each other; rival hawkers argued and fought; motor scooters smoked and putt-putted; three wheel pedicabs, called cyclos – clattered and rang bells; radios and televisions chattered and sang. And from the distance, as the years passed, came the encroaching sound of gunfire.

Now it was the spring of 1975, the fateful Year of the Wood Cat. I had just turned twenty-four, and although my father still worked for the same government transportation ministry where he had been employed since 1956, I had become the leading breadwinner for my parents, four brothers and a sister. I now worked as the personal assistant to a deputy minister, arranging meetings for foreign businessmen with senior government officials and heads of Vietnamese companies. My office was located in the heart of Sai Gon, on the ground floor of a lovely colonial building on Tu Do Street, known under the French as Rue Catinat. It ran from the Notre Dame cathedral down to the Sai Gon River. Near my office, standing prominently on the same street, was the familiar statue in black cast-iron that overlooked Lam Son Square, once known as Place François Garnier. It depicted two soldiers holding their guns and pointing them, ironically, at the House of Representatives on the opposite side of the Square. For many years, Lam Son Square had been the focal point of public protests against the American-backed regime.

Tu Do Street itself was filled with offices, art galleries, boutiques, theatres, fashionable restaurants, and three of Sai Gon’s five-star hotels. All of the buildings were built in the French colonial style – with red tile roofs, French doors and windows and French tile floors in black and white or floral designs. Rows of evenly spaced trees on either side of the street also gave it a French flavour. To judge from photos I had seen in magazines, Tu Do Street could have passed for a Parisian thoroughfare. Most of the French restaurants in the area remained open in the early months of 1975, like the Aterbea, run by a Corsican who was still able to get fresh strawberries from Dalat, and there were several cafés in the French style, such as the Brodard across from my office, with tables on the sidewalk and a zinc bar within. The Givral Patisserie was a few steps further away. Each morning, the fresh aromas of Viet Nam’s famous coffee from Ban Me Thuot and Givra’s freshly baked croissants wafted up along the street. Further along toward the river was Maxim’s, considered the best French restaurant in all Indochina. A few steps from my office, not too far from Notre Dame Cathedral, were the grand hotels like the Continental and the Caravelle in Lam Son Square, the Rex on Le Loi Boulevard, and finally the Majestic down on the river front itself. But that spring, even though the centre of Sai Gon kept some of its bustle and there were people who still fooled themselves into believing the war could never penetrate the city, the noose had begun to tighten around us.

On 27 March 1975, the Saigon Post carried the headline “Reds Take Over Tam Ky” (a provincial capital seven hundred kilometres to the north). The newspaper reported half a million refugees in Da Nang, where Northern troops were fifteen kilometres from the outskirts of the city. It said that a thousand refugees had been killed while fleeing the Central Highlands, and an overloaded ship, with three thousand refugees aboard, had gone down in a storm near Hue, the old imperial city. Route 7 from Pleiku, the paper reported, was the scene of a “long, bloody evacuation,” and this latest Northern offensive had generated, all in all, nearly one million refugees. While Northern troops continued their advance toward the capital, South Vietnamese government officials were pleading for the warring sides to observe Article 11 of the Paris Agreement and avoid retaliation and mistreatment of individuals who had cooperated on either side. Signs of crisis were all the more visible on the city streets. There were more hawkers than ever, selling whatever they could get their hands on, and heavily made-up bargirls searching desperately for foreigners. Meanwhile, our well-dressed Caucasian visitors had been quietly slipping away, leaving the city to be fought over between the khaki-clad Americanised army of the Republic of Viet Nam and the black cotton uniformed peasant army of the National Liberation Front.

The military was now everywhere, and barbed wire surrounded their buildings and emplacements. In our neighbourhood, groups of soldiers could appear any time, day or night. Sometimes they claimed they were looking for young men who were evading the draft, but incidents of gang rape had become common. In reality, they were members of the defeated Southern army who had retreated to the city after their sectors were taken over by the National Liberation Front and Northern troops. Left to forage for themselves, they preyed upon the poorer neighbourhoods where people were intimidated by anyone who wore a uniform.

I myself experienced a series of narrow escapes. One night, on my way home from work and away from the busy main street, I passed a group of soldiers in an alley. Some of them were leaning against a dark wall, and they were talking and laughing. When they saw me they fell silent. I could see the red ends of their cigarettes and feel them staring at me. Their stares made me shiver. I quickened my step, but knew I couldn’t move fast enough to avoid them. I wanted to run, but sensed that would be the worst thing to do. Just then, I spotted an older man coming out of a building. He was wearing a white shirt with tie and dark trousers. His back was stooped a little, his hair was grey, and he had on a pair of clear eyeglasses.

I rushed up to him and called out, “Good evening, Uncle!” He understood the situation at a glance. He greeted me enthusiastically in return and, taking my arm, had me walk right beside him, talking as though we’d always known each other. He headed us in the direction away from my house, but that didn’t matter to me. Behind us, to my vast relief, the laughter of the soldiers faded. Afterwards, the kindly man offered to walk me home, “I think it would be better if I take you all the way to your house.”

But I said to him, “Thank you, Uncle! I am so lucky to have met you. But I think it’s now safe for me to walk home by myself.”

He was a herbal medicine doctor who had been visiting a patient in the area. He bade me goodbye with a bow and a warning, “From now on, tell your brothers to meet you at the bus stop.”

This I didn’t do, but I stopped working late in the office or shopping in the city centre in the evening, and always made sure to get home before dark.

Others weren’t as lucky. The niece of Mr Tu, our neighbour and the well-water carrier – Bay was her name – had been gang-raped by a marauding group of men in military uniform. Not long before that, the body of a young woman had been found by a beggar in one of the garbage dumps near the main road, not far from where we lived. The woman had been raped and murdered. No one in our area even knew who she had been.

Meanwhile, the fall of the former imperial capital, where thousands had been slaughtered, made it clear that we in Sai Gon would not be spared. My situation was further compromised by the fact that my uncle, Nam, in whose house I had once lived at the Joint General Staff Headquarters in Tan Son Nhat, was a colonel in the army of South Viet Nam. He was a man with a “blood debt” for his control of major military operations in the South, among them the notorious Operation Phoenix. The Phoenix’s goal had been to uproot the National Liberation Front’s infrastructure, and during its campaign there were mass arrests, detentions, and murders of “Viet Cong” agents and suspects. Widespread incidents of abuse occurred in rural villages and many innocent people were killed. Nam had already been marked for elimination by the National Liberation Front. He had long since left Sai Gon, but as a member of his family, I was sure to be hauled in for interrogation.

In addition, for several years I had been dating foreigners, especially Americans, who were now the deadly enemy of the combined nationalist forces. How long could I manage to conceal this if subjected to investigation? And even if I succeeded, what made me think I could escape the fate that awaited so many women in the ruins of war, who, even now, were being raped, beaten, shot, and dumped in ditches by the soldiers of the two armies?

My great hope was an Englishman named Andrew, whom I had met the previous year at my office. Andrew was a management theorist who taught at a major university in Hong Kong. He was doing research on corporate management in various Asian countries on the Pacific Rim. I had arranged contacts for him with a university professor and several Vietnamese companies. When he and a colleague came to my office the first time in July, 1974, he impressed me, even though the meeting was brief and formal. The next day, when we bumped into each other on Tu Do Street and exchanged greetings, I felt a current between us, and even though it would be months before we met again, my instincts were right.

Andrew contrasted markedly with most of the Western men I had known before. There was the way he spoke, for one thing – not only the charming and distinguished British accent but the complete and polished sentences! He had a cultivated, highly intelligent air.

Although he wasn’t conventionally good looking, I felt a strong physical attraction to him. He had curly auburn hair, eyes that suggested intellect and mischief at once, a handsome mouth with sensual lips. Though he had a stocky build, he moved and walked with grace and confidence. He wore a dark blue pinstripe suit that first time, and a shirt of an unusual shade of pink. Pink to me was a woman’s colour, yet this most masculine of men wore it with total insouciance. I also couldn’t help noticing that there was no wedding band on his fourth finger – a fact that intrigued me no end – and in the ensuing months I was unable to put him out of my mind.

In mid-December I sent Andrew a Christmas card. It was an excuse to re-open contact between us and I wasn’t sure he would write back. But to my pleasant surprise, three weeks after the holidays I received a letter from him. It began by addressing me formally by my surname and then continued:

How very kind of you to send a Christmas card. It was very nice to hear from you again.

We are now expecting to be in Saigon at the end of January, provisionally the week beginning January 27. I am waiting to hear from Professor Pho Ba Long and the Vietnam Management Association.

I shall certainly make a point of coming to pay my respects to you in person. We know so few people in Saigon it is nice to have a friendly contact. Perhaps we could have dinner at one of those magnificent French restaurants and you could tell me more about life in Vietnam…

I sent him a response the next day – telling him how delighted I was to have heard from him. And from that day on I was waiting anxiously for Andrew’s second visit.

A few days prior to his arrival I received another letter from Andrew, in which he revealed – to my great disappointment – that he was married. He wanted me to know this before his trip. On the other hand, he wrote, the fact that he was married ought not to prevent us from getting to know each other and becoming friends. That may have been his point of view but for me “getting to know each other and becoming friends” was a very complicated matter. I’d already done that once, and now the memories of Robert, my American lieutenant, came flooding back into my consciousness. On the one hand, I already knew in my heart that I preferred dating Western men. There were any number of striking differences between them and Asians, not the least of which, I had observed, was their solicitude toward women, their willingness to help without being asked, their politeness, even their deference.

But why, I asked in my naiveté and despair, did these men – these men of my dreams – come to me only when they were already married? Was this to be my lot always? If not, why was it now about to happen to me a second time, when all I really wanted was to love a worthy and single Westerner and to have a future with him?

* * * 

Andrew arrived in Sai Gon in January, and he invited me to a French restaurant – the Aterbea – on the first evening. In my memory everything is still clear, from the watercress salad, the fresh strawberries and the candlelight, to how attentively he listened. I also remember, as we talked about the war and my desire to leave the country for a better future, how the tensions in me slowly ebbed away. Suddenly, in his presence, everything seemed possible. He too relaxed, and slowly, in the lovely chemistry of two people drawn to each other, we melted together. The next thing I remember was standing next to the window in his hotel room, his hand on my shoulder. Andrew turned me toward him, and we kissed for the first time. During the next two days we were inseparable. He would bring me to my office on Tu Do Street in the morning, come back to collect me at the end of my working day, and at night the overwhelming tides of love carried us both away.

From that point, Andrew worked frantically on a series of schemes to get me out of the country, but in the increasing confusion none of them could quite be finalized.

In the first attempt, a Cathay Pacific Airways’ purser would get me on a flight to Hong Kong for a proposed marriage. When that did not succeed, a Chinese friend of Andrew’s who had a nephew with a company in Sai Gon offered to make me an employee and transfer me. That did not work either. A few days later, I was notified that a New Zealander would enter a false marriage with me. Again, no success. A Frenchman then proposed to marry me in a mariage blanc. The complexity of the French bureaucracy did not, however, allow sufficient time for this to materialize. It was then arranged that I would marry a Chinese man who held a British passport. This plan too fell through. One of Andrew’s last resorts was for me to board a fishing boat and a cargo ship on the Sai Gon River, cross the South China Sea and eventually sail into Hong Kong harbour. Again, failure.

To Andrew’s efforts were added others of my own devising, each more desperate and foolhardy than the next. I had met a non-white American who promised to take me out of the country when he was evacuated. However, he demanded that I become intimate with him in exchange for my freedom. Reluctantly, but thinking there was no other choice, I entered the agreement, but after a few days I couldn’t stand it any longer and fled his apartment. Like many a Vietnamese young woman caught in the maelstrom of war, I did things that still shame me to tears when I remember them.

Meanwhile, all over downtown Sai Gon were the unmistakable signs of imminent disaster. Whole businesses were shutting down. Flights and sea passages were now cancelled more often than not and heartrending stories circulated about shipwrecks on the open seas, people starving to death, people being attacked by pirates and devoured by sharks. Key personnel vanished from the offices of the bureaucracies, leaving the embassies and consulates unable to cope. Even the mail service had become less and less reliable. Soon my own boss would stop coming to the office, leaving a surreal vacuum for those of us who continued to show up for work.

At last a letter came from Andrew instructing me to get ready for a cargo ship to Hong Kong. I was to make myself as ugly and careworn as possible, and I would have to contrive to speak Cantonese in order to disguise myself as a Chinese passenger when the ship entered Hong Kong waters. A new Chinese identity card would be given to me while on the ship. My ugly appearance was to help prevent a possible rape, a common-enough event during such a journey. The arrangement would cost twenty-five hundred American dollars; Andrew would pay. A Chinese man was going to come to my office and escort me to the ship. I would know him because he would call me by the code name, “Rabbit,” the affectionate name Andrew had given me when we fell in love.

Although I had learned to read and write Chinese, I was out of practice. I found a tutor who gave me intensive lessons and then practiced it with my two neighbours – Mrs Buoi and Mrs Troi. Married to Chinese men, they spoke fluent Cantonese. Out of curiosity, they asked me, “Why are you suddenly interested in speaking Chinese, Hoa Lai?”

I told them, “Aunties, I am going to work for a Chinese-owned business in Cho Lon, I will tell you more about it later”.

Meanwhile, I decided to make a cheongsam – the Chinese national dress with a high collar – in black cotton. I hid it in my desk drawer at the office. With the leftover fabric, I made a small sack to wear around my waist, inside my clothing. I would keep a small quantity of American dollars and my few pieces of precious jewellery in the sack. I needed a scarf too, but the ones at the Grands Magasins near my office were far too chic and I went instead to the Ben Thanh central market, where I found a huge black nylon scarf, ugly enough to suit my purpose.

A telegram arrived from Andrew, confirming the arrangements and giving me the name of the Chinese man, Mr Law Keung. Excited and anxious, I nevertheless concealed what was transpiring from everyone, even my family. There was a story on the official news about a boat carrying more than a hundred Vietnamese passengers that had been caught entering Hong Kong waters. The illegal immigrants had already been sent back to Sai Gon, where they were immediately imprisoned by the South Vietnamese authorities and classified as political prisoners. If that happened to me, I would jump into the sea and drown sooner than be jailed. Meanwhile, I decided not to take a bath in the remaining days, not to wash my hair, and to stop wearing makeup – all this to look unappealing by the time I reached the boat that would take me away.

The night before departure, I did everything as usual when I got home from work, but after my brothers went to bed, I went into my parents’ room. “Mother,” I called softly, standing by their bed, “there’s something I have to talk to you and Father about.”

Perhaps it was my tone; perhaps they had guessed. My mother immediately rose, lifted the white mosquito netting and came out. She sat at the edge of the wooden bed lined with a reed mat. My father did the same.

Neither of them spoke. They waited for me: this mother with whom I’d had such a turbulent, at times violent, relationship; this father whom I adored, but who had so long remained a mysterious, shadowy figure in my life.

I held my breath. Then, as calmly as possible, told them, “I am going away. It is rather risky. I will ask Quan Yin and Grandmother’s spirit to follow me to safety.”

“Going away?” my mother asked. “Where? How are you going to do that? Who will take you? Whom are you going with?”

I told them a friend had helped me, and about the Chinese man and the boat to Hong Kong. Even knowing that much could get them into trouble but in the event anything might happen to me, they would at least have a chance of finding out.

“Are you sure this is what you want to do?” This was my father’s quiet voice.

When I confirmed that it was, he said to me, “Dear child! You are an adult and I respect your decision.”

Still, tears welled in his eyes. I watched him quietly wipe them away with the sleeve of his pyjamas.

My mother broke down then, until I reminded her softly, “Mother! Your crying may wake up the children.”

She stood up and went into the kitchen, where she scooped water from the water tank and washed her face. Then she came back to sit on the edge of the bed with my father. He asked me if I had sufficient money for the journey, adding that my mother would give me more if needed.

“It is crucially important that you have plenty of cash with you,” he said.

“I do have some cash,” I assured him, “and I am also taking a few pieces of jewellery and one tael of gold with me. I think that is plenty.”

I then gave him Andrew’s address in Hong Kong on a piece of paper.

We fell silent. I said good night and quietly went up to my attic room. I returned five minutes later; more needed to be said.

“I will be safe, Mother,” I assured her, “and I will write home as soon as I get to Hong Kong.”

My mother by this time had regained her composure, but my father looked more distressed. I said to him, “I will take care of myself, Father. I believe that Quan Yin will guide me to safety.”

I’d always been his favourite child and loved him very dearly. My grandmother – his mother – used to sing my praises to him when I was little, saying I was the most affectionate and sensitive child she had ever known, and every time she did so it brought tears to his eyes. He also knew he’d never spent enough time with me when I was growing up and that I’d suffered from it, particularly at the hands of my mother. But that evening neither he nor I was able to express our feelings openly. This was partly our culture, which taught us constantly to suppress our emotions, partly the strange circumstances of his life, but it was also because of my mother’s presence.

With my mother things were more complicated, riddled with ambiguities, and in truth I could never bring myself to love her. As a child growing up in our village I had been largely defenseless before her rages and even as a teenager in high school I continued to suffer physical and mental abuse at her hands. For years, despite my innocence, she had referred to me as “the whore” and until I got my office job she would say out loud, whenever she became angry with me, that whoredom was the only profession suitable to me.

Since I had begun to bring money home, however, her attitude had shifted. Our house no longer had an earthen floor and mud walls. My father had had them replaced with a white and yellow French tile floor and stuccoed the walls a few years after we moved in. In early 1974 a second storey was added with money from my savings, and this money also paid to pave our alley. To celebrate that event, Mrs Troi, our neighbour, had made her famous rainbow cakes and we feasted on roasted ducks and chickens. To the delight of my family, I also had electricity and running water installed the same year and later purchased new furniture.

My mother stopped calling me “whore” then but she was still unable to show me any affection. What all but broke my heart this night was that she cried over me – the first time she had ever done so – just as I was about to leave the family home for good.

Later, in the attic, I lay in bed, eyes wide open. I called it an “attic” but actually it was the full second storey of the house. When it was rebuilt, I had wanted two windows, one facing the house of the former pirate Bay Ca and his family, the other facing the bamboo grove. Nearly everything in it was green – green walls, green curtains, green bed cover, and numerous house plants. Next to the bed was a metal desk, and on the opposite wall a wardrobe made four years earlier by a carpenter in our neighbourhood and painted a soft yellow. It contained my clothes – including the many white dresses and gowns Robert had bought for me. He had been my greatest love, but now, on the shipboard journey I was about to undertake, I would be abandoning his rich and beautiful gifts to assume the role of a poor and ugly Chinese widow.

Some time that night, I got up and tiptoed to the balcony overlooking the roof of Bay Ca’s house. I had a red rosebush there, with several buds about to open. I thought of my four-year-old sister, Hong, and how she would enjoy their scent when they opened. She was asleep downstairs in my parents’ bed. The cool breeze touched my skin. I went back to bed and half-asleep, half-awake, heard the gentle sound of the bamboo leaves stirring on the edge of the cemetery.

At five the next morning, I got up and went downstairs. My parents were already awake; perhaps they hadn’t slept either. Once again they sat on the edge of their bed, my mother’s long hair hanging loose, not in the tight bun she always rolled it into every morning. She was wearing a lavender blouse and black trousers. My father, next to her, wore his usual blue striped pyjamas and behind them, in the bed, my little sister, Hong, lay sleeping.

Neither of them spoke. Perhaps they didn’t know what to say. Neither did I. Finally, my father said, “You must look after yourself over the long journey, child!”

“Have you packed everything you need?” My mother cut in. “What about some bread and a few fruits?”

“I’ve got enough until I get to Hong Kong. I can buy some bread and fruits on my way to the office.”

On Andrew’s advice, I wasn’t taking a suitcase but only a small travel bag.

In my mind I was fighting back the strange, yet plausible conviction that I was seeing my parents for the last time. What would become of them? And my brothers and little sister?

“Mother! Please tell the children that I’ve gone overseas to work. But I will return one day with a lot more money for the family.”

And that was all.

* * * 

When I got to Tu Do Street that morning it was still not seven thirty and the office wouldn’t open for another hour. All the shops and businesses were still closed, with the exception of the French café, but I was too agitated to enter and went for a walk instead along Le Loi Boulevard, past the imposing offices of Viet Nam Airlines. How impossible it was for an ordinary person like me to get on an airplane to go anywhere! But I was going now. I was going, not by air but by sea. And for all I knew, I was seeing the centre of Sai Gon for the last time.

I made a turn onto Rue Dr Calmette, and walked toward the waterfront. At the channel from Ben Van Don, known previously as Quai de la Marne, I wondered where my ship was. Two ferries, carrying passengers from the opposite side of the river, were docking, and several fishing boats, large and small, and a few ships approached at further distance, half hidden in the early morning mist.

Turning along the riverbank, I found a little bench and made myself sit there for as long as I could stand it. Again I wondered what type of ship Mr Law Keung was going to take me to. Soon, I was on my feet again, going down Nguyen Hue Boulevard to the Hôtel de Ville landmark. I stood below its ornate, pale-yellow façade, gazing upward. One evening just before the last Lunar New Year, after visiting the Flower Market with my brothers and little sister, we had gone to the Hôtel de Ville to watch the famous geckos feasting happily on the abundant insects. Almost every evening its exterior under the neon light was covered with several thousands of these small hungry lizards, who would offer an evening concert with their high-pitched chirping sounds. I thought of Hong and my brothers at home, imagining them eating their breakfast. Perhaps my parents were already telling them that I’d left for Hong Kong.

When I reached Tu Do Street again, the office still hadn’t opened for the day so I went into the Brodard café across the way, ordered some fruit juice and a croissant, but my stomach was churning and I couldn’t eat. Staring at the traffic going past without really seeing it, I realized that what I’d been doing, in the past hour, was saying goodbye to Sai Gon.

Later, at my desk, I pretended to work. Though I kept watching for the first glimpse of a Chinese man. I imagined him materializing all of a sudden by my side and whispering my code name. But the morning dragged by and he didn’t appear. I kept glancing at the clock, arguing with myself. It was perfectly logical, wasn’t it, that Mr Law Keung wouldn’t show up in the morning? Would a boat leaving Sai Gon for Hong Kong, smuggling passengers, dare embark in broad daylight? Surely he would come in the afternoon, maybe even the late afternoon.

Just in case, though, I decided not to go out for lunch. I went quickly across the street and picked up a sandwich and a Coke from the café. Back at my desk I reread Andrew’s letters, because there was no work to do. For many days, the foreign businessmen whom we served had stopped coming to the office, and the staff at the main counter sat there solemnly, doing nothing.

The afternoon crept away. At some point, a woman colleague came over to chat. I remember her talking and talking about the period she’d spent as a student in Australia. As I half-listened, I wondered if she had escape plans of her own.

If she did, she kept them to herself as I did, with mine.

By seven that evening Mr Law Keung still hadn’t come. Undeterred, I stayed where I was. Couldn’t he, I rationalized, have been waiting for people to leave the office and the crowds on the street to thin out? In fact, the other employees had long since left the office, all except for the security guard. Now, using the pretext that there was still work to do, I convinced him to go home and give me the keys. I promised to lock up and deliver the keys to a woman who worked at the Brodard Café and whom we both knew.

Then I was alone.

I waited, numb, in semi-darkness, refusing to admit the truth. Maybe Mr Law Keung had been detained? What if he’d been detained and had no way of getting a message to me? He could still be coming, couldn’t he? Besides, Andrew hadn’t given me a specific time, only the date. What if I left the office and found out later that he’d shown up? What if this was my last chance? What if there would be no other way out?

It must have been sometime near nine o’clock when I got up from my desk, walking to the front door like an automaton. I must have turned out the lights, locked the door and given the keys to the woman at the café across the street but I’ve no memory of it. The only image I have of myself is standing in front of the almost empty café, staring up and down Tu Do Street one last time. Just in case.

The traffic on the street had thinned out. The night curfew would begin in less than an hour.

I hailed a taxi – a terrible extravagance, but I couldn’t face being seen in public. Sitting in the back seat, the tears came, sudden and overwhelming. Tears of panic, tears of frustration. I glimpsed at the traffic moving steadily outside the window, but to me it was like a current being pushed and pulled by an invisible storm, and the storm was my own despair.

* * * 

One week later another letter arrived from Andrew. The cargo ship had to be cancelled at the last minute. Because of the war closing in on Sai Gon, cargo traffic on the river was now considered unsafe.

I told the whole story to Nu, a few days later when she picked me up at work. She was my oldest friend in Sai Gon, nicknamed Kim Thanh, or Silverbell, back in our school days, just as I, in my family, had been given the nickname Hoa Lai, or Jasmine at birth. Nu had parked her mini-motorcycle a few blocks away, and we walked down Tu Do Street to the river and sat on a large stone bench. Behind us there was a concrete arch covered in massive clusters of dusty pink bougainvillea flowers. We were both dressed in our usual ao dai – the long tunic over trousers, which was the traditional Vietnamese dress. Nu’s was grey, mine was white. My colour was always white, whether I wore an ao-dai or a Western-style dress. I had made one exception in the previous month, when, to please Andrew, I’d acquired a silk ao dai in deep pink and also some blouses and skirts in other colours. My tailor, a highly skilled woman whom I had known for several years, was surprised that I suddenly decided to wear coloured clothes. I returned to white after Andrew left Sai Gon.

Nu had become a devout Buddhist following the sudden and tragic death of her father. She dressed in subdued pastels, and even with her long hair and small frame, her appearance was rather tomboyish. She let her hair grow without doing much to it, and sometimes the heat and wind made it unkempt and brittle. On the other hand, she had an admirable, almost steely, determination, and she was as rigorously honest a person as I had ever known.

She knew many of my secrets, including my earlier failed attempts to leave the country. Sitting on that bench by the river, after I’d finished describing the day I’d spent waiting for the Chinese man, she looked at me and asked, “How long are you going to go on doing this?”

“What do you mean, doing this?” I said.

“I’m talking about the end of the road,” she said. “Have you ever thought of what you’re going to do when you get there?”

“What do you mean by that?” I replied, beginning to grow anxious. “The end of what road?”

Nu had been born in the Year of the Dragon. To those of us who believe in Eastern astrology, as I did, this meant she was inclined to be dynamic and vocal, even aggressively so.

“You’ve tried and tried to get out,” she went on. “Nothing’s worked. What if we end up trapped or captured. There’ll be no one to save us then. What if we know we’re going to be raped, to be tortured and murdered and thrown in the gutter with the garbage, and that there’s absolutely nothing we can do to stop it. That’s the end of the road I’m talking about. What are you going to do then? ”

“I’m not going to give up!” I cried out. “I’m going to keep trying to get out, no matter what!”

“That’s all very well, but what if you fail? And it’s over? And there’s nothing left?”

At that, I burst into tears.

For a moment, she stopped talking, and stared at me, deadly serious. I’m sure she disapproved of my tears. Then she became agitated. Her face darkened as she talked on about rape. Rape at the hands of plundering men, the age-old fear of Vietnamese women, had come violently to the fore once again in the terrible wars of the mid-twentieth century. The subject had a particular resonance for all of us. Once, in our ancient history, Vietnamese society had been organized on the Matrilineal Tie System (Che Do Mau Quyen), but women had been debased and discounted under the thousand-year Chinese domination and had lost most of their rights. At the same time the Chinese rulers had also insisted upon female chastity before marriage. If a young, unmarried woman was violated, she became totally worthless, condemned and rejected not only by society at large but by her own family. The same tradition lingered on in contemporary Viet Nam, wreaking psychological havoc on those of us who were trying to survive at a time the social fabric was being torn to shreds. We had no mental health services, no psychological counseling, no crisis hotlines. Given the choice between rape and suicide, most Vietnamese women would have chosen suicide. A high percentage of rape victims did in fact take their own lives immediately after the trauma.

That was what Nu insisted on talking about, that day by the river. We talked about drowning, the easiest and quickest method for us because neither of us could swim very far. We discussed overdoses of medicine but how would we know how much we had to take? And how could we do it if we were already in the hands of our aggressors? We talked about self-inflicted violence with a knife or a gun, if we could get our hands on one. But I was afraid I lacked the courage to pull a trigger.

“But what if there’s no other way?” she kept repeating. “What if you know you’re trapped? What if you know you’re going to be raped and murdered?”

I couldn’t answer. I didn’t know what I’d do. I don’t think I wanted to know.

She got up abruptly from the bench.

“I can’t stand sitting here any longer,” she announced, glaring down at me. “Come on, we’ll go for a ride.”

We went to retrieve her little motorcycle from the parking lot. The machine kicked into life, and Nu gunned us along Cong Ly Avenue, passing the Presidential Palace, shooting up clouds of dust behind us while I, behind her, clung to her waist for dear life. The conversation had struck fear into my heart, not just because of me but what would happen to our families if we ever did lose our own lives? A few years before, a girl in our high school had hanged herself in the school’s toilet and her death had created an enormous scandal in the community. People had blamed her death on a failed love affair. I couldn’t speak for Nu, but I knew there were things in my own life, things I’d done when desperate and frightened, that I’d never told her or anyone, things I could barely allow room for in my consciousness.

We drew near the Vinh Nghiem pagoda, Nu braked and we got off. I looked at the eight-storey tower with its Japanese-influenced architecture. Knowing that Nu often sought comfort in Buddhist temples, I suggested we go inside. To my surprise, she refused.

“No,” she said, “not today.” Then, seeing the uncomprehending expression on my face, she added, “How can we go in, the way we are, with suicide filling our minds and hearts?”

At that she stalked off, pushing the motorcycle in front of her past the temple, alternately biting her lips and letting out angry words that, given the way the wind was blowing, I couldn’t really hear. I followed her mutely. Her face was again so dark, her hair so completely disheveled, that in my mind she had become transfigured into some sort of Angel of Death.

We crossed the avenue to a gray concrete bridge that spanned the river and bore the same name as the avenue, Cong Ly. Underneath the bridge, in semi-darkness, bobbed some unattended sampans.

“Cong Ly” in Vietnamese means “Justice.”

Justice Avenue.

The Justice Bridge

And my old friend Nu – Kim Thanh – with tears of rage now streaming down her face, cried out at the river below, “Where is justice in this world?”

Difficult as she was, I loved her still and on the bridge that day she made us swear to a solemn pact. If it came down to it, we would kill ourselves and we would do it the only sure way there was, by biting through our tongues and fighting off anyone who tried to stop the bleeding. There were many legendary stories – I had heard them as a child – of women in the revolutionary forces who had committed suicide this way. One of them was the wife of General De Tham, who had been imprisoned with forty other nationalists on a French warship in the early days of the colonial regime. En route to French Guyana for deportation, she committed suicide by biting her tongue. And then, during the first women’s uprising against the French regime in 1930, a Vietnamese spy named Ca Chuong was captured by French troops in Hon Gai. They punished her by hanging her upside down and pulling out her nails, then beating her. Ca Chuong bit her tongue in half and bled to death – and so became a legendary heroine of Vietnamese history.

But I wasn’t going to be another Ca Chuong. I may have made the pact with Nu but I wanted to live and was determined to escape.

* * * 

I confided in a sixty-year old woman I had met under unusual circumstances, Mother Chin. She was physically small but with a stern expression on her face. Her hair was completely white, and she always wore round eyeglasses. She was talkative, highly judgmental, and was difficult for other people to get along with, but having no family of her own, she was always concerned about me. I had introduced Nu to her too, and sometimes the two of us were invited for lunch at her place.

One morning, listening to the Voice of America, I heard that a United Nations organization had arrived in Phnom Penh, the capital of Cambodia, and was taking a certain number of refugees out of the country. I also heard through the grapevine that there were Vietnamese living near the Cambodian border who had made their way on foot across the frontier, hoping to be accepted as well. Although I had no concrete details about the UN evacuation and no idea how long it might continue, I was desperate enough to take the risk. I talked it through with Mother Chin, and in the end she decided that she herself would escort me to the Cambodian border. She said we would need to go as soon as possible.

Nu and I had agreed, that day on the bridge, to escape together. However, if either found an opportunity to leave without the other, she was to take it without hesitating. I sent a letter to her home, asking her to join me and telling her to get ready.

I waited for three days but there was no answer. I had no other way of reaching her so, on the fourth day, I wrote a second letter and hired a neighbour, a young man with a motorcycle, to deliver it to her house. He came back without having seen her, but he claimed to have given the letter to Nu’s grandmother. In this second letter, I told her to come to my office that very day. If she couldn’t, I said guardedly, then she was to see Mother Chin, who would explain everything.

I learned afterwards that my first letter had not reached her until the following week and by the time her grandmother gave her the second one, it was already evening and too close to the night curfew. Nu and her family lived on a farm outside Sai Gon, at least an hour’s ride away. Having no news from Nu, I decided she’d changed her mind and wasn’t coming.

The following morning, telling no one else what was happening, I left for Mother Chin’s place as soon as the curfew was lifted. Over a breakfast of chicken noodle soup and jasmine tea, she packed some bananas, cold meat, and a loaf of French bread. We then took cyclos to the Tay Ninh bus terminal in Tan Binh district and boarded a large bus heading toward the Tay Ninh province, about one hundred and thirty kilometres northwest of Sai Gon. The bus was full of people, a few men sitting on the rooftop, struggling to hold onto their belongings. When the bus stopped at Long Hoa village, our destination, many Cao Dai worshipers also got off with us.

The village of Long Hoa was the main centre for the Cao Dai religious sect. A huge and elaborate religious complex contained the Great Temple, a famous herbal medicine hospital and clinic, administrative offices, and residential quarters for the priests. Cao Dai followers believe in combining Eastern and Western religions, and they are liberal in their approach. There were prayers four times a day. During weekdays, only a few hundred priests attended services, but during major festivals there would be several thousand, all dressed in white ceremonial gowns. Visitors to the temple were expected to dress respectfully.

The Great Temple had nine levels, representing the nine steps to Heaven. Above the front portico was the “Divine Eye”, the supreme symbol of Caodaism. Within the sanctuary there were eight plaster columns entwined with multi-coloured dragons supporting a dome that represented Heaven. We arrived at the Great Temple just in time for the noon ceremony and we knelt on the floor among many other visitors. We were wearing traditional Vietnamese dresses, mine white and hers blue-floral. Near my knees was my small soft leather bag containing a white blouse, a pair of moss green trousers, a set of underwear, a cosmetic sac, and my old purple umbrella, packed tightly together. I wore sunglasses and kept a smile fixed to my face as though I hadn’t a care in the world.

But I was unable to concentrate on the prayers. Mother Chin had already advised me to slip out while the service was still in progress, when there would be less chance of someone observing. The joss sticks were still burning heavily at the altar when she signaled me with a nod. I inhaled the pungent smoke and got up quietly.

Changing my clothes in a bathroom, and satisfied that I looked sufficiently like a peasant, I went out and into the surrounding countryside of fields and forests. I headed in what I knew was the general direction of the frontier. Within minutes I’d left the village behind me, and, looking back, I saw women washing their clothes at the side of the last house.

I entered the jungle, its thin, dry trees interspersed with occasional crop fields and crossed by paths of beaten earth. It was hot under the full sun but this was interior hill country and much less humid than the coast. I was following what appeared to be a well-used track. Only a rare farmer in a field, or a boy with a buffalo, came into view.

Soon I came within sight of the barbed wire border fence. This was unknown territory to me, in more senses than one. I stopped in my tracks, working up courage. All I could see was the fence. It didn’t seem the most formidable of barriers, not when my freedom was just on the other side.

How naive I was! To think I could simply climb through a barbed wire fence! That escape was so easily won!

I approached the fence and saw men standing on the far side. They were armed troops, soldiers in the Cambodian army. Suddenly they seemed everywhere. I kept on walking toward them. One of them raised his head and saw me.

He looked very young, and decent enough. I signaled to him that I wanted to cross through. He shook his head. I tried to speak to him but he again shook his head.

Suddenly, another soldier with bloodshot eyes realized what was going on. Immediately he held up his rifle and pointed it directly at me. I froze. Then I signaled that I wanted to speak. He shouted back at me in perfect Vietnamese:

“Di ve ngay! Neu khong toi ban”, “Go back! Or I’ll shoot.”

Other soldiers at the fence had targeted me too, a hard, callouslooking bunch. It was a shock to realize that they were capable of shooting me without a qualm. I looked back at the first soldier, beseeching, but he just waved his hand, signaling that I should get away from the border.

The second soldier’s rifle was still pointing at me. I wanted to beg them, but something stopped me, some instinct, and for all I know this saved my life. I slowly turned from the barbed wire fence and walked away as calmly as possible. I was too afraid to look behind me, but I felt them watching me. The moment I reached the trees and was out of their line of vision, I turned. Maybe, just maybe, there was an unguarded place to cross over further along in the forest. But as I trudged along, my nerve went. Wasn’t I taking a horrendous risk, wandering around along the frontier with little idea of where I was and knowing no one? Suddenly, the whole notion – that one could simply get on a bus, ride to Long Hoa, walk to the frontier, walk across…and then what?

Had I really expected a UN delegation to be on hand to greet me?

I was a young woman, one whom men considered pretty, with unusual eyes, and, despite my makeshift disguise, I was alone in the middle of a forest, a long, long way from home. I was lucky I hadn’t been raped by the border guards, much less shot in the back.

I turned back toward Long Hoa village, telling myself it would be useless to cry. I kept walking along slowly until I reached a coconut palm where I stopped, lowering myself against its trunk, and stared at the grass. I imagined waiting till dusk, then returning to the border in the hope of sneaking across. Or maybe finding the first soldier I had seen who, in my fantasy, was kinder than the others. Perhaps he would be there alone. The others would have gone off to eat, and I imagined him smiling at me and, without a word, letting me through the barbed wire. I imagined seeking out a family that lived in Long Hoa village. I would casually ask them about possible ways of entering Cambodia. If I was lucky, maybe they traded with Cambodians on the other side of the frontier and could be persuaded to sneak me across.

All of the above, none of the above. For as I sat there, immobilized, my back against the base of the tree, my mind racing through all these scenarios, the reality of my situation broke through. What in Quan Yin’s name was I doing there? A lone woman, a young lone woman, in the middle of a forest, like a character out of a fairy tale. But life wasn’t a fairy tale. Life was razor wire and men with guns. And also self-delusion. What a fool I was, what an absurdity, to think I could just blithely walk into Cambodia!

And even if I could, then what?

I thought of Mother Chin. She had agreed to wait at the Great Temple, but only for a couple of hours. If I hadn’t come back by then, she was to assume I’d made my way across and would be free to return to Sai Gon. Now time was wasting. I got up, but my legs had gone numb and I had to stamp my feet to get the tingling started. My eyes were burning, but I absolutely refused to cry. All I wanted was to get to Mother Chin. I started to run, but soon was out of breath and had a cramp in my side. I walked, as fast as possible, and ran when the pain went away. Finally I got to the village and then the temple. I dashed into the bathroom, changed clothes quickly, then stood still for a moment to regain my composure. I emerged once more in my white ao dai, looking just like all the other worshippers.

I found Mother Chin, standing outside the Great Temple, talking to a group of strangers. Her face showed no emotion, but her eyes studied me. She reached out her hand and took mine.

Pulling me close to her, she said softly, “Don’t be too discouraged child! There’s always hope. I will see what I can do to help you. We will talk more about this in Sai Gon.” We took a short walk around the temple grounds. I described what had happened. We then took the bus home.

* * * 

I returned to work. With each passing day, though, the sense of the world unraveling – of my world unraveling – became more and more acute. Back in my neighbourhood, one night someone had planted a small Communist flag in front of a house near ours, and the sight of it threw everyone into a panic. The wife of Bay Ca was convinced we might have to flee at a moment’s notice, and she urged my mother, “We must pack our belongings. We must get ourselves ready. The Viet Cong are around here now.” I looked at my father for direction, but, for reasons I couldn’t begin to fathom, he had nothing to say. His face was calm, his eyes far off. It was my mother who ordered us to pack our clothes.

That same night I wrote Andrew the following letter. It causes me no end of embarrassment now – what did I expect the poor man to do, a married Englishman living in Hong Kong? – but it reflects my anguished state of mind accurately enough.

Dear Andrew,

It’s Sunday afternoon. We’ve packed our clothes, but aren’t sure where to go. This week I met many refugees from the Central Highlands, who’d risked their lives escaping to Sai Gon. The refugees are now occupying bus stations and Tan Son Nhat airport.

A few days ago the Deputy Minister and I traveled to Di An, near Bien Hoa and as we passed by the Binh Loi bridge I saw several dead bodies lying at the foot of the bridge. Bien Hoa military airport has been hit with 87 rockets so far. The remaining provinces of Central Highlands are already in the hands of Northern troops.

Our neighbourhood French bakery was robbed yesterday at six thirty in the morning. The robbers wore army uniforms with guns when they entered. All the male workers immediately ran away, thinking that it was a police search for ID, forcing them to join the government army. Without any man in the bakery, the armed men tied up two women and stuffed their mouths with cleaning cloths while taking all the money. Everyone feared them so no witness dared to intervene.

There was a funeral for two young men in my neighbourhood yesterday. Within one year this family lost all three sons in battlefields. Most of the young men working in the Ministry had been ordered to join the government army by April 15th. Now people don’t see them or know where they are.

Andrew, you have done your best to get me out of this country but now I feel that I may have to resign to fate. I will write to you again tomorrow if there is any news. Maybe a letter from you will arrive at the office in the morning. I am enclosing three addresses of friends and relatives in Sai Gon for you to contact, in case you will not hear from me again. I love you very much. Jasmine

Later that night, I went to the altar of Quan Yin in our attic and prayed. She was the lady Buddha, known as the Goddess of Mercy. My soul had been attached to her since I was five years old. From our early days in the village, it was my paternal grandmother who told me about her. She said that I was the “flower bud of Quan Yin”. After she left our village in 1957, abandoning me against her will to my vengeful mother and inducing my own overwhelming sense of loss, I began talking with Quan Yin every night and I have continued ever since.

Dear Quan Yin,

I now wonder if I only have a short life on earth. Will you be ready to receive my soul? Please assure me that I have no fear of death.

* * * 

I didn’t die that spring. I lived through it all. I survived to recount those desperate days when so many of my people begged and fought and debased themselves in countless shameful ways, for a small place on the crowded helicopters and planes of the fleeing Americans … and I was one of them.
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RIPE FOR SERVITUDE

“When France arrived in Indochina, the Annamites were ripe for servitude”
Indochina Governor-General Paul Doumer

My birthplace is in the Mekong Delta, the southernmost region of Viet Nam. It’s a hot, humid, green, rural and marvelously fertile region that lies between the Gulf of Thailand and the South China Sea. At its northern edge, the land rises toward the Cambodian border. At its centre is a vast jungle swamp. Farther south and east there are hundreds of little streams running towards the sea and numerous farms, hamlets and villages scattered across the flat, green landscape. When I was a child it took us two days to reach the southern capital of Sai Gon. We traveled out of the village by sampan, then onto the road, then after passage on two ferries onto the road again.

The delta region is fed by the Mekong River, known to the Vietnamese as the River of the Nine Dragons (Song Cuu Long). From early childhood I’d been told that the Mekong has nine dragon mouths. It is more than four thousand kilometres long and one of the most important rivers in the world. Originating in the mountains of Tibet, the Mekong flows through China, Laos and along the Thai border, and then through Cambodia and Viet Nam before reaching the South China Sea through the wide delta that is spread across Viet Nam’s southern tip of Ca Mau. For centuries the region has been known as the Rice Bowl of Viet Nam.

At the beginning of the Nguyen dynasty, in 1802, the South was called the Six Provinces (Luc Tinh). By 1850 my maternal ancestors had become moderately prosperous in a stable and quiet agricultural country, one with its own traditional culture. In 1856, though, the French warship Catinat under Leheur de Ville-sur-Arc arrived in Da Nang and launched a violent attack on the Vietnamese, making way for France’s invasion and a century of long and bloody wars. In 1867 the French gained complete control of the South and it immediately became their colony. They renamed the South “Cochinchina” and divided it into twenty-one provinces for colonial administration. To help strengthen their rule in the South, they attacked Ha Noi Citadel in 1873, and soon after took control of North and Central Viet Nam, as well as Cambodia, and Laos – these becoming France’s protectorates. The colony and the protectorates were both placed under the rule of a French Governor-General. So was “French Indochina” born.

All the Nguyen dynasty emperors were chosen by the French. In many instances, The French officials chose ‘rulers’ as young as seven years old simply because they were easy to control. However, with the exception of Emperors Khai Dinh and Bao Dai, they had shown opposition to French domination. These rebellious young emperors were sent into exile on various remote islands off the African coast.

Stretching along the eastern coast of the Indochinese Peninsula, Viet Nam is S-shaped, with a coastline of 3,260 kilometres and a land area of 329,566 square kilometres. The French, at the time, were not particularly interested in North and Central Viet Nam (which they renamed Tonkin and Annam) since these regions consisted of mostly mountains and hills. But they considered the South – Cochinchina – as the “Jewel of the Far East” because it was the richest part of Indochina, with the largest rice and fruit farms, vast rubber and coffee plantations, great cotton fields, and good production of spices. The South also contained significant mines, including gold. In addition, Sai Gon was a growing international port.

Can Tho – the provincial capital of Hau Giang province in the South – had been the birthplace of my maternal ancestors. Several generations of my mother’s people had owned farmland on which they cultivated rice, coconuts, citrus fruit, bananas, and mangoes. This was good land for fruit trees, high enough to escape the floods that often accompanied the heavy rainy season. They were able to live comfortably, and like many others in Can Tho, had been classified at the beginning of the Nguyen dynasty (1802-1945) as minor landowners (tieu dien chu).

The arrival of the French, however, brought sudden and drastic changes. The legitimacy of the former land ownership system was challenged by new officials appointed by the French, and supported by the French army. During raids, French troops burned houses, killed water buffaloes, and destroyed the residents’ stores of rice. Many of the inhabitants were obliged to flee and became refugees overnight. My maternal grandmother once told me:

Shortly after the colonial government gained complete control of our territory, those who had not returned or could not produce ownership papers to satisfy the French bureaucracy, had their land confiscated. Your great grandparents were among those victims. In our case, the deeds proving ownership had been destroyed during the invasion. They had lost everything, virtually everything that they had ever owned.

Many of the key policies were set by the Governor-General, Paul Doumer, whose regime (from 1897) was rapacious and arrogant. Typical of his touch were: the government opium monopoly with a profit of four hundred percent taken from a population encouraged in the addiction; taxes payable only in silver, and at six times the rate of the earlier regime; regional quotas for the required consumption of French alcohol; a ban on traditional rice wine distilling; a monopoly on salt with a profit margin of eight hundred percent.

This colonial administration produced a situation in which, by 1939, over fifty per cent of the peasant population was landless, while five per cent of the population – the major landlords (dai dien chu) – held forty-five percent of the land. The colonialists themselves had acquired much land; for example, in the year 1930 alone, they were “given” ten thousand hectares of land in the rich delta area of Cochinchina. For decades the greatest proportion of Viet Nam’s industrial profits ended up in Paris, while the local people’s needs for education and medical care were virtually ignored. No Vietnamese could hold an administrative post higher than the lowest French official. As Franklin Roosevelt observed in 1944 during a discussion of post-war policy on Indochina, France had “milked it for one hundred years”, and left its people “worse off than they were at the beginning.”

Since their skills were those of farmers, my now-landless great grandparents had no choice but to work for the new landlords as labourers. My grandmother described the situation of her parents:

They were still hoping that one day something would change, and the ancestral land would be returned to the family. But that day never came. As poor labourers, they had very few clothes and not enough food to keep the family going. For years they worked like slaves, while the harvests and all the revenues flowed directly to their masters.

With so little income, my great grandparents couldn’t keep up with the payment of their head taxes (thue than) – to be paid in silver, so they left Can Tho and emigrated to a rural village called Truong An, south of Can Tho, where I was born. My maternal grandmother, who herself had endured what she called “unbearable hardships” often recited to us children a poem by the revolutionary Phan Boi Chau, which invariably moved her to tears:

How do we grieve for the Six Provinces of the South?
A thousand years of hard work and sacrifice now gone
The mountains, the rivers, all dark and forbidding
Talking with the people, who does not feel this deep sorrow?

My maternal grandmother had five children. My mother was the youngest, a woman of medium build, with a fine complexion and a pretty face. From a very early age she worked in the fields, helping to support the family. She had no opportunity for education. Not that there was a formal school in the village in those days. Only later did the Nationalist movement led by the Viet Minh (The League for the Independence of Viet Nam) take it upon itself to raise the level of literacy throughout the country, and members of both sexes would be given equal opportunity – insisted on by Ho Chi Minh, and with a clear message to the nation, “You must learn to read and write in order to know, and you must know in order to carry out a revolution.” The Nationalists recruited volunteers to offer reading and writing lessons in Vietnamese (Quoc Ngu) through the Mass Education Program (Binh Dan Hoc Vu). Throughout the country, classes were brought to people’s homes, to village communes, to factories and rice fields, aboard fishing boats, and so on. My mother would eventually join one of these classes and begin learning how to read and write – at age twelve. She described her experience:

Before the Program was made compulsory, I, as a child, would from time to time come to observe a class – being held privately in the house of a village elder. I stood behind the palm leaf wall at the outside corner of the classroom and quietly watched the boys learning their lessons. When I asked my mother to let me go there for the lessons, she said that she couldn’t afford it. She also warned me that if I knew how to read and write, I would write love letters to boys and that would lead to dangerous consequences.

Such conservative attitudes would eventually change, following an awareness campaign that included an outpouring of poems encouraging girls to attend literacy classes:

Likewise, dear girl,
Your beauty is worth nothing
If your mind is still a blank.

The year my mother turned thirteen, my grandmother decided to distil rice wine to supplement their meagre farming income. This was illegal, and my grandmother had to hide the operation in the bushes. She and my mother worked quietly at night. Every day, while the elder children were working in the fields, my mother would sell the homemade wine surreptitiously at the Truong An market place. One afternoon, a terrible accident occurred and it would change my mother’s life. In her words:

There was a woman who ran a butcher’s stall and I was selling wine just next to it. That day the butcher’s husband appeared at her stall and asked for money. She refused, saying that he wanted the money only for gambling. While they were arguing, the butcher got more and more angry and started insulting the husband. In a rage, he seized a large ceramic bowl from the front of the stall and hurled it at her, but the bowl missed his wife and hit my head instead. All I could remember was a loud crash, my ears went deaf, I felt dizzy, and then I passed out. When I woke up, I was in bed, while my widowed mother was weeping next to me. She said that someone at the market had brought me home, and that I had bled heavily from the forehead. Following this accident I became paralysed for about two months.

As there were no medical facilities in the village, all my grandmother and aunts could do was to stem the bleeding and hope for her recovery. Having access to a medical doctor was extremely rare for those living in villages at the time. After ninety years of colonial rule, the French provided the country with two doctors for every one hundred thousand Vietnamese.

The front of my mother’s skull had been fractured and the physical sign of it would remain for the rest of her life. So would the psychological scars. My maternal relatives, I learned later, noticed changes in my mother’s mood and behaviour shortly after the accident. She became angry for no apparent reason and also began to use profane language. She may have healed physically but her mental condition and judgment had been drastically affected. Her violent rages would mark our family life for decades to follow. In other respects my mother was a child of her time. Her family had gone from prosperity to destitution in two generations. She grew up at a bare-subsistence level. This left her with a permanent obsession with money. There was never enough, never any to spare. She was also fiercely protective of her own children, and she feared the white foreigners, “Those white monsters have ruined our lives. They have taken so much from our people. Without them, we would not have been living in such misery. What rights did they have, to control the fate of our family?” So, when the Viet Minh underground movement began to take shape with the aim of regaining the country from the French, it was altogether natural that my mother would join it. At age fourteen, she took on the duty of sewing black cotton uniforms for the Viet Minh’s popular forces and the Nationalist flags – red background with a gold star. Five years later, immediately after my birth, she would wrap me in one of those flags.

* * * 

I was born in the middle of the French War, three years before the great battle of Dien Bien Phu. To celebrate my birth, my father acquired a baby coconut tree, which he planted in our back garden. Since I was born in early spring. I was named Xuan Huong, meaning “Scent of Spring”. However, my paternal grandmother, who came to live with us when I was little and became my closest friend, dubbed me Hoa Lai, or Jasmine. The nickname stayed with me all the way through school.
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