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Let the Vietnamese Speak for Themselves 

Le Thi Anh 

In the last couple of wceks (and nionths 
and years) I have read a vast aniount of 
printed niaterials about Vietnam by 
non-Vietnaniese. I especial ly  a p -  
preciated the articles by Theodore Jac- 
queney and James Finn ( lVor /d i * i~~ i r .  
April). But what about letting the Viet- 
namese speak for themselves'? For. after 
all will have been said. heard. written. 
read. commented. analyzed. disxsscd.  
argued pro and con. fought over. and 
finally forgotten on the subject. i t  is 
o n l y  to the Victnaiiiese that this niattcrs 
personally. They arc the ones w h o  havc 
to live or die with this reality. They 
caniiot afl'ord the l u x u r y  of  casual. 
thought less coiiimcnls. 

Even before the fa11 ol' Saigon. since 
they would havc to live with i t .  the 
Vietnamese had to t h i n k  about lil'c i n  
South Vietnam under Hanoi's rule-and 
act accordingly. They arc the ones w h o  
have to pay with their lives and liberties 
for any  error of judgment. I f  they bet on 
a "bloodbath" and  exiled themselves 
and now there is "peace" and  "recon- 
ciliation." they would havc lost a hniiic 
and a homeland for nothing. I f  they 
believed i n  the Communist promise of 
"reconciliation" and stayed in Viet- 
nam. they niay find theiiisclvcs today in  
a concentration caiiip. I t  is a niattcr of 
life and death for thousands ol Sotitp 
Vietnanicse. not for comfortable demo- 
cratic arnichair intellectual speculation. 

I f  onlookers. Western conimentators 
of every persuasion. made an error of 
judgnicnt. if  they bet o n  "peace and 
rcconciliation" and 300.000 South 
Vietnaiiicsc arc in conccntrat ion caiiips 
today. not one single habit of their libes 
has been disturbed. Al l  they have to do 
is keep their eyes and cars shut. look the 
other way. and let sonieone else pay tor 
i t .  No one holds theni accountablc tor 
the daniaging consequences of their 
comnients upon thousands of Viet- 
namese lives-except. .perhaps. their 
own consciences. But they can always 
shield their conscience against the news 

of iiiassive iniprisoniiicnt and dcporla- 
tion. 

Since all foreign eyes and ears. e.g.. 
non-Coinniunist correspondents and na- 
tionals. were ordered out ol' Saigon in 
M a y .  1976. hard inl'oriiiation o n  condi- 
tions inside Victnani has had a dit'hcult 
time reaching out to the Amcrican c o n -  
sciousness. To do so i t  has had to ovcr- 
conic two forniidable barriers; the b a i l -  

boo curtain and the barrier crcctcd by 
the American conscience to shield itsell' 
from such news.  Unilcrstairdably. 
Aiiiericans in gencral. l roi i i  "tlovcs" to 
"hawks." want to l'orgct about Vietnaiii 
and to divest theniselves enintionally of 
that faraway land. its people. and its 
unpleasant memories. h,lany " d ~ v c s "  
prefer to live in thc "reality" the Coiii- 
niunists havc built lor them and cntcr- 
lain the vague nolion that the Viet- 
naiiicse arc now "living i n  peacc and 
rcconciliaiion." whaicver thew may 
nican. This hclicl' ia particularly iiiipor- 
tan1 to those who wcrc instrunicntal in 
bringing down t he n o n  -Coiiini u n  i 31 

order in the South. or w h o  were unable 
16 save it. 

American "doves" and "hawks" 
share. for once. the same desire to keep 
a lid on "bad" and potentially enibar- 
ras ing  nrws l'roni Victnain. So docs the 
officialdoni and a large scgiiicnt ot' ttic 

press. Each has its own rcasnn for " n s -  
t ric h i ng " t he V ict naiiic sc rea I i t y . 
"Doves" need to rest assured they have 
not indirectly and bv inadvcrtcnce 
caused the death and imprisonment o f  
thousands of S o u t h  Vietnamese. inany 
of whoni were their friends i n  the non- 
Coiniiiunist opposition to Thieu .  

'"Hawks" do no t  want to be reiiiindcd o f  
how they failed to "win the war" and 
how they failed to evacuate those "high 
risk" Vietnamese w h o  had collaborated 
with them. According tn Frank Sncpp. 
the CIA analyst in  Saigon. the U.S. 
Einbassy was unable to destroy its top 
secret files. The f u l l  listings of those 
working with the U.S. (CIA henchinen. 

in the Coiiiiiiunist jargon). "triiitorh" 
and top "criiiiinals." on tlic Coiiiiiiuiiiat 
blacklist. tell into Coiiiiiiunist hands. 
T h i r t y  thousand Victnaiiicw working i n  
the Phoenix Prngrarii. a U.S.-sponwrctl 
operation responsible lor the cliiiiiiia- 
lion 0 1  thousands ol' Viet Cong covert 
agents. were rcportcdly cliniinatctl. 

hlany U.S. ncwqwjplc. oncc w i n -  
vestigative. prctcr not  to foray tlccp i n t o  
today*s Victnaiiicsc reality. and conicnt 
thL:itiselvcs with the inl'oriiiation pro- 
vided theiii by Haiioi. Thus the ticporta- 
tion o f  a million South  Victnaiiicsc to 
the North to break down their rcsist;incc 
to the reginic w a s  labeled "populatioii 
shitt'* anil the Aiiicrican press w a s  
u nan i iiious i n  pr i n I i ng ' ' pnpul at ion 
shift." Frcnch iournalist Brigitte Friang 
calls i t  by its true naiiic: dcporiatinn. 

Dcspitc thc' haiiihno curtiiin and tlic 
Aiiicrican sliicltl. !lie true picture ol' life 
i n  Vietnam lotlay hcgins to ciiicrge. 
How can anyoiic liitlc ail clepliiiiit uiiilcr 
a basket. as the Victi1;iiiicsc would s i y .  

Reports hy indcpeiiilent observers. 
visiting ,journalists. i i ios t ly  Frcnch. 
Inreign priests recently cxpcllctl l'roiii 

Victnani. repatriated Inreign nationals. 
French. Chinese. anil Indian>. concur 
with reports froiii rcccnt cscapccs and 
Coiiimunist public stateiiicnts in  piccing 
tngcthcr a vcry griiii reality. 

Soiiictinics the refugees arc' person-. 
ally involved in the incitlcnis being re- 
ported and can give details and thc 
. * feel * * that thcgcncral report lacks. For 
instance. i n  Novciiibcr. 1976. reports of 
the iiiassacrc 01' sniiic hundred Vict- 
naiiicsc rcl'ugecs off the coast o f  Caiii- 
bodia. presuniably by the Khmer 
Rougc. appeared in the Western press. 
Only one boatload succccdcd i n  cscap- 
ing toThailand and t'ivc others pcrishctl. 
One of the l u c k y  wrvivnrh n o w  lives in 
Washington and rccounts h o w .  i i t  tlic 
critical nioiiient. J t'cw ol' his fcllow 
passengers. defecting Viet Cong. gave 
the order to coiinterattack i n  French. 
which their Khiiicr Rougc captors could 
not understand. They threw their cap- 
tors overboard. captured the boat. anil 
llcd to Thailand. The remains ol' their 
faniily iiieiiihcrs nii the other h a t s  were 
later lountl lloating. hands tied to- 
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for French and American publications. 
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gcthcr. and throats slic.cd. Tlic Vict 
Con2 in the boat wcrc the ones w h o  
engineered the escape. hrihing their fcl- 
low Vic t  Cong coastal guards. 

In another instanc.c the high tlcatli- 
rate concentration caiiip 01' Long-Giao 
in Long K h a n h  proviiicc was attached 
by "rchcl I'orces" during the night ol' 
April 24. 1976. A nuiiibcr ol' caiiip 
iniiiates wcrc released: the rest were 
gunned d n w n .  The cvcnt was reported 
by the BBC and the Wcstcrn press at the 
tinic ol' its occurrence. The widow nl' 
one of those iiiassacrcil. Lieutenant 
Pham hlai. a French national. w a s  Inter 
permitted to leavc fnr France wi th  licr 
three children. The California-based 
Trii/r,g Dtvi 1Vcvklv carried in i t s  January 
2-1. 1977. issue a handwritten letter by 
the widow. I t  included a photograph nl' 
she and her husband and her three chil- 
dren. and a document signed by Ho Chi 
hlinli City authorities reestablishing 
Lieutenant Phani hlai in his c i v i c  rights 
because "hc has paid his debts to his 
country." That is the standard govern- 
ment phrase to tell his Puiiily he isdcad. 

An cycwitncss day-by-day account. 
"Diary o f a  Liberated." by H u y n h  Tran 
Duc. puhlishcd by Brigitte Friang in her 
book. Lii A l o i i s s t r ~ r  111, Iii Lihi~rrc;. dc- 
serves special attcntion. A graduate 01' 
French and Anicrican universities. Duc 
left his  well-paying Pan Alii job and 
American sweetheart to return honic to 
serve his country when i t  w a s  "libcr- 
ated" in  April. 1975. I t  i s a  niost sinccrc 
expression of disappointnicnt with a 
Communist rule hc actively supported 
u n t i l  he saw i t  with his own cycs. He 
bribed his way and took his  mother to 

Australia. whcrc he n o w  lives. doubly 
*'lihera~cd''-first I'rniii what lie rc- 
garded as "Anicrican occupation" 01' 
his country and.  second. I'roni Coni- 
muni:t iiiyth. Duc lived in "liheratcil" 
Victnani for one year. 

Following i s  Duc's description ol' a 
iiiass execution: 

"A convoy of IS0 Ifornicr Saigon1 
officers \vas totally massacred en route 
toward a reeducation camp. except one 
who feigned death.  Four U.S. trucks 
packed with t'ornicr ARVN officers. 
their eyes blindlidded ?nd their hanils 
tied behind their backs. 'The trucks werc 
preceded by an arniorcd car and a tank 
and followcd by the saiiis i n  rcvcrsc. 

Suddenly. in tlic dark ol' the niphi .  rhc 
prcccding ariiiorctl cars spccdctl up. 
leaving the trucks behind. and the l'i)I- 

lowing i a n h  opened t'irc mi the convoy. 
Thc ivoundctl \vcrc I'inishcd in place. 
Al l  thc prisoticrs wcrc killcil. except 
onc. \\!hose recovery w a s  aiilcil by thc 
local population." 

The official version was that the con- 
v o y  w a s  mined by the rchcls. Tlic ol'l'i- 
ccrs' wives staged a ileiiionstration in 
Saigon to demand a n  captanatinn. The 
ne\vs were reported by the BBC ani1 also 
in  the Western press. 

A friend of iiiinc. the niothcr o f  a 
concentration caiiip iniiiatc. escaped 
froni Victnain this spring. She rc- 
counted that when she approached the 
canip. located i n  a rcniotc iunglc area. 
she encountercd a nauscaring siiicll. The 
four thousand inniatcs had not  hccii 
allowed a single bath since their incar- 
ceration eighteen nionths before. Water 
i s  scarce i n  the i i iountain.  loriiicrly a 
dcfoliatetl area. Her snn's body w a s  
covered with scahics ( thcrc  i s  ail 

cpideniic i n  tlic camp): he lived l iLc a n  
aiiinial. the f i l t h  built up into a crus! o n  
h is  skin. She said she aishcil he would 
die rather than continue this  k i n d  nflil'c. 
He suflered from nialqria and heri- 
beri and has not seen toilet paper. A n  
avcragc ol'l'our to I'ivc pcoplc died every 
d a y  in the camp. the iiiothcr Icariicil. In  
their convcrsatioii as u ~ l l  as in his Ict- 
tcrs honic the I'oriiicr ol'l'iccr invariahly 
praised the govcrnnicnt for its leniency 
in giving hiiii the opportunity to atone 
lor his past "criiiics against the pcoplc" 
and hc worthy of thc  "nation and rcvo- 
lution." I niyscll'have clcvcn relatives 
and l'riends still in reeducation camps. 
W h o  doesn't? Because conscription was 
universal and all ahle-bodied nicn wcrc 
either dral'tcd i n t o  the a m y  or scrvcil in 
thc Adiiiinistraticin. which ninhcs thciii 
liable to "reeducation" n o w .  

Coiiiniunist authoritics claim that 95 
per cent of  those sciit to "reeducation 
camps" were returned to their f " c s :  
hut ol' m y  ttvelve relatives and  I'ricnils. 
only one w a s  rclcascil. and two Ltddi- 
tional acquaintances were arrested-a 
writer and a businessman. Their place 01' 
detention \viis less harsh t h i n  tliosc for 
l'iv-iiicr ol'ficcrs. parliaiiicntarians. mid 
high ol'l'iL.iiils ol' [lie old rcgiiiic. hut tlic 
starvation dict is tlic siii ic: b'licii c \ c i i  

. 

"I'rcc'' citiLcns d o  n o t  ha\c  ciioiigli to 

eat. prisoner5 can't eiit their I ' i I I .  Tlic 
already destitute cconoliiy has worsened 
considerably since the end ol'thc war. 

U . S .  Nlws & lVorl(l R l y w i  wrote i n  
its January 17. 1977. issue: "In South 
Vietnani. many cscapcil because they 
worhcd for  the Americans ordhc Saigon 
g(-nwniiient and  feared they would hc 
liiurdered b y  t lie Coni i i iu  n ist s . 
Thousands  l'letl-and still are  
fleeing-because they could no longer 
endure harsh N o r t h  Victnnnicse politi- 
cal and econoiiiic controls with grinding 
poverty. uneniploynient and loss of per- 
sonal rights." This account is graphi- 
cally accurate. But i t  takes four foriiier 
"rccilucation canip" inniates. nnw rc- 
siding in France. their hollies still cov- 
ered with traces 01' wounds froiii torture 
and starvation. to tell about their ordeal 
and recount h o w  l'clln~v inniatcs were 
being scalpcil alive like catl'ish unilcr 
their very cycs. This k i n d  01' I'irsthand 
testimony gives the cvcnt the feel. the 
life. the details ihat this writer cannot 
convey. 

The testiniony of those personally 
involved deserves to he heard. Scoresol' 
recent escapees are ready to talk. pro- 
vided secrecy be maintained to protect 
their families st i l l  in Vietnani. Aniong 
those are foriiicr concentrarion camp 
inmates who bribetl rhcir way our of the 
canips and out o f  the country. former 
Viet Cong now disillusioned  wit^ the 
"Northern liberation" of the South: and 
"National Restoration" forces (the new 
nanic lix the ant i-Coniniunist resistance 
niovenient.) 

True. the grin] stories m a y  Ion4 
griinnier to their victinis: there is a 
tendency to ovcrdraiiiatizc personal 
stories. And true. personal accounts 
lack the balance ol' ~iiultitliiiicnsional 
approaches ol'outsiilc analysts. But they 
gain i n  real-lil'c I'irstlinntl feelings ancl 
details. 

The Victnaiiicsc \oicc i n  Aiiicric-a 
ilcscrvcs to be hcaril. It i s  w r y  difficult 
for Vietnamese refugees io break i n t o  
print and get a fair hearing ( o n l y  such 
characters as hlarshall K y  and President 
Thicu arc jutlgcil iicu'su.ortIiy). For a 
long tinic the rel'ugccs hiivc hecn crying 
in the wiltlcrncss. I write these liiics i n  
tlic Iiopc that [lie Victiiiinicsc voice \vi11 
gct a hcaring. 


