ANOTHER VIETNAM?

(published May 5-7 2006 in Vietnamese by Nguoi Viet Daily)
 “Wherever there is oppression and injustice, struggle will inevitably follow.”

- famous saying of ‘Uncle’ Ho Chi Minh, 1890-1969
Two Vietnamese women stood in front of me as I sat in a small kitchen in Saigon.  They smiled politely, blocking the entryway and view into the front room.  Wordlessly, I understood the urgency of remaining hidden.  Having conducted a few invasive searches during my recent tour of duty in Iraq, I was amused at the irony of being on the other side.

In the other room, the policeman quietly and firmly chatted with the owner of the house in hushed, deliberate tones.   The Communist official knew there were Vietnamese expatriates – called Viet Kieu – who were staying in the home.  The Viet Kieu included my friend Steve Le and the women who were acting as my guards.  As required in Communist Vietnam, Steve’s relatives went to the police station to register their presence. They arrived a week ago and picked Steve and me up at Tan Song Nhat airport when we flew in the night before.

Steve sat next to me, chatting in Viet with his aunts who were securing the doorway.  Arriving at midnight, I spent my first night in Vietnam sleeping on a foam mat in a cramped third-story room.  As I drifted to sleep while Steve and his family caught up on memories from over two decades ago, I learned that my overnight stay in the house, as a foreigner, was illegal.  We would leave for a hotel later today, but in the meantime I needed to lay low.
Steve Le, an English teacher at The Taft School in Connecticut, was my roommate at the U.S. Naval Academy.  We both graduated in 1998; Steve became a dive officer on a minesweeper, and I went into the Marine Corps.  Military commitments prevented Steve from coming to Vietnam four years ago, when his mother returned to bury his father’s ashes in their ancestral cemetery. Having left Vietnam with his family at age eight, he returned to Saigon last night for the first time in twenty-two years.  His father Dieu had been a supporter of democracy and fought against the Communist “liberation” of Vietnam.  For this, Dieu was jailed in a concentration camp from 1975-1981.  Dieu escaped from Vietnam in 1983 with his wife and three children; Steve was the youngest.  They first went to France, then to the United States in 1985.  A journalist by trade, Dieu worked for what eventually became the first daily Vietnamese newspaper in the United States.  He died in 1999, requesting to be buried in his native village of Thanh Lam, about six miles southwest of Hanoi.  

I came to Vietnam with Steve because I wanted to learn about my own ancestors: not Viets, but American Marines.  The tactics, language, and identity of the modern Marine Corps were forged by the trials and firefights in the hills and rice paddies of ‘Nam.  Even today, when Marines are in a hurry, they say: “Hey man, we need to didi mau out to the company formation”.  After returning from seven months in Iraq in September 2004, I left the active duty Marine Corps two months later to pursue civilian ambitions.  When the 2004 election campaign dragged the nation through the muck and mire of a war fought a generation ago, the accusations flew throughout the country:  “Iraq is George Bush’s Vietnam.”  

What do people mean when they suggest the United States is headed for “another Vietnam”?  What has Vietnam become today?  What will Iraq be like thirty years from now?   Having seen Baghdad, Fallujah, Ramadi, and countless other towns and villages in southern and western Iraq, I wanted to walk the terrain of Vietnam as well.  I wanted to examine the similarities and differences between the sand-blown deserts of Fallujah and Baghdad and the rainy jungles of An Hoa, Con Thien, and Quang Tri.  For me, a trip to Vietnam was a pilgrimage taken with a close friend to pay homage to the ghosts of warriors and civilians whose mettle and spirit I’ve revered but never fully understood.

The conversation in the front room concluded.  The policeman ordered the family to pay a $30 “visa registration fee” – cash on the spot.  There was no recourse for protesting the extortion.  Steve’s uncle paid the money.  The policeman left.

Welcome to Viet Nam.

***

Much of what an average tourist knows or sees from government museums in modern-day Vietnam is an elaborate deception, designed to court foreign money and admiration while concealing darker truths and realities of thirty years of political oppression.  Take the story of the great Ho Chi Minh.  Viet citizens are schooled to know the reverential “Uncle Ho” as the greatest Founding Father of their nation – George Washington, Simon Bolivar, and Che Guevera combined into a Southeast Asian demigod.  
At one of the museums in Vietnam dedicated to honor his image and exploits, Steve and I learned that Ho Chi Minh’s real name was Nguyen Tan Thanh.  Throughout his lifetime, the national hero of Vietnam used at least ten pseudonyms, eventually settling on Ho Chi Minh, which translates into ‘He Who Enlightens’.   Museums in Vietnam avoid mentioning one of Ho’s lesser-known identities: Tran Dan Tien.  In 1948, Tran Dan Tien wrote Stories of President Ho’s Active Life, a brilliantly fabricated (auto) biography.  Tien extols the “patriotism, self-sacrifice, and virtuous citizenship” of President Ho.  Tien (Ho) also quotes President Ho expressing the desire not to tell the “fullness of his story” until “the people of Viet Nam are free.”  Ho Chi Minh and his coterie possessed a genius for propaganda that matched, if not exceeded, that of Lenin, Stalin, and Mao.

After World War II, Ho Chi Minh united disparate nationalist groups in war against the French (1946-1954), who sought to reclaim their colonial prize of Indochina.  After the French War ended in 1954 with the Geneva Accords, the communists assumed control of the North.  Between one and two million refugees fled south to escape Uncle Ho’s rule, including Steve’s father Dieu and his family.  The communist government now chronicles this period in Viet history as the beginning of the American War.  
Steve and his family, both in Vietnam and America, offered me their personal story rather than propaganda.  Rather than a revolution for independence and freedom, they explained, 1954 actually marked the beginning of the Vietnam Civil War.  Just like the Blue and the Gray rent the Union asunder, Viet families were torn apart during the American War.  
The Le family typified the experience.  Steve’s father, Dieu, fled south from his village outside of Hanoi in 1954, after the communist regime assumed power.  At this same time, his future wife’s brother, Pham Thanh Nhan, was one of General Vo Nguyen Giap’s senior military journalists.  Pham fought at Dien Bien Phu – an event he still regards as the highlight of his life – and served the communist-nationalist cause throughout the American War.  
Steve and I requested entrance to Ham Tan, one of the communist concentration camps where Dieu was imprisoned from 1975-1981.  Although the government claims this camp is no longer active, we were not allowed to visit because we were Americans.  Others hinted to us that the camp is probably still active – things continue to happen inside that the Vietnamese government does not want foreigners to see.  
In May 1975, a few weeks after Saigon fell, over 2.5 million South Vietnamese were either forcibly imprisoned or tricked into turning themselves in for a 10-day communist “re-education” program.  In most cases, ten days became several years.  Little has been written in English about the camps, but the books written in Vietnamese include The Bloody University, The Red Shackles, and The Last Circle of Hell.  
Although most of these original prisoners from the American War were released by the late 1980s, the communist government has continued to use the concentration camps to jail dissidents.  In February 2005, to celebrate the Tet holiday, the government released 8,325 prisoners from camps throughout Vietnam.  One of the captives, a Buddhist monk named Thich Thien Minh, had been confined for 26 years.  
When Dieu was finally released from the re-education camp in 1981, he found himself in a vicious Catch-22.  Former prisoners were barred from any official jobs because they lacked citizenship papers, but they could not obtain citizenship without having a job.  Dieu survived by teaching English on the black market to Vietnamese hoping to become boat refugees and find their way to the Philippines, Australia, or America.
Only discerning foreigners who visit Vietnam will learn about the tragedies of the first fifteen years of communist rule.  Through popular tourist venues in Saigon, the communist government perpetuates the myth that French and American forces in Vietnam are solely responsible for the forays into misery the Viet people endured.  Propaganda is crafted for tourist consumption at the War Remnants Museum, where the tragedy of war is presented from a singular point of view.  In this politically oppressive one-party state where the winners write history, every single twentieth century atrocity committed on Vietnamese soil happened, according to the government, at the hands of the French or Americans.  
The communists present similar historical fictions in the North.  Most of the Hoa Lo Prison – the site of the “Hanoi Hilton” – is dedicated to remembering the Vietnamese who were tortured and killed under the French colonial reign in the early 20th century.  A small display in the rear of the prison is dedicated to the American War.  The official position of the Vietnamese government, according to the museum, is that torture and deprivation of American prisoners never occurred.  Tour guides even state that Americans only stayed in Hoa Lo “one or two weeks” before they were moved to, presumably, a camp-like locale.  Senator John McCain’s flight suit is on display, along with a volleyball net “provided to the American pilots for sport.”  
No mention is made of the village burnings and vicious attacks on Buddhists and Catholics in 1954, when the communists brutally suppressed any form of dissent to their authority in the North.  The rapes and mass executions that took place in Hue during the Tet Offensive in 1968 are ignored.   Wanton killing may have taken place on both sides, yet the museums in modern-day Vietnam paint the United States as the sole perpetrator of evil in the American War.
How many political prisoners continue to live in destitution, behind barbed wire and within tiger cages?  No one really knows.  Or will say.

***

“Fucking government.  Fucking cops.”  Xui muttered, cursing in Vietnamese.
We were somewhere in central Vietnam and our driver, whom I will call Xui, briefly interrupted his tirade against the police to honk and swerve away from oncoming traffic in the one-and-a-half lane road.  Xui just received his first speeding ticket, which ended his fourteen-year run of spotlessly reckless driving.  
Speeding is a big deal in Vietnam, mainly because having a driver’s license and automobile is an even bigger deal.  It costs Viet citizens 1.5 million dong (about $100) to obtain a license.  This amount could feed a family of four for two months.  The posted speed limit on Highway 1 – the two-lane road that runs north/south in Vietnam – is a paltry 45 kilometers per hour.  Violations result in a fine of 1.5 million dong and a three-month driver’s license suspension.  After the suspension and fine, it costs an additional 1.5 million dong to get another license.  In Xui’s case, a traffic infraction could result in loss of employment and livelihood.  
Xui disdainfully pointed at a cow on the road.  “Look, there’s another cop.”
A thin, wispy-haired chain smoker, Xui was festive in the friendly, easygoing way of someone used to accommodating foreigners.  He haggled over the bill at meals and stopped to buy gum for us as an after-dinner treat.  He toasted a lot, which led to awkward pauses in conversation where Steve and I rushed to have a toast just so we could take a sip of our beer.  
According to Xui, the ideal job for an upwardly mobile Viet is a local policeman.  In order to become a policeman, a Viet citizen must have family – not just friends, but family – who are well connected within the Party.   Like the mandarin systems that existed throughout Asia during previous centuries, policemen and other members of the ruling class are required to be card-carrying members of the Party themselves.  In this way, the system quells any potential for dissent.  Other locals we spoke with confirmed the veracity of Xui’s story.  
Xui maintained a sardonic outlook on life and the communists.  “I would like to start a business, but I lack the necessary government connections,” he said.  Xui explained that the two methods Viets have to save any money or accumulate wealth are to either trade on the nationwide black market or work for the government and skim off the top.  Any Viet who starts a business will have his taxes reviewed every three months by local government officials.  If the business shows profit, it will be taxed at an increasingly exorbitant rate until it stabilizes.  The only way around this is to be personally connected by family to a Party official.  The best term I found to describe the awkward union between capitalism and nepotistic communist politics was “mandarin capitalism”: a free market controlled and accessed by a privileged few.
Xui tried to escape from Vietnam twice, but failed to swim out to the boat before being caught.  Now that he is married with two children, he no longer dreams of escape.  He drinks a lot of whiskey and beer, a walking Vietnamese version of an American country-western song.
As we whipped around hairpin turns, Xui blared a pirated CD of Viet musical artists performing 1980s hits from America and Europe.  Eighties music is enormously popular in Vietnam.  Belinda Carlisle, Air Supply, and Paul Simon mix freely with odd remakes of “We Are The World” and “Take My Breath Away.”  
Outside of Saigon, we observed massive industrial sprawl.  The area was known simply as “Industrial City.”  I noticed a huge Red Bull plant.  Red Bull was – and probably still remains – the favorite beverage of most young Marines in Iraq.  When I was there last year, young grunts drank the carbonated/caffeinated syrup to stay awake on patrol.  I wondered how many cans of Red Bull being sold in the PX in Baghdad or Camp Fallujah have been produced here in Communist Vietnam.
Xui got the ticket in an obscure village.  The police had established a hasty checkpoint.  He received no advance warning from either fellow drivers or his illegal radar detector.  The police alleged he was traveling 56 kph in a 20-kph zone.  There were no posted signs.  We gave Xui money to bribe the police.  They waived the license suspension.  
After the ticket, Xui vented his anger towards his “buddy-fucking” fellow drivers, the injustice of the system, and the manufacturers of his radar detector.  In an adolescent display of frustration and rebellion, Xui responded to the traffic infraction by driving even more recklessly.
“We are the world.”  Xui warbled in broken English, honking furiously at a water buffalo.  “We are the children…”

***

As I drove on Highway 1 – the same name of a road where I often led convoys in Iraq – I sensed that comparing Iraq to Vietnam is both naïve and irresponsible.  This type of direct association might offer political parallels, but it cheapens the significance of ethnicity, culture, and terrain in a war.  It also falsely implies that nothing in Vietnam was worth fighting for – an idea that Thich Thien Minh, Dieu Dinh Le, and the millions of other survivors of communist prisons would strongly dispute.   
Every year, cities in the former South Vietnam who resisted the NVA are required to celebrate the specific day of their “liberation” as a local holiday.  Parades and festivals mark the exultation of the communist’s triumph.  Billboards and banners that juxtapose doves with the old Soviet hammer-and-sickle – the Party’s official sign – are plastered throughout cities.  The imagery is clear: the workers of the Party, nobly led by the Great and Magnificent Ho Chi Minh, united to impose the glories of peace on their Southern upstarts.  
Ho Chi Minh’s personality cult dwarfs that of Saddam Hussein’s during his reign in Iraq.  Shrines and temples are built in Uncle Ho’s honor, and a religious sect worships him as a deity throughout Southeast Asia.  Vietnamese law requires every house to display a picture of Ho’s gentle, smiling face.  Ironically, Ho repeatedly insisted that his body be cremated.  Instead, the communists built him a mausoleum.  Soldiers guard his embalmed corpse like the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier.

Even today, most Americans do not realize how much was lost when Saigon fell.  I only understand because of Steve, his family and my bonds with Marines who served in Vietnam. The life stories of refugees from the Vietnamese expatriate community have a unique and powerful effect on American veterans.  One retired Marine who commanded a rifle platoon in Vietnam told me that he did not have political feelings about the war until the late 1970s, when he learned firsthand from Viet Kieu of their sufferings.  
Will American forces be able to help Iraqis create stability, security, and democracy?  Will our efforts in Iraq mortgage America’s future defense capabilities and weaken our armed forces readiness for future fights?  As these arguments rage in Washington, one truth is certain: when the history is written about the American campaign in Iraq, victory or loss will be explained in terms of its own unique events, not in comparison to a war fought three decades before on the other side of the globe.  The war in Vietnam was fought for a different reason by a different military in a different era.  Vietnam was Vietnam.  Iraq is Iraq.

***

In the Roaring Nineties, the demise of the Soviet Union and her Warsaw Pact satellites spurred the communists into developing a nascent free market economy.  Privatization brought foreign investment, consumerism, and, most of all, full bellies.  Free trade bustled under the communist mandarins while political slavery remained commonplace.  After a century of death and poverty, Viets were happy simply to have their homes and their land and ample food.  In a country where laws are uncertain and can change at any time, few wished to rock the boat – even in the face of extortion, oppression, and political injustice.

The paradox of modern Vietnam was best illustrated to me through a traditional ceremony Steve and I attended on the first day of spring.  We were the guests of honor for a bi-annual festival in Hue City to celebrate the start of the rice-planting season.  A man with a friendly, swarthy face challenged me in halting English to go “bottoms up” with him on a few rounds of Huda Beer.  My own sense of machismo demanded that I accept the gauntlet.  
As we grew more intoxicated, the Vietnamese man toasted to me, to America, and to the Marine Corps.  The lights dimmed, and a guitarist strummed traditional Viet songs – wistful rejoinders of family and harvest and beauty.  They passed the guitar around the group; each man and woman took turns playing a tune.  I sang an off-key version of Tom Petty’s Free Fallin’ – the only song I was sober enough to play.  They hummed along not knowing the words, although they took delight at the refrain to “Jesus…Elvis… and America, too.”  The friendly, swarthy-faced man toasted again to the United States, and a crowd of twenty or so hoisted their glasses in approval.  
The next morning, I learned that my drinking buddy who loved America was a mid-level Communist Party official.

