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It seems like Peace 
By Phan Thanh Tam 
 
 

 
 

 
I CAME TO THE UNITED STATES from the war-torn country of Vietnam. The Vietnam War 
was a proxy war, a war that used Vietnam as a battleground. North Vietnam received 
support and weapons from the Soviet Union and China, both communist countries. South 
Vietnam received aid from democratic countries, namely the USA.  

Vietnam was a war zone. The victims were the Vietnamese people.  

The Second Indochina War began in 1955 and ended in 1975 when Russia-made T54 
tanks of North Vietnamese entered the Independence Palace in Saigon.  At the time, the 
United States discontinued aid to South Vietnam while the Soviet Union and China 
competed in showering Hanoi with so much military hardware. In the end, the North simply 
overwhelmed the under-armed South. 

To understand the final day, it is important to remember that in Paris, on January 27, 1973, 
the United States, South Vietnam, Viet Cong and North Vietnam signed an agreement 
ending the Vietnam War and restoring peace.   
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U.S. National Security Advisor, Dr. Henry 
Kissinger, and Hanoi’s “Advisor,” Le Duc Tho. 
went on to become the recipients of th 1973  
Nobel Peace Prize. Mr. Tho refused the award. 

The U.S. has incurred 58,000 fatalities, not to 
count hundreds of thousands of wounded and 
some 4.5 million men-in-arms who have served in 
Vietnam.  What other country has sacrificed so 
many of its beloved sons and daughters for 
another country?  The grand total casualties of 
Vietnamese people from that period exceeded 
more than three million military and civilian dead.  

What can we say about the lesson of the Paris 
“Peace” Accord of 1973 and the lesson of 
Vietnam? History has not resolved these 
questions yet; but many people have tried. 
According to a famous Vietnamese composer (an 
artist, he is usually more clairvoyant about these 
things): “It only seems that we are having peace!”  

There is an undisputed fact: One cannot speak 
of the tragedy in Vietnam without mentioning 
president of North Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh (1890 
- 1969). What we do know is that fully 
comprehending the tragedy in Vietnam comes 
with having an understanding Ho himself. 

After being rejected from the French Colonial 
institution in 1911, Ho ended his hope of 
becoming a mandarin in the royal government. 
He went to Moscow.  He was employed by the 
Comintern; and in 1923 studied at the Communist 
University of the Toilers of the East. He had a 
mission to accomplish, to pursue war as a means 
to expand communism, subscribing to Marx’s 
socialism. 

 

 

“The planting of Marx’s doctrine in our 
country has borne but bitter and noxious 
fruits; Marx’s doctrine was not only 
philosophically wrong but also criminally 
flawed; who subscribed to Marxism have 
become devils themselves.” 

These were strong condemnations by 
Professor Tran Duc Thao (1917-1993). 

 

Philosopher Tran, prior to moving back to 
Vietnam, was respected and well-known figure on 
the philosophy scenery of Paris in the 40’s. He 
spent the next 40 years of his life there, 
weathering through the horrible hardship of the 
socialist revolution and the bloody scenes of the 
civil war. 

 

New terms: boat people, land people  

 

After the armed forces of the Communist 
North invaded Saigon, the war was over. We all 
hate war. We talked about peace. Everyone loves 
peace, yes. But peace at what price? If peace is 
without freedom, it is oppression. If peace is 
without justice, it is tyranny. So, what does 
Vietnam have today? My friends, the answer is 
this: It only seems like peace.   

Amnesty International, a human rights 
advocacy group, reported that more than a dozen 
activists in Vietnam were convicted because they 
had voiced criticism over government policies. 
The harsh reality is that Vietnam, a one-party 
Communist state, is intolerant of political dissent. 
The mindset of authoritarians is always right, 
much like God. 

To protect the power of state-run media, the 
Vietnamese government has passed a decree to 
ban the sharing of news online. The law makes it 
illegal for social media users to share information 
from the majority of news sources. Reporters 
Without Borders has placed Vietnam at 172 out 
of 179, only one rank above China, for press 
freedom. North Korea was placed at 178. 
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Vietnam after the bitter war, does not allow the 
four basic rights: freedom of thought, freedom of 
expression, the right to public assembly and 
freedom to move. Vietnam is a totalitarian 
country. That’s why, after 1975, we have two new 
terms: boat people and land people. That is 
tragedy of Vietnam War. 

Boat people are refugees fleeing by boat. The 
term originally referred to the thousands of 
Vietnamese who escaped their country by sea 
following the collapse of the South Vietnamese 
government in 1975. Land people are those 
fleeing by foot.  They were attacked by pirates, 
and many suffered dehydration, starvation, and 
death by drowning, raping. 

More than a million tried to escape from a 
totalitarian regime on a small boat. They were not 
built to travel across the South Pacific Sea. How 
many of them never made it? The people who 
survived have to start a new life in a new country 
that they didn’t know yet.     

I am one of the boat people. I spent one month 
in open sea trying to escape my home in 1976. I 
know freedom is not free. We don’t take it for 
granted. This land was made for you and me. No 
one can take away our human rights. 

 I enjoy the first amendment. I am a freelance 
journalist. Democracy is not perfect but we can 
vote. In this country, we have a government for 
the people and by the people. Every yea,r we 
observe Veteran’s Day.  

We remembered, recognized and honored the 
sacrifices of men and women across the world ... 
in Afghanistan, Iraq, Vietnam, Korea and Europe 
during World War 2 … sacrifices they made for 
our freedom and for our safety.  

I hope and pray that the missing in action 
soldiers will someday come back to the land of 
the free and the home of the brave. 

 

 
 

 
 

The Crush of War: Dogpatch 

J. Michael Orange 

 

THE PIERCING SCREAM of 
the police whistle cut 
through the thick soup of 
dust and heat. Scores of 
people scurried to dodge 
the monstrous machines 
of war. The traffic cop was 
trying to bring order to the 

chaos at this intersection of Highway 1 – Vietnam’s 
coastal roadway – and a cross street near the city of Da Nang. His starched and pressed light 
green uniform, white arm band, gleaming white helmet, and, most surprisingly, spotless 
white gloves set him apart from the heat and filth of Vietnam and war. This was the 
distinguished uniform of South Vietnam’s U.S.-supported National Police, disdainfully 
dismissed as the “White Mice.” He blew his whistle again.  
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Were this a real city and not “Dogpatch”, an 
artificial suburb created by the U.S. military on the 
outskirts of the true Da Nang City, people might 
have obeyed the whistle and halted. Were the 
people familiar with the rules of a city and not 
simple peasants driven by the War from their 
farms, they might have known what to do. The 
drivers of the numerous military trucks, pedicabs, 
bicycles, and “cyclos” might have remembered 
there were rules other than the one cardinal rule 
of war: survive. 

Across the street from where I stood, an old 
woman, dressed in a tattered, dull white ao dai, 
threw up her arms and emitted a scream so shrill 
it replaced the impotent shriek of the police 
whistle. Her voice rose in cacophony with the 
nerve-jarring grate of metal being twisted and 
crushed. A Marine deuce-and-a-half truck that 
had been turning left directly toward me jerked to 
a stop before the upturned hands of the traffic 
cop. The truck’s hood was higher than the cop’s 
head. The truck’s right side was somewhat higher 
than the left. A conical hat rolled on an arcing 
escape route toward me in the dust. Its wake led 
back to the gray head of an old man in black 
pajamas who lay on his right side still astride a 
downed bicycle that pointed toward the 
screaming woman on the far side of the street.  

I took a step forward to gain a clear view and 
saw that the massive right front tire of the truck 
had rolled up on to the middle of the bike and the 
old man’s spindly legs. The massive weight of the 
truck bore down, mixing bicycle parts with human 
leg parts. Next, the traffic cop frantically 
motioned the driver forward. The driver 
complied, let off the brake and the truck 
completed the journey over metal and limb. A 
sound like the breaking of brittle chicken bones 
mixed with the taste of the dust. 

Instead of crying out or crawling away, the old 
papa san eased down flat on his back in the street. 
His gray head and beard lolled in the slight breeze. 
I remember saying under my breath: “What an 
idiot! Didi mau! Move you dinky dao gook! Three 
feet and you’ll be out of the truck’s way.” He did 
not move. 

The traffic cop waved his hands authoritatively 
for the driver to stop again so the old man could 
escape or someone could help him. Instead, the 

truck kept coming; a leviathan that could be 
slowed but not stopped. A mournful groan 
wheezed from the old man’s scrunched up mouth 
when the tandem tires on the second truck axle 
began their torturous climb up onto the rear 
wheel of the bicycle no doubt firing new shards of 
pain through the old man’s broken legs. I saw his 
head turn to the left and stare at the giant tires on 
their course toward his bicycle seat and tiny 
midsection. He seemed to skip right by terror and 
slide into despair.  

“Too late,” I thought. “You’re going to die, old 
fool. You should have gotten out of the way when 
you had the chance, dink.” 

For a second time, bike and bones lifted the 
truck. His head twisted back to the right and out 
spewed an agonized cry of pain that ended, all 
breath expended, in a gurgling sound from 
somewhere deep in his throat. The obstinate 
driver heeded the now frantic arm waving and 
whistle blowing of the traffic cop, and he jerked 
the truck to a stop in unison with a breathy groan 
that squeezed out of the old man. Then the truck 
lurched into reverse and backed off the bike’s rear 
wheel. No more sound came from the crumpled 
mass in the black pajamas. 

Two people materialized and grabbed the 
feeble, broken body and whisked him and the 
mangled bike back into the dust cloud on the 
other side of the street. They vanished in seconds.  

The sound of the police whistle restarted 
normal time. The truck completed its turn 
through the intersection and the driver gunned 
the engine as he pulled past and enveloped me in 
a plume of diesel exhaust. The episode had 
slowed him down by less than a minute. 

With a blithe indifference, I felt nothing except 
impatience for the old man. Then it hit me. 
Standing at that busy intersection, I sensed a hole 
where my values once were. I sensed a desiccated 
residue, like when a snake sheds its skin and 
leaves a dry husk of itself. It felt like the early 
stages of a disease that made the abnormal seem 
normal. War had infected me with a counterfeit 
conscience. I feared that later the disease and I 
would become one. 
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The Hideaway 
By Kathryn Kysar 
 
 
 
 

Saint Paul, 1972 
 
  The purple tree was the color  
  of dust in moonlight, the bark  
  brown in its slow death, 
  the split in the branches low 
  enough to reach by standing 
  on a bike seat.  Nestled in its  
  hollows, we'd lean back, ponder 
  the shimmering stars in the  
  darkening late summer sky, 
  leaves painted orange by sunset. 
 
  It was imminent:  

the start of school,  
  the change of season,  
  our feet outgrowing our  
  beat-up summer shoes, 
  the bombs falling on TV. 
     
  The news was bad,  
  the body count climbing 
  my mother distraught,  
  my father taking his students  
  to peace marches, the men  
  in black cars parked outside  
  on our silent street, waiting. 
 
  That girl, running on 
  a flat dirt road, her naked child 
  body slick, smooth, and strong,  
  how  could I share my favorite  
  bell bottoms and purple shirt, 
  ride her on my banana bike, 
  let her lean back into the arms 
  of the tree, the only flames  

  the sunset in the distance?   
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Swimming to Vietnam 
Dan Coffey 

 

WHEN I WAS IN GRADUATE SCHOOL, from 1973-75, my teaching assistantship was tailor-
made to my abilities as a writer and producer of entertainments. These plays of mine, and 
their semi-improvised productions, proved popular at a tavern in the student union. The 
student union sold lots of popcorn and beer and joined with the Iowa Playwrights 
Workshop, my graduate school, to pay me handsomely to program entertainments at that 
venue.  

 At least I felt rich, and for once in my life, I was earning money doing something I was 
good at. Until that time, my work experience had been limited to dishwashing and camp 
counseling.  Now, at long last, I had arrived at my rightful station, I was being paid simply to 
be me!  Graduate school was a whole lot more fun than undergrad, and even the professors 
treated you like you were worth talking and listening to. I had gone from being a dummy to 
being an artiste!
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These were the Vietnam War years, and if you 
were male and didn’t have a student deferment, 
you were more than likely to be slogging around a 
rice paddy and carrying an M-16.  Instead, I was 
sipping coffee at the Student Union and 
explaining my deliberately obtuse “art” to 
impressionable young women.   

 Having been born in 1950, I was two to four 
years younger than most of the young men who 
were drafted and sent to combat. These were the 
guys who got killed and injured. By the time they 
eliminated my student deferment, and held a 
lottery to level the playing field, the war had sort 
of ended. At least the draft ended. I listened to 
the lottery on the radio as I was studying for my 
Chemistry exam.  When I heard my birthdate 
announced as number 315, I let out a whoop and 
cranked up Neil Young singing “Four Dead in 
Ohio.” 

 The venue I programmed was called the Wheel 
Room, and reserving it was free and open to any 
authorized student group. One week, the Young 
Republicans hosted a meet-and-greet with a GOP 
candidate.  Free beer brought in hordes of thirsty 
students and no one had a problem with it.  This 
was in the spring of 1974.  School was about to 
end. Then a few days later, the Viet Nam 
Veterans Against the War, also a student group, 
reserved the room for a Viet Nam Victory 
rally.  Turns out Saigon had just fallen, an event 
not widely celebrated in this country. I let them 
reserve the venue and thought nothing of it until I 
came to work the following day and found that 
every legislator in the State of Iowa had called and 
left a message for me, all of which could be 
summarized by “What the hell are you doing 
there?  Our boys have died in this war and you’re 
using tax dollars to celebrate a Viet Cong 
victory?” 

 My efforts to explain my rationale in letting the 
antiwar group reserve the room fell on deaf 
ears.  They fired me. Fortunately, school ended in 
a few days so I was paid to the end of the term 
anyway and I let neither my ungraceful exit, nor 
our losing the war, get me down.  

 As Spaulding Gray pointed out in his one-man 
play (and later a film) Swimming to Cambodia, the 
fall of Saigon was a horrible, chaotic event, 
humiliating for the United States and a tragedy for 
any Vietnamese who believed our promise to 

rescue them at the last minute. As the helicopter 
carrying our Ambassador and his family left the 
embassy roof, precious few Vietnamese were 
aboard, but plenty were sent to reeducation 
camps. 

 Thirty-eight years later, I flew to Viet Nam, on 
my own dime and at my own volition.  I live in 
Thailand, and Hanoi is only a forty-five minute 
flight from Chiang Mai.   

 The people of Hanoi are not a smiley 
bunch.  Thailand calls itself the “land of smiles” 
and it is, sort of, but Hanoi was neither as smiley 
nor as relaxed as Thailand. In my first hours there, 
a few older Vietnamese positively glared at 
me.  While we were waiting for a bus, one 
Vietnamese woman about my age wearing what 
seemed to be pajamas and a cone hat stood 
directly in front of me and stared me down. I 
imagine she had lost quite a few family members 
in a decade long war that cost two million 
Vietnamese lives. Fortunately, the bus came and 
the clumsy moment ended. 

 As we headed South, towards the old DMZ, 
things relaxed.  People grew friendlier and the 
vibe was more like Thailand. But it was still kind 
of freaky being there. When we passed through 
Haiphong, they showed us the caves they used as 
a hospital, so that the patients would be protected 
from bombs. I remember realizing that the hotel 
we stayed at in downtown Hanoi was right next 
door to a hospital that had been bombed during 
the Christmas Bombing of 1972. This had been 
part of a plan hatched by Kissinger and Nixon to 
force the North Vietnamese to the negotiating 
table by making them think Nixon was insane.  B-
52’s dropped bombs on the densely populated 
northern city.  One bomb went through the 
hospital roof and exploded in the operating room, 
killing many. Here I was trying to sleep only a few 
feet from where this had happened. Why weren’t 
mobs of angry people trying to break into my 
room and kill me? 

 There are ninety million Vietnamese alive 
today in a country roughly twice the size of Iowa, 
which has a population of three million. 
Compared to their Southeast Asian neighbors 
from Lao, Burma, Cambodia and Thailand, the 
Vietnamese are aggressive, quick to anger, and 
money-hungry. At least that was my impression 
from my two-week stay. They are a hot-blooded 
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lot, which probably explains why they were able 
to defeat both the French and the Americans. 

 In our attempt to cut off supplies to the North 
Vietnamese, we bombed Laos, a country we had 
no beef with. In fact, we dropped more explosives 
on the Ho Chi Minh trail than all the Allies 
dropped in all of World War II.  There are still 
land mines and unexploded ordinance 
everywhere, and farmers in Laos routinely lose 
limbs when plowing their fields.  

1975 was forty years ago.  I’m still writing plays 
and doing theater, though not making any money 
doing so.  Today I live in Chiang Mai, Thailand 
and my only income comes from Social Security, 
having forgotten to accrue much wealth in my 
salad years. 

 I’m grateful that the difference in the cost of 
living makes this possible, and even though the 
language barrier is formidable, this brain of mine 
seems flexible enough to cram yet another 
language in between my aging neurons. Food here 
is fresh and cheap, and I’ve lost about thirty-five 
of the pounds I had gradually put on eating at 
Hardees and Burger King back in the States. 
Nobody here eats bread or dairy. I have a 
beautiful Thai girlfriend who was born about the 
time we ramped up our presence in Viet Nam.   

 So I guess I’ve been a lucky guy all along, but 
the specter of those war years hangs in the air 
sometimes, like a black rainbow, like the memory 
of thunder or a distant explosion. 

 

 

 

Names Cry Out – six poems 
Ken McCullough 

 

RICHARD 
 
Whenever the Air Care chopper 
comes in low 
over his garden 
Richard hits the deck. 
Or, when early Iowa summer 
gets so green 
it reminds him of jungle 
he spends his days inside. 
His wife, a nurse, 
must make a clatter in the kitchen 
when she comes in from  a late shift 
lest he roll out of bed 
and open up on her 
with an ersatz M-16. 
He can’t pick up 
the beercan flipped in his yard 
by a passing teenager 
or the wind-blown sports page 
come to rest 
without the white sear of shrapnel 
the tidal wave of fear. 
Out-country since ‘66 
He has yet to speak these things 
with anyone. 
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JOEY 
 
Joey was missing an ear 
a dog had bitten off when he was five 
but he’d go right up to 
my uncle’s snarling shepherd  
and have him rolling on his back 
Joey helped me gather 
pigeon feathers 
for my Straight Arrow war bonnet 
once he got stuck up in a tree 
and the fire department had to rescue him 
with the whole neighborhood watching 
they said he was “hyperactive” 
his father had been a cop 
killed in the line of duty 
we would play monkey-in-the-middle 
with my cousin Roger 
and the three of us 
swam secretly in the green 
El Greco waves 
behind the groaning ferry piers 
The night the Army turned him down 
Joey took his old man’s .38 
off the shelf in the closet 
where it lay wrapped 
in an oiled cloth 
and put the gun to his head. 
 
 
 
CAL 
 
Cal answered the call of Camelot by 
enlisting the day of his graduation. 
All his life he’s run with the whitetail, 
the antelope and elk. But he himself 
became a reptile, obsessed with the strike. 
He emptied his piece in the back of a GI 
when he found him raping the corpse of a 
girl who looked to be no more than 13. 
He and a buddy wasted a sergeant 
perched atop a tank they were trailing 
because the man was a first-class menace. 
When a mortar round fell on a shavetail 
just assigned to Cal’s platoon, Cal laughed. 
But one afternoon he found himself 
cradling his own smelly guts. Two medics 
bought the farm dragging him back to a slick. 
He came home in time for a feud between 
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cowboys and freaks. One night he saw a longhair 
surrounded by snooze-chewing buckaroos 
preparing to saw some hair with a knife. 
Cal stepped down from his pickup and levelled 
a 12-gauge at their heads, his eyes black, 
his nose hairs glistening. Didn’t say a word. 
Cal took to dropping acid, and tuned the spokes 
of his bike so that when he played them 
they sounded like Saigon in a rainstorm. 
He couldn’t keep his hands off a woman 
even if she might be sitting next to you. 
When he’d come in at night, his wife would 
go down on him, just to find out where he’d been. 
He’s a guide now, but he pukes whenever 
he guts a buck, and after a pint of gin 
and some raw deer liver, he’ll dance with 
antlers on his head and paw the ground. 
Once a month he checks in with the VA shrink 
to prove he’s still 90 percent disabled. 
Last I heard, he’s got a new wife, and uses 
a sluice to flood his garden, paddy-style. 
His first wife has a court order to keep him 
away from their son, who plays the oboe. 
Cal’s Mom still slings hash down at the depot. 
 
 
 
WILLIAM’S PROGRESS 
 
According to the Marine recruiter 
William had a future in computers; 
the MOS he got was rifle grunt, 
In the Trenton ghetto, the only hunt 
He’d been in was for the hottest date, 
but now he hunted Charley. The live bait 
was Bill. Two purple hearts and 20 missions 
late, he took a slow boat stateside—visions 
of maggots danced off the stern as he stared, 
stoned, into the drink. He was not prepared 
for the spangled twelve-year-old who spit 
on him in ‘Frisco. William quickly split 
to Greenville where his grandma helped him heal. 
But he needed to move at night, the feel 
of a piece on his hip. He took the job 
of cop, in Birmingham. Broke up a mob 
and clapped the cuffs on a honky—the year 
was ’67. He had shown no fear 
but they took his badge, and he couldn’t get 
another steady job. That fall he’d met 
the girl of his dreams—somehow they made ends meet. 
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They had a son, a daughter. Life seemed complete, 
but William’s soul went AWOL. The staves flew 
off the barrel; he had to leave. A new 
start, again—he got a degree in Psych. 
Nights, as a DJ, he’d sit at the mike,  
voice smooth as that of a maître d’. 
And then he set out after his PhD. 
until the lesions began to appear 
on his arms and legs to ring in the year. 
Not eat, not answer the phone, not go 
outside, not even let his grandma know. 
 
 
 

BOOT CAMP NOCTURNE 
NINETEEN SIXTY-EIGHT 
 
morning… 
                  light through the bamboo slats 
   flutes in a scented aviary 
 
I reach to touch your breast 
                            stranger 
taste mandarin children 
                                          wild from your belly 
but only the headless feathered 
                            corpse of a jackal 
sticks to my hand. 
 
through the window 
the rows of eel monkeys            
                              lice breeding under their armor 
falsetto the anthem— 
cannibal nuns in the trees. 
 
one frail blind woman 
                             eyes like peeled grapes 
stands and smiles 
at this. 
 
she stroked the hole in his skull 
she pointed 
                   “it’s the black light that fell 
through these holes 
to your hands” 
 
He  
     leaves, clutching the joke of David 
         flies are snarling 
                     dogs yelp 
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                                          the sound of axes rapping 
 
Sleep 
             her golden hair in the fishpond 
                                                at Longwood Gardens 
 
he sniffs my jugular 
lopes off through the pine ghosts.  
 
 
 
VIETNAM VETERANS MEMORIAL 
December 29-30, 1984 
Washington, D.C.  

for Jim McGreevey 
 
1 
Taking the path at night 
you come upon it suddenly 
lit, as if by candles. 
The wall begins in the grass next to you.  
You see the first few names, etched in white. 
Smooth blackness directs you down 
until the weight stops you— 
deep in the Valley of Death. 
And all the names, the names 
cry out! 
 
2 
They look across morning haze 
        at the black wall with its names— 
              an intake of breath 
          as they are stopped: 
   three GIs in combat fatigues 
           their eyes burning 
                          and burned by life 
          too long at the edge. 
The hand 
      of the GI in the center 
          imperceptibly 
                     holds back his buddy 
          the hand 
                        of the third man 
             goes to the shoulder 
                   of the central figure 
to console him. 
 
3 
A man drops quickly to one knee 
               in front of the wall 
       and the chiseled runes 
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             that drive a stake through his soul 
           deposits his medals 
                        and walks away. 
 
A grizzled expert in Slavic languages 
                 in town for the MLA 
            rumbles by self-consciously 
                         spilling popcorn as he goes. 
 
4 
The reflection 
          of Lincoln’s memorial 
      appears in the face of 
                    one wing of the wall 
          Washington’s monument 
                           looms in the other.    
 
 

                 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Folk Opera Book Review 

How a Memorial Defined a War 
Jon Welsh 

 

 

Would the Vietnam Veterans Memorial – The Wall –  exist 
without Jan Scruggs? He’s the public face of the noble 

effort that created a memorial, not just to those who died, 
their families, and friends, but also the nearly 3 million who 

served in the military during the United States’ long, 
contentious conflict in Vietnam.  

  

CREATING THE VIETNAM  

VETERANS MEMORIAL 

Robert W. Doubek 

McFarland & Company, Inc. (July 
2015) 

Print ISBN: 978-0-7864-7909-2 
Ebook ISBN: 978-1-4766-1988-0 

 

Robert W. Doubek served in Vietnam in 1969 as an intelligence officer 
in the U.S. Air Force. The first Executive Director of the Vietnam 
Veterans Memorial Foundation, he was in charge of building the 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial on the National Mall in Washington, D.C. 
Presently, he travels worldwide for the U.S. State Department to 
purchase land for construction of new embassy and consulate 
compounds. He lives in the District of Columbia. 
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Vietnam wasn’t a war in official terms, though 

denying that it was a war is for those who want to 
quibble with George Orwell or Joseph Heller. For 
those who remember, or those who know, 
Vietnam recalls a conflict zone. Even if today 
Vietnam has become a tourist destination, and we 
are now officially friends with the repressive 
regime that currently rules the country, whether 
we should have been there or not remains an 
open question. What separates then from now is 
that now we have debates and arguments; we no 
longer have demonstrations, riots, and civil 
insurrection. It’s history. 

Robert W. Doubek’s new book, “Creating the 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial: The Inside Story,” is 
the Big Bang: he was there at the beginning. The 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial is the brainchild of 
Jan Scruggs. But no one person does what the 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial Foundation did: get 
two acres of land at the foot of the Lincoln 
Memorial, and build a monument to another war 
that divided America. One axis of the wall points 
to the legacy of our Civil War, which continues to 

this day; the other, to the war that set the 
American dream in motion. 

Jan Scruggs had an idea; Bob Doubek had a 
plan. 

Caryle Murphy, writing for the Washington 
Post on November 7, 1982, penned the quote 
gracing the frontispiece of Doubek’s book: “It is 
in keeping with the character of the Vietnam war 
that the memorial it begat has been the center of 
an emotional debate about esthetics and artistic 
renditions of war, patriotism and heroics.” 

Six days after the dedication ceremony Murphy 
wrote, “Many of the 10,688 Vietnamese living in 
the Washington area have been interested 
bystanders in the debate surrounding the 
memorial and the events leading to its dedication 
this afternoon. With few exceptions they have not 
actively participated in those events. . . . Even 
when given an opportunity in conversation many 
Vietnamese do not criticize the United States for 
abandoning them at the end.”  
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This is turf not often turned up, and in which 
many are interred. The Wall is a chevron-shaped 
artifact, one that could have been built with 
perfect 120 degree angles, allowing us to visualize 
a pentagon enclosing those two acres of sacred 
ground. One side of the memorial points to the 
Washington Monument; the other would have 
pointed to the center of the Lincoln Memorial. 
Visualizing the enclosed space creates a pool, 
partly excavated. Imagine: we see the names of 
more than 58,000 who died. A perfect number. 
Enough to put on a wall: not so many that 
visitors’ thoughts will be overwhelmed by the 
quantity, even though it takes only one death to 
overwhelm their emotions. This concept could 
not have worked with the hundreds of thousands 
lost during World War II.  

Imagine that pentagon as a pool of tears for all 
the dead, direct casualties, post-war fatalities, and 
the nameless, faceless Vietnamese. Imagine that 
the wall itself is deep all around, like the pool at 
the 9/11 site, and that all we experience is the 
immediacy of those in American uniform who 
died in combat. Where are the others? There is a 
plaque laid in the ground that speaks to the toll on 
the United States; but the earth receives all, and 
it’s not hard to imagine the ghosts of Vietnamese 
casualties finding this space for their home. 

Former Virginia Senator John Warner told me 
that The Wall, “provided a measure of healing 
that was sorely needed.”  Warner was Secretary of 
the Navy before his election to public office; he, 
along with Senator Charles Mathias of Maryland, 
championed the memorial. It is doubtful that 
without the political and legislative talents of these 
two gentlemen that the Wall would occupy the 
prime real estate that it commands today. Bob 
Doubek’s book recounts numerous episodes 
where, absent the political maneuverings of two 
senators from opposing parties, nothing would 
have happened. It is a sign of our times that what 
once could be accomplished by “reaching across 
the aisle” is so fraught, and too often ends in 
failure. 

Public records show the fractures of America’s 
social fabric in the controversies over Maya Lin’s 
design, ranging from racist remarks about her 
origins to aesthetic objections to a war memorial 
that didn’t smack observers in the face with yet 
another statue of soldiers representing those who 

died. The design battle was as bitterly fought, as 
was the domestic strife about the United States’ 
involvement in Vietnam. Bob Doubek’s memoir 
captures the internecine wars that threatened not 
only the creation of the Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial, but reveals the political maneuvering 
that overcame those divisions. 

The Eisenhower memorial, now more than 
fourteen years under argument, shows what a 
remarkable achievement Scruggs, Doubek, and 
Tom Wheeler (the crucial third leg of the Vietnam 
Veterans Memorial Foundation) were able to 
accomplish along with their supporters in 
Congress and in the several agencies who weighed 
in on the merits of The Wall. In just five years, 
they won the political support, raised the funds, 
and built what is now an American icon, one of 
the most popular destinations in Washington, 
D.C. That it has not inspired the American people 
to eschew war whenever possible is an existential 
failure. However, this cannot be set at the feet of 
those who worked so hard to build the 
monument, or the underlying premises of the 
design itself: honoring those who served and died, 
and questioning the cost of war. 

The design competition for the memorial that 
Bob Doubek engineered attracted 1,421 entries. 
That’s a remarkable number; it speaks to how 
great an effort the Vietnam Veterans Memorial 
Foundation put into creating an open, inclusive 
process. They had to secure an aircraft hangar to 
display all the submissions. Senator Warner recalls 
spending several hours walking through the 
exhibit, thinking about what would be most 
appropriate. Although he was not part of the jury 
that made the final selection, he says that the 
competition “was done fairly and openly.” 

The Wall is a destination. For many people it is 
the culmination of a pilgrimage, where they come 
to pay their respects, to remember and reflect. 
Others are arrested by surprise as they walk the 
National Mall. They discover a moving, eloquent 
work that stands witness to more than its nominal 
purpose. The elegance of polished black granite 
throws their own reflection back on them as they 
read the names of the dead. Many leave 
mementos and tributes to the fallen, which are 
faithfully collected by U.S. park rangers at 
midnight every day, and preserved in the National 
Park Service’s Museum Resource Center. There 
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among thousands of tributes and memories, one 
can see a bamboo prisoner-of-war cage, not much 
larger than a dog crate; a miniature coffin that 
holds part of a helicopter blade from a downed 
chopper — the pilot’s family went to Vietnam to 
find the remains of their loved one, bartering to 
retrieve the blade from the farmer who was using 
it as a plow; and items taken from a North 
Vietnamese soldier’s corpse by the U.S. soldier 
who killed him.  The collection is a silent, 
sobering, and powerful testimony to the 
persistence of suffering caused by conflict. 

The Vietnam Veterans Memorial spawned 
dozens of descendants across the United States. 
These days, a Traveling Wall pops up in town after 
town.  Patrick Hagopian dutifully chronicles 

various takes on the Vietnam War and its many 
commemorative sites in his “The Vietnam War in 
American History.” Nothing, though, speaks as 
plainly and eloquently as The Wall. For a nitty-
gritty look at what it took to get this project done, 
Bob Doubek’s book is both a guidebook and a 
cautionary tale to what those with similar 
objectives face. His meticulous records, and 
recollections, reveal what anyone who wants to 
create a memorial can expect. One needs 
inspiration, and controversy probably will arise. 
One has to have, as Robert Doubek shows time 
and again while recounting the initiatives and 
bruising battles leading to the creation of the 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial, big shoulders and 
open arms. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The United States vs New York 
J.P. Johnson 

 

 
 

On June 13, 1971, the New York Times began publishing a Defense Department history of 
U.S. relations with Vietnam from 1945–1967. Richard M. Nixon was President. John 
Mitchell, Nixon’s Attorney General, ordered the Times to halt publication of documents 
soon known as the PENTAGON PAPERS, justifying the injunction on national security 
grounds. Resolution of the standoff between the Government and Press made its way to the 
Supreme Court by the end of the month.  
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Alexander Bickel and William Hegarty led the 
newspaper’s defense team. Daniel Friedman, 
Erwin Griswold and Robert Mardian represented 
the Nixon Administration. Chief Justice Warren 
Burger, along with Supreme Court Justices Black, 
Blackmun, Brennan, Douglas, Harlan, Marshall, 
Stewart and White heard the arguments. 

Daniel Ellsberg, a former Special Assistant to 
the Defense Department in the Johnson 
Administration and a principal author of the 
original 7,000 page Rand Corporation report, 
made and distributed numerous photocopies in 
1970 with the help of Anthony Russo Jr., a 
colleague at Rand. Ellsberg tried unsuccessfully to 
persuade U.S. Senators sympathetic to the antiwar 
cause to release the papers on the Senate floor, 
which would have allowed him to avoid 
prosecution. Finally, in March of 1971, he 
distributed copies of the Top Secret, forty-seven 
volume, “History of U.S. Decision-Making 
Process on Vietnam Policy 1945-1967”, along 
with a much shorter 1965 study, “Command and 
Control of the Gulf of Tonkin Incident” to the 
New York Times and the Washington Post. Neither 
paper had been involved in the theft.  

Two days after first installment of the Pentagon 
Papers appeared in the Times, the Justice 
Department asked the U.S. District Court for the 
Southern District of New York to restrain further 
publication. The court refused to issue an 
injunction against the newspaper; however, it 
issued a temporary restraining order to allow the 
government time to prepare its case. Meanwhile, 
the Post began publishing parts of the Pentagon 
Papers. The Nixon Administration immediately 
began proceedings against the Post as well. 

On June 18, the district court held a hearing. 
Five government witnesses, all national security 
experts, testified that publication of the Pentagon 
Papers would seriously compromise the war 
effort. District Court Judge Gurfein refused to 
issue an injunction against the Times, stating that 
he was unconvinced that publication would 
jeopardize national security. 

    “Without revealing the content of the 
testimony,” he stated, “suffice it to say, that no 
cogent reasons were advanced as to why these 
documents, except in the general framework or 
embarrassment previously mentioned, would 
vitally affect the security of the nation.” 

While the government prepared to file its 
appeal with the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 
Second Circuit, Judge Gurfein prevented the 
Times from publishing further installments of the 
Pentagon Papers. 

The Nixon Administration filed an appeal, and 
until the government could argue its case, Circuit 
Court Judge Kaufman continued temporary 
restraint against the Times. The case commenced 
on June 22, 1971, with eight Second Circuit judges 
on the bench, (usually there are only three). The 
government stated that the Pentagon Papers’ 
publication hurt national security. The defense 
argued that the First Amendment protected the 
Times’ right to publish the excerpts. The next day, 
the Appeals Court refused the government’s 
request for an injunction. The government filed a 
petition, on June 24, with the U.S. Supreme 
Court. A hearing was set for June 26, in 
Washington. 

The Supreme Court reached its decision on 
June 30, 1971. Justice Black delivered the majority 
opinion of the Court stating, “In seeking 
injunctions against these newspapers and in its 
presentation to the Court, the Executive Branch 
seems to have forgotten the essential purpose and 
history of the First Amendment. Yet, the Solicitor 
General argues that the general powers of the 
government adopted in the original Constitution 
should be interpreted to limit and restrict the 
specific and emphatic guarantees of the Bill of 
Rights. I can imagine no greater perversion of 
history. Both the history and language of the First 
Amendment support the view that the press must 
be left free to publish news, whatever the source, 
without censorship, injunctions, or prior 
restraints.” 

The Court went on to criticize the Nixon 
administration’s attempt to subvert the First 
Amendment and rejected the government’s 
national security argument. The Court also 
declined to take legal action against the Post. Chief 
Justice Berger and Justices Blackmun and Harlan 
dissented, stating that the Court should defer to 
the Executive Branch’s assertion that the 
Pentagon Papers leak did indeed threaten national 
security. 

The significance of this Supreme Court decision 
held that the government must meet a heavy 
burden of justification before it can restrain the 
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press from exercising its First Amendment right 
to publish. 

 The government then turned its attention back 
to Ellsberg and Russo with a preliminary 
indictment for violating the Espionage Act as well 
as theft of federal property. More than a year after 
all the court proceedings began, that the two men 
faced a jury trial in U.S. District Court for the 
Central District of California with Judge Byrne, 
presiding. When the judge learned that Watergate 
“Plumbers” – now infamous Nixon staffers 
including, among others, John Ehrlichman, E. 
Howard Hunt and G. Gordon Liddy – had been 
secretly taping the defendants’ confidential 
communications, the trial came to an immediate 
halt. 

It wasn’t until January of 1973 that the trial 
resumed. In light of the Watergate bugging of the 
Democratic Party’s headquarters in Washington, 
new evidence was uncovered linking it to another 
burglary. The Nixon White House had ordered 
agents of the CIA officers and Cuban exiles to 
break into the offices of Dr. Lewis Fielding, 
Ellsberg’s psychoanalyst. The purpose of the 
break-in was to discover the identity of other 
Ellsberg accomplices from Fielding’s files. The 
Plumbers failed to find anything relevant in his 
files.  

The Ellsberg-Russo trial had been dragging on 
for nearly a year when in April 1973. When the 
extent of Watergate wire-tapping came to light, 

Judge Byrne dismissed espionage and criminal 
charges against both Ellsberg and Russo on May 
11, 1973, ending their legal battle.  

All of this happened during the Vietnam War. 
Public opinion at that time, including the opinion 
of high ranking members of the so-called 
“Establishment”, largely viewed the war as both 
futile and illegal. The fact that the Ellsberg leaked 
truthful information to the public at a time of 
uncertainty and distrust of the government, most 
assuredly caused the public to focus the blame on 
the Nixon administration and on the President 
himself. 

About two years later, on April 29, 1975, Walter 
Cronkite, on the CBS Evening News, announced 
the fall of Saigon and the apparent end of the 
Vietnam War. 

As for Ellsberg and Russo, the whistle blowers, 
they were lost among the larger scandals of 
Watergate, the Oval Office tapes, Nixon’s 
impeachment and resignation, the Paris Peace 
Accords, which ended the U.S. war in Vietnam, 
the invasion of North Vietnamese communist 
forces, the U.S. evacuation and the fall of Saigon. 
While the vanishing World War Two generation 
may remember them as traitors, the Vietnam 
generation may see Ellsberg and Russo through a 
different lens, perhaps even as patriots. 
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Tháng Tư Đen – Black April – 1975 
Tom Driscoll 
 

 

The Fall of Saigon on April 30, 1975, goes by many names. Ngày Quốc 

Nhục or National Day of Shame, Ngày Quốc Hận, National Day of 
Resentment, (or Hatred), are used widely to express grief and anger at the 
loss of homeland by some two million refugees who fled Vietnam. For forty 
years after communist victory reunified the country following three decades 
of strife, citizens have called it, Ngày Thống Nhất, Reunification (or Victory) 
Day. Tháng Tư Đen, Black April, refers to the 1975 Spring Offensive when 
the People’s Army of North Vietnam invaded the South for the last time, 
ending a War that cost millions of lives, including 58,300 Americans. 

 I MEANS NGAN 

“Yes, Black April.” Kieu Ngan Doan spoke slowly, a careful non-native English speaker, 
pausing at every phrase. “Back in 1975, I felt – I means Ngan, personally, and also Vietnam 
as a community, a small nation and an ally of the United States – I felt very, very much 
betrayed, and abandoned.”   

When North Vietnamese tanks rolled into Saigon and toppled the South Vietnamese 
government, Ngan was a third year university student. “The feeling right away,” she 
explained, “was the abandonment, and then, a few years later when I learned more about the 
historical alliance between South Vietnam and the United States, I came to feel betrayed.” 
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The People’s Army (NVA) had twice before 
launched massive invasions of the South, first 
during the Tet Offensive of 1968, and again in 
1972, the Easter Offensive. Both times, the NVA 
and its insurgent allies in the south, the Viet Cong 
(VC, Viet communists, also known as the 
National Liberation Front, NLF), inflicted heavy 
casualties in exchange for taking even heavier 
losses. Both the 1968 and 1972 offensives led to 
the peace negotiating table.  

Ngan’s parents fled Hanoi in the 50s, during 
the First Indochina War that ousted the French 
colonial government. She grew up in Saigon and 
belonged to a youth group similar but not the 
same as the Girl Scouts. “At the age of fifteen, as 
a Scout Girl in Saigon, where I was born, I tried 
to help refugees from the Viet Cong attack on 
Hue. They even attacked Saigon, killing many 
people. Between 1968 and 1970, I helped refugees 
in camps and concentration, such as schools, 
north of Saigon. The refugees all wore mourning 
clothing because their families were kidnapped, or 
killed and put into mass graves in Hue.” Ngan 
gulped back a hurried sob. Later in the 
conversation, she would weep freely as she 
described “war crimes” committed by the North 
Vietnamese.  

“From those experiences,” said Ngan, “I 
learned that the South was in the fight for 
freedom. We believed that we should have the 
freedom to live happily.” 

The Tet Offensive began in January 1968, and 
continued throughout the year. Massive numbers 
of NVA and VC attacked the cities of Hue and 
Saigon, the Marine base near the Lao border 
village of Khe Sanh, and many other targets, one 
hundred in all. U.S. Presidential candidate Eugene 
McCarthy, an antiwar Dove, nearly upset 
Democratic incumbent Lyndon Johnson in the 
New Hampshire primary on March 12, 1968. 
Johnson, the Hawk who had greatly escalated U.S. 
troop levels and bombing campaigns, clearly 
understood that the War had alienated his political 
base. On Sunday, March 31, 1968, in a televised 
speech, he offered to restart peace talks and 
announced a halt to the bombing campaign 
known as Rolling Thunder.  Johnson stunned the 
American people by announcing, “I shall not 
seek, and I will not accept, the nomination of my 
party for another term as your President. But let 

men everywhere know, however, that a strong, a 
confident, and a vigilant America stands ready 
tonight to seek an honorable peace.” 

Ngan reflected on 1968. “I was in high school, 
not yet an adult. At that time, I understood that 
the United States was an ally of South Vietnam, to 
fight against communism. Communist countries 
have the tendency to spread communism around 
the whole world. China was trying to spread their 
power not only in Vietnam, but also Laos and 
Cambodia, the whole peninsula. So we were 
fighting together under the same flag, the fight 
against communism. But I gradually understood 
that the antiwar groups having demonstrations in 
1968 were trying to convince the U.S. government 
to pull back all of its soldiers from the South of 
Vietnam.” 

Fast forward four years. The 1972 Easter 
Offensive ruthlessly tested the Nixon 
Administration’s Vietnamization policy, which 
replaced Americans in the fight with forces from 
the Army of the Republic of Vietnam, known as 
ARVN. The ARVN lost 10,000 fighters, as well as 
control of four northern provinces. Hanoi lost 
some 100,000 NVA troops and most of its tanks. 
The invasion cost more than 25,000 civilian lives 
and sent another half-million refugees farther 
south. From Hanoi’s point of view, the military 
cost of minor victory would help to offset 
Nixon’s diplomatic coup when he visited the 
People’s Republic of China in February and 
discussed normalizing relations with communist 
party chairman Mao Tse-tung. Around this same 
time, Nixon pursued détente with Soviet Premier 
Leonid Brezhnev. No doubt, Hanoi was 
beginning to feel isolated from its two biggest 
supporters by its biggest enemy.  

The U.S. lost only 300 troops in 1972, most of 
them during the Easter Offensive, a record low. 
On January 23, 1973, U.S. Secretary of State, 
Henry Kissinger, and Le Duc Tho, negotiating for 
Hanoi, signed off on a cease-fire treaty known as 
the Paris Peace Accords. By the end of 1973, 
there were officially only 50 U.S. combat troops 
left in Vietnam. 

According to State Department Archives, “The 
American commitment to defend South Vietnam, 
described as unequivocal by Nixon and Kissinger, 
had been vitiated by the Watergate scandal and 
Nixon's subsequent resignation. By that time, the 
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Paris Accords seemed memorable only as the 
vehicle on which the United States rode out of 
Southeast Asia.” 

“Kissinger is the devil,” Ngan snapped bitterly. 

I WAS A PAROLEE 

Thuy Pham-Remmele came to America in 
1973 as a Fulbright Exchange Scholar to study 
literature at the University of Wisconsin. “My first 
impression was, this is a beautiful country, a 
peaceful country. Not like my home where, if you 
were at a movie or at the market, somebody could 
toss a grenade, or shoot rockets into your house, 
and you die. I was plucked from the war-torn 
country, lifted by the air and arrived in the middle 
of the Madison campus, which at that time, I did 
not understand. Now I know. Almost like mutiny 
of the Midwest, all kinds of antiwar activity was 
going on. They were trying to impeach Nixon. I’m 
in class talking about Shakespeare and Milton, and 
I walk out from class, and people are there 
protesting.”  

In Saigon, during the War, Thuy had worked as 
a faculty assistant at the university Modern 
Language Lab. She also taught English to 
Vietnamese military officers at the Defense 
Language Institute, and to civilians at the 
Vietnam-American Association.  

Thuy’s mother owned a pharmacy in Saigon. “I 
used to complain to her, ‘What is the point of 
going to the shelter [during an attack] to hide 
myself, and what is the point to study 
Shakespeare?’ And my mother would say, ‘Don’t 
overthink. If the university reopens the next day, 
and if there is an exam, then I want you to be 
ready.’ And that is a lesson I’ve learned all my life. 
You don’t know what is going to happen next, 
but you must be ready.” 

Looking back at Thuy’s experience coming to 
America in the summer of 1973, six months after 
the Paris Peace Accords signaled the immediate 
withdrawal of U.S. forces and set the stage for 
repeated cease fire violations by North and South 
Vietnamese militaries, her mother’s warning about 
being prepared for the unexpected seems almost 
prophetic. On April 30, 1975, the Republic of 
South Vietnam ceased to exist, leaving Thuy 
without a country.  

“I started being told by the State Department in 
March that the situation was really dire, and there 

may be the need for my family to be evacuated 
from Saigon. I got a hectic message to contact my 
advisor on campus, who helped me send the 
names of my immediate family, because they were 
considered to be at-risk and needed to be lifted 
out of Vietnam if something happened.” 

Then, of course, Black April happened. On 
April 12, 1975, the U.S. evacuated its Embassy in 
Cambodia. On April 17, Khmer Rouge captured 
the capitol of Phnom Penh. In Laos, communist 
Pathet Lao forces advanced toward the capitol, 
Vientiane, across the Plain of Jars, a Bronze Age 
burial ground irreparably damaged by 
indiscriminate bombing between 1964 and 1973.  

“I could see, every day when I rushed home to 
watch the news, the map was painted red, 
gradually, all the way until the last spot. At the 
same time, word couldn’t get to my family. People 
had gathered at the Embassy, somehow knowing 
this was the escape route; somehow the 
Americans would help them, would lift people 
out.” Suddenly, an angry tone bruised Thuy’s 
voice. “When you talk about a city of six million 
people, how many can be lifted?” 

Between April 29-30, roughly 7,000 Americans, 
Vietnamese and third country nationals were air 
lifted out of Saigon to ships and other safe transit 
points. During the same period, nearly 51,000 
South Vietnamese escaped on fixed-wing aircraft 
from Tan Son Nhut, the U.S. military air base. In 
all, fewer than 139,000 South Vietnamese escaped 
into refugee processing camps before Black April 
ended and the communists seized control of 
everything, air bases, cities, wealth and people. 

“You saw: the program was botched,” Thuy 
observed, referring to Operation Frequent Wind, 
code name of the hasty evacuation that famously 
required pushing choppers off carriers and assault 
ships to make room for incoming flights. 
Vietnamese pilots were instructed to ditch their 
choppers in the sea, a risky maneuver that led to 
pilots leaping from falling aircraft, and collisions 
with ships. “When [American] Ambassador 
Martin left,” Thuy continued, “it was over. The 
mass of the people were left to face what was 
considered at that time to be a blood bath. My 
mother said she burned any trace that she had of 
children on this side, so that when the enemy 
came in, at least my family could be spared. 
People were desperate. Some committed suicide.”  



 

Lost Lake Folk Opera     27 

Thuy frequently referred to “this side” and 
“that side”, meaning America and Vietnam. Over 
on that side, Saigon fell. On this side, Thuy lost 
her exchange student status. “A woman from the 
State Department called and said, ‘Miss Pham, 
you are no longer an exchange student.’ My 
passport doesn’t work anymore because there is 
no Embassy. They did not use the word refugee at 
that time, because it was not decided what they 
we’re going to do with such a mess. She told me I 
was a parolee,” Thuy explained with a laugh. 
“Parolee, that’s the word they used.” 

According to documents from the Gerald Ford 
Presidential Library, on April 8, 1975, State 
Department officials consulted with House and 
Senate Committees regarding use of Attorney 
General Edward H. Levi’s parole authority for 
evacuees from Indochina. When Saigon fell on 
the Thirtieth, an Inter-Agency Taskforce on 
Indochina migration and refugee resettlement 
raced to coordinate across just about every 
department of Government, as well as Governors 
from all 50 States, the imminent flood of 
Vietnamese evacuees. 

“If you were inside Vietnam at that time, I 
think it must have been a very panicked situation. 
I had a very different perspective from many of 
my country-people, because I was here.” 

 It’s hard to understate the irony of stranding a 
26 year old Vietnamese Fulbright scholar in the 
U.S., not exactly persona non grata, but definitely a 
young woman without a valid passport, a parolee. 
Former Arkansas Democrat, J. William Fulbright, 
after whom the exchange scholarship was named 
when it began in 1946, chaired the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee from 1959 to 1974, 
spanning almost the entire Vietnam War. He was, 
to put it mildly, a harsh critic of the Presidents, 
Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon and Ford, who 
prosecuted the War. Like many in the antiwar 
camp, he saw Vietnam as an unjustifiable Cold 
War proxy battle waged by the Superpowers that 
divided West against East, capitalism vs. 
communism, liberal democracy vs. totalitarian 
autocracy. Adding to the irony, Senator Fulbright, 
whose eponymous scholarship program has to-
date offered cultural exchange and education 
opportunities to nearly 300,000 American and 
foreign students, held widely-televised hearings in 
1971 that included notable testimony by Vietnam 

veteran turned antiwar activist, John Kerry, the 
current Secretary of State.  

WAR OF NUMBERS 

Objective reporting on the Vietnam War today 
is fraught with difficulty. Battle statistics are often 
hopelessly irrational and deliberately inaccurate in 
order to support a particular argument or 
viewpoint for or against the War in the first place. 
For example, some still dispute the start date of 
the War, which most certainly lines up with the 
Gulf of Tonkin incident in August 1964, which 
itself is subject to debate. Some believe the attack 
on the destroyer USS Maddox by North 
Vietnamese torpedo boats, triggering the 
Resolution that authorized the Johnson 
Administration escalation of force, never took 
place.  

The official end date of the War is blurred by 
the January 1973 Paris Peace Accords that 
honorably ended the War for U.S. forces and sealed 
the fate of South Vietnam. Hanoi wasn’t about to 
abandon its effort to reunite North and South 
when the U.S. withdrew, and Saigon could not 
imagine surrendering to the communists. 

Ho Chi Minh, a revolutionary ideologue if 
there’s ever been one, fought two Indochina 
Wars. The first started immediately after Japan 
surrendered in 1945 to end WWII. Ho Chi Minh 
ousted the French in 1954, and then fought the 
second Indochina War to reunify Vietnam, which 
had been divided north and south at the 17th 
Parallel to end the first war.   

In 1968, Ho Chi Minh fielded a combined force 
of 420,000 NVA and VC to do battle with 
550,000 American forces backed by 800,000 
ARVN. The yearlong Tet Offensive made 1968 
deadliest of the entire War. The U.S. lost nearly 
16,600 troops in ’68 alone. The battle for Hue 
City cost approximately 220 soldiers and Marines. 
ARVN lost twice that number of troops. NVA 
and VC lost approximately ten times the number 
of U.S. casualties.  

It was not unusual for a 10:1 NVA-VC : U.S. 
casualty ratio. But statistics are fluid. U.S. deaths 
during the siege of Khe Sanh, for example, 
depended on the body count by service branch, 
though estimates today place the total number 
near 1,000 U.S. service members killed in action, 
double the official number reported by the 
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Pentagon at the time. U.S. estimates of North 
Vietnamese casualties at Khe Sanh range from 
10,000 to 15,000, while the Hanoi government 
placed the estimate much lower, on the order of 
5,000 to 6,000 NVA-VC forces killed. Precision 
was lacking, but staggering body counts and kill 
ratios are no less meaningful. 

On March 16, 1968, the day Robert Kennedy 
announced he would challenge Lyndon Johnson 
for the presidential nod from the Democratic 
Party, soldiers from Charlie Company, 1st 
Battalion, 20th Infantry, savaged the coastal 
villages of Son My and My Lai. The Army 
originally reported that fewer than 70 VC were 
killed in a search-and-destroy operation in an area 
known in code-speak as Pinkville. The Pentagon 
later adjusted casualty figures: 128 VC and 22 
civilians. It would take another year for members 
of Congress to heed accounts that disputed the 
official numbers. Court martial proceedings began 
in November 1970 against platoon leader, 
Lieutenant William Calley. In March 1971, Calley 
was sentenced to life in prison for murdering 22 
South Vietnamese civilians at My Lai, including 
women and children.  

Official numbers killed at the My Lai massacre 
range from 175 to just over 500.  The truth likely 
lies somewhere between the U.S. count of 350 
and the North Vietnamese count of 504.  

Richard Nixon went on to defeat Democratic 
challenger Hubert Humphry in the 1968 
Presidential race after Lyndon Johnson pulled out, 
Bobby Kennedy was assassinated, and both 
George McGovern and Eugene McCarthy lost 
favor in part due to the riotously antiwar 
nominating convention in Chicago. President 
Nixon ordered Calley released from Fort 
Leavenworth days after sentencing. Calley served 
about three years under house arrest at Fort 
Benning before Nixon pardoned him, just weeks 
before the Watergate scandal would force the 37th 
President of the United States to resign in 
disgrace on August 9, 1974. 

Orders of magnitude and estimated ratios are 
useful in bringing war into perspective. Even 
relative numbers tell the story of great carnage 
and human suffering.  

Approximately 150,000 combatants and 
civilians died during the 1975 Spring Offensive. 
After Black April, the War of Numbers exploded 

again. A least a million people entered communist 
reeducation programs in the year after Saigon fell. 
More than 150,000 people died in camps. 
Approximately 50,000 to 100,000 were executed. 
Poverty, hunger, disease, drugs, sex-trafficking, 
slavery and other forms of economic depravity 
killed and injured many tens of thousands more. 
Some post-war estimates soar into the millions of 
victims during the forced reunification of 
Vietnam. In Cambodia and Laos, where brutal 
regimes seized control of government, casualty 
estimates top out at 200,000 victims in each 
country. 

Agent Orange, the defoliant used by the U.S. 
military during the War, has claimed as many as 
three million already dead from, suffering from or 
at high risk of developing various cancers. 

Of the estimated two million Vietnamese who 
escaped in the decade after the fall of Saigon, 
somewhere between 400,000 and 800,000 left on 
boats. Casualty numbers are hard to come by, but 
in 1981, the U.N. High Commissioner for 
Refugees reported that pirates off the coast of 
Thailand made 1149 attacks against 352 refugee 
boats, killing 571 people. Another 243 were 
abducted and 599 were raped. 

HEARTS AND MINDS 

“Because it has been forty years, I have had 
more experience living with American people, so 
from the Thirtieth of April 1975, my heart and my 
mind and my feelings, or understanding of the 
issue, or of the events [then], is quite different 
from whatever I can understand now.”  

Ngan Doan survived four and a half years 
under a communist regime that many of her 
family members, including her parents, had fled 
Hanoi to escape in the 50s. “The fear of 
communism was that strong,” she stressed.  

Takeover of Vietnam by Hanoi meant that 
South Vietnamese people were, in effect, war 
prisoners. “I strongly believe that no matter what 
the officers of the communist regime mentioned 
about they are for the people, they are actually the 
reverse, they are practicing dictatorship, if not by 
one man, it is dictatorship by one party.” 

Among her many painful experiences, which 
include loss of property, hunger and poverty, state 
control of schooling and jobs, perhaps her 
bitterest memories are reserved for reeducation 
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tightly woven into the social fabric of day-to-day 
life, as well as in specialized camps and schools. 

 “I did not graduate, so I did not have my 
bachelor’s degree.” Six months after Black April, 
when Ngan tried to reenroll in classes, communist 
officials told her she would have to surrender. 
Ngan used the verb present. “So therefore, I 
presented myself, just like the former South 
Vietnamese soldiers, and they were concentrated 
and transported to different reeducation camps. 
For me, I was put into one year of what I call now 
‘brainwashing’. Every day, at the university, I had 
to learn about the theories of Karl Marx, 
Leninism, Stalinism, and those sorts of things. 
Every week, I had to write pages and pages to say 
I was a bad person because I was trained by the 
French regime, because I went to a French 
school, so I am a criminal.” Ngan’s tone changed 
as she recited, “I was against the people. I was 
against Vietnam. I was a bad citizen; therefore, I 
have to relearn all of my thinking to be accepted 
as a student under the communist regime and to 
be able to graduate from the university.” 

The first anniversary of Black April came and 
went. Ngan finished her first year of formal 
reeducation. Then, for three months in the 
summer of 1976, “I was sent to a labor camp in 
the [Mekong River] Delta far to the south near the 
Cambodian border. They made all of the students 
go into the mud. At that time, there were mines in 
there and some bombs buried in the river. And 
we had to dig the mud to put up a barrier to stop 
the inundation of salt from the sea. The land is 
very low. We were lucky we weren’t killed in 
there. But from this, I learned the regime wanted 
to punish the students, the former soldiers and 
former government officials.”  

According to Ngan, similar reeducation took 
place in every neighborhood. Communist officials 
appointed neighborhood leaders. “Usually, these 
were people who before 1975 did not have much 
education,” she explained. “Every week, for 
example, my mom and dad had to go to 
neighborhood meetings to be reeducated.” 
Meanwhile, neighborhood economic conditions 
worsened. “My dad raised a few chickens, maybe 
a dozen, in a pen in our yard, for eggs and stuff 
like that. But we didn’t dare kill a chicken and let 
neighbors know that today we had a chicken to 
eat. Rice, even sugar and meat, would be 

distributed to whoever went to those meetings 
and participated in reeducation programs. There 
were seven of us in the house, and we were 
distributed so many grams of rice and sugar per 
month based on the head count. After the labor 
camp, in 1976 and 1977, I started teaching French 
in junior high, and for that I was given a half-kilo 
of sugar and some pork every month.” Ngan 
concluded, “What it means, is that everything was 
distributed to people who accepted that, ‘I did 
something wrong and now I am reeducated, I 
would like to be a good citizen, blablabla.’” 

During the War, Ngan’s father worked for a 
Japanese bank in Saigon. After the War, when the 
communists seized private property and 
nationalized industry, commerce and finance, he 
was reassigned to the bank. Private citizens were 
required to deposit all of their foreign currency 
assets in the bank at an exchange rate of five 
hundred U.S. Dollars to one. 

“My dad explained this was pillaging by the 
winners of the War.” Not only did the currency 
exchange devalue wealth at an extraordinary rate, 
but also, Ngan pointed out, “Now, they [the 
communist government] knew exactly how much 
money each family has.” 

In 1979, Ngan’s parents decided to send her 
and her brother out of Vietnam on a refugee boat 
built and operated by one of thousands of ethnic 
Chinese living in Saigon’s Cholon District. 
Known by tourists today as Saigon’s Chinatown, 
the market district of Cholon was devastated 
during the 1968 Tet Offensive. When the War 
ended, Chinese returned, resettled, rebuilt the 
district and many prospered in business under the 
communist regime.   

“My mom and dad, even though they loved us 
very much, had to decide, who among their kids 
would go first and who would stay back with 
them.” Ngan searched for words. “It was a heart 
ache … um … a tearing off my heart. So the 
Chinese family sold two places on their boat with 
the condition that my mom sign a debt paper. My 
mom knew that if me and my brother were out of 
Vietnam, we would be able to work and send 
back money to help my family inside Vietnam, 
because without that resource, my mom couldn’t 
see that our family would survive.”  

After navigating through pirate infested seas, 
the boat delivered Ngan and her brother to a 
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refugee camp on the Malaysian island of Pualu 
Bidong. During 1979, when Ngan passed through 
the tiny camp, Bidong Island was considered to 
be the most crowded place on earth, with as many 
as 40,000 refugees crammed into a camp barely 
one acre in size.  

She arrived in the United States in 1980, shared 
an apartment with her brother in Minneapolis, 
studied English and worked a $4.00 an hour 
assembly line job to pay back $4,000, the 
equivalent of 10 ounces of gold, “to the Chinese 
guy who took me out on his boat”. Her brother 
also paid back 10 ounces, or $4,000, to liquidate 
his mother’s debt.  

“We lived in an attic. Every holiday, we sent 
small packages back to my parents, like cloth. The 
government only distributed a few meters each 
year, enough for one person to sew one new top 
and pair of pants. So me and brother would go to 
Jo-Ann Fabrics and buy meters of material to 
send home.”  

Ngan’s mother survived in part by organizing 
neighborhood women to sew and knit uniforms, 
and other clothing. When the communist officials 
found out, she had to confess to being a business 
owner. “My mom had to say, ‘I am a bad citizen 
because I have a factory. It means I am rich, and 
if I am rich, I am privileged, and if I am 
privileged, I am therefore a criminal because I 
have stolen from the peasants.’ That was the kind 
of stupid argument they had for their Karl Marx 
and Leninism theories.” 

Ngan’s parents immigrated to the U.S. in 1989. 
They currently live near Ngan’s siblings in 
Houston, Texas, one of the largest Vietnamese 
resettlement communities in the U.S. The brother 
she left Vietnam with is retired now and living in 
California. As for Ngan, she studied computer 
programming while working at the factory and 
found a much better-paying job. She married in 
1985, and received a PhD in education from the 
University of Minnesota. Ngan currently works as 
a data collector for the U.S. Department of Labor, 
Office of Statistics, in Bloomington, Minnesota.  

“As a citizen, an individual woman, a young 
adult who witnessed the War and everything that 
happened, I remember a feeling of abandonment 
and a feeling of betrayal. My sister left. [South 
Vietnamese President] Thieu left with his family 
and a lot of gold, hundreds of ounces – that is 

what I’ve been told – abandonment, and betrayal, 
not only by the government of South Vietnam 
and by the government of the United States, but 
by the American people who did not understand 
the situation of the people of Vietnam.” 

Forty years later, Ngan’s perspective on war has 
changed. “I have three nephews, all born in the 
U.S. and all doing military service. They were sent 
to Iraq and Afghanistan with the different 
deployments. Ok?” Her voice began to quake. 
“And I am suddenly in the shoes of the parents of 
the American soldiers sent to Vietnam. So I 
completely understand, right now, the feeling of 
those parents who would like to end the War, 
who would like to have their sons back. I don’t 
want war to happen anywhere in the future. It is 
complete nonsense.” 

I AM A TINY DOT 

Thuy Pham arrived at the University of 
Wisconsin in the summer of 1973, six months 
after the Paris Peace Accords were signed. 
“Protests weren’t so much a difficulty as they left 
a bad taste in my mouth, because of what I 
realized. People are so ignorant, and they didn’t 
have the respect for people they don’t know. 
Because, when I came [to America], I went to 
class wearing a Vietnamese dress. And some 
people just stopped in the street and almost spit in 
my face, saying ‘Victory at home. Why are you 
here? Why don’t you go home to celebrate?’ And 
I said to myself, ‘Who are these people? And how 
do they have the right to snap at me like that? 
What did I do? Do they know what I am losing?’ 
Because I have my family, I have my whole life 
over there.”  

Thuy said of the Fulbright exchange scholar 
program, “It’s very well arranged. I would be 
taken to visit families. So, for example, 
Thanksgiving, they would make sure I had a host 
family inviting me for dinner. And people would 
ask me, ‘When you finish your studies, are you 
going to go return to your country?’ And for me, 
it’s beyond understanding, because, why shouldn’t 
I go back to my family, my country? For people to 
take for granted that anybody coming here would 
try everything to sneak around, hang around …” 
Thuy, like Ngan, sometimes broke down when 
describing the past. “… because, all my life is over 
there. Everything that means anything to me is 
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over there. I thought I was here for two years to 
better my understanding about this side of the 
world, so I might [return to Vietnam to] teach 
about it; I can be objective. That was my purpose. 
But for people to say things like that. It is 
selective understanding on their part that let me 
understand I’m really a tiny dot in this universe, 
because they don’t know enough to know what 
they’re saying.” 

Saigon, Thuy’s home, and Madison, Thuy’s host 
city, couldn’t have been more different forty years 
ago. European settlers officially incorporated 
Madison in 1846 with 625 residents. In 1970, it 
boasted a population of 173,000 – closer to 
300,000 if you count the university and all of 
metro, suburban and rural Dane county. Racial 
demographics are hard to find for that period, but 
Madison, as well as the University of Wisconsin 
and Dane county were predominately white, 
roughly 97 percent white. African Americans 
comprised just under two percent in 1970, Asians 
and Hispanics roughly one percent each, with 
other groups represented at a fraction of one 
percent.  

Saigon, established in 1698, shares a complex 
history with neighboring Cambodia that dates 
back to the 9th Century. Spanish and French 
explorers ventured up the Mekong into Saigon in 
the mid-17th Century. Following China’s defeat in 
the 1884-85 Sino-French war, Indochina, which 
included Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos, were 
colonized. In 1930, Saigon boasted a population 
of 130,000 residents, ten percent of them French. 
The Japanese invaded Vietnam in 1940 and 
entered Saigon in 1941. Both the communist 
leader, Ho Chi Minh, and President of South 
Vietnam for most of the War, Nguyen Van Thieu, 
were members of the Viet Minh, an independence 
coalition turned resistance fighters during WWII. 
When the Japanese surrendered on August 15, 
1945, China moved into the north of Vietnam to 
expel remaining Japanese forces. Ho Chi Minh, a 
doctrinaire Marxist, wasted no time. On 
September 2, 1945, he proclaimed independence 
of the single-party, communist, Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam, setting the stage for the 
First Indochina War and ultimately the Second 
Indochina War, during which the historically 
diverse and cosmopolitan city of Saigon became 
the capitol of South Vietnam, and headquarters 

for the U.S. military. When Thuy left Saigon to 
study in Madison in 1973, Saigon had a 
population of two and half million. 

“People don’t realize, Saigon city was very 
sophisticated,” said Thuy. “When I first came [to 
Madison], I wondered, ‘Where are the people?’ 
Because it looked so sparse, it looked like, ‘People 
don’t live here. Where are they?’ Until I saw a 
football game, when everybody appeared from 
nowhere. And yeah, suddenly the city has how 
many more thousands of people on the streets? 
And then I saw the game played, and the way they 
treated the opposing team, that they should be 
just crushed because they are not worth anything 
to us. Yeah, it was new, a different lifestyle. Then 
I thought, ‘You take these young men and lift 
them through the air, through space within a 
short few days, and put them in the jungle or in 
swamps of Vietnam and expect that they fight the 
guerillas, the communists.’ Get real! They are not 
prepared for that. When you go fighting and you 
still need to know what score your sports team is 
doing at home. That’s not a fighting spirit. You 
cannot fight a war, really, if you are not 
committed to getting it done, and getting out.” 

The Madison campus had been synonymous 
with student radicalism and unrest for a decade by 
the time Thuy arrived. Antiwar teach-ins started 
in 1965, followed by sit-ins. In October 1967, a 
group of student activists and sympathetic faculty 
staged a sit-in to protest Dow Chemical, makers 
of the incendiary weapon napalm and defoliant 
Agent Orange. When authorities tried to remove 
the peace protestors, a riot broke out and set UW 
Madison down the path of becoming a notorious 
hub of subversive activity and police violence 
documented in the 1979 film, The War at Home.  

Early on the morning August 24, 1970, four 
students detonated an ammonium-nitrate and fuel 
oil bomb packed inside a minibus parked outside 
Sterling Hall. The attack on the Army 
Mathematics Research Center housed there killed 
Robert Fassnacht, a post-grad researcher, and 
injured three others.  

The UW’s antiwar reputation begs the question: 
Why did the Fulbright scholarship administrators 
send Thuy Pham to Madison? It certainly couldn’t 
have been Badger football. Wisconsin went 
winless in both 1967 and 1968, placing 9th and 10th 
respectively in the Big Ten. Thuy’s first year on 
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campus, 1973, the Badgers managed to win four 
games overall, good enough for 8th place in the 
Big Ten. 

Before coming to the U.S., Thuy taught English 
at the Defense Language Institute. Vietnamese 
officers who scored high enough on proficiency 
exams were often sent to the U.S. for advanced 
training. Similarly, U.S. military trainers who 
scored well on tests administered at the DLI 
training facility at Lackland Air Force Base, Texas, 
were sent to Saigon to work with host country 
nationals like Thuy.  

“Many considered themselves very lucky,” she 
remembered, “because instead of battlefield 
duties, fighting duties, they were allowed to stay in 
Saigon. They are young men, they are very 
enthusiastic, but they are totally unprepared for 
whatever is happening around them. They don’t 
know the language. They don’t know the people. 
They don’t have an understanding of the culture. 
In fact, I think they had a hard time even knowing 
their location, and the people on the other side 
looking at them like foreigners. With a thousand 
years of history, there was not much admiration 
of foreigners, because our experience has been, 
foreigners always came to our shore to exploit, to 
create havoc, to take the resources, to loot and to 
leave devastation behind. The French, the 
Chinese, the Japanese; the relationship my people 
had over a thousand years with foreigners was 
never a good relationship of trust.” 

South Vietnamese President Thieu resigned 
April 21, 1975, fled the country on an American 
chopper, and left the fate of his people in the 
hands of a caretaker government that lasted just 
seven days. When Saigon fell, Thuy was finishing 
a semester of American literature. “I was 
evaluating Dos Passos and Steinbeck when my 
whole world collapsed.” 

By the end of the summer of 1975, the Ford 
Administration’s Inter-Agency Taskforce had 
devised a plan to handle the arrival of South 
Vietnamese after reaching agreement with 
officials from the 50 States on how to share 
resettlement costs once parolees were reclassified 
as refugees. 

“Through that summer, I volunteered with 
different church groups to help resettle the newly 

arrived Vietnamese, Cambodians, Laotians. They 
started out plucked from refugee camps, and 
settled down where there’s a church or a family or 
somebody willing to sponsor them. Governor 
Lucey wanted me to work as refugee coordinator, 
but at the same time, the school district 
superintendent also wanted me to work as an 
English teacher for all these kids newly dropped 
in the school. So I turned down the Governor 
and went to work with the school district, 
probably because that was my background. I had 
always been a teacher. I worked nonstop from the 
first day, because they gave me 29 schools to 
handle. I didn’t know I had the right to refuse; I 
didn’t know I had a sick day; I didn’t even know 
there was a union. I rode the busses all around 
town to go to the school I must be at because I 
didn’t have car. I didn’t know how to drive. And 
the winter of 1975 was a very severe winter. But 
those kids were there and they had to be served. 
That’s how I started settling myself in this land.” 

In 1981, Vietnamese relations with the U.S. 
remained very tense. Immigration officials gave 
Thuy a choice: become a naturalized citizen or 
leave. “There was really no choice, no choice at 
that time. But it was a very hard decision. I had to 
swear to abandon my former citizenship and serve 
the U.S.  That is a choice I don’t wish on anyone. 
I did swear. It’s an honor to be a citizen of this 
country, but it was a big decision. My staff 
thought it was a big day, so they came to the court 
with flowers for me …” Thuy began crying. After 
a few moments, she continued, “It was very 
touching. It’s not that I’m not loyal to this 
country. I’m proud to be an American. But still, 
that’s a high price to pay.” Clearing her throat 
first, she said, “Life goes on. When you have no 
choice, you make the best of it.”  

Thuy’s mother and four of her siblings escaped 
Saigon on a Korean freighter, and with Thuy’s 
help, they made it to America. Her father stayed 
behind. “He died alone at the age of eighty-one.” 

Thuy served two terms on the Madison city 
council, 2007-11, and recently retired from the 
Madison Metropolitan school district after 35 
years teaching English to immigrant and foreign 
students who spoke 55 different languages. 
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the ’nam 
Lee Henschel Jr. 
 
 
 

say it 
 

the last one 
no more of you 
you wait for this 

for the time when you can say it 
can say it the way no one can deny 

because you are the last one 
the only one 
every night 

 
the end 

 
you drop out of college 

 you’ve been in school too long 
you are tired of the whole thing 

you loose your 2-S, 
the Hand draws a Low Lottery Number, 

you get drafted and sent to the ’nam 
you live and die inside the secret lie 

except not the air . . .  
the air is on fire  

you return home to write it 
but can’t because you’re not a writer 

your words live dead until you understand . . . 
 and you begin to write the unseen 

 
gray dawn  

mist in the valleys 
women singing 

they sing of courage and desire, 
they sing to the monks, 

who pray to the cows . . . and the cows 
are a fallen bodhisattva 

 
they sing to the buffalo boy 

and the red mud caked on his feet 
 

and then to the monsoon rain 
above you, below you, inside you 

inside the sound of bamboo 
 

and the silver dragon 



 

34     April 2015 

her green eyes searching for ancestral ghosts 
who wander the living night 

 
the women sing until . . . 

in a blue jungle, where the ancient spirits dwell, 
there rings a tiny bell 

 
2349 hours 

 
you are born at 2349 hours, April 2, 1947 

your twin brother, John, is born at 0018 hours, April 3 
your lottery number for the ’nam is 2 

John’s is 351 
you go 

John does not 
mom and dad . . . 

before the ’nam they love you both the same 
after the ’nam you catch them watching you, not John 

their voices soften and rise when they talk to you 
but remain steadfast with John 

it is all different 
lost in the gap of 29 minutes 

 
bayonet 

 
your drill sergeant screams his command 

tell me the spirit of the bayonet! 
to kill! to kill! to kill! 

he fixes a bayonet on his M-16 
he drives the rifle like a spear into a wooden plank 

it stands upright, muzzle down, quivering 
he rips open his shirt 

his black chest sweating in the Carolina sun 
his keloid scars stand out pink 

I took these for my squad at A Shau 
now you are my squad 

do what I say 
and you might live 

 
cherry boy 

 
you wait in line 

for fresh ODs and a boonie hat 
you stare at your new boots 

you ask why the helmet liner smells of sweat 
you wonder how the dent in your steel pot got there  

someone says shut up and move along 
you pack your rucksack just so 

her last letter 
ammo, C-rats, ammo 
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cigarettes, ammo, lighter fluid 
ammo, bug juice, ammo, 

ammo 
you sign for your M-16 

don’t ask about the KIA tag on the muzzle 
or the dried blood on the charging handle 

 
white gold 

 
you ask no question 

you question no answer 
you die one trillion times 

not for the war lord or the emperor or a god 
but for the white gold on the coastal highway 

a waist high drift spreading on the southbound lane 
the second rice harvest drying in the sun 

your dalai lama and your pope 
wander the ruins of Con Ga 

licking the wounds of the bullet pocked nave 
and their prayers . . . unvoiced in the moonlight 

if not compassion then kindness 
if not kindness then civility 

if not civility then white gold 
 

mantra 
 

a Vedic litany resonates in the abandoned stupas . . .  
there it is, there it is 

it don’t mean nuthin’, it don’t mean nothin’ 
 

bodhisattva 
 

the unseen keep you awake 
keep you in their crosshairs, refuse your opium 

 your nights measured by smells . . . 
Chanel No. 5, amatol 

you forget entire days, you forget entire lives 
only your skin knows how long you’ve been here 

gray dawn, mist in the valley 
 women singing 

you live separate lives, you lose them inside 
your watch self-winds, it glows in the night 

the ones you love, will they understand? 
satellites blink across the night sky 

weeping . . . while you live and die inside the secret lie 
for ten thousand years you deny your past 

now you deny your future 
you place yarrow sticks on the pyre, return the beggar’s coins 

and hope your moment will linger 
will rise in the shimmering heat . . . lost now in the storm of maya 
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each morning the monks collect alms 
each night women sing in the blue jungle 
and stop where the ancient spirits dwell 

and ring a tiny bell 
 

the Na valley 
 

the light in the Na valley . . . 
you have seen it before 

but not as light, 
and you see the enemy 

but he is not you 
not the one standing in the stream . . . the one no one sees but you 

the feel of this place . . .  
you have felt it before 

but not as touch, 
 but as the last thing remaining before the light turns pale 

and the sounds . . . 
you have heard them all before 

 
central highlands  

 
you repeat the ARVN’s coordinates and wonder if he has them right 

the sirens of titan scream and the fire mission begins 
but it’s over after just one round 

at first light you genuflect 
your piety goes unnoticed 

you kneel in fear and loathing 
and watch your prayer decompose 

 
Wiley 

 
you are his only friend 

you are the one he listens to 
you take the .45 

you take the travel orders 
you take Wiley July to Long Binh Jail for getting drunk one last time 

at Da Lat you wait for your flight 
an ARVN major says he’s flying to Na Trang 

he has room in his plane 
you climb aboard 
Wiley sits in back 

you sit in the co-pilot’s seat 
the rice paddies shimmer below 

puffy white clouds drift in a cobalt sky 
the major asks . . . “You fly?” 

you look at Wiley 
he looks unsure 

you laugh and take the wheel 
you chase a cloud 
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the wings ripple, the airframe shudders 
the major takes back the wheel 

you pick up the South China Sea and follow the coastline to Na Trang 
 you land too late to make your flight to Long Binh 

you walk on the beach 
the white sand goes for miles 

you ignore the concertina 
you ignore the gun ships 

Wiley points to the tiny seashells 
he wonders how many there are 

you say one trillion 
he asks if he can have some 

you nod and he fills his pockets 
the next day at Long Binh they take his seashells and lead him away 

you are the one he listens to 
you are his only friend 

 
knowing 

 
you arrive in the ’nam not knowing 

not knowing how long they are 
 not knowing how one slides over your boot 

not knowing they eat dead meat 
not knowing until you watch them on the jungle floor 

not knowing how the banded krait is slow and lethargic 
not knowing how it will hide its head in its coils when provoked 

not knowing why it’s called the two-step viper . . . 
not knowing until night falls 

 
the slow waltz 

 
02:00 hours 

you know what the flame will draw 
and you know you will not light it 

not now, not in this dark hour 
not when they wait for a sign, and move in 

no, you will not light it 
not when the others depend on you for their sleep . . .  if not their rest 

imagine it for another time, for another place 
the slow waltz of candle light 

a form of prayer 
 

night 
 

you feel it all day 
not speaking 

never thinking 
you wait 

for the women singing 
for the wind 
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the bamboo 
the hollow sound 

for drone of the sea 
and the Na river 

you all wait 
for the dream that will come at the end 

and later, at the beginning 
 

dawn 
 

full moon pulling the tide offshore, 
rinsing last night’s blood from the ’nam 

 
the White Horse 

 
you join them at Song Mao 

the White Horse Division from the Republic of Korea 
every night you take prisoners who die at first light 

the Cong return to the rice paddies, the NVA redeploys 
every day you watch the Koreans, 

they do not smoke marijuana, they do not drink beer 
at sunrise they practice taekwondo 

at sundown they meditate, 
monks honing their desire 

for the next mission 
 

toy soldier 
 

what came before and what came after . . . 
they are linked by the ’nam 

as a child you played with toy soldiers 
you moved them around 

you pronounced them dead and then brought them back 
they began to move on their own 

they began to take shape and then to take aim . . .  
until you became the soldier 

 and someone pronounced you dead 
 

the choice 
 

find their names 
find their tags 

 find their boots still caked with mud 
bring something for the living 
take something from the dead 

stand in solemn silence 
long before it started 

that’s when you made your choice 
now . . . 

when you feel the recoil in your rifle, 
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now you know . . . 
your choice was not to fight 

but to surrender 
 

Wes 
 

you drop out of college 
you’re good for basic 

you’re good for infantry school and OCS 
you come here as a butter bar 

second lieutenants die fast in the ’nam 
ambush, AK-47, sucking chest wound 

you go home in a bag 
your wife never meets you, your children are never born 

your only contribution is your death 
 

hill 1503 
 

you scan the chateau in your starlight scope 
the green vapor drifts among the ruins 
a dragon searching for ancestral ghosts 

you stand at the crossroads and make your choice 
so many times you said no when all along it was yes 

now your choice hangs in the moon 
seen through the web of a dream catcher 

now you hear the hollow ring of a mortar tube 
your sacrament of awareness lost in the snick of your lock and load 

now you feel the recoil, 
in your pocket one trillion seashells measure out your portion 

one shell at a time 
one rhythm, one rhyme 

one poem, one line 
 

chieu hoi 
 

you betray your father and mother 
you abandon your wife and child 

you throw down your rifle 
you throw down your name 

you come through the perimeter at dusk 
now you fight the Cong 

you know their names and their families 
you know their field strength and where they hide 

you know when they are hungry . . .  
but they are never hungry like you 

for when they eat they are full 
and when you eat you are still hungry 
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liberty dollar 
 

your stomach turns 
your bones ache 
it hurts to move 

you need another fix 
and you’re broke 
except for your 
Liberty Dollar 

you brought it to the ’nam for good luck 
now you sell it for five bucks, MPC 

now you snort the next vial of smack 
you feel good 

there it is . . .  it don’t mean nuthin’ 
until 

your stomach turns 
and your bones ache 

 
ho chi minh trail 

 
by day . . .  

red mud caked on the feet of a buffalo boy 
at night the water buffalo stirs in his sleep 

the Annamite Range looms unseen and the Na River runs silent 
indifferent to the NVA, whose soldiers pass through 

they wheel bicycles burdened with 
with ammo 

with rice 
 with medicine 

with letters from home 
the fire mission begins 

the NVA breaks up 
in the next valley over 

another regiment stops on the trail 
they listen, then move on 

 
the one thing 

 
you say that going to the ’nam, 

is the one thing you should have done 
and if you had it to do over . . . that this time you would go 

not to watch their eyes 
not to conduct the chaos . . . 

but surely that’s what you will remember 
after you do the one thing you should have done 

 
the gray ones 

 
you get old in the ’nam 

but not like the Viet Dan 
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you watch them from inside the tree line 
they carry dated weapons, their uniforms faded and patched  

they gather around their cooking fires . . .  
gray ones standing in the monsoon waiting to move on 

they are Kuomintang 
the last vestige of Sun Yat-Sen 

 
 

blue jungle 
 

you stand on this path 
they stream by you 

they flow around you 
they move through you 

you are unseen 
invisible, untouched 

you feel his stare 
you turn to him 

he watches you, unsure of who you are . . .  
he comes for you 

you ask why he alone among this flow senses you   
why he feels the rhythm of your poem 
why he alone hears the unheard rhyme 

he says you are dead 
not dead, but in another place 

in the blue jungle 
where ancient spirits dwell 

where all poets arrive in honor 
where every poem is cherished 
he tells you to move along . . .  

the rocks in this stream do not wait 
 

the moon’s koan 
 

once she filled your arms with her warm and tender body 
once she filled your heart with artless love 

now she dwells in a world you cannot know 
her eyes almond shaped and shadowed in the moonlight 

standing in the water watching you 
blue sky unseen in the blue sky 
rocket grenades hit your convoy 

you don’t know the one lying in the road turning black and starting to bloat 
you don’t know the one bleeding red 

but someone knows that Cong lying dead 
someone knows that soldier bleeding red 

find the names, leave the tags 
leave the boots caked in red 

take something from the living 
leave something for the dead 

stand silent 
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the rocks in this stream do not wait 
tonight women sing the moon’s koan 

and write their names on a stone 
 

Montagnards 
 

you call them Degar 
you name them the White Elephant Division 

you give them small arms 
you give them mountain howitzers 

you train them how to fight in the night 
but for them there is no South Vietnam or North Vietnam 

they make no distinction between warring factions 
they kill them all and let you sort them out 

 
another time 

 
the footage reveals but does not smell the blood 

the words record but fail to count the ones left burning  
but your black and white stills . . . they linger 

you turn and search for the Huey thumping the air 
there . . . that black dot floating in the gray sky 

squelch, radio talk, smoke marker 
the Huey lands on Hill 1503 

you haul on and the door gunner nods to the pilot 
you lift off and climb out of range of small arms fire 

the hill falls away 
this hill is not a highland elephant lying on her side giving birth 
these tall pines are not giraffes standing sentry on the ridge line 

but in black and white they look that way 
and that unfiltered light shining on your face . . .  

the face you don’t know, 
with eyes that see forward and back 

seeing another time 
 

the accords 
 

admit nothing 
deny everything 

make counter accusations 
kill them all, let god sort them out 

women and children first 
 

you 
 

 you say it is not the gun that kills them all 
you say it is not the bullet or the frag 

not the Claymore or the high explosive round 
nor is it the napalm that burns, the death and the burning 

you say it is the lord thy god that creates 
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no 
 it is you, in charge of you own psy op 

it is you who creates your own addiction 
 you, who creates . . . 

you 
 

Wayne 
 

you stutter 
you have few friends but your family loves you 

you graduate low and your lottery number draws low 
you end up here driving a jeep and you drive over a mine 

you loose both eyes, you loose your left arm 
they send you home without them 

it takes so long for you to die 
your name never appears on the wall 

only here 
 

ARVN 
 

some are like you 
whose only motive is to remain in one piece 

but they are never in one piece 
you watch two ARVN boys in the market place 

brothers or cousins or maybe just friends 
they stand close . . . holding hands, not talking, not smiling 

and then you understand 
they are saying goodbye 

maybe forever 
 

dogs 
 

in the ’nam people don’t name dogs 
in the ’nam dogs die of distemper or get eaten 

but you rescue them anyway 
because saving dogs and giving them names is like home 

but when you go home the dogs stay here 
and they forget their names 

 
all day 

 
you board the plane 

you pull down the canvas seat and strap in 
the man across from you has long hair 

he wears a gray t-shirt, blue jeans, white tennis shoes 
you wear a thousand yard stare 

he watches you 
when you watch back he looks away 

the engines turn over and catch 
you creep forward and gain speed 
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 you lift off the tarmac, rotate and bank hard over Ban Me Thuôt 
you know what lies below 
not the terraced hillsides 

not the switchbacks on Highway Eleven 
or the Na River glinting in the sun 

the man asks how long you’ve been here 
you say all day 

 
some of you 

 
some of you goes home 

some of you stays in the ’nam 
some of you waits . . . 

waits until every ’nam vet but you is gone 
until you are the last one 

the last to think it 
or say it, 

or write it 
the last until . . . 

gray dawn  
in the valleys 

there rings a tiny bell 
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Two Days that Shook my World 
Robbie Orr 

 

 

 

1. 

THANKSGIVING DAY 1969 is when the war came home for me.   Home was the district town 
of Sangli in western India where my parents were medical and technical missionaries.   

The Vietnam War seemed far away yet the Draft grew closer every year. It was like a 
thunderstorm crossing the prairie. When the thunderhead is far away, you watch with mild 
interest. As the clouds grow darker and lightning streaks down you hope it will pass to the 
south. You see strong winds shake trees and flatten young corn in the farm across the valley. 
Then the light turns a sickening shade of green and mammary clouds reach for the earth.  A 
funnel shatters a barn sucking pieces into the sky and you know you’d better run for cover. 

The Draft was the storm cloud on our horizon. On that far-off day when you turned 
nineteen, the sky was going to fall. As a kid, you played cowboys ‘n Indians or GI’s vs. the 
Japs. By the time you were thirteen, you started to hear about the War. At seventeen, you 
might know someone who’d been flattened by its winds but it still it wasn’t very important, 
not like girls, grades, friends or sports. Then you turned eighteen. Your next birthday could 
bring dark clouds reaching down for you. Then you would have to decide. Were you going 
to run for shelter or face the storm and serve your country by resisting an un-American war 
or going to Vietnam? We all had to choose sides.  
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I thought good Americans should fight for their 
country but America was far from the dusty plains 
of western India where my parents worked. It was 
farther still from our missionary boarding school 
in the high hills of south India. We’d heard about 
antiwar protestors but they were like alien beings. 
It was incomprehensible why anyone would hate 
America so much.  Then we heard that Dan 
Jackson deserted from the Navy. Dan was one of 
our heroes; he held a half dozen track and field 
records. He grew up riding a pontoon boat on 
muddy jungle rivers in Kerala as his Dad held 
revival meetings. Dan joined the Navy and 
volunteered for Vietnam. There he drove gun 
boats up and down the Mekong blasting away at 
Communists. Why would he desert?  

A few days before Thanksgiving an Indian 
friend showed me a leftist rag called Blitz. It was a 
scandal sheet filled with anti-American 
propaganda interspersed with pictures of 
Bollywood starlets in scanty clothing. The front 
page had a graphic photo of dead women and 
kids supposedly killed by Americans but I knew 
that was a lie. I couldn’t wait for Time Magazine to 
arrive so I could prove my friend wrong. 

On Thanksgiving morning, I finished breakfast 
and took off for a bike ride before it got too hot. I 
drove through the busy town, dodging State 
Transport buses and overloaded lorries hauling 
sugar cane. I rode down to the Krishna River to 
have a smoke. The brown river water swirled 
along a bathing ghat (steps) where women did 
their laundry and men washed water buffalos. 
Little kids scrambled onto the big animals and 
jumped off screaming into cool, muddy waters. 
Tonight was Thanksgiving Dinner. The half-
dozen American families in the area were 
gathering at our house. There would be mounds 
of fried chicken and mashed potatoes with gravy, 
fresh rolls and maybe even a ham. We’d have pies 
and cakes for desert.  

Time usually arrived on Thursdays so I raced 
back home. Towering black clouds gathered in 
the sky. As I reached the mission compound, a 
tidal wave of wind bent the neem trees lining the 
soccer pitch. Heavy drops of rain splattered hard 
against my back as I pumped across the bumpy 
field. I barely made it to the house as hail rattled 
across the Bangalore tile roof like machine guns. I 
found Time magazine and headed for my room. 

There, on the cover in full color was the same 
picture as in that Commie rag. Why?  Women and 
kids in black pajamas and a blood-spattered water 
buffalo lay dead in a muddy lane. It could have 
been the people I saw at the river. They were all 
shot by American soldiers. How? Outside a fierce 
gust of wind shook a flame-of-the-forest tree. A 
large branch cracked and fell to the ground but it 
just missed our house. I went back to my 
magazine and re-read every article about My Lai. 
It didn’t make sense. Americans didn’t do that 
kind of thing but these American soldiers had 
killed women and kids. It was in Time so it must 
be true. 

Had Dan Jackson seen anything like that? Was 
that why he deserted? A sick feeling rose in my 
gut. Next year I would turn 19. Would I go to 
Vietnam?  

That evening the missionaries gathered around 
the table and offered thanks.  Platters of chicken, 
mashed potatoes and rich brown gravy were 
served but I couldn’t eat a bite. My stomach was 
turning and in every spoonful, I saw a bone that 
would stick in my throat, a jagged bone in the 
shape of Vietnam. 

 

2. 

On a soft spring day in Iowa, everything 
changed again. It was my sophomore year at 
Grinnell College. The finger of the Draft had 
passed over me, thanks to a lucky lottery number. 
Nixon was negotiating an end to the long war as 
American troops were pulling out and South 
Vietnamese were taking over.   

My day didn’t actually start well. I had a 
thundering headache from partying the night 
before and two big tests to study for. The sun 
shone brightly through the kitchen window. I 
winced and made coffee. My roommates had left 
a stack of dirty dishes in the sink and remnants of 
The Des Moines Register on the rickety table. I 
sorted through ads and sports pages looking for 
the news section. I wasn’t much of an activist but 
I had to read about the War each morning; every 
evening I was in the student lounge watching 
Walter Cronkite tell it like it was.  

Nixon Bombs Hanoi 

In big bold 68 point type, The Register riveted 
my brain. Hot bolts of metal shot through me as I 
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read about the Hanoi railway station, schools, 
hospitals and homes all swept away by a rolling 
wave of destruction as B-52s carpet bombed 
North Vietnam.  And it wasn’t just Hanoi. They 
were mining Haiphong harbor that was full of 
Russian and Chinese ships. If one of them blew, 
we could be facing fucking WWIII. 

I gulped my hot coffee, grabbed a backpack of 
books and raced downstairs for my bike. I had to 
get to campus and see what was happening. There 
hadn’t been demonstrations at Grinnell since 
1970 when the students shut the college down 
over the invasion of Cambodia and the murders 
of four students at Kent State, all of which I’d 
missed. Still there were lots of antiwar meetings, 
movies, and speakers. Last week the American 
Friends Service Committee had brought their 
Tiger Cage exhibit to campus. It exposed the 
grotesque torture chambers the South Vietnamese 
government ran on Con Son Island; your 
American tax dollars at work. The terror bombing 
of the cities was sure to set off a huge wave of 
protests. Finally, the antiwar movement would 
come back to life and this time I could be part of 
the solution. Together we would all make a real 
difference. 

I rushed to the student union and looked 
around. No one was handing out leaflets, no 
notices of meetings or demos on the billboards. 
People sat around drinking coffee. A big radical 
on campus sat with his girlfriend reading the New 
York Times and eating bagels. I took a deep 
breath and asked how Grinnell students should 
respond to the bombing. 

“Yeah, it’s pretty fucked up man,” He mumbled 
as he folded his paper and stood up. “I’ll check 
with the Committee. We’ll figure out what to do. I 
got some business to take care of now.”  

“The Committee? Who is that?” 

He ignored me, looked at the blonde woman 
crossly and jerked his head toward the door. 
“Let’s go to the meeting.” 

“No way, how can you get high while they’re 
bombing schools and hospitals?” She turned to 
me. “What do you think we should do?” 

I looked at the former SDS leader. He shrugged 
and walked away. 

Me? What did I think? What were the radicals 
going to do? They were the leaders not me. I 
couldn’t believe they were going to go get high. I 

was just a confused, scared, angry kid. Sure, like 
the rest of my generation I’d watched people sit-
in at lunch counters, ride segregated Greyhounds, 
get beat by brutal cops. And they did change the 
world of Jim Crow. But they were activists 
…heroes, not skinny white kids like me. 

I sat down with the blonde woman. She was 
smiling at me as if I might actually know 
something and we talked. We talked about terror 
bombing of civilians, how we each became aware 
of the War and about the System we lived in. 
Follow the money, her lawyer mom always told 
her. Wars were always caused by money or power.  

“Let’s find other people ready to do 
something,” Johanna said. “I bet Women’s House 
will help.”  

We left the cafe talking rapidly. Her boyfriend 
and the rest of his “Committee for Third World 
Liberation” were playing Frisbee on the lawn. 
Other students were sunbathing, walking to 
Burling Library or studying under trees like it was 
just another day. No one seemed to care. It was 
unreal. 

I flashed back to TV footage - a wave of 
exploding earth swept across a field, engulfing a 
school. I could see B52s carpet bombing Grinnell 
College; the Fine Arts Center exploding and a 
wave of destruction swallowing South Campus. I 
felt sick to my stomach and leaned against a tree. 

“Johanna,” someone called out. Several women 
and a Puerto Rican guy with a big afro 
approached us. “We gotta figure out what to do 
about the fucking bombing!” 

We sat on the grass and talked and cried and 
raged. The War of our lives was not winding 
down. The hope, fear and anger of the Sixties 
were riding shotgun in the sky battling in the dark 
way beyond the blue, way above those fluffy, 
prairie clouds. What could a handful of students 
do? How could we change a world that was 
poisoned with Agent Orange and DDT, where 
our government terror-bombed civilians just like 
the Nazis at Guernica, where people died in 
ghettoes years after Martin Luther King himself 
was shot and where women were being raped and 
killed every day? How could five students make a 
difference when no one else cared?  

“How about a hunger strike?” Roberto, the guy 
with the ‘fro, suggested. “Like Cesar Chavez.” 

“Yeah,” Johanna replied. “A hunger strike will 
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get people’s attention. We should all camp out in 
Herrick Chapel; the chapel as our strike 
headquarters will create a different tone.” 

Roberto and Johanna had sparked something in 
each of us. It wasn’t just outrage at the War but 
something new and deep. Exhilaration shone in 
our eyes; there was hope that a better world is still 
possible. We had a vision that we could help it 
arrive. We each committed to fast for at least one 
week. We’d drink juice but no solid foods or 
alcohol.  During the week, we would attract a few 
others and together we’d figure out what to do. 
We passed out leaflets at cafeteria dinner lines 
asking anyone who cared about the terror-
bombing to join us in Herrick Chapel. Then we 

went back to our rooms to get sleeping bags. 

By the time I got to the chapel 900 students had 
joined us. We weren’t alone anymore. 

I walked to the chancel to join my new friends 
who stood staring at the crowd. The aisles were 
jammed and the balcony was overflowing. 
Towering stained glass windows, plush red carpet 
and hundreds of faces gave off a warm glow. 
Voices blended quietly into a low buzz that 
reverberated off the vaulted ceilings.  

“What do we do now?” I whispered to 
Johanna. 

She looked at me, eyes filled with light. “I don’t 
know but we just got a whole lot bigger!” 

 

 

Babies 
U Sam Oeur 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

July – November 1975 

The First Forced Labor Camp 

BODHIBREUK WAS ONLY A HALF-HOUR WALK from where we had been staying. Comrade 
Meang, our “guide,” was the chieftain of the militia at East Bodhibreuk, located in the Doan 
Tei district of the Prey Veng Province in the Eastern Zone. 
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He took us to his small cabin, which, like most 
Cambodian dwellings, was built on stilts. The 
floor was made of shredded bamboo stalks. If we 
were not careful where we stepped, we might fall 
through to the ground below. My wife and I 
stayed on the front verandah, and my mother-in-
law and son stayed below. That evening, Comrade 
Meang began a litany in praise of Karl Marx. He 
warned me that even if I disagreed, to keep my 
mouth shut. I didn't say a word. 

The morning after our arrival, Comrade Meang 
called five base people to help me build a leaf hut. 
The khanma leaves were eight inches long and 
four inches at the widest section. I had never seen 
this kind of leaf before—in my native village we 
used only sugar palm thatch to roof our houses or 
huts. We overlapped them and sewed them 
together to produce a surface a yard wide and two 
yards long. It became part of the roof and the wall 
of the hut, which was set up to the southeast, in 
front of Comrade Meang’s lean-to. This area had 
been he spot where he tethered his water buffalo 
at night. The hut itself was 5 x 7 meters, with 
three poles on one end, three on the other, and 
three taller ones in the middle. We hung a plastic 
military tarp from the middle poles, dividing the 
hut in half. 

Some of the base people lent me two sleeping 
platforms made of shredded bamboo, which we 
placed within the hut. The platforms had four 
legs, elevating them from the ground. My mother-
in-law and Proelung slept on the bigger platform 
(two x two yards). My wife and I slept on the 
smaller platform, which was one yard by two 
yards. We stored our clothes and supplies on our 
side, since there was more room.  

I built a miniature altar for the small Buddha 
statue I had found in the lotus bud, over the head 
of my son's bed, while I hung my Spinster Prateal 
in a small bucket in the eaves of the hut. (A prateal 
is a bulbed herb, similar to an onion, but with 
smaller, bladed leaves from the Sharp Mountains, 
Kompong Speu. They take human form on 
occasion, as a Virgin or Spinster, and they serve as 
guardian spirits.) During the day I carried the 
small Buddha that I had picked from the lotus 
bud with me wherever I went, in a hidden pocket. 
One day during transplanting, a young Khmer 
Rouge militiaman approached me and asked me 
what was in my pocket; I quickly drew out some 

tobacco and gave it to him and the next day he 
died of a high fever. Was this cause-and-effect, or 
mere coincidence? I believe the former. 

Because the rain did not fall very often over 
East Bodhibreuk, Comrade Meang and other 
members of the group trained me to fish and to 
find firewood and bamboo shoots to store for the 
coming busy season. My mother-in-law preserved 
bamboo shoots by pickling them. The woods 
were not very far from the east of the village. As I 
was driving an oxcart to the woods, I came across 
many B-52 bomb craters, five yards in diameter 
and three yards deep. The people there said that 
the bombs had blasted the bamboo thickets, and 
that some trees wound up as far away as two to 
three hundred yards from where they had been 
rooted. They told me that little spaceships blew 
open the thatches of the roofs, and that no one 
could hide in their dwellings. They claimed some 
of the spaceships blew off women's skirts, 
searching for concealed weapons; the women 
were terrified of these carros (spaceships). One day 
the wife of Sar Phim, the commander of the 
Eastern Zone, shot down a carro, and afterwards 
many people referred to her as Yeay Carro (“Old 
Lady Spaceship”). What were these “spaceships?” 
I never saw one, but from what I have pieced 
together, I conjecture that they were some kind of 
surveillance device, made in North Vietnam, and 
driven by a propeller in the rear. I think it was this 
propeller which emitted strong blasts of wind, not 
unlike a large hair dryer. They were not 
helicopters, because our word for helicopter is 
kontom rue, which means, appropriately, 
“dragonfly.” And these people did not use that 
term to describe them. I have not heard anyone 
mention these devices since then. 

But back to our daily routine. There was a “life 
meeting” every three days. The base people liked 
to show off; they talked and talked about how 
mighty Angkar was. I did not understand the 
word “collectivism” yet (samohabheap in Pali). The 
only English word the Khmer Rouge used was 
“meeting.” If any of the new people used English 
or French words other than “meeting,” it was as 
good as a death sentence. Our pledge at each 
meeting went something like this: 

   

“Respected Angkar, 

Respected samohabheap (collective), 
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Respected Comrade Chieftain, 

I am ever honest, loyal, and love Angkar. 

Angkar is my only benefactor. 

Today I woke up early; I took care of water 
buffalo; 

I bathed them, kept watch over them while they 
grazed, 

then brought them into their stalls. 

I always obey Angkar's instructions. 

If I was reckless in any way, may samohabheap 
help straighten my mind, 

so that I can be a good member of Angkar.” 

 

My first task was to cut little trees, load them 
on the cart, and return with them to the hut (it 
was hard for me to choose which ones to cut, 
because I love trees so much). But by the end of 
July, I was assigned to plowing the paddy fields. 
The fields started near the village, and stretched 
westward as far as the eye could see. Alone, out in 
the savannah, stood a tall bodhi tree, that the 
villagers called the Pokambo. A man by that name 
had lived in Kompong Thom, in the area where 
Pol Pot was born. He was the leader of a 
resistance group against the French. When the 
French captured him and subsequently hanged 
him, he became a legendary martyr. The Khmer 
Rouge began circulating the rumor that he had 
been reincarnated as Saloth Sar, the given name of 
the man known to history as Pol Pot. The Pol Pot 
legend was starting to take hold. Today a similar 
story is being told: supposedly Hun Sen is the 

reincarnation of Lord Kornwho was illegally 

executed by a king in the 16th centuryand 
according to this manufactured legend, he has 
returned to bring down the monarchy.  

Anyway, because I handled the water buffalo 
just as the base people did, wasn’t squeamish 
about walking in fresh water buffalo dung, knew 
how to hitch up the water buffalo, and could plow 
straight, Comrade Meang told the base people 
that I was truly a farmer. I began to hope that we 
might find a way to fit in there, and weather the 
political whirlwind we had been caught up in. But 
they remained suspicious of Syna, who had grown 
up in the city and had never really had experience 
with rice plants before. Since she could not 
differentiate between tall grasses and rice shoots, 
she uprooted all of them and transplanted them 

together. The base people mocked her mercilessly, 
but she ignored them. 

 

The oldest man in the village, Uncle Dim, 
befriended us, and visited often. He warned me 
to be particularly careful about talking at night, 
because that was when the communist militia 
eavesdropped. My mother-in-law returned the 
visit and got to know Uncle Dim’s wife, Yen, 
who gave her sugar palm cakes to give to my 
boy.  

Of course even before Uncle Dim’s warning, 
my strategy was to avoid talking to anyone, to 
even avoid eye contact. Despite these 
precautions, a young man approached me one 
day, and asked, “How could Great Uncle 
survive and reach this place? Angkar told us 
that all the people in Phnom Penh had been 
burned alive.” I told him that I was not from 
Phnom Penh; I was from Chbar Ampeou, 
seven kilometers east of Phnom Penh. 
Fortunately, he had no idea where Chbar 
Ampeou was, and eventually left me alone. 

  

By August, the Angkar of the Doan Tei District 
had thrown the Buddha statues upside down into 
the nearby ponds and transformed the temples 
into prisons. But family life in that district was still 
intact. We pestled rice and cooked as family units; 
husbands, wives and children lived and slept in 
the same huts. We fished and scavenged 
vegetables, picked leaves and harvested grasses to 
add to our food, all on our own.  

Wrapped away, far out of sight, I still had a new 
long-sleeved shirt and blue jeans that I had 
purchased from J.C. Penney in Iowa City back in 
December of 1974. I traded them to one of the 
base people, a Comrade Lorn, for a fish trap. The 
net he gave me was called a dhnuok; it was about 
two yards square, with one inch square holes, and 
was hung on a cross frame, with a long handle the 
size of my wrists made from a bamboo stalk.  

After our plowing was done at 1:00 p.m., the 
Angkar of the village allowed us to go fishing. The 
Bo Kmpo River ran through the plain. It was 
actually more of a stream, flowing toward 
Vietnam. It had a number of deep pools along its 
course, however. The big fish were in the river, 
while only small fish, frogs and crabs could be 
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found in smaller ponds nearby. Naturally, I 
decided to try the river. I threw my dhnuok in the 
water and pressed it into the mud, then pressed 
the four rims around into the mud to make sure 
that fish could not escape. Then I touched the net 
all over very carefully with my palms. If there 
were fish, they'd try to struggle out. If it were a 
catfish, I planned to use my checkered scarf to 
hold it and break its horns; if it were a mudfish 
(trei ross-- a big round river fish, like a bass), I 
planned to break its neck. But, as it turned out, I 
didn't get any fish. Lorn, on the other hand, 
caught many fish, as did the other base people. 
They gave me the small, bony fish, which they 
weren’t planning to eat anyway. Obviously the 
base people knew where to find the big fish and 
what their habits were, and like fishermen the 
world over, they weren’t telling. From then on, I 
fished in small ponds to catch little catfish, 
mudfish, frogs and crabs. 

 

By mid-August, the “new people” had been 
moved in. New leaf huts were built. But these 
new people were depositees; they belonged to 
other groups. Because of my farming skills and 
because we worked hard to blend in, our family 
had come to be considered base people. This 
meant that we could stay at East Bodhibroeuk, 
as if we were natives of the village. 
Nonetheless, I trusted no one. 

 

Rain fell in abundance. In the morning, I 
plowed the fields and in the afternoon, I was 
assigned to transport bundles of rice seedlings by 
oxcart to scatter in the harrowed paddy fields for 
the next day's transplantation. Please note that 
this was not the usual time of year for growing 
rice. The Khmer Rouge had already set in motion 
their plan to grow rice on a year-round basis, or as 
close to it as possible, regardless of conditions.  

One morning, I hitched up my water buffalo to 
the plow and drove them across the paddy 
fields through water up to my knees. When I 
started to plow, the blade didn't cut the ground. 
I checked the plowshare: it was lost. I traced my 
way back, looking up at the sun, praying to 
Preah Intda Kosei for help. I walked for a while 
with tears pouring from my eyes, thinking that 
my son and wife would be miserable without 
me, because if I didn't find the plowshare, I 

would be accused of being a traitor by Angkar, 
and inevitably I would be executed. While I was 
thinking about my sacred vows, I stepped on 
the plowshare. I was so relieved.  

Every time I kept watch over my water buffalo, 
I picked five lotus flowers to offer to Buddham, 
Dhammam and Sangham and for my Prateal 
Spinster. One night I dreamed of seeing bullets 
spraying all over the Bodhibreuk area. When I 
woke up, I assumed that in the near future, 
Bodhibreuk would be a battlefield. Every day 
the base people would ask whether I still had 
my glasses. I always said no, I had never had a 
pair of glasses. They discussed the physical 
traits of intellectuals. One man said that I was 
an intellectual because I had a receding hairline, 
which made it appear as if I had a large 
forehead. They argued that I was a habitual 
thinker and that was why my head was bald. 
But I spotted a nearby farmer who was bald 
also, and pointed to him. Their laughter meant I 

was safeat least for a while longer. 

By this time, Yan was six months into her 
pregnancy. She experienced bleeding on a 
regular basis because of the hard work she had 
to do. Angkar sent her to rest in the shade in a 
hut in the adjacent hamlet of Roeul. It was 
understood that this was essentially a place 
where they sent you to die, unnoticed, as there 
was no one there to attend the afflicted. She 
was one of two sick women: the other was a 
Chinese woman who had gobbled a piece of 
raw beef and gotten diarrhea. She died two days 
later. Then my wife was alone. Angkar did not 
allow me to see her at night. In the deepest part 
of the night, my wife saw an apparition of the 
Chinese woman who had died. The woman 
stretched her tongue from the roof above my 
wife and licked my wife's navel. My wife bled 
more in the morning. When I went to see Syna, 
she told me about the apparition. I asked 
Angkar to let her come back to her family and 
they accepted my plea. 

 

One day a blacksmith called me over, and when 
I approached him, he asked me to heat-treat an 
ax. So I heated the metal until it was cherry red, 
then I soaked it in water. The blacksmith laughed 
and said it was not the correct technique; he said 
you were supposed to plunge the heated metal 
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into mud from a termite mound. I responded that 
I had learned it that way when I was young, in my 
home village, that I did not have the knowledge of 
a blacksmith. Accordingly, Angkar let me plow 
the paddy fields, which gave me time for activities 
such as catching fish, frogs and crabs, and to 
scavenge leaves and grasses for my family.  

 

While I was transplanting rice, I once overheard 
two boys, around 17 or 18 years old, talking 
about their loyalty to Angkar. One boy asked 
the other: “Would you consider cutting your 
own mother's throat?” The second boy 
answered “Oh, yes! I would slash the throat of 
anyone who is Angkar's enemy--that's who she 
would be--not my mother.” I got goosebumps 
when I heard this. Then one of the boys 
scolded a Chinese woman who, to his eye, was 
transplanting rice too slowly: “You lazy 
Chinese—work faster!”  

 

His harsh language and his insulting tone, made 
me lose my instinctive caution for a moment. “In 
three or four years, you'll be servants of the 
Chinese again, boys,” I told them. As I said this I 
became light-headed, and could feel myself 
leaving my body. Fortunately for me, they ignored 
me, and after about an hour I recovered from my 
spell of dizziness. 

Soon after that, Angkar sought a machine 
operator. Comrade Meang asked me if I had 
technical knowledge of this kind. I was suspicious. 
In any other place and time, I would have said 
yes, but under the Khmer Rouge, that yes would 
have led to questions about when and where I had 
acquired such skills, and those questions would 
lead to more questions, and one of the answers 
might have eventually meant death for me and my 
family. So I said I was only a simple farmer.  

Before long I started to fall into a routine. The 
work was deadening but I was getting used to it. 
But it wasn’t all plowing. Angkar assigned me to 
other village tasks. One was cutting high grass 
called shauv to produce thatch for the roofs of 
shacks. If one did not wear slippers, shauv shoots 
punched holes in the soles of one's feet. These 
slippers were fashioned from two pieces of rubber 
tire, with a loop for the big toe and two straps 
across the top. One night, during this time, a 
young base person asked me to go with him to 

fish. It was October and getting cold. The rice 
was ripe, and water was beginning to evaporate, 
isolating the fish in small ponds, where they were 
easy to catch. The young man, who told me his 
name was Sao, built a fire in the rain and roasted 
what we caught that night. While we were eating, 
Sao talked about Sihanouk. He said that Angkar 
would not accept Sihanouk as the Head of State, 
and our country would not have peace. I actually 
gave him the shorts I was wearing to appease him, 
because I was scared that he might kill me. When 
he asked me to go again on another night, I 
begged off by saying that Angkar had assigned me 
to keep watch over the water buffalo. I trusted 
nobody. 

Harvest time came. My wife was assigned to 
work in the fields like all the others even though 
she was now eight-and-a-half months pregnant, 
and was still bleeding. We could do nothing 
except keep quiet. During the harvest, when we 
were almost finished putting the grain into the 
granary, Angkar told us we were going to be 
moved to another camp.  

 

We waited for two weeks. Finally, they loaded 
us onto a truck and transported us to Chhlong, 
to the northeast, near a Chinese-built paper 
factory. We traveled for a day-and-a-half 
through the jungles and across paddy fields so it 
was impossible to determine the distance we 
traversed. We camped there for three days. It 
was then that Syna’s labor pains began. Then 
her pain was gone. We asked for a midwife to 
examine her. The midwife explained that my 
wife was not pregnant, but had a kind of 
ailment which had caused her belly to swell. She 
reached up into my wife's womb and ripped out 
some tissue. My wife, knowing the 
consequences if she complained, did not even 
emit a cry, despite intense pain. 

 

On the fourth day, Angkar sailed us across to 
the other side of the Mekong. When we arrived 
there, we had to wait while Angkar delivered 
other families to other camps. It was always my 
fate never to wind up in a good situation. An old 
crone with her son had attached themselves to my 
family. I told her to go ahead, not to follow me, 
but she paid no attention. We stayed there until 
deep into the night, with those wraiths in tow. 
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The moon rose, fully waxed. The sky was cobalt 
blue. The wind was cold. It was the dry season. 
Everybody was gone. Only my family and the old 
woman and her son remained. Then two oxcarts 
rumbled up to where we were huddled. A driver 
shouted: “Is this Ta Sowann and family?” I 
answered as forcefully as I could: “Yes, 
Comrade.” The oxcarts stopped. We loaded our 
meager gear and they drove us across the night.  

The bulls loped so fast that I couldn't see 
anything, until we finally arrived at a big house in 
a labor camp in a town called Prek Ta Am (Old 
Man River), to the southeast of Kratie, on the 
bank of the Mekong. The base people there were 
considerate, and helped us unload. Just as I 
unrolled a mat, preparing a place for us to sleep, 
Syna’s labor pains began again. The local midwife 
wasn’t very experienced, so a man went to the 
next village for another midwife. My mother-in-
law was sitting beside my wife, when he returned 
with two more midwives.  

I sat at her head while we waited. Syna’s cries 
pierced the silent night of that kingdom of hell. 
One midwife squatted above Syna’s chest and 
pushed down. Another reached up into her womb 
and ripped the baby out. I heard two cries, then 
silence. Then water came out of my wife's womb 
again. Again, the midwife reached up into my 
wife's womb and ripped a second baby out. Two 
cries, then silence. My mother-in-law, who had to 
watch helplessly, noticed that they were both girls. 
She communicated this to me with her eyes. 
Although the action was blocked from my view, it 
was apparent that this “midwife” had strangled 
both of our twin baby girls.  

 

Before I knew what had happened, the midwife 
had wrapped the twins separately in black 
plastic and ordered me to carry them to the 
Mekong and throw them in the water. As if in a 
trance, I staggered in that direction. I could feel 
the warmth of their bodies but dared not open 
the plastic to look at them. When I reached the 

bank of the river, I saw the beautiful sandy 
shore in the moonlight, and I thought of my 
Father Nagaraja. I held my babies in my hands, 
looking up at the full moon and howled from 
deep in my soul: 

 

 

 O, babies, you never had the chance to 
ripen into life-- 

 only your souls look down at me now. 

 Dad hasn't seen you alive at all, girls . . . 

 forgive me, daughters; I have to leave you. 

 

Even though I'll bury your bodies here, 

 may your souls guide me and watch over 
your mother. 

 Lead us across this wilderness 

 and light our way to the Triple Gem. 

 

Then I dug away the sand with my hands and 
buried my babies, hoping that their souls would 
be carried by the Mekong out to the sea, where 
they would soar to Father Nagaraja and tell Him 
this horrible story, so that he would help my 
family to cross the three wildernesses. I prayed to 
my babies' souls to guide their mother, big 
brother, grandmother, and me to a safe world. 

 

After Syna gave birth, the owner of the house 
told us that we couldn’t stay in their house, but 
that we could stay under the house. We 
borrowed a bamboo stall and built a fire inside 
to warm Syna. Traditionally in Cambodia, after 
delivering a baby, the mother stays in such a 
stall for a month to nurse the baby and recover. 
We found firewood from the krasamng tree to 
give Syna a pleasant fragrance to breathe. But 
those Angkar ogres of the Forced Labor Camp 
at Prek Ta Am told us that Syna had go back to 
work building a dam only three days after 
giving birth to her twins.   
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You Might Know Him 
 Beadrin Youngdahl 
 

 
 
SOMETIMES MY BROTHER DOUG is one of those guys leaning against the stone and brick VA 
hospital, just outside the lobby- a gargantuan space designed to honor gargantuan efforts. 
He’s with the others who are too sick to be functioning much but just determined enough to 
drag themselves into this knot of smokers, this mixed bag of aging and frankly aged men. 
Hospital gowns and robes are dress uniform for those dancing with IV poles. Tee shirts 
dominate, saying things like “Jail Sucks” on display next to those who “Race for the Cure” 
while the last of the WWII vets, age speckled and surprised to still be alive, hide away inside 
running pants and zipped sweat shirts. Those who experienced the Korean Conflict, (who 
defines these things?) mark the age gap between the other two groups. None of them looks 
anything like the soldiers they can’t quit imagining themselves to be.  

Too often now, he’s inside instead. He could have had a new liver some years ago but 
declined saying he could never afford to wear out a young organ. That’s Doug, the funny 
one. He’s the one now with the huge belly and the skinny legs. His hair is a rebellious sort of 
gray, long and full of wiry curl. Ma always said he had no business getting that thick curly 
hair while I had a limp, stringy ponytail. When she said it though, she was always running her 
hands over his head and smiling, as though she’d woven every strand as a gift for him.  
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He has this crooked smile. It pulls to the left 
and makes his face lopsided. That came about 
when I chipped his front tooth with a well-aimed 
hairbrush one crabby, rainy day in the mid 50’s. 
People didn’t get teeth fixed back then if they 
could still chew so he learned to smile around it. 
It only made him more adorable. 

My name is Sheila and I have become, through 
family attrition and fifty plus years of history, 
Next-of-Kin/Emergency Contact on the forms in 
Doug’s world. Now, Doug’s world is not chock 
full of forms to file. Those details dropped away, 
one by one, like all the ordinary annoyances of a 
mainstream life. But he did keep all the treasures 
he earned from exposure to Agent Orange, a 
forty-year rash and a VA benefit.  

I’m here again. Or, he’s here again. It varies the 
slightest bit with each admission but the theme is 
consistent. The Medical Residents who take care 
of him are all young and full of good intent. They 
learn that I am a nurse and they cut to the chase 
of medical short hand to tell me the same story. 
Doug’s liver is shot full of disease and is unlikely 
to do any of its many complex tasks very much 
longer. Can I convince Doug to quit drinking, 
they have asked. If I had such talent, I tell them, 
I’d have sought a career more lucrative than 
nursing-like, say- politics or real estate. They mean 
well. 

The last time I was called here on this mission, 
he looked ghastly. But there he was. I told him 
after looking him over for thirty seconds, “You 
look like shit” 

He shrugged and said, “Who knew I’d still be 
alive?” 

 “I’m not convinced you are.” 

Then he smiled that dear sideways smile. 
Against all medical advice, he hauled his battered 
body out of the hospital, determined not to go to 
the Extended Care Center or to my couch. He 
tricked me into driving him and his worn out 
duffle bag with all its pressed together pile of life’s 
accumulated clutter to his favorite pub. I pounded 
on the steering wheel and cursed at him, then rose 
up, nurse like, and said, “Douglas.” (Our mother 
called him Douglas in those rare moments when 
she was not enthralled with him.) “I will not 
watch you do this to yourself.” 

“Then just don’t look.” That’s what he said. He 
scolded me to get going, that the neighborhood 

was full of assholes and losers and no place for 
me. Then he hauled that damn bag and that big, 
fluid filled belly on those toothpick legs right into 
that stinking bar.  

You’re wondering why I came back. Not for an 
inheritance, to be sure. I’m back because my 
mother wasn’t all-wrong about his charm. 

When he was responsible for taking care of me 
in the evening when mom worked, he would leave 
me alone and tell me not to cry because he was 
going out for a candy bar for me. He would bring 
the candy precisely five minutes before mom got 
home so he could throw me in bed and tell me to 
stop my damn sobbing; I had a candy bar, right? 

I guess that wouldn’t be points in his plus 
column, huh? 

Ok, the snow fort that he let me come into 
although it was clearly a No Girls Zone. I felt like 
some big deal in there! We hid behind the icy 
boulders, stacked and packed with heavily 
mittened hands, and we pummeled my teetering 
snowman with snowball ammunition. He never 
fired back with his stick arms. Doug and I went in 
for supper, victorious over winter. 

His ’57 Chev convertible was amazing. He’d 
come in during the wee hours and sleep through 
the morning. I would be out there pushing on the 
gas pedal and turning the wheel, earnestly 
believing I was driving along the California coast 
with a chiffon scarf whipping in an imaginary 
ocean breeze. I was Sandra Dee or Audrey 
Hepburn while he slept off last night’s beer.  

I owe him the Five dollars that he loaned me to 
buy a record album by Lesley Gore in 1962. I still 
have the album somewhere. “It’s my party and I’ll 
cry if I want to…” 

It got nasty though, when the war came. 
Forgive me; Vietnam was never a war, was it? 
Those definitions again. So there was Doug, one 
year from graduation at the University, the pride 
of a blue-collar family, when the arguments 
began. Our dad, a still proud vet of the Navy who 
served in Midway, we all heard time and again, 
grumbled and bared his teeth every night during 
the Six O’clock news and lectured Doug, stabbing 
the air with his eating utensils to make his points, 
all through supper. He groused about war 
protestors and stinking commie brats until Doug 
threw up his hands and gave up his student 
deferment to enlist in the Marine Corp. It was a 
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short run through California then Japan and soon 
enough he was showing Dad that he could fight a 
war, too. Letters were infrequent, Mom cried 
every night while the news was on; it got pretty 
quiet around the house. When Dad died, Doug 
didn’t come home. His message was clear; he was 
a soldier. 

When he did come home, finally, Mom was 
giddy and I was just a sullen teenager glad to let 
her call her dogs off me for a while. 

He didn’t go back to college. I did. He got 
married, a couple of times. I didn’t. 

I won’t discuss his taste in women, though you 
might find it entertaining. As a sister in law, I 
never did. 

None of those wives or estranged children is 
here now to click clack over these marble floors 
and look for his shrinking body in this behemoth 
building. It keeps getting bigger and more 
cavernous as he gets smaller and less significant. 

I know the halls of this place in the way all 
nurses can sniff their way through any hospital. 
The artwork and the gift shops may vary and 
depending upon the affiliations, the chapels or 
meditation rooms can take on some spin but in 
the end, there is a constant theme: rooms, beds, 
meds, lights and smells. 

I find him again. I approach the bed and touch 
his hand. It’s bruised from false starts for the IV. 
His veins are shot, no doubt. This time, he 
doesn’t open his eyes and say, “Hey Shortcake. 
Who called you?” As if it was ever anyone else. 
His breath smells of mice and old sheds and his 
chest rattles with congestion. Perhaps it’s time to 
counsel him about his smoking.  

A nurse enters the room and tosses a heavy 
braid over her shoulder. Her pockets are stuffed 
with her tools and her step is still brisk. I could 
warn her--after twenty years or so of lifting and 
rolling these guys, her pace will slow a bit.  

“Ah, you’re here. Dr. Simon wants to talk to 
you. I’ll page him.” 

“Is he going to tell me about Doug’s liver 
failure? Really, he can skip that and keep doing 
whatever he’s doing.” 

But she is out the door. I open the drapes and 
let the sun spotlight Doug in the bed. His brow 
wrinkles in response to the light but he still 
doesn’t open his eyes. 

“Dougie. You look shittier than before. How 
can that be?” 

No response. 

“I should wash this hair of yours. No running 
water at the bar where you live, guy?” 

I run my hand through his snarled gray mane 
until a middle-aged man enters the room. 

“Dr. Simon. You must be Sheila.” 

“You must be a real doctor. No Residents on 
Wednesdays?” 

He smiles, that old kindly Dr Kildare smile that 
I only ever see on television. I know it’s a bad 
sign. 

So, we talk about hepatic coma, deteriorating 
chemistries and diminishing odds. Buddy’s Tavern 
will have to get by without its best customer. 

When he leaves the room, patting my shoulder 
in a fatherly gesture, I sit next to the bed and 
lower the side rail- another basic nursing skill. I 
lay my head on Doug’s shoulder until the grating 
in his chest becomes too hard to listen to. I sit up 
and take his hand. 

“Doug, do you remember the summer you built 
a cage out of nailed together screens that you 
dragged out of the garage rafters?” 

“I know, you aren’t talking to me anymore so 
just listen.” I pulled the chair closer to the bed 
and changed personae from nurse to first grade 
teacher at story time. 

“Well, then you went to the school roof and 
caught a bat and kept it in that cage. I felt bad for 
it and tried to feed it lettuce. Did you know that 
bats don’t eat lettuce? I didn’t then either.” 

Doug moves his leg under the sheet and it 
looks like a sharp object rising up from the 
mattress. I wait to see if he is waking up. Maybe 
Dr Simon will be surprised one more time in his 
career. But, no, maybe not. It is no more than a 
weak effort and soon he is inert again. 

I continue my monologue. “You lost interest in 
the bat. I think you went off to camp or 
something. I came out one summer morning and 
it had chewed its way out of a corner of the 
screen and was walking –” I pause because the 
image remains so grotesque, “walking, like on its 
shoulders or whatever those would be on a bat, 
down the sidewalk.” 

What do I expect? That Doug will rise up and 
say, “It was just a damn bat, let go of it already 
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and get my cigarettes.” 

“It was gross and it scared me. I was scared of 
that bat all summer.” 

I stand up and pull up the side rail. There is 
little danger that he’ll fall out of bed but it is 

standard practice. 

“So Dougie, I do believe you’ve chewed the 
corner of your cage out now. I wish I could help 
you fly.” 

 

 

 

 

 

Fort Leonard Wood – 1967 
Paul Pederson 
 

Fort Lost in the Woods 
aka Cathedral in the Pines 

new jihadists some recruited  
most drafted. 

“Uncle Sam owns you,” 
the drill sergeant  says. 
He means, “love your bondage.” 

Six months spent molding you  
into  pop-up targets 

military silhouettes 
with first grade bunk assignments 
later honors in conflict management  

awarded advanced degrees 
if friend and enemy die for you. 

Silent people, accepting people  
walk to war hoping to  
fix each broken danger 

sandwich filling in camouflage 
between the guns and long parades 

flattened, folded for review 
told the cause is righteous 

marching starched and powdered  
with faint background smells 
from legs, arms, lives, families 
numbered, filed 
then lost. 

“Holy, Holy, Holy,” chant high priests 
who send you into death’s shadowed valley  

your inner heresy urging  
toward love and life. 
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Fire Summer 
Thuy Da Lam 

 

PROLOGUE 

She believed she was free. 
She gripped the railing of 
the now-abandoned 
fishing boat, its plank 
deck heaving beneath her 
feet. In the noon light, 
the distant island seemed 
to bob like a mossy green 
canteen on its side. 

The captain and 
navigator, an old 
fisherman from a 
southeastern seaport of 
Vietnam they had escaped 
from a week before, had 
plunged in first. Others 
followed. The shoal of 
their black heads dipped 
and rose in the waves as 
the pouches and satchels 
strapped to their gaunt 
sunburnt backs dispersed. 
A flock of seagulls circled 
and lit upon the crests to 
pick at the feast afloat on 
the South China Sea. 

The woman looped the handles of her red basket around her shoulder. She was glad her 
few possessions were in tightly sealed jars and plastic bags. When she swung her leg onto the 
railing, she noticed someone had etched the date in the wood. Bidon 12-18-1980. She slowly 
raised herself and pulled up her other leg. She crouched there, feeling the pitch and wallow 
of the boat. As her body moved, she balanced and stood up. 

White sand encircled the hilly island like a strand of luminous odd-shaped pearls. Further 
inland, thatched-roof huts nestled beneath coconut palms that bowed toward the sea. She 
breathed in deeply, clasped her hands, and gazed into the water. She felt suddenly light. 

She dove into the reflection of the sky. 
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As she submerged, the woman arched her back 
and lifted her head skyward to surface but slipped 
back instead. The ocean coursed through her 
body and pulled her down. The murmur of the 
sea lullabied her. She relaxed her grip, and the 
straps of her basket rose from her shoulder, 
scattering pictures of a husband on a bridge that 
hung across a river like a crescent moon and a 
daughter named after a blossom of the lunar New 
Year. The ocean tugged at the woman’s fingers 
and spread her arms. She soared through a clear 
blue sky. 

PEARL OF THE ORIENT 

While Saigon slept at noon, Maia Trieu returned 
with her father’s ashes. Her flight on the Boeing 
707 from Los Angeles with a changeover in 
Bangkok bore citizens of free nations. As she 
deplaned and bussed across the tarmac of Tan 
Son Nhat International Airport, she was caught in 
the intertwinement of yellow rice paddies and 
abandoned bunkered hangars, fusing in the 
summer heat of 1991. 

Across the aisle, a man murmured about the 
humidity and wiped the sweat from his face with 
the back of his hand. When he pushed his dark 
hair off his forehead, she saw gray-green eyes, and 
her hand reached for the jade locket around her 
neck. The jade’s color did not smolder like the 
man’s eyes, but the locket felt large and important 
on her. She gazed at the midday mirage. Sunrays 
flickered on the hot asphalt runways and 
glimmered off wet rice paddies. 

Thirteen years earlier, she had escaped Vietnam 
with her father, crossing the South China Sea in a 
fishing boat, before finding asylum in America. 
Her hand clasped the octangular jade locket. Ba, 
we’re home.  

“That’s a shame,” the man said, looking past 
her through the window at the bunkered hangars. 
“A terrible shame.” He peered through his camera 
and snapped several pictures. Besides a few Asian 
businessmen, the visitors were mostly Europeans, 
some from the newly unified Germany. The gray-
eyed man of mixed heritage was traveling alone. 
He looked at her. “Viet kieu?” he asked with a 
distinct American intonation. Except for a 
lightning-bolt tattoo on his upper left arm, he fit 
the profile of an innocuous tourist. But beneath 
his relaxed exterior, she detected something else.   

The trolley stopped at the terminal, and 
attendants in sky blue áo dài pulled the glass 
doors open, greeting the visitors with the words 
of the red banner fluttering above. “Welcome to 
Ho Chi Minh City!”  

“I’m JP Boyden,” the man said, smiling. “And 
you’re . . . Pearl . . . of the Orient?  

Rainclouds massed from the Western Range 
and lingered for the anticipated afternoon storm. 
The visitors left the heat and entered the air-
conditioned terminal. 

“Maia Trieu.” 

“Trieu? The maiden warrior from the third 
century A.D.?” 

She shook her head, but he was already 
swinging an imaginary sword and reciting the 

words of the legendary Bà Triệu in a resonant 
bell-like voice. 

 

I only want to ride the wind and walk the waves, 

slay the big whale of the Eastern Sea,  

clean up our frontiers,  

and save the people from drowning. 

 

When a backpacker rushed past and bumped 
into them, JP Boyden grabbed her by the waist to 
steady her. He held her for a moment. Then she 
pulled away to push through the crowd, but not 
before catching a glint in his eyes. 

At the checkpoint, she placed her shoulder bag 
onto the rolling metal bars before an x-ray tunnel. 
In Bangkok, the Thai officials had stepped back 
when they realized the tin held ashes. Hands 
clasped, they gestured her through. Now the 
Vietnamese stared at the black-and-white TV 
screen, speaking to one another in a northern 
staccato, too quick for her to understand.  

What did they see? Could they see inside?  

Bone white particles like sea coral and gray 
sand, ashes of a southern soldier escaped after the 
fall of Saigon, a daughter in his arms, now he in 
hers.   

The muffled exchange stopped, and the men 
signaled her to step aside. 

“How’s your Vietnamese?” JP Boyden 
followed.   

She read aloud the Việt Kiều sign that hung 
above the checkpoint and then switched to 
English. “Foreigners, the line’s on the other side.”  
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“Good. I’m looking for an interpreter.” 

She shook her head, but when she saw a 
customs agent in uniform approaching, she 
quickly slipped her handbag to the American and 
bent to fuss with the strap of her sandal.     

“I’m here to write a travel feature on Vietnam,” 
JP Boyden said, gripping her bag awkwardly, “and 
I need an interpreter. You see, I’ve studied 
Vietnamese at UH Mānoa, but it’s still very 
elementary. Chao co. Co dep lam! Bao nhieu 
tien?” He grinned. “And I can count to ten: mot, 
hai, ba, bon, nam, sau, bay, tam—” 

The customs agent interrupted them. “Mời cô 
đi theo tôi.” 

She stood up and placed a hand on JP’s arm. “I 
can translate for you.” She turned to the 
Vietnamese and asked in a soft Saigon lilt, “Hàng 

này cho người ngoại quốc, phải không?” 

The Vietnamese gripped her arm and ordered 
her to follow.   

“What does he want?” JP looked at the official. 
“I’m an American journalist.” He pulled out the 
current June 1991 issue of U.S.A. News and waved 
it in the official’s face, on its cover— SEX, LIES, 
and POLITICS.   

“You American.” A bony index jabbed into JP’s 
chest. “You go customs table.”     

“Where’s he taking you?” JP turned to her, the 
handbag now dangling from his shoulder. “I can 
help.” 

The official led her toward the glass doors at 
the far end of the terminal.  

Her reflection belied what she felt inside. Dark 
eyes like autumn leaves, a plain moon face, and 
straight hair gave her a child’s mien. The white 
schoolgirl blouse and flowing violet pants made 
her appear as fragile and benign as a morning 
glory. 

 

When the door closed, the official released his 
grip and pushed her along the narrow corridor lit 
by pale florescent light. They turned corners and 
ascended steps. They passed closed doors spaced 
ten feet apart. The silence and musty cool air 
reminded her of the carpet hallway she had 
followed to the viewing room in South 
Philadelphia five years earlier.  

She had cried then and avoided her father’s 
sleeplike face, staring instead at the brown 

cardboard casket. Chết là sướng, her father had 
said, his way of throwing up his hands, greeting 
life and death, his advice to his eighteen-year-old 
daughter to live bravely. Your father fought with 
courage. The expatriates’ homage rang in her ears. 
For his service and sacrifice, he will be remembered. In 
that last hour, before his body became ashes, 
bravery dripped from her eyes, each teardrop her 
inner voice calling across the border to the dead. 

 She was left at an open door. 

 The room had a wall mirror and a high 
window, through which sunlight cast a shadow on 
the man at the desk. “Sit,” he said, a faint Hanoi 
accent. Sinewy hands opened a manila folder. 

“Triệu Hoàng Mai,” he read her full name, 
reverting it to its native tones and order, “like the 
yellow flower that blooms on Lunar New Year in 
the South.” He leaned forward, a compact man 
with intense eyes. “Twenty-three years old.” 

“Yes.” She eased back into her chair. “Yes.” 
She confirmed his next statement. “I was born on 
the Central Highlands in 1968.” 

“You left Vietnam with your father. Why did 
you leave?” 

“I was ten years old.” 

“Who’s your father?” 

“He passed away.” 

“His rank in the U.S. puppet army?” 

“He was a second lieutenant.” 

“Your mother’s occupation?” 

“We lost contact.” 

“What’s the purpose of your visit to Vietnam?”  

“I’m here to research Hòn Vọng Phu.” 

“Who sponsors you?” 

“The Museum of Folklore & Rocks.” 

“Will you be visiting relatives?”   

“My maternal grandmother.” 

“What do you know about anti-Vietnam 
groups—the GFVN, the FVO, the IVC?” 

“I’ve never heard of them.” 

“On Tết this year, an overseas Vietnamese male 
was caught trying to return with terroristic 
intentions. To protect Vietnam’s independence, 
social order, safety, and territorial integrity, he was 
executed. What do you know about Vinnie 
Huynh?” 

“I don’t know him.” 

The interrogator paused and sat back in the 
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shadow. He then asked about Little Saigon, 
Orange County. “Tell me about your daily 
activities there. Why did overseas Vietnamese in 
California vote Reagan-Bush and now Bush-
Quayle? Explain your view on the recent fall of 
the Berlin Wall. What’s your relationship with Jon 
Pōki‘i Boyden? And who’s the man in U.S. army 
fatigues in the picture he carries?” 

 

JP Boyden had her bag when she left the 
interrogation room. Along with a few other 
visitors, they were herded onto an old Russian 
bus, whose black Cyrillic letters were still visible 
under layers of yellow paint. The bus left the 
airport for their temporary accommodation in 
downtown Saigon until their travel papers were 
cleared. After the midday sleep, the streets were 
crowded with bicycles, vespa scooters, and three-
wheeled xích lô. 

“What’s your relationship with Jon Pōki‘i 
Boyden?” she mimicked the interrogator. 

“You should’ve said something.” 

“Of course, I should’ve said something. What 
should I’ve said?” 

“I’m writing a travel article on post-war 
Vietnam, and you’re accompanying me as my 
interpreter. That’s our story.” The bus passed an 
ancient redbrick pagoda with a bell tower and 
twin pillars. JP released the cap of his camera, 
peered through the lens, and snapped several 
pictures of glass-shard dragons in flight. 

“What’s the story with the strawberry?” She 
studied the insignia-like tattoo on his upper left 
arm. She wanted to ask about the photograph of 
the soldier in his wallet that the interrogator also 
questioned her about, but JP leaned over and 
whispered, “Our tour guide’s watching.” 

The tour guide in the front seat next to the 
driver was her interrogator, who shifted his stare 
to the traffic when she caught his eyes.  

“Xuan’s a People’s Army veteran who knows 
the terrain,” JP said. “Interesting fellow. Clearly, 
he believes that you’re my girlfriend.” 

“I’m not your girlfriend. I don’t need a tour guide 
in my country. This is my country.” She lowered her 
voice. “I’m here on research—”  

“To collect oral folk stories on . . .” He pulled 
out an embossed leather notebook, flipped 
through several pages, and read, “hon vong phu.” 

He looked at her. “What’s that?”  

“How do you know this?”   

“Customs personnel suspected that you might 
be a part of an insurgency. That would be a hell of 
a story, wouldn’t it?” He scribbled in his journal, 
in which he had already drawn lines and 
intersections, mapping their route in careful detail 
from Tan Son Nhat International Airport to 
downtown Saigon. 

 

At the Y-junction of the Ben Nghe Channel 
and Saigon River, the bus stopped at the Hilton 
Inn. When they disembarked, she saw JP’s deep 
frown and quickly averted her gaze. She squeezed 
in between an elderly French woman and her 
teenage grandson. 

The visitors tried to forget the annoyance of 
their delayed itineraries as they trailed Xuan 
through the common area on the ground floor. 
He told them that the three-story inn was 
government-run and explained the list of rules for 
housekeeping, washing, and ironing. They had a 
six o’clock dinner and a midnight curfew. 

“It’s bloody house arrest,” a man grumbled.       

Xuan stopped in front of a framed picture of 
Vo Chi Cong on the wall. Next to the third 
president of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam 
was a portrait of Ho Chi Minh in the garden of 
the Presidential Palace in Hanoi some thirty years 
before. To the visitors’ amazement, Xuan read 
aloud the words beneath Uncle Ho’s portrait in 
near-perfect French—words copied from 
France’s 1789 “Declaration of the Rights of Man 
and of the Citizen.”  

Tous les hommes naissent libres et égaux en droit,  

et doit toujours rester libre et égaux en droits. 

“Maia,” JP whispered, “how about you and me 
see the Pearl of the Orient tonight?” 

“No.” 

They hauled their belongings up the circular 
stairs, pausing at the stairwell’s landing window, 
through which they could see the sky bulging with 
rainclouds. “The second floor is for the 
gentlemen,” Xuan said, “and the third for the 
ladies.” 

“You have plans?” JP asked. 

“I’m visiting my grandmother.”  

 “Mind if I come along?” 

Through the glass doors onto the half-moon 
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veranda, the visitors watched the rain plummet 
into the dark winding river and flood the 
downtown streets, where half-naked children 
splashed from puddle to puddle under the stormy 
sky. 

 

Alone in the room, Maia sat on the bed and 
unzipped her bag. Beneath the travel kit of anti-
malaria pills, iodine tablets, first-aid supplies, and 
a Swiss Army knife, she pulled out a bundle of 
clothes and unrolled it: a pair of black peasant 

pants, two light blouses, a yellow embroidered đồ 

bộ, and an old Dragonwell tin, in which she 
carried her father’s remains. She also kept a pinch 
of his ashes in her jade locket. She put the tin on 
the rattan nightstand beside the bed. She caressed 
the floral embroidery around the heart-shaped 
neck of the yellow top and the silkiness of its 
matching bottoms. The bon voyage gift was as 
thin and velvety as rose petals, more like 
nightwear than street clothes, but the giver had 
assured her that she would blend in with the local 
womenfolk. She repacked and placed her bag at 
the foot of the bed. 

She lay down, listening to the footsteps in the 
adjacent rooms and the pouring rain outside. She 
closed her eyes and saw satisfied gazes. She had 
not thought of returning until she stood in the 
headquarters of the Independent Vietnam 
Coalition in Orange County. She had stripped off 
her T-shirt and blue jean shorts, slipped on the 
yellow outfit, and then posed for scrutiny in the 
hall full of exiled Vietnamese. She saw longing in 
their eyes and heard anguish in their voices. She 
thought of her deceased father, and her desire for 
the home they had left more than a decade before 
surged through her. She believed she was the one 
to return. 

When she embraced the collective dream of the 
exiles, she felt she had made the right decision: to 
help the Coalition make contact with her great 
aunt, a former military commander the expatriates 
trusted was capable of instigating insurgency in 
the Central Highlands. Maia had not met her 
grandmother’s sister, but her face had been etched 
indelibly on her mind. From an old newspaper 
clip, Great Aunt Tien gazed out—an open smile, 
wild long hair, and skin the color of her black 
pajamas. Recently released from re-education 
camp, E. Tien was the diasporic hope for a 

democratic government and repatriation. 
Whereabouts unknown. Locate her. Update her 
on the news from the Little Saigon headquarters 
and its alliance with those along the border of 
Vietnam and Cambodia. Contact made, Maia’s 
mission would be complete. 

A GLORIOUS RETURN 

West of Vietnam’s Central Highlands, 
somewhere between Ratanakiri and Mondulkiri 
provinces, the early monsoon had flooded the 
hilly terrain. Between the Se San and Srepok 
rivers, red soil surged in streams, washing out the 
trails of men who now huddled in a thatched-roof 
makeshift on bamboo stilts. Through the breaks 
in the green canopy, they could glimpse the sky 
and imagine a glorious return. 

“Eh, Vinnie!” Lee called from the hut. “Come 
eat.” Lee stepped out on the veranda as rain 
sluiced off the peaked roof onto the flowing land. 
The aroma of charred kouprey and cassava 
diffused into the rain-soaked jungle. Lee removed 
his narrow framed glasses and wiped the lenses on 
his peasant pajamas, a size too small and ill fit for 
his husky build. When he returned the glasses to 
his eyes, he peered again into the vaporous night.  

Vinnie Huynh, outstretched on an old frayed 
hammock knotted from parachute nylon and 
strung from tree branches, continued to chant 
loudly a bastardized version of “Katyusha.” The 
rain splashed on his pale young face, drenched his 
ripped Levi’s and Ariat Ranchero, tapped and 
bounced off the M-16 on his chest.     

“Thằng ngu dại,” Lee muttered and limped 
into the downpour in scorched U.S. army boots. 
Vinnie’s naiveté reminded Lee of his own youth 
before the draft more than two decades ago. Dead 
of pneumonia before make good with karma, 
Lee’s old tūtū would have said. He made a futile 
effort to wring the cold rain from his overgrown 
hair.  

Lee kept a hand on Vinnie’s shoulder as they 
felt their way across the flooded campground. 
They stepped around bomb craters that 
overflowed like giant goblets of burgundy toasting 
the pouring sky. A Russian motorcycle, a Minsk, 
leaned against the crater’s edge where Vinnie had 
crashed and bathed the morning of his arrival.   

“Wait, my wheels!” Vinnie broke free from his 
companion’s grip and waded toward the 
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motorcycle, tugging the M-16 through the red 
muddy water. 

“Leave it. And return the rifle to the cave.”  

The men had never remained at one spot for 
long, but when they had discovered a womblike 
hole that opened into a tunnel into the side of a 
mountain, they decided to camp there for the 
monsoon season. They buried the bones they 
found in the cave and made offerings, asking the 
old dead’s permission to use the area as an 
ammunition depot. On the slope of the mountain, 
they erected their shelters on bamboo stilts.      

“Let me carry this,” Vinnie said, clutching the 
rifle close to his chest. “I’ll guard us against wild 
beasts, VCs, spies—” He stopped and then 
whispered, “Did you just see that?” He slowly 
aimed the M-16 at the shadow beyond the 
bamboo thicket. Before Lee could stop him, 
Vinnie squeezed the trigger.  

The gunshots shattered the quiet patter of rain. 
Men bolted from the thatched hut with weapons 
in hand. Some fled to the ammunition depot; 
others dove into the jungle. 

“Bravo! Bravo!” A pair of crippled hands 
clapped from the window where yellow lantern 
light illuminated the drizzling night. The paralyzed 
cook was the only one of twelve who did not 
participate in drills or emergencies. “Another 
kouprey?” Cook Cu asked. “Snakes, lizards, and 
geckos—delicacies for my moonshine?” 

A voice came from the cave. “What did he hit?”  

“Nothing,” answered a bush.  

“The kid’s trigger-happy,” concluded a rock.  

Near the bamboo thicket, the men found Kai, a 
dark-skinned waif, who was foraging for wild 
berries. He appeared untouched. The youngest of 
the group, Kai carried at his side a makeshift 
machete he used to clear trails through the jungle.  

The men returned to the shelter. That was the 
second time Vinnie had startled them. Just a week 
earlier, he had roared unexpectedly into camp on 
the Russian Minsk. His appearance and 
knowledge of where they were made them uneasy, 
but they believed him when he said he was sent 
from overseas. Now, he opened fire at the 
slightest shadow.  

After the commotion, the men ate and drank 
heartily. A bottle of Jack Daniel’s, packs of 
unfiltered Camels, and news from the Little 

Saigon headquarters lifted their spirits in 
welcoming the Year of the Goat. More than two 
decades in the jungle had obscured their ranks, 
national allegiances, and vital statistics. Except for 
the bald ailing cook and young Kai, the men’s 
features—like those of Lee Kalama Boyden’s—
were buried under shrouds of dark overgrown 
hair. Sometime during the Second Indochina War, 
the loose band had formed. They drifted back and 
forth across the border of Vietnam and 
Cambodia, ghostly vagabonds roaming a 
wasteland.  

“They sent a girl?” Cook Cu asked, his 
atrophied legs crossing stiffly on the kouprey 
hide. Before the rain, he had sprawled out on the 
mossy jungle floor beneath the burgeoning 
evergreens where the B-52s had failed to hit. 
“This is our home now,” he had told Kai, 
pointing to a spot beneath an old creaking pine 
where they could see the mountain ridge trailing 
the sky. “When the wind shakes the pine, the 
roots sway like the rocking of a sampan on the 
Perfume River of the ancient imperial city.” The 
paralyzed cook asked Kai to mark the gravesites 
beside the tilting pine. 

“They’re sending a girl,” Vinnie said.  

“Girls are good for some things.” 

The men chuckled and sipped their rice 
whiskey, reveling in the warmth that spread 
through their bodies. As the night fell, the rain 
pitter-pattered, and the wind gushed through the 
cracks, they felt their isolation. They thought of 
their homes and the women from their past lives 
and wondered what had happened.  

Even young Kai, whose doe-like eyes were as 
glossy and black as longan seeds, looked 
momentarily lost. After a hamlet on the outskirts 
of the Central Highlands was burned to the 
ground, Lee found a scorched child. He dropped 
the things he carried, secured the dark waif in his 
cut-up duffel bag, and walked westward into the 
jungle. The child was named Kai for the peaceful 
sea that Lee remembered of his own home on a 
far-off island in the Pacific. More than any other 
member, Kai belonged to the wilderness, to the 
continual cycle of destruction and renewal. But at 
times, his dark eyes seemed to long for a fixed 
place to call home. 

 “Who’s the girl?” 

 “A decoy,” Vinnie said. 
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The jungle moonshine tasted grainy and 
bittersweet as he recalled how customs agents had 
interrogated him and barred his entry at Tan Son 
Nhat International Airport, denying his return to 
the country of his birth. 

THE OTHER SIDE 

The woman hitched the weight of the cripple 
up on her back. She moved slowly, though he was 
only skin and bones. The handles of the red 
basket cut into her forearm, and the glass jars and 
bottles knocked against each other, sloshing water 
full of debris from the South China Sea.  

I should throw it all away, she said to herself. What 
does it matter now?  

His spirit seemed heavier than his ashes, which 
she had placed in a sealed jar before the failed 
escape. The nuns at Ox Pagoda had warned 
against crossing the sea with human remains, but 
it was so her husband would have his kid brother 
with him. The woman continued down the sandy 
path with the spirit of her crippled brother-in-law 
on her back. 

“Put me down,” he wheezed again. 

“And leave you in the middle of the road?” 

“You could’ve left me on the Back Beach with 
those chess players. They would’ve given me a 
drink.”  

“Drink-drink-drink,” she scolded him. “Chết là 

phải.” 

“Death is contentment.” His eyes closed 
halfway, his bony chin rode on her shoulder, and 
his shaved head bobbed as she plodded on. “I was 
contentedly dead before you brought me along in 
your jar.”  

“You wanted to see America.” 

“When I was alive.” 

Her thin back stooped under his weight, and his 
feet dragged on the ground, but she kept moving 
as if they were still at sea. When the currents had 
returned her to the shore of Vung Tau, she found 
her brother-in-law Hai beside her. Without a 
word, she hoisted him onto her back, looped the 
handles of the basket of what remained around 
her arm, and trudged off over the sand where 
beachgoers lounged, oblivious under the sun.   

“Steeped in moonshine, I was,” Hai croaked. 
“Now an anchovy in brine, a cup of rice wine 
would be fine, oh fine.” 

“Have you seen a shuttle to Sàigòn?”  

“Why don’t you leave me here?” He lifted his 
head. “Look, over there!”  

In the distance they could see a roadside café—
a grimy glass case of assorted loose cigarettes, 
beer cans, Coca-Cola, and orange soda. A large 
blue-and-yellow striped umbrella shaded a girl 
lazing in a hammock and two men sitting on low 
wooden stools. 

“Về nhà rồi tính.” The woman stopped to hike 
Hai up on her back.  

“Home?” He chuckled dryly. “By now the 
house’s been confiscated. You’d be thrown back 
in jail. No, no, no. A drink, I need a drink.”  

When they neared the sidewalk café, they 
smelled a mixture of smoke, gasoline, and 
gunpowder. They realized the two men were 
teenagers in scorched peasant rags. Hai’s knobby 
fingers dug into her collarbones. “Don’t stop. 
Walk faster.” 

The woman lowered her head and moved as 
quickly as she could, the jars and bottles clinking 
loudly in her basket, water dripping. 

“Set him down and rest,” one of the boys called 
in a northern voice. 

The woman glanced up and saw his eyes 
squinting at her from a burned face.  

“Nhìn thấy hãi cơ?” He laughed, his mouth 
opened wide, and his eyes squeezed shut. “You 
look creepy, too.” 

“Don’t listen,” Hai whispered. “You’re just a 
little bloated and green.”  

She stopped before the boys. “Does the bus to 
Sàigòn pass through here?”  

“A jitney comes at nightfall,” the burned face 

replied. “We’re going to Hồ Chí Minh City, too, 

to catch the train north to be home for Tết.” 

“Is it Tết already?” 

“Four more days ‘til the Year of the Rooster,” 
his friend said. He was missing a right arm and 
part of his upper torso. 

“It’s February 1981!” Hai croaked, calculating 
aloud the days they had been at sea. “Twenty in 
December . . . thirty-one in January . . . Fifty-one. 
We’ve been gone for almost two months!” 

“Let him rest against here,” the friend said. 

The boys lifted her crippled brother-in-law off 
her back and propped him against the bundle of 
brown coconuts at the base of the umbrella. The 
one with the hole in his chest lit a cigarette and 
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tucked it between Hai’s parched lips. The burned 
face dug two paper coins from his ragged pants’ 
pocket, held them up to his squint, and offered to 
buy them drinks. 

“How far did you get?” the vendor asked. Her 
thick make-up did not mask her swollen pale skin 

but made her appear like a cải lương opera 
actress.  

“Bidon Isle,” Hai said, gnarled fingers clutching 
the cool beer can. “Everyone dove for it. My 
sister-in-law jumped in. People swam, swam, and 
swam.” He stopped in mid-story. 

 

The xe lam arrived at nightfall, jam-packed with 
riders and tilting to one side from the heavy load 
on its roof. When the three-wheeled jitney 
skidded to a stop, the old driver hobbled from the 
cab to the rear to shove the passengers further 
into the overcrowded compartment, making the 
mass of bodies bulge through the side openings. 
The driver pushed the woman onto a stranger’s 
lap while pulling at her basket, a momentary tug-
of-war until she clasped the basket to her chest 
and he let go. 

“Strap the cripple to the roof,” he ordered.  

Ignoring the driver, the two boys from the 
North stuffed Hai into the passengers’ 
compartment, his bony limbs bending as he 
folded into the gaps between intertwined bodies. 
The boys wedged their feet onto the slim back 
step and clung onto the roof’s edge. When the 
overloaded vehicle sputtered and accelerated, the 
boy with one arm was blown off balance, but he 
quickly steadied himself. The wind howled 
through the hole in his chest and filled the woman 
with emptiness as vast as the sea. The jitney 
careened through the night toward the lights of 
Ho Chi Minh City. 

 

When the jitney stopped at the night market 
where peddlers lined the alleyway leading to her 
home, the woman smelled sundried anchovies, 
crispy fried Chinese crullers, and butter French 
baguettes. But there was something she had not 
noticed before—the pungent odors of oxen, 
green pasture after the rain, and decomposed 
grass in the heat. She realized then why the 
neighborhood was called Ox Alley, though the 
oxen were long gone by the time her husband 

relocated her family from the Central Highlands 
to the southern capital one fiery summer.  

The pale yellow lights of kerosene lanterns, 
flickering like fireflies, beckoned the northern 
boys to disembark. They untangled Hai from the 
knotted bodies and insisted on carrying him 
home.  

The cripple, flanked by two teenagers to whom 
he promised the barrel of moonshine he had 
distilled, and the woman with the basket full of 
ocean debris, all merged into the market where 
people spoke in an unrecognizable language. 
When the woman strained her ears to listen, she 
caught distinct phrases she knew, interwoven with 
other familiar yet incomprehensible sounds. 
People moved side by side, crossing into each 
other’s path, overlapping like a palimpsest. It 
occurred to her that now she could see her 
hairdresser friend. She told Hai and the boys to go 
ahead home. 

 

At the entrance to Phoenix Salon, the woman 

called out to her friend, “Đẹp ghê ta!” 

“Ghê là đúng,” Phuong replied and lifted her 
long side-swept bangs to reveal a deep gash across 
her forehead. She rolled up a pants’ leg to expose 
another thick scar on her knee. 

“I should’ve taken my own advice and jumped 
off the train with you,” the woman said. She eased 
into a chair and leaned her head back into the 
basin. 

“What’s the story with you and the warden?” 
Phuong asked. 

“I should’ve learned how to swim.” The 
woman sighed deeply, welcoming the cool water 
on her hot, itchy scalp. “Or at least brought a life 
jacket.”  

 “Shampoo? Hoa Sim Tím?” 

“Who would have thought? You bring pictures, 
you bring gold leaves sewn in your hems, and you 
bring ashes—” 

“Hai’s ashes?” 

“In an old jar of mắm cá lóc in this basket.” 
She laughed, remembering Hai’s objection to the 
smell of fermented snakehead. “We were almost 
there.” 

“It’s fate.” 

“Is it my fate to be married at sixteen to a 
soldier of a defeated army? What would life have 
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been if I were a young girl or an old woman when 
the North came south? But I was twenty-five. A 
husband and a daughter one day, and the next, 
they’re halfway across the world. My happiest 
years were in prison. Did I tell you?” 

“What’s the story with you and the warden?” 
Phuong asked again. 

“You just accept. Who would have thought? 
The currents didn’t even take us to the other 
side.” 

WINTER NIGHT CAFÉ 

As night fell over Ho Chi Minh City, the neon 
pink sign glowed: Winter Night Café. The xích lô 
had left Maia and JP in front of the garden café, 
where white plastic chairs and round tables were 
strewn under an old starfruit tree. A skeletal kitten 
slinked through the ochna integerrima hedge. Its 
mouth opened mutely. 

“Your grandmother lives here?” JP asked. 

Maia checked the address on the envelope and 
looked for a street number on the entrance. 
Though painted a different color, the wooden 
gate was a familiar sight. The summer hoàng mai 
hedge, full of bright red sepals and shiny dark 
berries, was as she remembered. On stage, a girl in 
black tights crooned “Unforgettable” as the 
patrons smoked and sipped on strong iced coffee. 

“Here, Pōpoki,” JP called, and the ratty orange 
stray tottered over. When he picked it up and 
scratched under its chin, it gazed at him with pale 
yellow eyes. “Look,” JP said. “The little fella has a 
protruding bellybutton.” 

They entered the outdoor café, the kitten 
tottering behind. They sat at a round table. The 
kitten clambered up onto JP’s lap and curled into 
a spiny orange ball. 

The girl in black tights came up and smiled 
broadly at JP. “Hello, Big Guy! My name is Na. 

Bia Saigon? Bia Hơi? Bia Ôm?”  

When Na came back with a Saigon beer and 

càphê sữa đá, JP invited her to join them. Na 
plopped into the chair beside JP and immediately 
intrigued him with her stories. Though her 
oblique black eyes, long wavy hair, and dark skin 
alluded to her mixed parentage, she did not speak 
of it. 

Maia’s attention slipped to the garden from her 
past. She gazed through the starfruit tree at the 
waning gibbous moon. “Time to visit family and 

resolve whatever questions you might have,” the 
Independent Vietnam Coalition had agreed. 
“Whatever you do, be at the foot of the Vong 
Phu Mountain on the first night of the full 
moon.”  

A shooting star flashed across the sky. Maia 
heard faint laughter and was reminded of her 
childhood when she had climbed the tree with the 
neighborhood kids. They would squeeze onto the 
narrow plank, wedged into the V-shaped trunk, 
scared and exhilarated at the height and closeness 
to the sweet, tangy starfruit. 

“You know why no customers?” Na asked 
when it was time to close the café. Her 
mischievous eyes surveyed the dark surroundings. 
“This place is haunted—” She stopped and 
looked toward the man-dug fishpond. She 
whispered, “Someone’s here.”  

It could have been the different time zones, the 
mix of alcohol and caffeine, or Na’s easy laughter. 
Whatever it was, the threesome all peered 
intensely at the approaching shadow.  

“It’s coming!” Na said and let loose a string of 
shrill laughter.  

The kitten leaped from JP’s lap, baring its fangs 
as if hissing at the shadow.   

“Xuan!” JP said. “It’s Xuan.”  

“We should go,” Maia said. “It’s almost 
curfew.” She stood up, but JP had already risen, 
shook hands with the tour guide, and pulled out a 
chair for him. 

“Didn’t think we’d bump into you here,” JP 
said. 

Na eyed Xuan. “You scared us.”     

“Na thought you were a ghost.” Maia picked up 
the kitten by the nape of its neck like a sack of 
bones and placed it on her lap. 

“Nonsense,” Xuan said. 

“So brave!” Na said. “You’ll be visited—” 

“This place is haunted,” JP mimicked her. He 
had given up on a serious conversation with Na. 
She had talked openly about being the café’s 
singer-hostess, her likes and dislikes, and her 
dream of one day opening a café of her own. She 
had let him touch her smooth lineless palms. But 
when he said that he was hapa and asked whether 
her father was an American soldier, her face 
changed. “Big Al from Love City worked in 
passport,” she blurted out. She then clammed up 
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and became cross. She preferred ghost stories, 
believed in the afterlife, and claimed to converse 
with spirits.  

Maia shifted in her chair, aware of Xuan’s eyes.  

Na began the story that had been told around 
Ox Alley since the abandoned property was first 
expropriated. A young official had relocated his 
widowed mother from the North and turned the 
cactus orchard into a popular outdoor nightspot, 
which, for reasons only a few knew, he called 
Winter Night Café. Once in the airy house, they 
felt another presence. At night they would hear a 
woman’s chanting. The official’s old mother made 
repeated offerings and set up an altar shop next 
door, but the spirit would not leave. 

“The ghost,” Na whispered. “Her husband built 
the house for her.” 

Maia’s breath stopped. Fragments of people, 
places, and her father’s stories surfaced. She 
remembered the two-story L-shaped house with a 
balcony overlooking her grandmother’s orchard. 
In the red fiery summer when the North pushed 
south and central Vietnam dissolved in flames, 
her father evacuated the family and in-laws from 
the highlands to Saigon. He built a home for his 
wife and daughter in a pocket of verdant land, an 
oasis in the concrete city that he had inherited 
with his crippled kid brother. His mother-in-law 
moved into the groundskeeper’s cottage and 
cultivated purple dragonfruit. 

“How did the woman die?” JP asked. 

Leaning forward, Na’s eyes narrowed. “No one 
knows.” The dark clouds of her hair hovering 
over the slope of her forehead made her appear 
impishly grand, looking down on them and 
conjuring up their lives. A slow smile possessed 
her lips. “Lovesick maybe.” 

Xuan slammed his beer on the table. He 
fumbled in his pocket for a cigarette, lit it, and 
took a long drag. He settled into his chair, and for 
the rest of the night, he did not speak. They could 
not see that he was no longer watching them, or 
that his eyes softened. The beer can had toppled 
and rolled off the table onto the gravel. The 
orange stray slinked over, sniffed, and lapped up 
the foamy liquid. 

“What happened to the orchard keeper?” JP 
asked.  

“Her younger daughter married the official,” 
Na said. “And they all moved to the River of 

Nine Dragons.” 

PHAT SALON 

No one had seen the dragon, only traces of its 
inky tail across the right collarbone of the owner 
of Phat Salon in Little Saigon, Orange County. 
The tail undulated as Phat cut a client’s hair and 
styled a look that revealed the woman’s true inner 
self.  

“Inner-outer correlation,” he would say. 

The transformation began with Phat serving the 
client a cup of hot herbal brew and a slow, deep 
massage of her feet until she sighed softly. He 
would then leave the room. When he returned, he 
cut the woman’s hair in a single fluid motion as 
she gazed at her reflection in the mirror and 
imagined the hidden dragon on his lithe body—
hairstylist by day and mixed martial artist by night.  

Curiosity drew a steady stream of patrons to 
Phat Salon on Bolsa Avenue.  

A flying dragon with enormous bat-like wings, a 
client whispered.  

A sea dragon rises from the East, another said.  

Phat’s ex-girlfriend from Berkeley had the last 
word: a black serpent coils tightly around his hard 
torso and breathes fire on his sex. 

But Maia knew the dragon was incomplete. 
What Phat had was only the tip of a tail. When 
the tattoo needle hit a nerve on his shoulder 
blade, Phat’s body went into shock. He fainted 
and was rushed to the emergency room.  

Maia also knew it was not a dragon tail. 

“A fish tail?” Phat repeated in disbelief, looking 
up at Maia from the low wooden stool, his fingers 
interlocking her toes. She was a walk-in, long 
straight hair dry and brittle with split ends from 
four years of college in the northeast Snow Belt.  

“A monstrous fish,” she said and told him a 
fish story she had read in her folklore class. 
Though Phat was not convinced even after the 
day she showed him the enormous fishtail stone 
displayed at the Museum of Folklore & Rocks 
where she was the curator’s new assistant, they 
quickly became friends. 

In Little Saigon, where people consumed U.S. 
goods and participated in Vietnamese rituals and 
festivities, Phat and Maia, orphans at an early age, 
tended to the void of their parents’ absences in 
different ways. Phat further emptied himself in 
order to flow and become ungraspable, a defense 
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in the martial arts ring and in life. Maia filled her 
void with stories. Phat strived to be mirror-like; 
she sought mirrors. 

 

When word arrived that Vinnie Huynh went 
missing after landing at Tan Son Nhat Airport on 

Tết, the Independent Vietnam Coalition 
approached Maia with an offer of a research 
grant, with one stipulation: she was to be the 
liaison between the Coalition and E. Tien. Maia 
could not refuse the opportunity to travel to the 
places where she had only read about in books. 
She told herself that accepting the assignment was 
an act of love for her late father—to continue his 
legacy. The return was a chance to reconnect with 
family. 

A week before her trip to Vietnam, Maia made 
a hair appointment at Phat Salon. Phat served her 
warm herbal tea and massaged her toes, arches, 
and heels. He meditated and meditated but could 
not see her true desires. 

He finally asked, “You’re returning to Vietnam 
to collect stories on rocks?”  

“In four provinces, from central Vietnam to the 
northernmost border with China.” 

He was unmoved. 

She repeated the questions from her senior 

thesis: “Why is Ho ̀n Vo ̣ng Phu so prevalent in the 
imagination of the Vietnamese? How have the tale 
and its modern adaptations transformed in the 
diasporic community, where a confluence of 
histories, cultures, and languages interact? How 
do these stories narrate Vietnam’s national 
identity?” 

He gave her a blank stare. 

She then showed him the news clip of E. Tien. 
“I’ve been tasked by the Independent Vietnam 
Coalition to look for my great aunt.” 

He remained silent. 

She finally pulled out a yellowing envelope with 
an address from her maternal grandmother’s last 
letter and told him the other reason for her wish 
to return. “Someone there might be able to tell 
me what happened to my mother. Even if this 
were all a dream,” she said, forestalling his 
butterfly dream parable, “I’d still want to know.”  

He trimmed her split ends but left her hair as it 
was, a drying river seeking the sea. 

 

EYEBALL 

When Xuan veered the red Honda Dream off 
National Highway 1 onto a dirt trail that led into 
an old rubber plantation, Maia’s first thought was 
to hop off the backseat, dash for the main drag, 
and hitchhike to catch up with Na and JP. In her 
mind’s eye, she could see Na’s hair blowing like 
rainclouds, JP hanging onto the motorcycle’s rear 
grab bar for dear life, and No-No curling into a 
spiny orange ball in the front basket. Two 
motorcycles and 136 kilometers southwest of Ho 
Chi Minh City over hills and valleys, through 
farmers’ markets and rice paddies, they would 
arrive in the Mekong Delta before nightfall. That 
morning, Na had sped off with JP on the used 
Minsk he had bargained down to 250 USD, 
leaving Xuan and Maia to follow. They were all 
going to the River of Nine Dragons to look for 
Maia’s maternal grandmother. But now Xuan left 
the highway and lost Na and JP. 

The dirt trail cut through the rubber forest, a 
colonial past buried deep in the red soil. The hum 
of the motorcycle’s engine momentarily halted the 
slow movement of the shadows of workers 
draining thick milky sap from trees into tin 
buckets. Beyond the old plantation, the trail 
widened and curved along muddy ponds of ivory 
lotuses. The motorcycle’s wheels skidded over the 
swampy ground, and the stench of algae rose with 
the morning sun. From time to time they would 
pass a roadside eatery, its menu painted white on 

the tree bark: Hủ Tiếu Nam Vang, Dừa Tươi & 

Bia Hơi. The path gradually wound upward to an 
empty lookout at the foot of the mountain.  

A barefoot boy about seven or eight loitered 
nearby, hawking still life drawings of fruits that 

looked like naked ladies. “Mâm ngũ quả!” he 

cried. “Mâm ngũ quả!” He had an ancient three-
patch haircut.  

Xuan parked the motorcycle next to the motley 
tents along the mountainside. The makeshifts 
fluttered in the breeze, but not a sound or 
movement came from inside. At the far end of 
the tents sat an enormous water-damaged wooden 
crate, silent and still like the mountain. He walked 
to the crate and examined its faded print. 
BANGALANG 5-26-1830. He peered through 
the cracks but its interior was pitch-dark. He 
kicked it. The sodden wood gave a long, hollow 
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creak.  

Beside the crate, Maia leaned on what she had 
first thought were two boulders but then realized 
they were the humps of an old sleeping camel. 
She stroked its graying head, and its outstretched 
neck sank further onto the ground. Its large eyes 
squeezed tight, shutting out the glaring noon sun. 
She did not question the camel’s presence at the 
foot of the mountain but found comfort in its 
tough leathery skin and the steady rise and fall of 
its breathing.   

Xuan paid the fruit boy one thousand đồng to 
watch the motorbike.  

Maia followed Xuan up the mountain. As they 
climbed the step-like stones that were lodged in 
the slope, she silently rehearsed the reasons for 
her return. She chanted a mantra she had learned 
from a laminate wallet-sized picture of Quan Âm, 

“Nam mô A-di-đà Phật. Nam mô A-di-đà Phật. 

Nam mô A-di-đà Phật,” and cleared her mind in 
anticipation of what to come. When she looked 
up, she saw a looming French cathedral-like 
structure with twin steeples that rose to the clear 
sky. The red tile pitched roof with upswept eaves 
reminded her of a Chinese pagoda. The East and 
West fused with the natural folds of the 
mountain. 

On the summit, three men in green public 
security uniforms were playing cards at a stone 
table under a flamboyant tree. They left the game 
when they saw Xuan and Maia. The men’s sandals 
dragged over the ground and disturbed the red 
dirt that rose in a haze and fell on their gnarled 
toes. The small erect man marched toward them, 
the other two at his heels. “You’ve come on 
time,” he said, his accent from central Vietnam.  

Xuan nodded at the erect man, whom he called 
“Comrade Ty,” and acknowledged Pâté and Lai. 
Pâté was stocky with a round liverwurst face. 
Cross-eyed Lai had pale translucent skin that 
stretched over his stick frame. “They want to ask 
you a few questions,” Xuan said.  

A gust of wind blew a cloud of scarlet blossoms 
off the flamboyant branches. The blossoms 
fluttered and ascended like butterflies before 
falling. Beyond the front yard, the land dropped 
off steeply into green terraced rice paddies.  

“Awfully pretty,” fat Pâté murmured. He took 
her hand and pulled her to the round stone table. 

His chubby thumb stroked the top of her hand, 
his eyes on her jade locket. He suddenly reached 
over and yanked the locket from her neck. The 
chain broke and slipped to the ground. The jade 
was in his thick fleshy palm.  

“What’s inside?” he whispered. His knees 
started to bounce. 

“My father’s ashes.”   

“Sister,” the leader said, “you’ve returned for 
what purpose?” 

The locket was passed from Pâté’s clumsy 
fingers to Cross-eyed Lai, who tried to pry it open 

with his long pinky nail. “Đéo mẹ!” Cross-eyed 
cursed when his nail snapped. He pulled out a 
pocket-sized stiletto and wedged its sharp tip into 
the octangular jade case. 

“I’m collecting stories on Hòn Vọng Phu,” she 
said. 

Pâté’s legs stopped bouncing. “Hòn Vọng Phu? 

The songs Hòn Vọng Phu 1, 2, and 3?” His 
patchy moon face beamed at her. “We’re the 
Public Security Trio, third place in last year’s 
Mekong Songfest! Comrade Ty is our lead man.” 
He pounded a marching rhythm on the stone 
table with his fists, and in a deep baritone, he sang 

“Hòn Vọng Phu 1,” in which soldiers departed 
for war. Cross-eyed Lai dropped the jade locket 
into his pants’ back pocket and joined in with a 
high-pitched female voice, his bony fingers 
picking an air guitar. 

“Pâté! LAI!” The leader stopped them after the 
first verse. 

“Curtains?” Pâté asked in a small squeak. He 
turned to her and said, “Sister, you don’t listen. 
We’ll all be drenched.”  

Pâté and Lai disappeared into the temple and 
returned with two red curtains. They tore the 
curtains lengthwise into strips and then braided 
and knotted the strips into a long cord. With a 
quick movement, Lai twisted her arms behind her, 
and Pâté tied them with a red band. They roped 
her ankles.    

Pâté and Lai walked to a giant blue globe 
perched on a pedestal beneath the gutter of the 
temple roof. A painted long leaf-shaped eye stared 
out amidst white clouds on the side of the globe. 
The top had been broken to catch rain.  

The men tossed one end of the cord over an 
upswept eave about ten feet above. It hooked on 
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the eave and dangled four feet from the ground. 
The other end lay slack.  

With surprising strength, the leader scooped her 
over his shoulder and carried her to the globe. 
They tied her bound ankles to the slack end of the 
rope. The leader pulled the other end and hoisted 
her off the ground. Pâté and Lai pushed the giant 
eyeball beneath her. 

Her world was inverted.  

Blood rushed to her head as her body dangled 
over the sphere’s jagged edges. She smelled salt. 
She straightened her posture like a soldier 
marching off to war, but she was in black peasant 
pants and tied upside down with red ropes. When 
she looked into the sphere, she saw petals drifting 
like the wings of butterflies. She thought of her 
father and his fight. Her head became heavy and 
hot as blood pulsated fast and faster toward the 
steady hum of whirling blades chopping air.  

Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.  

Her father commanded the pilot to lift off from 
the burning land. Her mother curled around her, 
covering her from the scorched bodies and homes 
ablaze. Her grandmother and aunt huddled beside 
them. As the Huey maneuvered southward for 
Saigon, the red fiery summer ignited a flame in 
her young heart. 

“We don’t need to do this,” the leader said. 

The first time they dunked her, she squeezed 
her eyes shut. When they raised her, the leader’s 
face was inches from hers.  

“Who sent you? Why have you returned?”  

The intervals in the water became longer. Each 
time she was hauled up, her interrogator appeared 
paler against the black bulging sky.  

The last time they dunked her, she ran out of 
breath. She tried to curl upward to lift her head 
out of the sphere, but she had become weak. 
Fluid oozed into her ears, up her nostrils, beneath 
her eyelids, and coursed through her body. She 
heard distant voices. Persevere and join hands with 
others. Limbs untied, she reached out but fingers 
closed on nothing. Her legs drew up close to her 
body. Curled into a ball, she spun in the briny 
fluid and settled into the curve of the sphere. She 
saw Xuan through the glassy eyeball. 

 

“It’s over,” Xuan said and fished her out of the 
colossal eye. He carried her and ascended steps. 

Put me down. She resisted, but no words came. 
Sunrays from a long leaf-shaped eye shone over 
the great arched entrance. Except for the bullet 
holes that broke the exact centers of the stained 
glass windows, the cathedral temple appeared 
intact and vivid under the gray sky. 

They crossed the threshold. She heard lively 
conversation that became louder once inside. She 
shivered when Xuan laid her on the cold tile floor. 
A golden light glowed from the vaulted ceiling, 
where people perched on a lofty pyramid-shaped 
lantern. Now and then, they would glance down 
at her. She strained her ears to listen but could 
only catch phrases. 

“She’s rather pallid,” said the woman carved 
from white marble to a red-haired girl. The 
woman was sitting on a lotus blossom, her thin 
stone legs dangling over its petals. 

“Soaked like a little field mouse,” Xuan 
mumbled and stripped off her wet clothes. He 
took off his own shirt, and using it like a cloth, he 
tried to pat her dry. He pushed her hair back and 
placed a sweaty palm over her forehead. He then 
put his ear on her chest and listened for a minute. 
He left suddenly, footsteps fading. Moments later 
when he returned, he wrapped her in a cool 
smooth sheet.  

“I’d never be caught in yellow,” the red-haired 
girl said to the white marble woman. She fingered 
her bob. She was suited in black armor. “Couldn’t 
he find something else to cover her?” She hoisted 
her spear and leapt from the lantern onto a golden 
dragon. They floated across the blue starlit ceiling. 

Xuan pressed against her chest and released, 
pressed and released, making her inside coil and 
tumble in painful waves. He pinched her nose and 
breathed warm smoky breath into her. 

“I was once a man,” the marble woman said. 
“Did you know I was a man a thousand years 
ago?” 

“I think I am a man; therefore, I am,” asserted 
the man with a head full of chestnut curls. He 
spoke deliberately but to no one in particular.   

“I’m with you. Whatever you are, I’m with 
you.” A voice reassured him, echoing in her head, 
but she could not see the speaker. It was not the 
bald man with an egg-shaped face, for he was 
arguing with another bald man, who would not 
look at him but peered instead into the distance. 
Two elders, half-listening to their argument, 
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grumbled something about three submissions and 
four virtues. 

Xuan pried her mouth open and poked a finger 
down her throat. He straddled her and resumed 
pressing on her chest, hard and fast. He blew into 
her mouth and scolded her for swallowing too 
much dead water, coaxing her not to keep it in. 

The red-haired girl in black armor was playing 
with the dragons and piercing clusters of white 
clouds with her spear. The man with the egg-
shaped face smirked and said something about to 
be or not to be.   

“Fine words. Fine words,” commended the 
elder in a blue flowing imperial gown. “But fine 
words do not mean true virtue.”  

“Impossible!” exclaimed the man who was 
peering into the distance. “Impossible without a 
violent revolution.” He looked down at her.   

She agreed but her throat was blocked. Her lips 
trembled.   

The red-haired girl was making rainclouds with 
the tap of her spear.  

Lightning struck.  

Voices thundered, and the rain came, rapping 
against the tile roof and glass windows, splashing 
cold beads onto her face. 

“Accept, child. Let things go their own way, not 
imposing your will on nature.” A soothing voice 
coaxed her into a float-like sleep like a boat adrift 
at sea, until she shuddered and coughed. Waves of 
water surged from her body.  

 

“Ah, the girl’s awake.” Xuan was sitting on his 
haunches beside her. He wiped the corners of her 
mouth with the back of his hand. “Get dressed. 
I’ll be outside.” At the door he called, “Nous 
patron, adieu Oncle!” 

A Vietnamese voice called back, “Vous 
fermerez la porte, s’il vous plaît.”  

Maia reached for her clothes and found the jade 
locket in the pile. She tore a thin strip of the 
yellow curtain, drew it through the locket, and tied 
it around her neck. She put on her damp clothes 
and became aware of the painful welts around her 
wrists and ankles. 

Light slanted through the holes and cracks in 
the lattice windows along the walls. At the center 
of each window, a left eye set in a triangle stared 
out. Apart from an old sweeper mumbling in 

French about dust coming in from outside, the 
temple was deserted under the glowing lantern 
suspended from the vaulted ceiling.  

Xuan’s eyes fell on her locket when she 
emerged on the steps. “You shouldn’t carry the 
dead with you,” he said. 

 

At the foot of the mountain, the Honda Dream 
was intact, except for a missing rearview mirror. 
The fruit boy was nowhere in sight. The motley 
tents had been taken down, and the wind was 
dispersing traces of what remained, only an 
imprint of the crate left on the ground. 

The trail along the lotus ponds and through the 
rubber forest to the highway had turned into 
rivulets after the rain. Xuan had not uttered a 
word to her since they left the mountain. He 
muttered to himself, his mouth moving 
animatedly, as if to assure his points would get 
across. She could not make out his speech, even 
leaning forward. She smelled smoke and the 
drizzling jungle, sometimes a musky pine. 

She held onto Xuan as the motorcycle picked 
up speed. The wind stung the welts on her wrists 
and ankles. Voices whirred in her head, a briny 
taste in her mouth. Bright colors and long leaf-
shaped eyes appeared. Light and hollow, she 
slipped into the flowing surroundings. She was a 
tiny tadpole whirling in the gushing brooks along 
the rain-swept highway, a ripened rice grain in the 
fields beyond ready for harvesting, a raindrop on 
a leaf tip waiting for the sun.   

 She was an orphan—no link with the past, 
no apparent threat to the present regime. This was 
how the Independent Vietnam Coalition had 
rationalized her selection as the replacement after 
Vinnie Huynh’s disappearance. A young woman 
could pass through Tan Son Nhat International 
Airport more easily than a man, they had 
predicted. Her not breaking under a second 
interrogation proved to them that she could 
detach herself from her bodily existence and be 
still amid the spinning world. 

 

The ferry was set to leave when Xuan and Maia 
arrived at a Mekong tributary. 

“Sold out,” the ticket man said. “The next ferry 
comes at four.” He pointed to a cluster of plastic 
tables and stools beneath the shadow of an 
expansive fig tree where they could wait. On the 
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trunk hung the vendor’s menu painted in a white 

flowing script: Hủ Tiếu Nam Vang, Dừa Tươi & 

Bia Hơi. 

They watched the last passengers boarding the 
ferry. They saw a marble-skinned woman and a 
red-haired girl. They spotted a man with a full 
head of chestnut hair and a bald man with an egg-
shaped face and another bald man and two elders 
in blue imperial gowns. The motley travelers 
wanted free passage for their old camel and 
wooden crate.  

“Big but not heavy,” the smallest traveler 
claimed. It was the fruit boy from the mountain. 
“There’s nothing inside. The empty crate floats, 
and Old Zara swims like a swamp buffalo.” The 
boy led the camel into the red muddy water and 
climbed atop her sagging humps. They began 
across the river. The sun glared off the small 
round mirror in his hand. Behind them, the ferry 
lugged the crate that bobbed in and out the 
Mekong like a remnant of a shipwreck. 

“Foreigners,” the soup lady muttered, “about 
time they’re kicked out.” She placed a plate of 
fresh herbs, chilies, and limes on the table and 
offered Xuan a dish of loose cigarettes.  

He had ordered three bowls of soup, two beers, 
and a coconut. He set a bowl of soup, a beer can, 
and cigarettes before the empty seat between 
them. He fumbled in his shirt pocket for a lighter, 
lit a cigarette, and took a long drag. 

Maia watched him from the corners of her eyes 
as she mixed the noodle soup, immersing the 
sliced raw onions, scallion, and cilantro into the 
steaming broth. He appeared less distant. She had 
thought his name, which meant springtime, was 
ironic but now seemed almost fitting. She 
wondered whether it was she who had changed. 
Maybe it was all that time in the eyeball, all that 
water she had drunk and coughed up. 

She knew to guard herself against him. He had 
taken her to the interrogation yet seemed to care 
for her afterward. In his presence, she felt her 
inside shifting like the earth around dormant 
seeds about to sprout. She realized then that he 
had been talking to her father’s ashes.  

She stirred her soup and watched a shrimp, all 
curled up, back slit open and tail intact, spin along 
the edge of the bowl. Calamari cut cylindrically 
and fish processed into dumplings bobbed around 

her bamboo chopsticks. She added fresh mint 
leaves and chili to the bowl, turning the broth red. 
The soup filled her mouth, rushing down her 
throat, and warmed her. 

“My father doesn’t smoke or drink,” she said.   

“His soul gets lost if you don’t tell him where 
you’re going.” 

A long, narrow canoe heaped with bright 
colorful fruits and green leafy vegetables sped past 
them down the river to the floating market. 
Beyond, small thatched-roof sampans anchored 
some distance from one another, the homes of 
those who made their living by dredging silt from 
the delta’s riverbed. On a sampan where wisps of 
smoke rose, Maia saw a young girl squatting on 
her haunches, cooking the family’s afternoon 
meal. When she stood up, the wind blew her sun-
bleached clothes against her thin body, tousling 
her shoulder-length hair. She tilted into the wind 
like a carved figurehead guiding the sampan.     

“During the war, we didn’t sing quan hò and 
fall in love in the field,” Xuan said. “We followed 
the Party’s three delays.”  

 

If you don’t have a child, delay having one. 

If you aren’t married, delay getting married. 

If you aren’t in love, delay love. 

 

“Did you?” Maia asked.  

“The trail was just bombed,” Xuan said. “So 
our unit spent the night at a way station. She was 
sixteen with dark glossy eyes. She was scrubbing 
her clothes against the edge of a boulder in the 
river. I offered her the sandalwood soap my 
mother had given me. The girl smiled and tossed 
me a marble stone from the river. I strung my 
hammock for her, but she said I needed the rest. 
The following night, she guided us to the next 
way station, wearing white like fireflies.” 

 

The loud popping noise of a tugboat’s engine 
signaled people to gather at the riverbank. They 
rolled up their pants’ legs and waded into the 
water with bundles of fruits and vegetables. A 
pickup truck with a mound of red dirt, an old sky 
blue van, motorcycles of various models, and 
rusty bikes all jostled forward as the ramp 
lowered. Xuan pushed the Honda Dream onto 
the ferry. They wedged themselves between a 
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motorcycle with quacking ducks tied by their feet 
and a bicycle with a basketful of red spiny chôm 
chôm.  

As the tugboat pulled the barge across the river, 
a cool breeze touched Maia’s cheeks. The breeze 
bore the smells of the Nine Dragons and the 
people around her. Their skin, eyes, and hair 
resembled hers. She was among her people, yet 
she felt a world away. 

Nearby, a blind man strummed on his 

aluminum guitar and sang “Nắng Chiều,” a 
prewar ballad of afternoon light. A woman 
hawked bright colorful flowers, whose soft 
fragrance intermingled with the pungent river. 
“Flowers from Sađéc,” she called, weaving 
through the crowd and coming up to Xuan. “A 
red rose for your young lady?” 

Xuan bought a bouquet of white 
chrysanthemums, which the woman wrapped in a 
sheet of old newspaper and placed in the Honda 
Dream’s front basket. “Flowers for the dead,” he 
murmured. They ferried across the Mekong. 

RETURNING 

“Who’d buy flowers from the dead?” 

“The dead.” 

“For—?” 

“The living.” 

“Vô duyên!” the woman scolded Hai, and Slit-
throat Rooster scatted behind the starfruit tree 
that shaded part of the garden from the early 
morning sun.  

“Đi! Đi!” Hai chuckled at the rooster. “She can 
kill you twice.” Slit-throat stretched its neck 
around the tree, keeping an eye on the woman. 

“It’s the living that buys flowers for the dead,” 
the woman said and continued on the pebbled 
footpath through the overgrown garden, a pair of 
butterfly shears in her hand.  

“The dead should buy flowers for the living,” 
Hai said. Crippled legs entwined in a sitting lotus, 
he scooted along with his bony arms, trailing his 
sister-in-law. The rooster followed a safe distance 
behind. As they approached the row of dwarf 
ochna integerrima, each planted in a shallow 
earthen planter, they saw myriad green buds. 
“You pinched the leaves before we left!” Hai 
exclaimed.  

On a bonsai whose thick trunk bent and 
curved, an early blossom bloomed. The woman 

got on her haunches, gazing at the small yellow 
flower. She murmured, “Hoàng Mai.” 

“Luck, harmony, and balance for Lunar New 
Year,” Hai chanted. He carefully picked the dried 
leaves, twigs, and insects from the planter and 
threw them onto the ground for the rooster. 

The woman pruned the miniature mai. They 
worked quietly down the row of ochna 
integerrima amid the garden full of voices of men 
playing Chinese chess by the man-made fishpond, 
women drawing water from the well under the 
guava tree, and children playing hide-and-seek 
among the purple dragonfruit. 

“Let the boys sell these at the Tết market 
downtown,” Hai said again. “It’s extra money for 
the road.”  

The woman’s hand trembled with the butterfly 
shears in midair. 

“We can transport eight bonsai in the van. One 
Arm the mechanic single-handedly fixed the van, 
didn’t I tell you?” Hai chuckled at his own joke. 
“And Squinty the driver’s only half-blind in one 
eye.” 

 

Sometime after the curfew siren, after Ox Alley 
dimmed its lights, the woman left her bed to find 
her way to the family’s ancestral altar. She could 
hear Hai and the boys in the garden, loading the 
mai flowers onto her husband’s old sky blue 
vanagon. Bare feet on the cold cement floor made 

her shiver in her thin cotton đồ bộ. In the dark 
she felt for the matchbox, struck a light, and 
burned three incense sticks. The jasmine fragrance 
filled the airy room. She fell on her knees, hands 

in prayer. “Nam mô A-di-đà Phật. Nam mô A-di-

đà Phật. Nam mô A-di-đà Phật.” 

She had been home since the night before, but 
nothing was unpacked, the red basket full of jars 
and bottles left in a corner of the room, the 
furniture still covered in dust. It was three days 
before the Year of the Rooster. 

As her prayer merged with the night sounds 
from the garden, the creases on her forehead 
relaxed. She was barely thirty but had the gravity 
of an older woman. After her father was 
imprisoned and mother became frail, she traveled 
between the highlands and the coastal towns, 
carrying merchandise to trade. She had cared for 
her parents and younger sister.  
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Now, she had a family of her own. 

Dawn blushed against the cottony sky and cast 
shadows across the garden. The woman’s hands 
fell on her lap, and her prayer grew faint. Wisps of 
smoke curled and disappeared as the sun rose. 

She felt alone, as on those nights before traveling, 
but then she knew she would come back to the 
garden, to the L-shaped house, to her husband 
and child. This time, she was leaving to follow the 
path of returning..

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lessons of War 
Emilio De Grazia 
 

THE ZEROS OF THE DOGS OF WAR 

THE DOGS OF WAR, infamous for 
feasting on the carnage of 
battlefields, would be less vile if 
they did not hound civilians too.  
Once the dogs are unleashed 
nobody wants to claim 
ownership or responsibility for 
the diseases they spread.  
Because I entered life in 1941, 
just months before the Pearl 
Harbor attack, I was born into 
the stench of war the noses of 
those dogs hunger for.  And 
because my nation has been at 
war (declared or not, hot and 
cold) every year of my life, the 
stench sickens me more and 
more.  My affliction displays no 
obvious wounds––no scars, 
disfigurations, missing limbs.  
Rather I suffer from a persistent 
nausea, no doubt stimulated by 
the stench, for which there is no 
quick-fix.   
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Please note:  I’m no war hero and wouldn’t 
dream of asking for a Purple Heart.  Nor does my 
status as citizen casualty inspire me to strain VA 
resources by seeking treatment for post-traumatic 
stress.  Besides, the wars and their stresses are 
ongoing.  Like millions of others I fear I’m 
doomed to carry my war sickness to my grave as I 
warily look over my shoulder at the dogs of war 
chasing me down.  

The nausea routinely kicks in after I turn off the 
nightly news and I’m quietly alone.  That’s when I 
begin seeing the zeroes with faces in them.  The 
nightly news scenes are familiar to us – the car 
bomb explosion on the side of a nameless road, 
the crowded marketplace all fire and smoke, 
children holding their heads in disbelief as they try 
to believe their eyes, and one day a black-robed 
woman dead in a gutter in Kabul, her ear to the 
ground, a birthmark under her left eye, her 
mother next to her screaming as she pulls her hair 
out.   

You know, this kind of thing.  Over a lifetime 
scenes like this add up.  Hundreds, thousands, 
millions of the wounded and dead. 

The zeroes, like anti-inflammation pills, offer 
some relief, especially if there are enough of them.  
If one car bomb kills a half-dozen civilians but 
not me, then the ten car bomb attacks I’ve 
survived seem less destructive to me.  Try 
imagining a thousand bomb victims, all those 
zeroes with faces in them.  I find it easier to draw 
a blank. 

I take some consolation from the fact that the 
facts come to me in miniature, no larger than the 
biggest high-definition TV screen.  As such they 
only momentarily interrupt the stream of ads that 
blink their way past my consciousness to that part 
of my brain that desires relief from pain.  Why 
pause on the face of a dead young woman, a 
foreigner, with a birthmark under her left eye, 
when I can glimpse instead the gals in beer ads 
luring me toward them just before they go away 
to wherever used images go? 

I find it easier to step around that woman lying 
dead on a street in Kabul.  I see now that she was 
marked by fate to never arrive at the fruit 
vendor’s stall where oranges had just arrived from 
the countryside, and that her father, who for 
months had jealously kept unworthy suitors from 
her, was so struck by bottomless despair at the 

sight of his daughter dead that it would take three 
days for his rage to rise from the ashes of his 
sorrow. The dead young woman’s father now 
hates and hounds me, a perfect stranger, and 
would kill me if he could. 

I resolve to go about my business as usual, and 
put the young woman’s life in perspective.  She 
took up only ten inches on my twenty-one inch 
TV screen, and her death scene only three or four 
seconds of my life.  Her eyes were closed, so I 
imagine them as chestnut brown, and I see her 
now finished thinking about some young man she 
had just met, wondering what he thought of her.  
The nausea sets in again, a deep sea-sickness 
nausea I also feel when I’ve eaten too much.  The 
world of the birth-marked woman, the enormity 
of her bad luck, is too big for me to take in.  I 
need to zero her out.  A certain dosage of the 
customary is required of successful social life, so 
maybe it’s time again to share a good whine with 
good friends.  Besides, the kids are in safe hands, 
in school.  

My nausea bloats as I shrink, so I find it best to 
think small to make room for my self.  Today new 
atrocities are announced:  Fresh carnage from a 
bombing raid, six American marines lost when 
their helicopter crashed, the throats of two 
hostages sliced.  All this information carries with 
it a democratic bias:  All death is created equal. 

That woman with the birthmark under her left 
eye and skin too lovely to touch––what does her 
mother think of when she’s sitting alone on the 
edge of her bed, her head in her hands?  I don’t 
know the young woman’s name.  How can I be 
expected to know her mother’s name too? 

I have to do what I must do to self-medicate.  I 
take daily showers and long naps.  In a 
participatory democracy we all share equally in 
thinned-out blame.  If I’m to endure my nausea I 
need to fight against the dictatorship imagination 
has established in me.  That imagination, when on 
high alert, may make good art, but it darkens 
everything with the knowledge it is hungry for.  
This hunger enslaves me to its need to connect, 
understand, feel compassion, make difficult moral 
choices, contribute, create, organize, speak out.  

 

THIRD LESSON OF THE VIETNAM WAR 

A RUDE DRAGON keeps kicking me in my sleep.  
Since its intervention in the Philippines in 1899, 
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the U.S. has actively participated in eighteen 
foreign wars.  Of all the continents, only Australia 
and Antarctica have been spared U.S. military 
attack or intervention, overt or covert.  Precious 
few of my 66 years have been free of active U.S. 
participation in some war. 

And viper-facts keep curling themselves into 
my brain.  Agence France Presse, for example, 
reports that the U.S. has lost track of 190,000 
weapons issued to Iraqi security forces, and the 
Associated Press tells us that the Pentagon has 
offered for public sale more than a thousand 
aircraft parts that could be used on F-14 Tomcat 
fighter jets, parts that Iran is seeking in order to 
maintain its Tomcat fleet.  The total cost of the 
war in Iraq creeps into a five hundred billion 
dollar hole, with the projected ten year cost 
sinking toward a two trillion dollar chasm into 
which future generations are falling as we speak. 
Currently, the U.S. accounts for about half of all 
global spending on war, while being the world’s 
largest exporter of arms.  The number of people 
employed by the U.S. Department of Defense is 
about 210 times larger than the State Department 
and U.S. Agency for International Development 
combined. 

Yes, I enjoy my freedoms, soured as they are.  
But yes, I’m also convinced that most of our wars 
have been unnecessary, counterproductive, and 
wasteful, bad mainly because they create 
conditions for more violence and new wars.  Even 
patriots who think of the U.S. as fair-minded and 
generous have to take seriously widespread 
accusations that we are a brutal, if not terrorist, 
nation that routinely bullies underdogs and causes 
massive death and destruction to civilians. 

Not you and me, we say to ourselves.  Not us.  
Few of us actually pull triggers. 

What can we learn from our past? 

The Vietnam war, which is said to have taught 
us many “lessons,” seems our most tragic war, 
perhaps because the lessons reflect deep 
differences about how the U.S. should behave in 
these troubled times.  As a history-watcher whose 
life was deeply affected by that, our longest war, I 
keep mulling over what those lessons are.  Three 
in particular come to mind, two obvious and a 
third so obvious it seems easiest to ignore. 

Obvious Lesson One:  Do not enter a war 
without having a clear exit strategy, or, the 

Colin Powell Doctrine.  As a veteran commander 
in Vietnam Powell saw clearly that wars are easy 
to start but very difficult to end.  While quietly 
telling the Bush team that the war in Iraq could 
mire us in a war having no conceivable exit, he 
played along with the team and its lies about why 
we should go to war.  As good soldier, he did 
what his Commander-in-Chief required of him:  
Obey.  As a citizen, he did his nation enduring 
harm by not telling the truth. 

Interesting fact:  Recently communist Vietnam 
has joined the World Trade Organization and is 
an active U.S. trading partner.  Explain that to the 
55,000 dead American soldiers and their families, 
and the two million or so dead Vietnamese and 
their families. 

Obvious Lesson Two:  Control information 
and distract the public.  Don’t let the public see 
the faces and bodies of war on TV, especially 
violence done to civilians and soldiers on both 
sides.  Control the media through intimidation 
and a steady diet of vague and inspiring rhetoric.  
Use the word “freedom” a lot.  Distract the public 
into believing everything at home is going on 
normally, and keep it shopping its way into debt 
so it has more to fear and lose.  Keep the public 
in the dark about an adversary’s reasons for going 
to war, and keep hidden from view basic 
information about civilian contractor involvement 
in current wars, what these contractors do (and 
fail to do), and how many billions they cost the 
taxpayer.  Deepen fear and insecurity while 
discouraging public involvement in policy matters. 

Not-So-Obvious Lesson Three:  The Vietnam 
war gave birth to a large, diverse, active, and 
growing antiwar movement driven by people 
distrustful of government and opposed to 
almost any war, for both moral and practical 
reasons that cannot easily be dismissed.  
Many who are of two minds on war/peace issues 
lean its way, and for good reasons.  They find 
modern warfare sinful, counter-productive, 
wasteful of lives, fortunes and sacred honor, and 
increasingly so destructive as to be unthinkable.  
They may oppose a single war (such as Iraq), and 
a small percentage are pacifists opposed on 
principle to all violence.  Most, however, are 
ordinary sensible citizens who find war immoral 
and counter-productive.  They constitute a 
political fact of life, a whole class whose consent 
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must be gained if any new war is to be waged.  
Their invisibility should not be mistaken for 
consent.     

The antiwar movement that formed during the 
Vietnam War years is not only alive but growing 
as the absurdities and atrocities of new wars 
become apparent.  Their numbers cannot be 
gauged by the few who show up for street 
protests.  They are active in small ways behind the 
national stage––in kitchens, church basements, 
classrooms, and the internet, places where 
ordinary people talk earnestly and honestly about 
the issues of the day.  

Their chief rivals for influence in government 
are agents of corporate interests that push 
patriotism and security fears while profiting from 
war.  Leaders, not the people stuck in wars, start 
wars, and leaders these days never lead the charge 
in wars.  As pro-war advocates look for someone 
other than themselves to blame for wars gone 
wrong, war protestors are routinely called naïve, 
unpatriotic and treasonous.  They are the 
convenient scapegoat.  

As more and more war-making activities are 
privatized and outsourced to paid professionals 
who see war-making as their “job,” the ordinary 
citizen and citizen-soldier’s morale and moral 
authority are undermined.  As such, war becomes 
not a democratic activity waged by citizens who 
believe in their cause, but an occasion for 
opportunistic advancement for elites with profit 
motives.  And it is difficult to retool an economy 
based on war production.  Such an economy 
provides a lot of jobs people need.  

But it seems obvious that the age of 
conventional warfare, fought by industrialized 
armies representing nation-states killing each 
other to control territory, is defunct.  Much of the 
billion dollar industrial machinery of war is of no 
lasting use in the new era.  War henceforth will be 
fought asymmetrically, often by unseen insurgents 
who look like ordinary citizens and who may have 
access to unconventional weapons of 
unimaginable destructiveness, many of them made 
in the U.S.  The only way to “win” wars will be to 
quietly prevent them by addressing grievances and 
removing motives for violence.  

The demons that visit war-filled nights hate the 
hope inspired by diplomacy, economic 
cooperation, education, cultural exchange and 

moral persuasion.  Would the world be more 
unsafe if we dedicated one-third of this year’s 560 
billion dollar defense budget to peaceful 
programs?   

If the antiwar movement has a flaw it is the 
habit of thinking in negative antiwar rather than 
positive programmatic terms.  Because war critics 
operate mainly outside existing power systems 
they lack representation in important policy-
making institutions and political parties.  The time 
is right now for them to get their people elected 
and for them to present positive programs that 
are at once not only intelligent and imaginative 
but also persuasive and practical. 

 

WORLD WAR III – A POLEMIC 

THE THIRD WORLD WAR has not been declared, 
and most of the world doesn’t much care.  But for 
me, World War III began during the war in 
Vietnam.  By then, World War II, the black and 
white “Good War,” was being colorized on 
screens, with its traumas and casualties merged 
with the spoils that flowed to city and suburban 
development schemes, as rural areas 
declined.  Meanwhile, the Cold War was heating 
up, with its hot blades scheming to throw fits the 
Good War winners on both sides of the Cold War 
would regret.  The Cold War’s closest bastard 
child of the Good War, the Korean “conflict,” 
turned into a case of arrested development when 
the division of the Korean peninsula gave that 
war a long time out that made a runt of it in the 
litter of twentieth century wars.  By the time the 
Berlin Wall came down in 1989, the Cold War was 
bleeding its poisons into World War III, the war 
without borders that will require new armies of 
doctors without borders. 

Pogo explained it to us best: “We have met the 
enemy, and it is us.”  One day, in the middle of a 
Vietnam War that seemed to have no beginning 
or end in sight, I realized I was living in my own 
enemy country.  The battle lines were suddenly 
blurred.  Enemies were living next door to each 
other in the same neighborhoods, profoundly 
divided by the politics of wealth, gender and 
belief.  As the intensity of the antagonisms spread, 
the loyalties defined by lines drawn on maps 
began to dissolve, as if written in invisible ink. 
Here and there outside the U.S., patriots were 
becoming partisans for competing tribes, fanatical 
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sects, lost causes, and criminal clans within the 
same national states, many of their chiefs elected 
to office in order to put down their own citizens. 

My optimist friend tells me to sober up:  There 
have always been wars.  Wars are…natural.  And 
only two were actual “world wars,” and they’re 
over and done with now.  And we won.  So what 
makes me think our current troubles are big 
enough to qualify as World War III? 

The suicide bomber who blew himself up in a 
crowded marketplace was probably no taller than 
I am.  I don’t know where he’s from, or his name, 
or his barber or grocer’s name, or the names of 
any of the fifty-nine shoppers in the marketplace 
blown to bits by his bomb, or who made the 
bomb, or the names of the dead shoppers’ 
cousins or grandmothers, or much of anything 
about what was running through the bomber’s 
mind, what was gnawing at him so painfully that 
he did what he did, or what he hoped others 
would gain from it, and what will be gained and 
lost by his gesture crossed by heroism and 
desperation.  It seems that more and more are 
volunteering to do what he did to scores of 
ordinary folk going about their business as usual.  
Suicide bombers everywhere and their victims 
alike represent no single nation, sect, income 
level, race or tribe.  Some of their violence 
resembles that performed by criminal clans, but 
it’s highly unlikely that any of them think of 
themselves as criminals.  Nor do we.  We call 
them all terrorists. 

The war they wage is happening here and there, 
and most of the world, unless directly hit, doesn’t 
pay much attention to it.  As they swell into the 
thousands the casualties have a wholesale look.  
It’s hard to care about a war so faceless and 
widespread it isn’t seen.  

From an aerial view the suicide bomber’s act 
seems so small it’s not on our radar screens.  But 
what gives it world war status is its invisible viral 
power.  If new technologies have managed to 
contain the spread of Ebola and other plagues, 
the spread of new technologies also gives the 
suicide bomber’s act global presence.  His 
explosion instantaneously makes the news, and 
it’s known about by everyone with a hi-tech 
device, with the results of the explosion rather 
than its causes getting the coverage.  The group 
claiming credit for the act remains out of sight, as 

does the history of the grievances the group’s act 
expressed.  It’s not easy to drop a smart bomb on 
such uncertainty. 

My little World War III gains stature because 
the bombs are never smart enough, and because 
there are more and more of them being made, 
both improvised and carefully engineered in the 
finest facilities.  If the twentieth century’s world 
wars made that century the bloodiest in history, 
the firepower available worldwide in its final 
decade made possible what Purlitzer Prize 
winning historian Samantha Powers called “The 
Age of Genocide.”  If knives and machetes did 
their share of the killing work in Rwanda, plenty 
of weapons of mass destruction did the dirty work 
of ethnic cleansing elsewhere.  From the gas and 
chemical weapons used in Syria, to the cluster 
bombs in Iraq, the technical expertise directed at 
the art of mass murder is historically 
unprecedented, and widely available. 

The U.S. leadership role in the volatile but 
highly profitable armaments marketplace should 
not be understated:  The U.S. is Number One 
worldwide in the sale of weaponry. 

The “world leadership” role the U.S. has 
assumed since the fall of the Berlin Wall and rise 
of global markets also have allowed worldwide 
local troubles to swell to the level of our planetary 
influence.  If we don’t everywhere wield a big 
stick, we speak softly in a lot of places.  In a one 
sentence blurb The Week magazine proclaimed, in 
February, 2015, that “U.S. Special Operations 
forces quietly deployed to 133 countries in 2104–
–roughly 70 percent of the nations on the planet.” 

Because our new technologies allow millions to 
go “viral” with their messages, news and its 
imagery easily spread worldwide.  One suicide 
bomber’s gesture cannot be isolated or contained.  
Suddenly, unless we play dumb, we’re all involved 
in some threat or war on the other side of the 
world, and with the disruptions of trade and 
population migrations that result.  The U.S. 
posture as “world leader” makes it a usually 
unwilling but responsible participant, the 
scapegoat and cause of conflicts everywhere, at 
once the world’s great savior and enemy, the force 
the survivors of innocent victims should side with 
or destroy as the leading cause of troubles. 

Meanwhile, a nation as small as Israel, with its 
nuclear bombs, has “balance of terror” capability, 
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while Pakistan, chronically unstable, trusts 
members of a rogue military with the keys to its 
nuclear arsenal. When the World Trade Center 
towers were attacked on 9-11, World War III 
came to American turf in an obvious way not well 
foreshadowed by Vietnam.  With it came a dim 
realization:  Strangers somewhere in the world, 
more and more of them from somewhere strange, 
hated the U.S.  And with a new intensity, 
Americans began blaming each other for 
everything going wrong.  Where were the good 
old-fashioned wars, with turf battles that could be 
won and lost?  Where were the official 
declarations of war––rather than “executive 
actions”––and formal truce ceremonies that 
ended the wars of yore?  Enemies no longer could 
easily be identified by the colors of their uniforms, 
and the new battles being fought were 
“asymmetrical.”  While terrorists were targeting 
Americans and each other, organized crime 
governed governments, while internationalized 
bankers and corporate enterprisers, their enablers 
and suppliers, looked the other way as rivers of 
money rolled into their vaults.  Sects driven by old 
religious beliefs secured hoards of weapons, their 
leaders driven by vague resentments deeply 
associated with the symbols of wealth and vulgar 
worldliness broadcast worldwide by fancy new 
technologies.  And the hot spots where troubles 
flared spawned thousands of people feeling angry 
and alienated––disaffected migrants and refugees 
for whom “home” had become an empty 
word.  The divisions Americans began feeling 
during the Vietnam war brought no new unity 
against a common enemy easy to 
identify.  Enemies were everywhere, both inside 
and outside the U.S., and everything going wrong 
was somebody else’s fault.   

 Though it nostalgically remains the war game 
of choice for most Americans, football, with its 
ground game battles fought over lines drawn on 
turf, looks back to the Good War rather than 
forward to the untidy fields of force of World 
War III.  The roots of this new war are deep, wide 
and cranky as angry old men losing their 
minds.  If the Vietnam War brought some 
attention to the Post-Traumatic Stress problems 
caused by that war, it drew little attention to the 
PTS problems abandoned to their fates on 
obscure battlefields elsewhere in the world.  There 

millions of civilian survivors suffered untold pains 
and madness.  The general malaise caused by two 
world wars and the Cold War, and the profitable 
infrastructure of arms profiteering they created, 
remained terribly alive as World War III 
approached.  If war is a terrible monster gorged 
with ill will, it has had plenty of illness to feed 
upon.  If a Good War is fought to rectify terrible 
injustices, the injustices addressed by the new war 
go so far back and are so obscured by the 
madness of belief the injustices can be raged 
against but not known or understood.  One 
obvious feature of World War III is that it will not 
have a just conclusion, or just conclude. 

An aerial view of planet earth makes other 
features of this new war visible.  From the sky we 
can see the planet’s webwork of river dams, oil 
fields, and mines, its fresh water streams and 
stretches of desert and fertile lands, even as we 
view the grey exhaustion hovering over vast cities 
crowding toward ocean shores.  Individuals are 
lost in this picture, but not the sense that 
populations are swelling beyond the planet’s 
ability to support the expansion of human 
enterprise.  Inside village huts and in the narrow 
alleyways of cities whose names we have yet to 
learn teeming millions are struggling to find the 
food and water needed to get through another 
day.  Meanwhile, as fertile soil washes away and 
water tables drop, new technologies provide 
millions of poor people glimpses of skyscraping 
wealth, their resentments gnawing at them from 
hunger and envy, and more intensely so when 
conspicuous consumption is compounded by 
Hollywood vulgarities that spread an infectious 
cynicism over traditional religious beliefs.  World 
War III festers in the resentments bred by this 
cynicism, and in the corruption of politicians and 
police that follows unnaturally enough from it.   

  From the aerial view it’s also clear that the 
wealthy few, with their enormous profits secreted 
away into safe have accounts, so far have been 
unmoved by the actual casualties the masses have 
been inflicting on each other.  Each setback for 
the rule of law will be a multinational win for the 
planet’s free enterprising individualists, whose 
moral sense requires them, when it is immediately 
useful to them, to obey the law of the jungle. 
What is not entirely clear to them is that their new 
world trade towers are vulnerable to the clever 
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new technologies many of the wealthiest among 
them have developed.  

Beneath the engine exhaust of the global view 
what we used to call “home”––an actual 
apartment or room, a house, a village or town, a 
city neighborhood––becomes harder to see.  Wars 
destroy homes and makes migrants of masses 
who no longer have homes.  Nations change their 
ethnic identities as “others” move in, and new 
classes of outsiders become squatters in the places 
they happen on.  If alienation causes resentment 
and its often violent outcomes, the new global 
economy, with its promise to wire people together 
into social and commercial relationships, 
generates the alienation of those living in lonely 
crowds. 

The deepest resentments have their source in 
the indignities and injustices that continue to 
trouble the long and dysfunctional history of male 
and female.  Because women have godlike power 
to give birth from their own bodies, men have 
been at a loss about how to make up the 
difference.  At best, males create––as artists, 
artisans, workers, intellectuals, and engineers––
and at their worst, they excel at the arts of war, 
not least through their devilish conception of new 
technologies.  Ongoing war provides males 
ongoing excuses to make more powerful men of 
themselves, and it is no accident that their spoils 
of war so often are women who are raped, abused 
and locked into subordinate roles.  In World War 
III the rights of women, and the male’s right to 
ownership of women’s lives, are the domestic 
center of the battleground, and old-time religious 
beliefs help anchor male domination 
there.  World War III is more deeply a battle over 
sexual roles than it is between the haves and have-
nots. 

This war’s ultimate victim is becoming Mother 
Earth herself, her rounds of creative processes 
necessary to natural growth.  Nature herself is 
becoming virtually man-made, and the new 
technologies are literally getting under our skin as 
we expend our genius on new ways to get them to 
do our thinking for us.  We are in a bizarre hurry 
to do this. As our curiosity drives us to get 
somewhere else than where we now are.  As 
World War III heats up, and as profitable new 
technologies and weapons proliferate, the 
atmosphere also will be warmed for more war, 
and more violently waged against Mother Earth 
herself. 

  No Congress of Vienna, Treaty of Versailles, 
or Yalta Conference will conclude this war by 
arriving at accords or treaties, by exacting 
reparations, or by drawing the lines for new 
spheres of influence.  As new conflicts flare here 
and there, new separate peaces will be made 
among neighbors and factions living in villages, 
cities and neighborhoods. The quality of culture–
–defined mainly by whether its table-talk 
emphasizes tolerance and values that dignify––will 
mainly determine which localities manage to 
remove themselves from the general 
strife.  Religious and educational leaders will bear 
the primary responsibility for articulating the 
graciousness required if separate peaces are to be 
achieved. Business leaders may find it in their 
interests to help.  Unless arms profiteers, 
narcissists in positions of power, and vulgar 
media-makers are shamed and marginalized, 
World War III will recruit more victims to its 
holocaust. 
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Everybody has one 
Highway 61 Revisited 
Tom Driscoll 

 

 

 

I REMEMBER DRIVING back from Ottumwa, Iowa on a gorgeous, sweet-smelling Sunday 
night in March 1968. The Tet Offensive was underway. A few weeks earlier, antiwar dark 
horse Eugene McCarthy had come so close to winning the New Hampshire primary, he 
could claim a moral victory against the powerful incumbent, LBJ. Bobby Kennedy had 
entered the race. Nixon nipped at the heels of all the Democrats. And I turned north up 
Highway 61 at Mediapolis just as President Johnson preempted AM radio programming to 
talk about the War.  

Then, at the end of his speech, Johnson announced he would not seek another term. Some 
things you just don’t forget. I was young, not quite nineteen, draft age but in college, editing 
a student newspaper. What I most remember is how momentous that speech was, how 
sobering, how disarmingly grave.  

Drafted in 1970, I served in an engineer company in Alaska. Never set foot in Vietnam. 
Yet the era of the War – human rights, civil disobedience, free speech, free love, bad vibes 
and bad trips – everything subsumed into what I think of when I think of the War – has left 
me disturbed and unsettled to the present, nearly 40 years to the day after the fall of Saigon.  
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Looking backward does not ensure optical clarity, nor does it guarantee the truth will prevail, but for me, 

after having put this special issue of Folk Opera together, studying old photos and history, checking facts, 

working with the many great contributors who come at Black April from so many different points of view, I 
think a few things are settled. 

 

 The cost to America – particularly to the so-called Greatest Generation – for the blunders 
committed in Vietnam, cost measured in blood, treasure and reputation around the world, was 
extraordinarily high, too high. Seeing that catastrophic War, today, reduced to post-911 jingoism, 
motorcycle thunder and historical cleansing is a multigenerational disgrace that reduces bad policy, 
aggression and human misery to a flawed narrative this Nation is obligated to correct, or doomed 
to repeat.  
 

 Many who participated in antiwar politics and protests, myself included, were hopelessly wrong to 
dismiss or minimize the threat posed by communist totalitarianism. 
 

 Eager to put the War behind us, America generally looked away from the long term suffering of 
Southeast Asians abandoned to a repressive regime over there and, despite the good intentions of 
good people over here, failed to understand the long term challenges faced by immigrants expected 
to assimilate our language, our culture and our traditions. 
 

 The government in Hanoi was wrong about too many things to list without missing something 
crucial. Suffice it to say, the communists misjudged the practical economics of Marxism. They 
were wrong to masquerade punitive tyranny as socialism, regressive in their attempt to forcibly 
reeducate an entire population, and disgracefully selfish in benefitting the few over the many, 
allowing corruption and injustice to fester. 
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